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ABSTRACT 

 

This qualitative multiple case study explores the intersection of young adult 

literature and adolescent memory narratives in an undergraduate course entitled 

Learning about Adolescence through Literature within an action research 

framework. This dissertation is motivated by two research questions: (1) What 

influence might young adult literature and memory narratives of adolescence have 

on undergraduate students' understandings of the cultural construction of 

adolescence? (2) How does the text we read affect how we perceive our lived 

experiences, and, in turn, how does this interchange of story affect the way in 

which we perceive adolescence in general? Building upon reader response 

theories and critical narrative pedagogy, findings indicate that YA literature and 

lifestory narratives can facilitate reconceptualizing previously held notions of 

adolescence, replacing pejorative and generalized assumptions regarding 

adolescence with an openness and acknowledgement of diversity. Implications for 

teachers and other youth workers are discussed, as well as implications for 

adolescents. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

During my early years as a classroom teacher, I did not hesitate to express 

interest in teaching middle school. I remember my own experience middle school 

as the time when I finally found a circle of friends who understood me. I finally 

found teachers who could inspire my intellectual curiosity and my admiration. I 

finally found a way to articulate who I was and who I was becoming. It was a 

wonderful time, not devoid of pain or confusion or existential angst, but 

wonderful nevertheless. I also remember my high school years with fondness, but 

there was something about the advent of my adolescence that is especially tender 

for me to recollect. However, when I began discussing my interest in teaching 

middle school, the reactions I experienced were unexpected. “Good luck,” was the 

most frequent expression. Luck? “Somebody’s got to do it.” “Good for you. 

Sacrificing for the greater good.” In my mind, it was the early grade teachers who 

were the heroes of the education world, as I recollected my difficult year teaching 

a class of first and second graders. Where were these negative associations 

coming from? Although I had an understanding of a general negativity within 

conversations surrounding the teen years, I was naïve to think it was a harmless 

joke or a misunderstood hyperbole. 

In the introduction to Act Your Age: A Cultural Construction of 

Adolescence, Lesko (2012) states: “Typically teenagers appear in our cultural talk 

as synonymous with crazed hormones, as delinquents, deficiencies, or clowns, 

that is, beings not to be taken too seriously. They are most often spoken of with 
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familiarity, sometimes with affection, and regularly with some hostility or 

displeasure. In these various venues and with decidedly mixed emotions, we talk 

about the ‘trouble with teenagers’” (p.1). This negative concept of adolescence is 

harmful to the identity development of growing adolescents, and harmful as well 

to the adult community that shares the world with youth. Pre-service teachers, 

pre-counselors and others who will be working with adolescents in the future 

come to their jobs with a set of preconceived notions of what adolescence is and 

who adolescents are which is more based on media stereotypes of the teen years 

than on actual data (Finders, 1998). Most of these students believe themselves and 

their friends to be exceptions to negative generalizations of adolescence, but they 

still believed the stereotypes are correct. However, studies have shown (Rubie-

Davies, Hattie, & Hamilton, 2006;  Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007; Wolffe, 1996) that 

negative expectations beget negative performance. In other words, if these 

negative stereotypes are not combatted, a majority of those who plan on working 

with adolescents will begin their careers with negative beliefs about those with 

whom they will work and therefore, negative results will ensue, whether 

academically, behaviorally, or otherwise.  

Reconceptualizing notions of typicality within adolescence is one way to 

diminish age related stereotype threat. Steele and Aronson (1995) developed the 

term stereotype threat to describe the effect of self-evaluative threat, that is, when 

individuals belittle themselves, consciously or unconsciously, based on 

stereotypically defined perceived ability. For instance, if the stereotypical 

perception of youth is that they are unable to think critically beyond hormonally 
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inspired love interests or superficial pursuits, youth will be less likely to believe in 

their own intellectual abilities because they will perceive themselves as less 

capable. Because negative stereotypes based on age are common in the media, in 

schooling, in casual commentary, and elsewhere, only an intentional and 

concentrated effort to reduce its effect both in adult minds and in the minds of 

youth will ease stereotype threat. When this effort is made with those who intend 

to work with youth, the effect can be exponential.  

The Youth Lens 

 One method for critically examining representations of youth in the media, 

in literature, or in one’s own narratives, is the use of the Youth Lens. Using a 

Youth Lens (Petrone, Sarigianides, & Lewis, 2015) to critically engage with 

depictions of youth in literature will serve to rattle preconceived notions of 

adolescence and create a critical state of awareness within the reader of the 

depictions of youth in literature. The Youth Lens has a series of governing 

concepts that guide the scrutinizing of depictions of youth in texts: the belief that 

“adolescence is a construct, that adolescence does not represent a universal 

experience for all youth, that conceptions of adolescence have material 

consequences, and that adolescence often functions metaphorically in ideological 

ways”( Petrone, Sarigianides, & Lewis, 2015, p.3) These are by no means new 

concepts, however the articulation of the grouping of these beliefs under the name 

Youth Lens allows scholars to utilize these central concepts as a general theory, 

such as using a feminist lens or Marxist lens. By focusing critical analysis on the 

way youth are written into a variety of narrative forms (fiction, lifestory, media, et 
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cetera), one is able to interrogate places within thinking that are complacent or 

overly comfortable.  

 The concept that adolescence is a cultural construction is at the heart of 

the Youth Lens. The understanding that adolescence is culturally constructed 

means acknowledging the social, historical, and cultural situatedness of age 

related beliefs which are commonly negative assertions. Additionally, the cultural 

construction of adolescence refutes the notion that adolescent behaviors, abilities, 

desires, et cetera, are not biological imperatives. Negating the notion that the 

“teenage brain” is a cross-cultural reality, the cultural construction of adolescence 

works against the essentialization of life stage and age assumptions. Although 

there is a wide diversity of adolescent experience and expression, there exist a 

number of negative associations commonly attributed to adolescents in general 

that contribute to a single story (Adichi, 2009) of adolescence in popular thought. 

Though numerous examples exist to refute this kind of generalizing and deficit 

thinking about adolescents, it persists and has the potential to be very damaging 

both for youth and adults alike. Without allowing for adolescent agency and 

ability, with the assumption that adolescents are only waiting to become adults, a 

hold is placed on personal growth, and consequentially, the flourishing of 

communities. 

 The two primary questions the Youth Lens seeks to answer are: 

• How does the text represent adolescent/ce? 

• What role does the text play in reinforcing and/or subverting dominant 

ideas about adolescent/ce? (Petrone, Sarigianides, & Lewis, 2015, p.6) 
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 Through these questions, the Youth Lens assists readers in critically 

examining narratives for ideological messages that underpin assumptions 

regarding youth. By reading and reflecting upon a narrative through this critical 

lens, the reader is able to dismantle deficit thinking regarding adolescent/ce and 

contribute to a broader dialogue that can serve to support personal and community 

growth rather than reinforce harmful and generalized negativities.  

 Though the Youth Lens is specifically directed towards written and 

published texts within the category of young adult literature, I believe it is equally 

relevant to a number of other narrative categories. For the purposes of this study, 

the Youth Lens is being used to view lifestory narratives as well as young adult 

literature. This lens is significant because after students read, reflect and respond, 

share the narrations of their connections with the texts and each other, they must 

critically examine these narratives. For a reconceptualization of adolescence to 

take place, story cannot be taken at face value, because often unconscious 

prejudice and negativity are represented in both fictional and lifestory narratives. 

Diversity and representation in YA literature 

In the course in which I conducted this research, dialogue surrounding 

issues of adolescence was inspired by young adult literature, that is, fictional 

novels written for and marketed toward teens. With a booklist that was culturally 

and thematically diverse, I hoped students would not feel excluded from the 

culture of reading by the possibility of being represented within the literature 

chosen for this class. The concept of diversity in YA literature is important in this 

because when we integrate our life stories with the life stories of fictional 
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characters, we might feel supported or estranged. We reflect upon our own life 

stories alongside fictional life stories. The stories we tell about our own 

adolescences can shift when we integrate the telling of those stories with the 

telling/retelling of stories of fictional adolescence. The intersection of these two 

types of story might affect how we see the stories/potential stories of the youth we 

work with/might work with. 

The metaphors used within the conversation about diversity in young 

people’s literature have most often been that it can be a window to another culture 

(ethnic, racial, sexual, ability, religious, et cetera) or a mirror of one’s own culture 

or experience (Sims-Bishop, 1990). However, when an adult analyzes a book for 

youth based on the depiction of youth culture, both metaphors can be 

simultaneously activated. The adult has some distance between the present and 

their own adolescence, or between current adolescents and their memory of their 

adolescent selves, but still has the ability to make connections to young characters 

in novels based on experiences from their own adolescence (mirror). At the same 

time, that adult may harbor notions regarding adolescents that are negative and 

based on stereotypes and media hyperbole. Therefore, the moment that an adult 

reads a novel in which they identify with the young character, I believe that adult 

simultaneously can open up to the diversity that is adolescence, moving beyond 

stereotype and negative expectations (window). I believe through reading YA 

literature, an adult might be more open to the re-conceptualization of what they 

believe adolescence is and can be. 
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Research Questions 

 In order to examine these beliefs, I chose to conduct my research within 

the context of an undergraduate course at the University of Arizona. Looking 

holistically at the entire class of 25 students, and more closely at a focus group of 

five students, I sought to address the following primary and secondary questions:  

• What influence might young adult literature and memory 

narratives of adolescence have on undergraduate students' 

understandings of the cultural construction of adolescence?  

• How does the text we read affect how we perceive our lived 

experiences, and, in turn, how does this interchange of story affect 

the way in which we perceive adolescence in general?  

In addition to presenting these research questions, in this chapter, I 

introduce the belief that the cultural construction of adolescence is harmful for 

young people, and is a type of age based stereotype threat. I introduce the idea 

that students develop a narrative understanding of self and other through reading 

young adult literature and accessing memories of adolescence.   

A narrative understanding of self 

The idea is that via the process of narrating their experiences, people 

eventually build a sense of how their past informs the person they are 

today and how both their past and present point toward an emerging 

future. (McClean & Pasupathi, 2010, p xxi) 

One of my goals as a teacher educator is to assist those who are preparing 

to work with youth in their future to be able to meet youth with an openness to 
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and an understanding of the variety of identities and cultures that youth may 

possess and a measure of flexibility that will allow them to listen deeply and 

respond to the needs of these students, in academic, social, emotional, physical, 

aesthetic and other ways. I want to cultivate curiosity and compassion in students, 

and help them gather the tools they need to be able to continually refresh their 

understandings of the world around them.  If higher education faculty are to help 

nurture a generation of secondary school teachers and other youth services 

workers who begin their careers with a positive and open vision of what 

adolescence is and who adolescents are, having immediate respect for their 

students, then the teacher educator must help eradicate the damaging stereotypes 

that exist regarding the teen years that many educators begin their careers 

believing. If they begin their careers believing these damaging stereotypes, it 

becomes a vicious cycle of expectation and actualization. 

It is not the books, by themselves, which have the potential to encourage a 

re-conceptualization of adolescence. It is the discussion that ensues, the collective 

reader response that eviscerates the totality of the ‘typical teen’ myth and allows 

for a new and intersectional understanding of adolescent individuality within 

community. YA texts are not necessarily accurate or total representations of a 

particular adolescent experience, but they are the stimulus by which we are made 

to re-evaluate our own adolescent experiences, and thus the wide variety of 

experience that makes up adolescence in general. “To address the psychological, 

social, cultural, and political dimensions of the self, we need to start with an 

account of how our identity or selfhood evolves and develops over our life course 
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and how such a web of experiences comes into play in that process” (Gill, 2014, p 

24). The fact that the texts are from the viewpoint of the adult writer does not 

dismantle the truth that the child’s/adolescent’s viewpoint that we bring to it is 

real, is authentic, because it is our own. This is especially true when conversation 

with other readers occurs and we share our responses to the texts.  

Reading YA literature changes what is considered publically reportable, 

what is a socially acceptable form of telling about ourselves. It changes how we 

view the narrative of our own lives because it gives us permission to tell a story 

that is understood in the reality of our day-to-day experience, but otherwise 

hidden from the presentation of our identities, though our adolescent narratives 

are a hugely important aspect of our identities.  

[Ricouer] proposes that the idea of a plot or story provides us with a 

means of understanding by which we can discover and not simply impose 

from the outside, ‘the narrative identity’ which constitutes us…We never 

cease to ‘re-interpret’ the narrative identity that constitutes us in light of 

the narratives proposed to us by our culture…Ricouer compares our self-

understanding as it is mediated by culture and tradition to the dynamics of 

understanding involved in a literary (fictional) work. We learn to become 

‘the narrator and the hero’ of our own story without actually becoming 

‘the author of our own life.’ We can become our own ‘narrator’ in 

imitation of the voices of fictional narrative, but unlike the world of 

fiction, in real life we are not the sole authors of our own creation because 

we are born into a history and culture not of our own creation. This is the 



	 17	

great difference between ‘life and fiction.’ It is through an act of 

imagination that we attempt to obtain ‘a narrative understanding of 

ourselves’ which in turn contributes to a sense of narrative identity” 

(Duffy, 2009, p34).  

Jerome Bruner (1991) wrote that narrative "operates as an instrument of 

mind in the construction of reality" (p. 6). If we desire to help students construct a 

future reality for how they will interact with, communicate with, and perceive the 

youth they will work with, we need to realize they are constructing this future 

reality with the stories that we, collectively, tell them and they tell themselves 

about youth.  

Situating the researcher 

As a book hungry adolescent, I know firsthand how story can help develop 

one’s identities. I spent my own adolescence working in a second hand bookstore, 

looking carefully for literature in which I could see myself represented, 

specifically my new and hesitant queer identity. At the time, queer literature for 

youth was almost absent, and what I did find was the persistent coming out 

narrative as well as the bully narrative. Because of this, I largely skipped YA 

literature during my teen years, only to really discover it a decade later, as it was 

growing tremendously within publishing. Though I had no trouble finding my 

Irish American female identity represented in literature, the erasure of my queer 

identity affected me profoundly. When I entered college, I started volunteering in 

a queer youth center in San Francisco specifically to take action to counter for 

others the feeling of being absent in the world, as my world, both my interior 
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world and my activities and relationships in the actual world, were founded upon 

literature. 

 After my undergraduate major in Book History and Book Arts, and my 

graduate fine arts degrees, I began teaching English/Language arts to 4-8th grade 

students at a private school. It was doing this work that inspired the understanding 

within me that literature can transcend academics, can transcend enjoyment, and 

can be a tool for change both within an individual and within a community. I was 

able, as the teacher, to see how literature affected the students in my classes in 

ways that deepened, challenged, and sometimes altered their thinking about the 

world. I was able to see for the first time, literature’s transformative power. It was 

also thanks to these students, that I was able to see that literature could be a 

catalyst for dialogue and powerful reflection. It was in this new understanding 

that I began doctoral studies in Language, Reading, and Culture, and began 

formulating a plan for research this very phenomena. 

Key terms 

 Although some of these terms can be subjective, what follows is my 

working definition for each of these essential terms within this study. 

Identity: Who one believes one is, how one situates this belief within the context 

of a larger community. Sometimes defined as a lifestory or a group of stories.  

Adolescence/Youth: Primarily the years of 12-18, though these are blurry 

boundaries. I believe that adolescence is in part a cultural construction and in part 

a biological moment, sometimes considered transitionary. While I do not believe 

that it is a formal life stage, I do acknowledge that certain biological factors play 
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important roles in the creation of the cultural construction of adolescence and in 

individual lives. However, I object to adolescents/ce being generally viewed as 

negative to experience or to interact with.  

Narrative: A story that is sometimes assumed to be chronological, with a structure 

that can involve a beginning, middle, and end. It can be imagined or lived or a 

combination. In this study I use the words narrative and story interchangeably.  

Overview of chapters 

In Chapter One of this dissertation, I set the foundation for this description 

of my research by introducing the concept that the cultural construction of 

adolescence is harmful for young people, and is a type of age based stereotype 

threat. I introduced the idea that through reading young adult literature and 

accessing memories of adolescence, students are developing a narrative 

understanding of self and other.  Additionally, I detailed my research questions. In 

Chapter Two, I provided a foundation for understanding the three theoretical 

lenses through which I viewed my data: reader response theories and critical 

narrative theories. Following the description of my theoretical foundation, I 

provided examples of related scholarly research. In Chapter Three, I detailed my 

methodology including the larger frame of action research. In this chapter, I also 

looked into the history and context of the course in which I collected my data, and 

deeply described the course content, the participants, and my own role. Within 

this chapter, I detailed the primary and secondary data sources. In Chapter Four, I 

described in depth the focus group of five students, and detailed their individual 

journeys through the course. It is in this chapter that I provided an analysis of 
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individual and cross-case data and connected my research questions to my 

findings. Finally, in Chapter Five, I detailed the implications of this research and 

situated my study within a broader educational and human context.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This study is situated within research surrounding two conceptual areas: 

reader response theories and critical narrative theory. In this chapter, I look at 

both of these theories and their relationship to ideas regarding identity in order to 

provide a context for understanding my interpretation of data in the following s. 

Issues of identity are central to this study because in order for students to 

reconceptualize adolescence, they must first connect with and articulate their own 

identities. Beyond this, they must connect with and find a place of understanding 

with the identities of others so that they are able to radically erase negativities and 

stereotypes regarding groups of people, age related groups specifically, but with 

necessity all identity groups that are represented during adolescence. Following 

this examination of my conceptual framework, I will review current literature that 

explores the connection between reading literature and responding to literature, 

thereby accessing the reader’s conceptions of self and other. 

Conceptual Framework 

Reader response theories and narrative theories have common ground in 

the idea that there is a deep connection between story and identity. Both theories 

conceive of story as a meaning making experience, for the storyteller and the 

storylistener or reader. 
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Reader Response Theories 

I believe reader response theories and concepts surrounding identity 

formation and valuation are inseparable. Reading is highly valued in childhood 

and adolescent schooling and pre-schooling as foundational for most other 

learning (Freire & Slover, 1983). Tools that supposedly increase pre-literacy skills 

are marketed from birth through adulthood. Television shows are considered 

quality programming if they attempt to ‘teach’ skills that lead to reading and other 

literacies (Fisch, 2014). Very young children are critically evaluated based on 

reading proficiency (Lundberg, Frost, & Peterson, 1988; Byrne,	&	Fielding-

Barnsley,	1995). Although there are many avenues for narrative in youth through 

various non-print literacies, because the push for traditional print literacy is so 

powerful during childhood, and the importance of print based literacy is not 

questioned, it is vital that the connection between reading and identity formation 

and valuation is acknowledged and studied (Alvermann, 2002, 2009; Moje & 

Luke, 2009). Beyond this, however, is the notion that reader response theories can 

be utilized for non-print narratives as well as print narratives. 

Reader response theories are particularly important to the study of the 

connection between reading and identity because, although there are many 

nuanced differences between the various reader response theories, one 

commonality is that the text does not exist in a vacuum. The meaning in a text is 

dependent on the reader, and I will add, the identities of the reader. The 

experience of reading a text has the potential to affect the reader enough to elicit a 
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response, and therefore has the potential to affect the identities of the reader, as 

well as the ways in which the reader values the identities of others.   

The foundational concept within reader response theories is that meaning 

does not exist solely within a text (Beach, 1993; Tompkins, 1980). Rather, the 

reader plays an important role in the meaning making process during and after the 

reading of a text, what Rosenblatt (1995) would call a transaction. When the 

reader and the text transact, according to Rosenblatt, something new is created, 

what Rosenblatt called the poem. This poem is only created once, for when we re-

read the same text at a different moment in time, we bring to the text all the new 

experiences and thoughts we have had since the last reading. From moment to 

moment, our identities shift and grow, and though the text is stagnant on the page, 

the meaning is not because it solely exists in the transaction between reader and 

text. This theory is central to my research because it is through the experience of 

reading YA fiction and responding to it, that the re-conceptualization of 

adolescence might occur.  

 Rosenblatt's (1994, 1995) transactional model of reading is the theory of 

response that resonates most with this research. She addresses issues of how 

meaning is perceived in reading by theorizing that understanding the relationship 

between the author and the reader is essential to understanding the reading 

process. She cites Neils Bohr's (1949) idea that the observer is part of the 

observation. The transactional model grew out of a way of thinking about 

relationships in general, however Rosenblatt (1994) brought the transactional 

model into the framework of literacy. She believes the meaning of a text does not 
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exist without a reader, that the reader creates the meaning during the transaction 

that occurs with the text. 

 The idea of 'stance' is very important in transactional theory. The stance is a 

"selective attitude" which guides the reader in her "choosing activity" (Rosenblatt, 

1994).  The stance illuminates the reader's purpose, whether she is reading 

efferently (predominantly for information) or aesthetically (predominantly for the 

pleasure of the text). She believes there is a continuum between these two stances. 

The stance does not reside within the text, the stance is within the reader. This 

seems to be the genesis of transaction theory, the idea that the efference or 

aesthetics perceived from a text actually reside within the reader. However, 

Rosenblatt (1994) assures the reader that the text itself is still of vital importance, 

regardless of stance. The text contains within it cues that might guide the reader to 

the place on the efferent-aesthetic continuum from which the text would be read. 

This concept has a particularly vital place in a course called “Learning about 

Adolescence through Literature.” From the title of the course, students might 

expect knowledge banking, in line with the efferent stance. On the flip side, 

students often begin this course thinking it will be very easy, that no critical 

thinking is possible in the context of young people’s literature. Most students, 

however, find that in the readings for this course, the efferent stance and the 

aesthetic stance are woven tightly together, inseparable.  

 Within this theory is the idea that no two readings are the same, even when 

the same reader undertakes them (Rosenblatt, 1994). There are fluctuations within 

the attentions of the reader who may at times read a text purposely to retain 
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information, while another reading may be for the beauty of the language, or 

emotional connection with story. Also, when time has passed between readings, 

the reader has had more experiences that might influence the meaning created by 

the transaction. Rosenblatt acknowledges with this theory that identity is dynamic 

and that our identities are directly related to how we make meaning during our 

transaction with a text. A transaction is a moment in time, captured historically 

and briefly within the thoughts. We may experience this when we re-read our own 

written notes during the process of a reading that had taken place during a 

previous time. We may not remember having the thoughts and feelings expressed 

in the notes, and upon re-reading, may experience something entirely different, 

have a host of thoughts and feelings which were not present during the initial 

reading. This is also a concept of great importance during this course, as 

sometimes students re-read novels they had read during their own adolescences, 

often with ease of reading being the key factor in their choice to do so. What is 

found is a new understanding of the text, as well as a new understanding of 

themselves at the time of the first reading. 

 One assumption implicit in the transactional theory of reading is that 

language is used in order to convey meaning. This is a given, the signs of letters 

and words signify meaning. Another assumption is that human beings have 

experiences from which to draw in order to create this meaning. This meaning is 

not static; it evolves and revolves. 

 The process of reading, she believed, has three linear components in this 

model; evocation, response, and interpretation (Rosenblatt, 1994). Evocation is 
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the initial reading, sometimes understood as the meaning of the text. It is the first 

process that is undergone within the reader. The response is the second process, 

though it is actually concurrent with the reading. It is the transaction, the fluid 

reacting of the reader. The third process, interpretation, allows for the relationship 

between the author and reader to deepen. This third step makes clear if the 

response reflects the voice of the author.  "Interpretation can be understood as the 

effort to report, analyze, and explain the evocation” (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 1071). 

Interpretation is often an outward expression culminating in a text of some sort. 

Writing is a common expression of interpretation. 

 The act of writing itself is a transactional act. Writing, like reading, takes 

place at a particular moment in time, a moment that cannot be repeated. The 

writer is transacting the cultural, social, and environmental factors at that moment 

and all moments prior to it. The concept of authorial reading in this model is 

particularly interesting. The very first reading of any text is done during the 

process of writing, a simultaneous act. Rosenblatt has two categories for authorial 

reading, expression oriented and reception oriented. In expression oriented 

reading, the author reads to see if her ideas have been satisfactorily 

communicated, if the expression is viable. In reception oriented reading, the 

author reads from the perspective of the other, the potential audience for the text. 

 The framework Rosenblatt is working from solidly supports her theory. 

Dewey (1922, 1934), and Peirce (1931) underpin the idea of reader/text 

transaction. The Peircean triad of the thing denoted, the sign, and the mind are the 

rootstock for Rosenblatt's model. The dynamism of Vygotsky's (2012) sense of 
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childhood's language also support the transactional model (Rosenblatt, 1994). The 

idea of a linguistic-experiential reservoir from which we draw meaning as we read 

explains very succinctly the foundation for this theory. William James' (1890) 

idea of 'selective attention' illustrates this model well. Based on James' concept of 

selective attention, Rosenblatt states that verbal signs should not be seen as 

having a fixed meaning, but rather they are a  "fluid potential of triadic 

symbolizations” (Rosenblatt, 1994, p.1062).  

 The transactional model is the antithesis of what Street (1984) labeled the 

autonomous model.  In this model, reading is seen as a technological feat where 

the reader must acquire the meaning of the text that the author intended. 

Structuralists, Constructivists, Formalists, Behaviorists, and those advocating and 

educating through the ideals of New Criticism are all working under the general 

umbrella of Street's autonomous model. Street's ideological model is more closely 

aligned with Rosenblatt's transactional model.  One of the main points of the 

ideological model is the idea that literacy and culture are inextricably connected, 

bound to each other in order to create meaning (Street, 1984). Heath (1983) 

echoes this sentiment when she reminds us that culture can be defined as the way 

humans learn to take meaning from their environment.  

 In order to effectively use this theory, one needs to relinquish the concept of 

correctness. Transaction theory traverses the boundaries of public and private 

spaces of thought and meaning. It circumvents the authority of the author. The 

etymological relationship between those two words is obvious. Transaction theory 

has been difficult for some to embrace specifically because of the solidly 
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ingrained concept of authorial truth that many have been educated with 

(Rabinowitz, 1997). However, if the notion of literacy is not only gathering 

information but also synthesizing that information with our own knowledge, 

experiences, and emotions, then the rejection of the autonomous model and the 

consideration the text empty without readership are vital. A text cannot have 

meaning without the captivation of a reader's cultivated references (Barton, 

Hamilton, Ivanič, 2000). However the text cannot have meaning, either, unless the 

author creates the text with a meaning, and shares it accordingly (Smith & 

Rabinowitz, 2005).   

 When an educator allows the rejection of the absolute and the entrance of 

subtlety and dynamic interpretation into the classroom, the identities of the 

students are supported for exploration and formation. Rosenblatt (1995) terms the 

skill and drill method, the rote acquisition of inadequate facts, and the idea of 

reading solely in order to answer comprehension questions a "so-called literacy." 

In order for a teacher to assist the students in both their self development and 

literacy development, the text cannot be taken out of the context of reader or 

author, and a classroom must be open to engaging a variety of references and 

impressions that a text might convey to a student or students. The transactional 

model allows literature to transcend beyond the literary into the understanding of 

human culture in general, allowing students a depth that is not available in 

classrooms following the autonomous model (Rosenblatt, 1995) or Freire’s (1993) 

concept of the banking model.  

 Thus the transactional view, freeing us from the old separation 
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between the human creature and the world, reveals the 

individual consciousness as a continuing self-ordering, self-

creating process, shaped by and shaping a network of 

interrelationships with its environing social and natural matrix. 

Out of such transactions flowers the author's text, an utterance 

awaiting the readers whose participation will consummate the 

speech act. (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 172). 

One important area of reader response theory that is central to this 

research is Bleich’s (1975) notion of interpretation as a communal act. Discussion 

amongst students is a primary activity within this study, and it is through 

discussion that much of the meaning making occurs. Though we are continually 

creating meaning as we read, when we come together as a community of readers 

and articulate our responses to one another, deeper layers of meaning and 

understanding can occur, as well as connections to the text that had not previously 

been explored. In addition, when we come together to discuss a text, our own 

personal narratives can also emerge.  

Critical Narrative Theories 

Narrative provides an ideal opportunity for the narrator and the 

researcher or the interlocutor to explore human lives critically, 

and to investigate how individuals are subject to a certain social 

political and power dynamics, and how a person as a bearer of a 

particular social identity is placed in a wide scheme of things 

that are beyond their choice and preference. In this way, the 
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narrative quest for meaning becomes a critical inquiry. This is 

where the notion of pedagogy comes in because critical self-

reflection is connected to one’s ability to deconstruct certain 

assumptions and to construct and reconstruct meaning. 

(Goodson & Gill, 2014, p. 75) 

 Critical narrative theory (Cadden, 2010; Goodson & Gill, 2014; McLean 

& Pasaupathi, 2010), used concurrently with reader response theories, provides 

the connection to the personal narrative that can occur while reading YA 

literature. While Freire (1993) did not consciously invoke critical narrative theory, 

his notions of what learning is and does is foundational for critical narrative 

theory. Learning is a process of becoming human, and that the great importance 

of humanity is the interconnectedness of beings, being with each other. In line 

with reader response theories, critical narrative theory holds that narrative is never 

decontextualized, neither during its construction or reception (McAdams, 2001). 

When we narrate our experiences, we do so as a storyteller, for an audience. We 

are, at that time, highlighting our mutual humanity as well as our diversity 

through narrative. When responding to and discussing YA literature together, 

adult students are actively involved in a variety of narrative experiences; the 

fictional narrative, the potential self/life connections they narrate for themselves, 

and the narratives of the community of readers and learners surrounding them. 

The way a reader perceives the textual narrative is intimately connected to the 

way the same individual perceives their own life narrative or those of others. In 

Critical Narrative as Pedagogy, Goodson and Gill (2014) reflect: 
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Narrating lived experience and examining human life as a 

whole can help us forge a vision of our reality and our purpose 

in the world, which considers how it was constructed in 

relation to others, within the wider contexts of our communities 

and of the social and cultural systems that provide meaning to 

our existence. Here theory and practice are connected and 

integrated in the development of the individual’s voice and in 

the narrative quest for a better state of things. Personal 

meanings and understanding are made explicit and placed 

alongside concepts, theories and descriptions of practice that 

come from others. ( p. 36)  

Narrative is one avenue for explorations of identity, highlighting the 

importance of the stories we tell and the stories we are told. Bruner (2004) stated, 

“It is through narrative that we create and re-create selfhood, that self is a product 

of our telling and not some essence to be delved for in the recesses of subjectivity. 

There is now evidence that if we lacked the capacity to make stories about 

ourselves, there would be no such thing as selfhood” (p. 13). In describing the 

symbolic interactionist perspective in the sociological social psychology view of 

self, Stets and Burke (2003) examine the importance of narrative reflection in the 

formation of self. “In this way,” they say, “humans are processual entities. They 

formulate and reflect, and this process is ongoing” (p. 130). The self emerges out 

of continuous interior reflection, made possible through the symbolic expression 

of language. Eakin (2008) discusses Damasio’s (1999) concept that we are living 
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with and through narrative even when we are wordless beings, that narrative 

identity is rooted in our bodies as well as in our minds. For Damasio, self and 

narrative cannot be disconnected, they are almost one in the same.  

Narrative identity is usually conceptualized purely as an autobiographical 

investigation, the creation of ourselves and formation of our identities through the 

telling of our life stories. However, I assert that narrative identity is not only 

related to our roles as story-teller of our own life stories, but also our roles as the 

receiver of all the stories that we hear, as the story-listener. McCarthy and Moje 

(2002), in an article on why identity matters in the context of literacy pedagogy, 

write, “ ...we live our identities in a sort of narrative, and…many people are 

searching for ways to construct or represent identities and stories that allow them 

to belong”  (p. 232). The act of reading fiction is an apprenticeship in the art of 

narrative; we use the stories in conjunction with our own stories to shape the 

direction of our thoughts and feelings and thereby construct our identities. 

Blackford (2004), in her study researching why literature matters to girls, found 

that the narrations of her subjects lives were actively based on the fictional 

narrations they were engaged with. Rosenblatt (2005) describes this entanglement 

of our own narratives with the narratives on the page: 

In order to shape the work, we draw on our reservoir of past 

experience with people and the world, our past inner linkage of 

words and things, our pat encounters with spoken or written texts. 

We listen to the sound of the words in the inner ear; we lend our 

sensations, our emotions, our sense of being alive, to the new 
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experience which, we feel, corresponds to the text. We participate 

in the story, we identify with the characters, we share their 

conflicts and their feelings. (p. 75) 

 In Idologies of Identity in Adolescent Fiction: The Dialogic Construction 

of Subjectivity , Mcallum (1999) explores Bakhtin’s concept that individual 

subjectivity is formed through relationship between self and other. Bakhtin 

conceived of the relationship between an author and a character as that of self and 

other. I posit that the relationship between reader and character (author) is also 

analogous to the relationship between self and other, and that through that 

dialogic relationship; the reader is able to complete the self, or, perhaps, become 

more fully human. Bakhtin (1984) also explored this narrative area between self 

and other. 

I am conscious of myself and become myself only while 

revealing myself for another, through another, and with the help 

of another. The most important acts constituting self-

consciousness are determined by a relationship toward another 

consciousness, (toward a thou). Separation, disassociation, and 

enclosure within the self as the main reason for the loss of one’s 

self. Not that which takes place within, but that which takes place 

on the boundary between one’s own and someone else’s 

consciousness, on the threshold. (p. 287) 

Exercising our relational selves, exploring relationships with characters or 

other human beings, with either the possibility of relating to fictional or human 



	 34	

characters and seeing ourselves within a story, or the possibility of witnessing and 

‘experiencing’ a story radically different from our own, is crucial for literacy 

development and identity formation (White-Kaulaity, 2007). It is fundamental to 

encourage and support literary narrative, or story, as a model for self-narrative 

and self-knowledge and thereby the construction of identity. Erikson’s (1968) 

concept of identity places importance in the web of experience, but also within the 

web of relationships. His definition of relationships was not limited to human 

interpersonal relationships, but also how we relate ourselves to the variety of 

groups we claim membership in, i.e. how we see ourselves relating to culture, 

faith, nationality, et cetera.  

Although narrative is frequently defined as a chronological retelling, a 

review of the sequence of events that have some kind of plot, or some reason for 

the telling, within Critical Narrative theory, it is believed that the manner of 

telling points toward an implicit meaning that can become explicit in the 

narration. Gill (2014) articulates the way a critical perspective on narrative can 

further our understanding of personal storytelling. 

Thus the way a narrator ‘emplots’ his or her stories is deeply 

connected to how people perceive their life’s themes and pursues 

meaning in their activities and actions….Narrative allows us to 

examine life through lived experiences, and to question these 

experiences in light of their places in our life, their significance 

and meaning to our being and becoming a person. Although life 



	 35	

narratives may appear to be immersed in the past, they are 

reflective of the present and can lead us to the future. (p. 31) 

Thus, narrative offers the narrator of lived experience a venue and avenue 

for self-reflection upon past events, connection with present realities, and an atlas 

to a desired future. It can connect the narrator more deeply with group 

memberships based on cultural ties, belief systems, nationalism, and personal 

identity markers. Narrative creates temporal continuity for the narrator, and 

historical linkages. Our stories, narrated for an audience beyond ourselves, in 

written or oral form, are developed in the narrating. These vital connections are 

recognized, acknowledged, and strengthened during the act of narration. 

“Narrating lived experience and examining human life as a whole can help us 

forge a vision of our reality and our purpose in the world, which considers how it 

was constructed in relation to others, within the wider contexts of our 

communities and of the social and cultural systems that provide meaning to our 

existence” (Gill, 2014, p. 36). Therefore, narration has benefit for the narrator and 

the listener, as connection is forged between communities, and human 

relationships are contextualized. This is when learning occurs, when storytelling 

grounded in lived experience is opened up not only for personal reflection, but 

also for the reflection of others. This is when an individual can connect with and 

learn from another individual, as life narrative inspires a great depth of 

engagement from storyteller and storylistener in contrast with Freire’s (1993) 

notion of knowledge banking in education, in which one holder of knowledge 
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deposits information into the empty vessel of another without connection and 

without humanization.  

Through reflection upon and interpretation of our own stories and the 

stories of others, we are engaging in acts of meaning making, regardless of if the 

narrative derives from life or from fiction. The kind of learning that ensues is a 

co-construction between the teller and the listener, situated within the context of 

each participant. It is also a co-construction of meaning between the life of an 

individual and the broader life of a society. In this way, through critical narrative, 

one can practice deep listening, situating one’s own story within a larger 

story/history of society. However, and importantly for this study, one can also 

situate oneself within the story of another individual, and situate another 

individual’s story within one’s own story, through this co-construction of 

meaning and co-narration of experience.  

When Critical Narrative is a part of pedagogy and praxis, there is an 

implied action that must occur beyond the reflection. When students critically 

reflect upon the lives of fictional adolescents, they are inspired to enter into 

dialogue regarding their own life experiences. So narrated, these experiences 

become a shared story, experienced vicariously by the storylisteners, inspired to 

narrate their own lived experiences. Students in this dialogue reflect upon the 

similarities and differences of experience, and co-interpret these reflections. 

These interpretations, built upon narrative, are the foundation for action that 

represents a deeply contextualized morality. Through narrative, we are able to 

connect to the larger community of story, and through this connection, we are 
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able to transform ourselves, beginning a process of discovery and action for the 

good of this larger community. “The narrative pathway is a creative and formative 

journey where we consolidate who we are as individuals and communities, find 

our voice, our place in the world and the story that we belong to and that we are, 

and where we continue to engage in social actions in our pursuit of being and 

becoming more fully human” (Gill, 2014, p98). 

Gill (2014) notes, “At the same time, from a sociological perspective, 

narrative is an ideal platform for the interlocutors (the teller and the listener) to 

recognize the influence of dominating discourses on individuals’ perspectives and 

how our ideas, beliefs, and actions are (often unknowingly) determined by forces 

that are not always of our own choosing and that are beyond our control” (p. 83). 

The Youth Lens assists readers and storylisteners to critically reflect upon these 

often unknown ideas and beliefs within narratives.  

Review of Related Literature 

Using fictional literature to gain an understanding of an academic area is 

not uncommon. In K-12 and higher education, fiction is at home in English/ 

Language Arts classrooms, and is beginning to be read with more frequency in 

Social Studies/ History classrooms (Brophy & Van Sledright, 1992, Levstick, 

1995), less so in sciences classrooms (Mellor, 2003). In sociology classrooms, 

reading literature has long been connected with studying humanness (Cosbey, 

1997), comic books have been used to discuss American culture (Hall & Lucal, 

1999), and reading poetry has been used to study inequality (Moran, 1999).  

However, I encountered only one example of research regarding using fiction to 
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understand adolescence. In “The Angst of the Everyday: Using Narrative to 

Provoke an Affective Understanding of Adolescence”, Bell (2011) narrates her 

experiences teaching an interdisciplinary course on adolescence. By examining 

how different disciplines look at and narrate the notion of growing up and leaving 

childhood, in combination with the student’s own memories of this experience in 

their lives, Bell hoped that the understandings of the students’, mostly pre-service 

teachers, about what it meant to be a teenager, might be expanded.  

Initially, this study seemed remarkably similar to this dissertation research 

because of Bell’s expectation for growth surrounding student understandings of 

adolescence through personal narratives as well as interdisciplinary narratives. 

However, when looking at the texts Bell used with her course, the first major 

difference stands out. Although Bell does not offer a complete list of readings for 

this course, all the readings she makes note of and the one reading she goes into 

detail about, are adult texts about adolescent subjects. There is no mention of 

fiction written for and marketed towards young adult readers. Alice Munro’s short 

story, “Heirs of the Living Body,” deals with an adolescent girl’s first experience 

of death and the great difficulty of communication between her and the adults 

surrounding her. After reading this story alongside Anna Freud’s writings about 

adolescence being a time for breaking away from parental authority, the students’ 

affective responses were recorded in reading journals. Prior to reading this story, 

when the readings were mainly psychological treatises upon adolescence, Bell 

worried that discussions of adolescence in the course were mired in relativism 

without a more genuine connection to experience. She felt that the students could 
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discuss the concepts because they remembered the experiences of adolescence 

without remembering what it felt like to be an adolescent. Once this fictional 

narrative was brought into the discussion, the students were more able to resonate 

deeply with concepts surrounding adolescence, beyond a cognitive resonance.  

While this student did not, and cannot, speak for everyone, to my 

mind, Del's presence—the presence of an fictional adolescent 

with a singularity that problematizes the 'theoretical' adolescent—

made us (though not always, and not everyone) more responsible 

with our discussions of adolescent realities. (p. 31) 

 Finally, Bell was searching for an answer to the question, “How does the 

adolescent experience – whatever it may be--get transformed into narrative?” 

(p.24). She sought out a way to explore the singularity of adolescent experience 

through narrative, getting beyond the individual experiences of the students in 

order to help them to articulate adolescence interdisciplinarily as a universal 

experience. In this way, and in the selection of texts, Bell’s research and this 

dissertation research, could not be more different.  

Along different lines, it was important to review literature related to reader 

response, specifically in terms of reading across culture and age. In a study 

surrounding the reader responses of two adult women, Elizabeth Abel (1995), a 

white literary and gender theorist, tells the story of two different readings of Toni 

Morrison’s (1983) story, “Recitatif.” In the story, eight-year old Twyla, racially 

ambiguous, moves into a shelter for neglected children, encountering her 

roommate for the first time.  
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The minute I walked in…I got sick to my stomach. It was one thing 

to be taken out of your own bed early in the morning---it was 

something else to be stuck in a strange place with a girl from a 

whole other race. And Mary, that’s my mother, she was right. Every 

now and then she would stop dancing long enough to tell me 

something important and one of the things she said was that they 

never washed their hair and they smelled funny. Roberta sure did. 

Smell funny, I mean. 

(Morrison, 1983, p. 89) 

In discussing this story with Lula Fragd, a black feminist critic, Abel 

realized that each woman had read the story with a different racial understanding. 

Abel believed Twyla to be black and Roberta white, while Fragd believed Twyla 

to be white and Roberta black. To understand these readings better, they asked a 

variety of readers this same question, is Twyla black or white? The answers were 

divided along racial lines, just as Fragd and Abel’s readings of the text. Each 

based her assumptions on textual evidence such as name, linguistic usage, the 

careers of the characters’ husbands, descriptions of fashion, capacity for nurture, 

and politics, as well as other social and cultural details. However, this evidence 

was filtered through her particular sociocultural lens, through her own identity, 

and so the very same details provided different ‘evidence.’ Yet, as Abel explains, 

neither of these racial assumptions was able to remain unquestioned through the 

end of the text.  
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Abel does not mention the possibility that the characters are neither black 

nor white in the text, but does mention this racial essentializing in a brief footnote. 

It is not noted whether the assortment of readers they summoned to resolve their 

quarrel are solely black and white, or if the group contains those who identify 

themselves as non-white and non-black, or multi-racial. However, the importance 

of Abel’s description of these two readings lies in the articulation of how readers 

bring their own life experiences and cultural assumptions, their selves and 

identities, to a text without conscious effort or even dim notice.   

 It was equally essential to look at the reader responses of young adults, 

specifically relative to the ways in which reading culturally relevant fiction might 

affect identity. Blackburn’s (2009) work with GLBTQ students stemmed from 

previous research that found that GLBTQ students are marginalized within the 

school system (Goldblatt, 1995). The inhospitable social environment causes 

students to miss school because of feelings of a lack of safety due to sexuality or 

gender expression (Kosciw & Cullen, 2001). This oppression prevented adequate 

room for students’ identity work. “By identity work, I mean the ways in which 

identities are formed in social evolutionary contexts and therefore, in some ways, 

are shaped by these contexts, as well as the ways in which individuals contribute 

to the work of identity formation: They have agency to interact in and with their 

contexts to form their identities” (p. 18). So, in order to study the reader response 

of GLBTQ youth, Blackburn ran an afterschool literature group at an existing 

queer youth center. In each meeting, students would share texts written by 

themselves or others, and the group would comment and react. Blackburn shared 
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during these meetings as well, utilizing texts such poetry by Ellen Bass, children’s 

literature by Chris Raschka, excerpts from Jeanette Winterson novels.  

 Blackburn’s analysis of her experiences in this group centered first on the 

value of creating a safe space for queer youth to experience and discuss literary 

texts without fear of judgment. However, Blackburn’s greater discovery was that 

providing a safe space for the intersection of literacy work and identity work 

allowed the students the capacity to imagine themselves as LGBTQ youth within 

the standard school system. Because of fear and for safety reasons, the students 

sexual identities remained quiet at school, they had not given themselves 

permission to envision their genuine selves within a sanctioned school context. 

The experience of this after school literacy program gave them imaginative 

license.  

  Atkins (2011) studied the reader responses of five adolescent girls in an 

after school book club in order to understand how their perceptions of identity and 

expressions of identity might be influenced through literature in community. She 

situated the imperative for this study in the idea that although reading is 

considered to be foremost amongst the critical skills gained in schooling, 

pedagogy that denies the collaboration between the identity of the reader and the 

response to the text is the prevailing practice. Like Blackburn’s desire for a safe 

space for queer youth to discuss literature, Atkins desired the same for female 

youth. Atkins’ experience as a teacher allowed her to witness the voices of girls 

muted through blatant and unconscious oppression in the classroom.  
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 When Smith (1997) created a book club for sixth grade girls, she was met 

with some resistance that the notion of a group of females getting together to talk 

about books was nerdy or strange. Smith points out that at the time of her study, 

the majority of studies done regarding female reading experiences were based on 

private reading, and not the social experience of a community of readers. While 

personal reading practices have implications for identity formation, negotiating 

multiple positions within a reader’s community can be challenging. Yet the girls 

in Smith’s group, holding a variety of ethnic identities, were able to openly 

communicate their responses to the literature based on their personal identities 

through having removed the variable of gender within the book discussion group.   

Larotta and Gainer (2008), conducted research in an after school parent 

literacy program whose participants were Mexican immigrant parents between the 

ages of 30 and 50. The program was designed to introduce these primarily 

Spanish-speaking parents to the educational system their bilingual children were 

participating in. During the class, which met weekly, the parents, who had an 

average of a sixth grade education, read texts that resonated with them, such as 

Cisneros’ House on Mango Street. “The discussion by the parents revealed that 

they connected to Cisneros’ short story inspired a great deal of discussion at home 

with their children. Many of the parents commented that they were surprised at 

their children’s abilities to articulate their own thoughts relating to their family 

roots, immigration, and feelings of isolation inspired by the reading of the story” 

(p. 46). This study is notable because not only are the identities of the readers 

affirmed and reflected back at them, but the identities of members of the 
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community surrounding the readers were also affirmed. In this case, the readers 

were the parents and the conversation rooted out toward the children, but in most 

educational circumstances, the readers would be the children and the parents 

would be the outside members of the conversation. When cultural identity is 

activated through literature, the positive effects have the potential to spread 

beyond the solitary reader into the greater community through the power of 

reflected life experience. 

 Yet sharing an ethnic heritage is not a predictor of a shared response to a 

text. There is a difference between ethnic heritage and ethnic identity (Phinney & 

Rosenthal, 1992). Ethnic identity is composed of elements such as ethnic pride, 

cultural experience, and knowledge about one’s ethnicity. Grice and Vaughan 

(1992) found that African-American children with lesser amounts of knowledge 

about African-American history were less likely to choose books that reflected 

that history. Brooks (2006), in a study focusing on the ways in which African-

American youth use culture to interpret literature that reflects their lived 

experiences, found that although the students shared a common ethnicity and 

cultural self-identification, their responses to literature were highly individual. 

Despite identifying certain elements of the three novels read in their eighth grade 

classroom that were culturally relevant to some African-American experiences, 

the students in Brook’s study disagreed on the cultural relevance of others. After 

reading Virginia Hamilton’s (1968) House of Dies Drier, students argued about 

whether African-Americans would stay in a house that they knew was haunted, or 

if only white people would do that. This kind of disagreement exemplifies the 
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difficulty in broadly categorizing cultural experiences in literature as 

representative, yet the students all found some elements of African-American 

culture within the books that they felt represented their cultural identities.  

 However, in Smith, 1956’s (2005) study in which six sixteen-year-old 

African-American girls read Morrison’s (1970) The Bluest Eye, a more uniform 

response to the literature was observed. The response of the six girls was not an 

interpretation or an analysis of the text, rather the uniformity of textual response 

was the use of the text as the inspiration to discuss their own lived experiences as 

black females. Sutherland embarked on this study in order to see if the popular 

thought that infusing a curriculum with multicultural literature so that students of 

color might see their identities reflected back at them from the literature actually 

has the positive effect that educators are hoping for. Does reading culturally 

relevant literature affect the identity formation of African-American adolescent 

girls? Sutherland’s observed a co-construction of identity through conversation 

and reflection, based on the reading of the text. In this study, identity is 

understood as a situational and fluid concept. She notes that young people may 

explore different identities with the help of literacy practices. The self is revealed 

and expressed through the telling of her own stories, and through the ingesting of 

the stories she is told, the stories she reads.  

 Sutherland collected written work, voice recordings of whole group and 

small group conversations, and wrote field notes, the bulk of her data came from 

individual interviews. These interviews allowed the one-on-one attention needed 

for the students to open up past the automaticity of some of their written 
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reflections on The Bluest Eye. One of the themes that recurred in the interviews 

was that of Eurocentric notions of beauty. Many of the girls in the class had a 

story to share, inspired by the scene in the book where a black girl tears apart a 

white doll. Some discussed the concept that though the phrase ‘black is beautiful’ 

is heard, the same mouths utter judgment of women for being too dark. “TBE 

provided an impetus for conversation, an opportunity for participants to use 

literature to shape their reality into one they could represent and confront on their 

own terms” (p. 391). The narratives that emerged from these conversations took 

the form of counter-stories. Sutherland notes that it isn’t only through literature 

that these kinds of conversations and connections can emerge, but that literature 

was a strong avenue for identity exploration and shaping. This study confirmed 

the interconnectedness of identity and literacy through the continuous tangential 

storytelling from autobiographical narratives, while at the same time 

acknowledging that reader response must be but one part of the language arts 

classroom.  

 Vasquez (2005) looked at the impact of UC Berkeley undergraduate 

reader’s ethnicity on their responses to Chicano literature and on their identity 

formation. She found that Latino students expressed a connection with the text 

based on their lived experience, and that this through this expression, a validation 

of their ethnicity occurred. In a more concrete experience of Iser’s (1971) concept 

of filling in gaps, the Latino students reading historical fiction felt that the texts 

filled in some of the gaps in their knowledge of their own families’ histories. 

Reading the Chicano texts also had the effect of increasing student’s ethnic pride, 
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thereby strengthening their ethnic identities. Students also reported that through 

reading the texts, they felt a sense of belonging, of community, of collective 

identity. This was especially important when realizing that the structural barriers 

the students were encountering were not only barriers for them, but that others 

had struggled with the same barriers. Latino students also responded to the texts 

with a sense of ownership of cultural capital, which thereby lead to ethnic 

validation. This point surfaced when discussing bilingual code switching as well 

as a general discussion of the validation that occurs when Chicano literature is 

considered a valid course of study. In general, reading Chicano literature had the 

effect of increasing Latino students’ sense of self worth and ethnic identity. 

The non-Latino students in Vasquez’s study, identifying as a variety of 

ethnicities, unable to relate to the texts based on similarity of life experiences 

based on ethnicity, were able to make connections based on other aspects of the 

text. Much like travel, Chicano literature for non-Latinos was an experience in 

empathy building and exploration. There was an almost unanimous desire to 

understand about the lives people unlike themselves, and that desire was 

responsible for the desire to enroll in the class. The students felt they were being 

educated about a different culture when bilingual code switching happened within 

the texts. This aspect of the text also served as a reminder that the reader was an 

outsider, peering into another culture rather than having the experience of seeing a 

reflection of their selves in the text. Generally, the non-Latino students were 

careful and guarded about the interpretations of the text that they shared with the 

class. Some expressed that they felt comfortable reading across ethnic boundaries, 
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but that it was difficult to feel comfortable enough with their minority responses 

to the text in order to allow other’s into their thinking. This self-consciousness 

prompted an understanding of the experience of non-whites as readers of 

primarily white literature.  

However, reading Chicano literature also prompted the non-Latinos to 

acknowledge the specifics of difference but move past them to generalize that all 

people share the same kinds of life experiences; everybody has a story. This focus 

on commonalities was specific to the non-Latinos, perhaps born out of the 

ideology of American multiculturalism. Vasquez (2005) noted that she found the 

responses of the non-Latino students to be very complex because of the mix of 

findings of commonalities and differences.  

Ethnic literature extracts the marginalized group from 

its constricting place in the social hierarchy and 

reconstitutes it in the mind of the reader. As sociology 

of race theorists contend, interacting across racial or 

ethnic boundaries helps to crumble stereotypes and 

fosters mutual understanding. For white students, this 

means breaching their ‘white habitus,’ or primary 

networks with other whites that grows racial solidarity 

among whites and reinforces the racial order. 

(p. 917) 

Vasquez (2005) concluded that reading literature across cultural 

boundaries has a significant impact on readers in terms of shifting racial and 
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ethnic perceptions and attitudes, thereby working on the level of increasing social 

justice as well as impacting positive identity formation. Even though the Latino 

and non-Latino students read the texts differently, experiencing open discussion 

with class peers had a positive impact on the students’ senses of self. This relates 

directly with my experience with research for this project, as the community 

dialogue surrounding the texts directly supported not only the students enrolled in 

the course, but indirectly supported the students they envision working with in 

their careers. 

As the preceding articles attest, fictional narrative has been studied 

broadly to understand how it impacts personal identity and how personal identity 

can impact the response of the reader. However, though the idea that fictional 

narrative can reduce prejudice and promote empathy has been engaged with for a 

very long time (Smith, 1966; Stevenson 1884), there have been few empirical 

studies looking at how reading narrative fiction affects perceptions of other, or, 

more specifically, the potential role that fiction might play in reducing prejudice. 

One of the few studies, conducted by Johnson, Jasper, Griffin, & Huffman (2013), 

looked at how reading fictional narratives might contribute to a reduction in anti-

Arab-Muslim prejudice. They noted that although research has been done to 

examine its role in one’s developing world-view (Appel, 2008), how one’s 

identity can be shaped through fiction (Singer, 2004), and how fictional narrative 

inspires the reader to take on the perspective of another (Mar and Oatley, 2008; 

Batson, et al, 1997; Todd, Bodenhausen, Richison, & Galinsky, 2011), the 

research into fiction combatting prejudice was largely looking at the role of 
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perspective taking and empathy, and this was found to increase prejudice due to 

defensiveness in some groups (Tarrant, Calitri, & Weston, 2012). The authors 

considered that a more nuanced approach would be more successful. The authors 

found that “the narrative, via counterstereotypical imagery/culture exposure, 

could directly modify an individual’s semantic association network, thereby 

increasing positive or lowering negative associations with Arab-Muslims” 

(p.582). 

In this chapter, I have provided an understanding of the lenses through 

which I view my data. Reader response theories make clear that the meaning of 

the text exists within the reader, or within the transaction between the text and the 

reader, rather than solely within the text. These theories are significant for this 

research because it is the connection that each reader makes with the young adult 

literature being read that allows for the personal narrative to emerge and be 

shared. Critical Narrative theories, especially Critical Narrative Pedagogy, allows 

the importance of personal narrative, such as lifestory narrative, to claim time and 

space within the classroom, a place where personal narrative can often be stifled. 

This theory is significant because after the initial reading of a text and the 

following response that is elicited, the narratives that naturally emerge from a 

classroom of students are personal in nature, dependent on their own lifestories 

and experiences. By not only allowing but honoring these narratives in the 

classroom, there is a possibility for greater depth of learning and greater personal 

impact. It is through a combination of these theories that a new understanding of 

adolescents/ce can emerge.  
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Following the description of my theoretical foundations, I described a 

number of related studies. First I detailed Bell’s (2011) study that looked at ways 

adolescence can be reconceptualized in an undergraduate classroom. I looked at 

both the ways this study complimented my study, as well as the ways in which 

this study differed. Following this, I reviewed literature related to reader response, 

specifically in terms of reading across culture and age. This category contained 

the greatest number of studies, as reader response has been of great interest to 

researchers for many years. Finally, I looked at research regarding reducing 

prejudice through reading literature, as I believe this is the potential outcome of 

reconceptualizing adolescence through literature. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 METHODOLOGY 

 I began this course with an idea that the kind of research that I was 

undertaking could be categorized as teacher-research. However, as I moved 

through my research, and looked more closely at the definition of teacher- 

research and research that self identified as teacher-research, I realized that there 

was a bit of a disconnect between the commonly held understanding of what 

teacher-research is and what I was actually doing. Loughran, Mitchell, & Judie 

(2002) define teacher-researchers as “those practitioners who attempt to better 

understand their practice, and its impact on their students, by researching the 

relationship between teaching and learning in their world of work” (p. 3).  

Although I was the teacher in the course in which I was collecting data, my main 

objective was not reflection on my own practice as an educator, nor was it on the 

impact my teaching had on the students in the course. I was not critically looking 

at the relationship between my teaching and student learning.  

` Rather, my research stemmed from a deep desire to figure out how to 

work more effectively for change within society, within institutions, within 

communities, and most importantly, within individuals. Thinking about research 

that is driven by a desire for social justice and change, I realized that my research 

was more aligned with action research. Stern, et al (2013) defined action research 

thus:  
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“Action research aims at improving social relations; it leads to 

social action; it relies on fact-finding; it connects theory and 

praxis; and the action research process is not just mechanically 

spiraling from one circle of planning-acting-fact finding to the 

next, but includes phases of profound reflections and readjustments 

of the ‘general idea’ and the ‘overall plan’ of its 

undertaking….Action research is thus conceived as the systematic 

collection of information that is designed to bring about social 

change by exposing unjust, unhealthy and dangerous practices and 

devising alternative modes of living together.” (p.3) 

 
With this definition in mind, the undercurrent of this research emerges 

more clearly, as not only a way to look at the experiences of students in my 

course and the implications of my teaching, but also as a way to think about 

whether or not the readings and activities of this course might effect social change 

for the greater good. Ultimately, I hoped that through this course, students would 

be able to reconceptualize adolescence, and that this reconceptualization would 

not only effect positive change for the individual students, but for the youth they 

planned on working with in their futures, and, in effect, for the betterment of 

society. In this way, action research was the most appropriate research method for 

this study. 

In addition to utilizing action research techniques, it was most appropriate 

for this study to develop under the framework of a qualitative multiple case study. 

According to Baxter and Jack (2008), “a case study design should be considered 
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when: (a) the focus of the study is to answer “how” and “why” questions; (b) you 

cannot manipulate the behavior of those involved in the study; (c) you want to 

cover contextual conditions because you believe they are relevant to the 

phenomenon under study; or (d) the boundaries are not clear between the 

phenomenon and context” (p. 545). Because my research questions were ‘how’ 

and ‘what’ questions, and because I was interested in the independent 

development of students in the course, I chose to look deeply at a few students 

and the stories they told about themselves and their beliefs regarding adolescence. 

It was essential that I did not solely focus on one student, as each student 

responded to the course based on their particular lived experience and context, 

however it was not necessary nor practical to look closely at each student in the 

course.  

Context 

In this study, I focused on the reader responses and narrative engagements 

of five out of 25 undergraduate college students in a course entitled Learning 

about Adolescence through Literature at the University of Arizona in which I was 

the instructor. The course was originally developed by Desiree Cueto, a 

Language, Reading, and Culture doctoral student, in conjunction with two 

professors, Dr. Kathy Short, and Dr. Patty Anders, with the additional assistance 

of another doctoral student, Susan Corapi. This team developed the syllabus and 

original reading list as well as articulated the philosophy of reading that is the 

foundation of the course.  
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Before I began teaching the course, I spent one semester as a guest in the 

course taught by Desiree Cueto. Desiree, along with the rest of the team, were 

influenced heavily by the concept of social worlds as presented by Beach & 

Myers (2001).  Beach and Myers explain, “…students are studying how social 

worlds in their own lives and literature are constructed and represented. And they 

are critiquing these constructions and representations with an eye toward 

proposing changes in these worlds” (p.4). So, in Desiree’s course, the weeks were 

divided into various social worlds: Self and identity, self and peers, self and 

culture, self perception, self-destruction, self and family, self and school, self and 

community, self definition, self loathing, and self determination. In my iteration 

of the course, I utilized the concept of connecting self with social worlds in a 

slightly different way: Identities in adolescence, text/life connections, self and 

representation, self and culture, self and family, self and peers/school, self and 

trauma, self harm, and self and anger/protest/change. In this way, I utilized the 

social worlds concept that Desiree and team, inspired by Beach and Myers, had 

developed the course around. 

Besides this strong adoption of the basic structure of the course, I made a 

number of alterations. Noticing that many conversations surrounding adolescence 

are heavily based upon the adolescent’s future, rather than on the present, I made 

a significant effort to acknowledge the importance of the adolescent experience in 

the present. Insisting that adolescent schooling is the basis of their future, i.e. 

college and career, is undermining the very vital importance of day to day lived 

experience, for the sake of experience itself. Removing the future from our 
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discussions surrounding adolescence, my hope was that judgment would be 

curtailed to a certain degree.  

Additionally, while I utilized many of Desiree’s weekly themes, I altered 

much of the literature that was read as well as the structure of the class session 

itself. Previously, each class had begun with students presenting on the theme of 

the particular class session. However, I noticed that these presentations, meant to 

offer a foundation for discussions surrounding the topic, were limited and often 

based on stereotypes. Because of this limitation, discussions surrounding the 

literature read for the week often did not connect with the theme. Instead, I 

offered the foundational information and guiding questions for the students to 

ensure the connection of literature with the theme for that class period. 

In the original course, students had nine required readings. For three of the 

weeks, students were able to choose literature from the multiple copies available. 

I decided that more choice in the reading would heighten student engagement and 

potentially offer more students reflections of their identities in literature. 

Therefore, I required three books, and for the following seven weeks, students 

were given five to six books to choose from. Not only did this allow for more 

choice, but it also made the small group discussions smaller, with only four to five 

students in a group. This was very comforting to many of the students who found 

it difficult to speak up in larger groups. 

Finally, I was very intentional in my course design to specify that 

discussions about the literature and students’ shared narratives regarding their 

lived experiences be entwined. Often, in Desiree’s course, these two major 
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concepts seemed disassociated. I believe this is because students are often 

required to disassociate the two, and without specific articulation of the necessity 

of bringing the two together, students perceive this connection makes for poor 

academics. Not only did I request that students bring the two kinds of discussion 

together, I brought in research articles and theory that gave my request some 

theoretical backing (Myers & Beach, 2001; Rosenblatt 1995). I feared that 

without this, my request would not seem academically credible, as it was so 

different from their usual high school and college academic expectations.  

Many of my innovations in this course were inspired by Kathy Short’s 

course Global Literature for Adolescents, in which I was a student. The addition 

of further choice of reading materials, the importance of the weekly reflections, 

and the use of academic articles to support the themes discussed in class were all 

techniques employed by Dr. Short in her course. 

Learning about Adolescents through Literature was originally developed 

for a new minor within the College of Education entitled Adolescents, 

Community, and Education (ACE). Though this minor was housed within the 

College of Education, it was not intended to be certificate granting for teachers. 

Instead, this minor was intended for students who wanted to work with 

adolescents in their future lines of work. Students signed up for this minor 

because though their major might encompass the larger theoretical and practical 

concerns of their chosen field, their desire to work with youth within these fields 

warranted a more specific understanding of how and where youth fit into the 

larger picture of their field and society in general. For instance, a student wanting 
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to be a high school English teacher would major in English and minor in ACE, a 

student wanting to be a youth and family counselor would major in Psychology 

with an ACE minor, a student interested in juvenile justice could major in Pre-

Law and minor in ACE, et cetera. As an interdisciplinary minor, ACE brought 

together students from many disciplines in order to deepen their understanding of 

youth and youth culture. However, the course was open to all students, not solely 

to ACE minors. Though the class is a two hundred level course, sometimes 

considered a sophomore level course, any student may take it, from freshman to 

senior. Students from sophomore through senior were enrolled in the course, 

however selected students did not contain any juniors.  

 As the teacher-researcher for this project, I was responsible for all aspects 

of teaching the course including the creation of the syllabus, lesson planning, 

facilitating twice weekly class meetings, collecting assignments, giving feedback 

to students, mentorship, writing letters of recommendation, and grading. As 

students signed up for the course, they were not aware that this particular course 

would be the subject of my dissertation research. However, each of the students 

willingly agreed to be a participant in the study.  

Initially there were twenty-five students in the course. One student 

withdrew midway through the semester due to her own life’s circumstances. The 

class was very diverse, in ways not listed in the six categories of the table below. 

Family structure was one way in which student diversity was highlighted. Some 

students came from stable two biological parent homes, many had divorced 

parents, a few students were adopted, some still lived at home, some never saw 
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their parents, et cetera. Students were socio-economically very diverse, and made 

mention of their class status in ways that intertwined with other topics such as 

family or schooling. An area lacking diversity was sexuality and gender, as the 

class almost completely self-identified as cisgendendered and heterosexual, with 

only four male students and twenty-one female students. 
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Table 3.1  STUDENT DETAILS 

CLASS 
STAND- 
ING 

MAJOR MINOR GENDER SELF-
IDENTIFIED 
ETHNICITY, 
RACE or 
CULTURE 

AGE  
18-
22 

Senior LLL* Public Health Female Caucasian Yes 
Senior LLL Psychology Female Caucasian Yes 
Senior Elementary 

Education 
ACE* Male Hispanic/  

Caucasian 
Yes 

Soph LLL Thematic* Female Vietnamese/ 
Caucasian/ 

Yes 

Junior History ACE Female Caucasian Yes 
Junior LLL Thematic Female Caucasian Yes 
Soph LLL None Male Caucasian Yes  
Junior Linguistics ACE Female Jewish Yes 
Senior Creative 

Writing & 
English 

ACE Female Caucasian Yes  

Senior Natural 
Resources 

ACE Female Caucasian Yes 

Soph LLL ACE & Government 
and Public Policy 

Male Hispanic/ 
White/ 
Native 
American 

No 

Senior Family 
Studies and 
Human 
Devel. 

ACE Female Caucasian Yes 

Junior LLL Spanish Female Colombian/ 
Caucasian 

Yes  

Junior LLL Spanish Female Caucasian Yes 
Junior Political 

Science 
ACE Male Black/ 

Puerto Rican/ 
Native 
American 

Yes 

Senior LLL Special Education and 
Rehabilitation 

Female Hispanic Yes 

Soph Sociology ACE Female Hispanic No 
Senior LLL ACE Female Caucasian Yes 
Senior, 
W* 

Special Ed 
and 
Rehab 

none Female Caucasian Yes 

Senior Special Ed 
and Rehab 

ACE Female Caucasian Yes 
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Table 3.2  SELECTED STUDENT DETAILS 

*Literacy, Learning, and Leadership 
*ACE – Adolescents, Community, and Education 
*Thematic minor – Students choose classes from at least two disciplines to form a  
 minor of their choosing. 
*W – Withdrew from class 
 

When I took over the course in the Spring of 2014, I augmented the 

syllabus and the reading list to reflect my own philosophies and emphasize areas 

that I considered very important as well as altered the order of thematic weeks, 

but the general framework of the course which I inherited was more than 

satisfactory.  

Within the course, students explored the social, emotional, psychological, 

and physical needs and experiences of youth, defined for this course as mainly 

within the range of ages 12-18. Through reading YA literature and revisiting their 

own experiences with adolescence, the students learned about the experiences, 

emotions, and conditions of life for a diverse array of adolescents, in order that 

they might have a fuller and more complete understanding of adolescence. 

CLASS 
STAND- 
ING 

MAJOR MINOR GENDER SELF-
IDENTIFIED 
ETHNICITY, 
RACE or 
CULTURE 

AGE  
18-22 

Soph LLL Film and Television Female African-
American/ 
Caucasian/ 
Native 
American 

Yes 

Senior Psych-
ology 

ACE & Family 
Studies and Human 
Development 

Female Italian/ 
Caucasian 

Yes 

Senior LLL English Female Apache No 
Soph English ACE Female Mexican/ 

Caucasian 
Yes 

Soph Pre-
Education 

None Female Caucasian Yes 
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Students were encouraged to locate both commonalities and connections with the 

texts as well as perceived differences with the texts in order to continually 

contextualize their growth and acknowledge their experience and inexperience. 

With this sociocultural lens, the inquiry was not stripped of the context 

surrounding each student. Because much of time during class was given to 

discussion, the students had many opportunities to share their reflections and 

responses to the literature with the community of readers within the class. 

Oftentimes these responses had an element of reflection on the student’s own 

adolescence, and how their experiences related to the reading being discussed. 

The personal narratives that students brought to the readings were absolutely 

essential for their understandings of the potential for both commonalities and 

differences within each text. As they began to open up to the variety of adolescent 

experiences, both interculturally and multiculturally, avenues for a 

reconceptualization of the adolescent experience opened up. By reading a wide 

array of literature about adolescents from diverse backgrounds and experiences, 

and reflecting, through discussion and writing, about their own adolescence, the 

students had many opportunities to counteract common judgments about 

adolescents/ce.   

The course objectives were as follows: 

• Students will construct the many dimensions of youth culture 

through reading key topics in adolescent literature broadly and 

deeply. 
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• Students will identify, select, and discuss a broad range of 

adolescent literature representing a variety of time periods, diverse 

cultures, and types of authors. 

• Students will respond critically, analytically and aesthetically to 

young adult literature. 

• Students will be aware of and use new literacies (digital adolescent 

resources, such as blogs and discussion boards/webs) and media 

(movies, You Tube, podcasts, etc.) in conjunction with adolescent 

literature. 

• Students will apply current critical theory, discussion strategies, 

and reading strategies to the use of adolescent literature. 

These objectives were to be achieved through five avenues of inquiry: 

reading young adult literature, reading academic articles, exploring students’ own 

adolescent narratives, engaging with the adolescent narratives of others, and 

media texts such as film, blogs, YouTube, et cetera.  

The structure of each class period was generally consistent. The first ten 

minutes of class was Media Watch, in which a student presented a 7-10 minute 

video, sound piece, web site blog, or some other media engagement, which was 

often related to the theme for the week. Though the students were not required to 

connect their Media Watch to the week’s theme, most students did seem to make 

an effort to connect the two. Students brought in clips from TED talks, television 

shows that depicted adolescence, music videos, et cetera. Sometimes I 

supplemented the student Media Watch with clips from radio programs such as 
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This American Life and the Moth, which deal with narratives from the lives of 

adolescents.  

After this, students participated in a 5-7 minute silent engagement based 

on Short and Harste’s (1996) Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers, in 

order to begin our conversations in a thoughtful and grounded way. The most 

frequently used method for beginning conversations was the Graffiti board, in 

which students use a very large paper to collaboratively write or draw their 

reaction to the text. This allowed the even quieter students to get their primary 

thoughts out before discussion ensued, ensuring that each student had a voice. 

Also frequently used was Sketch to Stretch, in which the students draw an image 

that represents what the book meant to them rather than an illustration that depicts 

something in the book. Heart Maps, Written Conversations, and Text Renderings 

were also frequently used techniques for beginning the discussion.   

 As the small group discussions began, I generally traveled from table to 

table, listening at some tables, stirring up controversy at others, helping others 

articulate what they were having trouble putting into words. In this way, I was 

privy to many of the student conversations, if only partially.  

 Sometimes there were a few different key points in our discussions, and 

sometimes there was just one. For instance, one key point of discussion might be 

to make personal connections with the text, and following that students might 

discuss alternate possibilities of how adults could react to the particular situation 

in the story. During times with multiple key points, after about fifteen minutes of 

discussion, I reminded students to make sure they moved onto the next matter. 
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Generally, after thirty minutes of discussion, we brought the conversation together 

to hear the ‘gems’ of each table’s discussions. Sometimes this required a visual 

display of the Graffiti board or other writing or drawing. After each table had a 

chance to speak, we discussed the topics together as a group. Although I found 

this section of the class invaluable, many students expressed discomfort speaking 

in front of the entire group, and much preferred the small group discussions. As 

the semester continued on, I took this input and augmented the timing of the small 

group versus large group discussions.  

 Finally, at the end of class, we conducted business. Once a week I gave 

book talks to introduce the students to all the books being read for the following 

week, and they tool a copy of a book, signing their name and the book number on 

a sign out sheet. Sometimes we discussed current events that had not come up 

during Media Watch that was pertinent to our discussions or to adolescence in 

general. We made announcements regarding happenings around the university or 

around town that was of interest or useful for those studying adolescence, such as 

movie showings, guest lecturers, et cetera.  

Identity 

In week one of the course, the students focused on exploring and 

articulating their own identities. Before beginning to explore the identities of 

others, it was necessary to spend time reflecting on personal identity. This process 

brought identity to the forefront of the conversation in an immediate and relevant 

way as students began the course with the realization that who they are mattered 

in this course, not just to myself or to the other students, but to the community as 
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a whole. Students explored various concepts of self/identity and different 

definitions of and metaphors for identity that affect how we think of ourselves as 

adults and how we think of adolescents. Beginning with Erikson’s (1968) notions 

of identity, including the adolescent identity crisis, we moved towards more 

contemporary understandings of multiple identities.  

During this time, students created an identity web. This graphic tool 

helped students see that they do not have one monolithic identity, but that they are 

made up of multiple identities across many areas of their lives. Beginning with 

their name in the center of the page, connecting lines branched out to the various 

aspects of their group memberships, defining interests, social roles, cultural ties, 

national connections, background, geography, religious connections, et cetera. 

Sharing identity webs, if the students felt comfortable, was a way not only to 

break down stereotypes regarding the varieties of identities within a classroom, 

but was a very powerful and effective tool for community-building.  

To help students begin to access their own and each other’s adolescent 

identities, which might be quite similar to their current identities, or perhaps quite 

different, each student made a visual collage representing who they were as 

adolescents themselves. This project was quite enjoyable for most of the students 

because they appreciated being able to share favorite things from high school, 

such as music, books, sports, social connections, religious beliefs, or other 

cherished aspects of their teen years that helped them define themselves. It was 

also more surface-oriented, dealing less with abstract identities, perhaps because 

of the visual expression element of the project.  
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Between these first two projects, the students began to form bonds with 

each other, both because of getting to know each other better, but also because 

most students acknowledged the delicate nature of sharing very personal aspects 

of oneself. Students who chose not to share their identity webs at the beginning of 

this course, however, over the duration of the course, began to show an increasing 

willingness, indeed desire, to share themselves and their stories with others. For 

some, the more difficult exercise was in learning to appreciate the identities and 

lifestories of others. This week’s readings, discussions, and activities framed 

many of the readings and discussions in the following weeks when we focused on 

individual identity categories. 

Adolescence and the ‘typical teen’ 

During the second week, after readings related to the cultural construction 

of adolescence, students created a collaborative T-chart in groups of about four. 

On the first side of the chart, students were asked to write a list of words or 

phrases that exemplify what is considered, or what they consider, to be a ‘typical 

teen.’ After this section was complete, students were then instructed to create a 

list that explored who they were as teens. This is a lively activity because through 

each student, different aspects that contradict the ‘typical’ side of things emerge.  

Censorship and the Text/Life connection 

 During the third week of class, the students were required to read the first 

novel for the course, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by 

Sherman Alexie (2007). I debated whether or not to assign this particular book 

again because there is much criticism directed towards teachers, instructors, and 
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curriculum designers regarding this being the sole book about Indigenous youth 

that many students are required to read. Similarly, there are usually a handful of 

students each semester who have previously read Alexie’s book, but have never 

read any other book regarding Indigenous culture. However, knowing that I 

would be assigning other books with Indigenous themes and characters, I felt 

confident that I would not be allowing the story of Arnold Spirit to become the 

only entry point for students into the idea of Native adolescence. Also, for most of 

the students who had encountered this book previously, they had not taken a 

critical eye to the story, certainly not in terms of the view of adolescent 

experience. So, a second, or in some cases, third reading had resulted in deep and 

thoughtful insight.  

 To enrich and complicate the reading of the novel, students read Meghan 

Cox Gurdon’s (2011) article “Darkness Too Visible” as well as Alexie’s (2011) 

response a few days later, “Why the Best Kids’ Books are Written in Blood,” both 

originally published in the Wall Street Journal. Gurdon believed that the readers 

young adult literature are “immersed in ugliness” while reading contemporary 

young adult literature. Citing books by Chris Lynch, Lauren Myracle, Andrew 

Smith, as well as Sherman Alexie as examples, Gurdon proposed that not only are 

themes in YA not appropriate for adolescent readers, but that representations of 

sex, sexuality, drug use, violence, depression, et cetera, are impediments to a 

“child's happiness, moral development and tenderness of heart.” Gurdon stated 

that “…a careless young reader—or one who seeks out depravity—will find 
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himself surrounded by images not of joy or beauty but of damage, brutality and 

losses of the most horrendous kinds.”  

Alexie’s (2011) response highlighted the idea that it isn’t only careless or 

depraved readers who might become readers of YA literature, but readers whose 

lives are not scaffolded by privilege. He noted that readers’ lived experiences 

might be just as harsh as the plots that Gurdon thinks are overly dark and that 

those readers have a right to see themselves reflected in literature, including the 

violence, the drugs, the suicide, the abuse. By seeing these concepts as distinct 

from the realities of readers, Gurdon revealed who she believed YA readers to be: 

wealthy, white, healthy, educated, and straight, amongst other privileges. “Does 

Ms. Gurdon honestly believe that a sexually explicit YA novel might somehow 

traumatize a teen mother? Does she believe that a YA novel about murder and 

rape will somehow shock a teenager whose life has been damaged by murder and 

rape? Does she believe a dystopian novel will frighten a kid who already lives in 

hell?” Alexie frames the experience of a youth reading a novel in which their 

lived experiences, thoughts, and feelings are validates not only as an act of 

entertainment and education, but as a weapon “that will help them fight their 

monsters.”  

These articles, in conjunction with the reading of The Absolutely True 

Diary of a Part-Time Indian, sparked an intense and personal dialogue that had to 

be cut abruptly short at the conclusion of the class period. Many students could 

see both sides of the issue, wanting to protect the notion of the innocence of 

childhood, while at the same time acknowledging that most children and youth 
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grapple with real life issues that make that innocence a myth. At the same time, 

some students could not see both sides of the issue, feeling so strongly on one side 

of the issue or another. A black, male, Puerto Rican student noted,  

After reading [The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian], I 

feel a deeper connection with myself. I read the book and 

throughout the book it was kind of like a mirror into the way I felt 

as a kid…The only brown kid in school…I could relate to Junior 

because I was that kid who was in a school in which no one else 

was like me as well…I can also identify with Junior’s amount of 

loss because it seemed like everywhere I went, someone close to 

me would die. 

However a white female student noted,  

I know I personally lived a very privileged life in which I was not 

exposed to violence, poverty, or abuse, and as a teenager I would 

not have had a desire to learn about these dark sides of life. As an 

adult, I value learning about all walks of life and hearing from 

people with diverse backgrounds and experiences, but as a teen I 

did not have that type of maturity, and in reflection, I believe that 

my ignorance was bliss. 

Providing a forum for students to read, reflect, and discuss these issues, 

laid a strong foundation for the following weeks of the course in which we deeply 

reflected upon the lives of adolescents in fiction and reality. By contemplating 

how reading or not reading reflections of lived experiences might contribute to 
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adolescent self concept, students opened up to the idea of a great diversity of 

adolescent experience. However, the discussion of representation in literature was 

expanded to incorporate notions of representations of all identity markers in 

literature, including cultural and ethnic identity, sexual identity, nationality, 

mental and physical ability, geographic identity, language diversity, and others.  

Self and Representation (Diversity in YA literature) 

During the fourth week of the course, students read Brown Girl Dreaming 

by Jacqueline Woodson (2014). The purpose behind this selection was trifold. 

First, I wanted to further the conversation that began with Alexie’s novel and 

essay, regarding the importance of representation in story because the 

conversations surrounding that issue are immersed in concepts of identity and the 

nourishment necessary for healthy personal growth. Woodson’s book had recently 

won the National Book Award in the youth category. There was a great deal of 

excitement surrounding her win because oftentimes the significant awards in 

literature for youth have not gone to people of color, LGBTQ individuals, or 

writers who are otherwise marginalized. After the WeNeedDiverseBooks 

campaign, which began the year before, was able to very successfully spotlight 

the lack of diversity in children’s literature, much more attention was being paid 

not only to the lack of diversity in children’s literature, in publishing, on awards 

committees, in nominees for awards, and for the winners of such awards. When 

Woodson’s win was announced, the emcee, Daniel Handler, a friend of 

Woodson’s made a racist comment about her watermelon allergy, and in a matter 

of seconds had managed to redirect public attention away from her great honor, 
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onto the immeasurably racist culture in which we live, and specifically, book 

culture. It was indeed appalling that an educated and aware author, presenting a 

prestigious award, was not apparently aware of the sinister history of the 

watermelon joke.  

To supplement the conversation regarding representation in literature for 

youth, and give a larger context for it, students read two New York Times editorial 

articles from 2014, “Where are the People of Color in Children’s Books?” by 

Walter Dean Myers, and “The Apartheid of Children’s Literature” by Christopher 

Myers. These articles were essential for students to understand that this is not a 

new discussion or debate, and that it is also not solely related to issues of 

children’s literature but that lack of representation in literature affects the way 

young people can imagine the possibilities of their future lives. These concepts 

were new for most of the students, and had a great impact on the way they began 

thinking about books, not solely as entertainment or tools for learning, but as keys 

to unlock the kind of dreams that are necessary to have first before the possibility 

of dreams coming true. One student, through beginning to understand the concept 

of intersectionality in adolescence, articulated the impact on this week’s readings 

like this: 

When reflecting over what was discussed this past week, I realized 

that my eyes were opened to something that is happening to so 

many adolescents that I never had to experience. I understand that 

adolescence is meant to be a time where you ‘discover yourself’ 

and find out who you are. I went through this in my own 
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way…However, I never once had to deal with all of this while 

simultaneously questioning who I was in relation to my culture, 

my race, or my family...I now see the consequences and the results 

of when only white people are represented in media, whether that 

is through books or movies, and how damaging it can be. 

However, the discussions regarding Brown Girl Dreaming were not 

limited to discussions of diversity and representation within young adult 

literature. The notion of journeying, both on this earth and within a conceptual 

universe, was highlighted in discussions surrounding the book. How do children 

grow up? How does childhood become adolescence become adulthood and 

beyond? How do the choices that adults make affect adolescent identities and in 

turn, adolescent self concept? How do geography and place affect adolescent 

identity? What is the relationship between culture, ethnicity, and place? 

Self and Culture/Ethnicity 

The following week was the first opportunity students had to choose from 

a group of novels surrounding a theme. For the rest of the term, students would be 

offered 5-7 books to choose from, and read one per week. The books for the 

theme of Self and Culture/Ethnicity were:  

• Mexican WhiteBoy by Matt de la Peña (2008) 

A story of a bicultural teen boy struggling with feeling that he does not fit 

into his predominantly white school, or with his Mexican family and 

friends.  

• American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang (2006) 
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This graphic novel weaves together three distinct plotlines and characters 

(the Monkey King of Chinese folklore, Jin Wang, a Chinese-American 

boy living in the suburbs, and Cousin Chin-Kee, the embodiment of the 

Asian stereotype) in order to examine the importance of cultural identity 

in the life of an Asian American teen. 

• My Name is not Easy by Debbie Dahl Edwardson (2011) 

This narrative explores the experiences of Alaska Native and Indian 

children forced to attend a Catholic boarding school in Alaska. The 

children experience abuse at the hands of priests, attempts to eradicate 

Indigenous culture, and learn the necessity of fighting the racist 

establishment.  

• Inside Out and Back Again by Thanhha Lai (2011) 

Fleeing the Vietnam War, a young Vietnamese refugee deals with racism 

and cultural insensitivity in her new home of Alabama. 

• Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi (2000) 

A black and white graphic memoir, Satrapi’s story tells of her girlhood 

and adolescence in Iran during the Revolution. For the first time, Satrapi 

confronts issues of culture and religion and what these issues mean to her 

personally. 

• Born Confused by Tanuja Desai (2002) 

Desi protagonist, Dimple, feels out of place in New Jersey, culturally and 

in terms of body image. She is searching for a way to feel both culturally 

connected to India and not estranged in America. 
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After choosing and reading a novel, students began a dialog regarding what 

cultural identity is, in general, and what their own cultural identities are. They 

reflected on how cultural identity was expressed in these novels and in their own 

lives. The two most compelling books, according to the students, were Mexican 

White Boy and Inside Out and Back Again, for very different reasons. All students 

who chose to read Mexican White Boy were, themselves, bicultural, and none of 

them had ever read a book that dealt with a theme of bicultural identity. Though 

they did not share the specific cultures that were represented in the book, the 

description of the character’s experience of being bicultural resonated very deeply 

with the students. Variations on the statement, “I’ve never seen myself in a book 

before” were spoken and written multiple times during this week. On the other 

hand, readers of Inside Out and Back Again remarked upon how very different 

their own lives had been compared to the protagonist, Ha’s. The notion of having 

to leave one’s homeland because of violence and lack of safety was beyond 

anything these readers had experienced. Additionally, the overt racism that Ha 

encountered in her new home of Alabama, was unbearable for the students who 

chose to read this book, all of whom were white, high SES females. The window 

this text provided into a very different lived experience was not only moving for 

these readers, but distinctly thought provoking, compelling them all to seek out 

additional books far beyond their own identities and experiences. 

These two distinct groups were notable to all the students, as it highlighted the 

reality that those from European American backgrounds had seen themselves in 

literature all their lives, so they sought out a different kind of narrative, a window. 
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Those from groups that are underrepresented in literature sought out a different 

kind of narrative, a mirror. Understanding this dynamic, the students understood 

why, as those who will work with youth in the future, it is necessary to seek out a 

greater understanding of the diversity of youth, as we have become accustomed to 

a lack of diversity in story. Students sought out stories that they did not have a 

great deal of access to or familiarity with. 

Self and Family 

When discussing family, students were prompted to think of the following 

questions: What is the role of family in the lives of adolescents? Who makes up 

our families? How do we define family? They discussed the notion that friendship 

can become of equal or greater importance with family during adolescence. How 

do our families shape who we are? This very broad topic was a critical turning 

point for the course. Because students had begun to know one another, by this 

point, they were more open to speaking freely both about their own experiences, 

but also their thoughts regarding family in general. The concept of family was 

highly engaging for all the students, and they were eager to be able to tell stories. 

Some of the stories focused on the importance of family in the student’s life. 

These stories were often supported by some kind of stability. One kind of stability 

was geographic, such as a student living in the same town for their entire lives, 

perhaps in the same house, with family that also remained in the same location. 

Another kind of stability was a strong family member, such as a parent, who cared 

for the family consistently, without negligence. Another type of stability in 

descriptions of the importance of family during adolescence was religion. 
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Amongst students in this course, for families with a connection to Christianity, 

Judaism, or Native spirituality, the concept of family within a religious 

framework was a highly stabilizing factor in the students’ adolescent years.  

However, many students wrote and spoke of the great difficulties that their 

families brought into their lives. Sometimes these difficulties stemmed from 

abuse or neglect. For other students, the lack of family was its own kind of 

trauma. Lack of family occurred through abandonment, being a ward of the state, 

migration/immigration, or death of family members. The students with negative 

associations with family were equally expressive regarding the theme of family as 

the students with positive associations. Some students expressed the trauma of 

their family relationships simultaneously with expressing the enormous 

importance of family in their lives. This occurred when one parent was abusive 

and neglectful, while the other parent was capable and kind. It also occurred for 

some students who longed for a positive family situation but never had one. For 

these students, the notion that family can be a beautiful force in young person’s 

life was not destroyed by the fact that they hadn’t personally experienced a loving 

family.  

The novels I chose in order to discuss issues of family were wide ranging, 

both culturally, and within the definition of what a family can be.  

• Bitter Melon, by Cara Chow (2010) 

A Chinese American teenager in Northern California has never resisted 

her abusive mother’s inflexible insistence that she excel in school so she 
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can enter medical school and become a doctor until she realizes, through 

her participation in a speech class, that she wants to choose her own path. 

• Bud, Not Buddy, by Christopher Paul Curtis (1999) 

In Michigan during the 1930’s, young Bud’s mother died. Not knowing 

his father, he experiences abusive foster home situations and an orphanage 

before he runs away, looking for a man whom he believes is his father, but 

he finds his cantankerous grandfather, a well known musician. 

• This One Summer, by Jillian Tamaki and Mariko Tamaki (2014) 

Taking place during a family’s annual summer holiday, this graphic 

narrative tells the story of how familial and friend relationships have the 

potential to change, as the protagonist observes her mother’s depression 

regarding a miscarriage and a local teen’s unplanned pregnancy. 

• Gabi, Girl in Pieces, by Isabel Quintero (2014) 

Gabi, a Mexican American teen, writes in her diary during her final year 

of high school. Her best guy friend comes out as gay, she deals with body 

image issues as well as a tries to understand and come to terms of her 

meth addict father.   

• Hush, by Jacqueline Woodson (2002) 

After her family is put into the witness protection program, Toswiah must 

change her name but retain her identity amidst her father’s depression, her 

mother’s zealous religiosity, and her sister’s lack of connection with her. 

• I’ll Give You the Sun, by Jandy Nelson (2014) 
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Brother and sister twin protagonists deal with the death of their mother, 

burgeoning sexualities, and an evolving understanding of their parents’s 

adult lives. 

Bud, Not Buddy circumnavigated issues of biological families and chosen 

families, and so conversations veered to foundational philosophical questions 

regarding who makes a family and who gets to decided that. In the story, Bud, 

whose mother recently passed away, is in search of a man whom he thinks is his 

father, but in actuality is his grandfather. However, the very powerful discussion 

of family occurred when musicians in his grandfather’s band become his de facto 

family, naming him, nurturing him, and encouraging him. When I introduced the 

theme of self and family, I described my own family, issues within my family, 

and my search to create my own family, through kinship, adoption, and biology. I 

argued that family is far more complex than we are encouraged to believe as 

young people, and to take the stories from the novels, as well each other’s stories, 

as powerful examples of family diversity. What I did not expect was, in addition 

to great variety in the stories from authors and students, was the intensity of 

connection, when one was made. Stories of family evoked more sadness and 

anger, as well as nostalgia, heartache, and headshaking than did any of the other 

themes. It was personal. Each person made a connection to a book, whether one 

of similarity or one of difference. Each story was encouraged by others through 

commentary like, “That’s just like my Dad,” or “I’m an only child, too,” or 

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Whereas other weeks, students would comment 
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that they weren’t inspired to think about anything in their own lives through 

reading their novel, this did not occur during the week discussing family.  

Students were asked to choose their own scholarly article. After making sure 

they knew how to access article databases through the university library as well as 

Google Scholar, I addressed the issue of curiosity. What detail regarding notions 

of family during adolescence inspired further research? Was there a specific 

element of their own lives that they wanted to explore within the lives of others? 

Did their novel or their discussion with classmates alert them to a certain family 

dynamic or family experience that they had not previously thought about and 

wanted to explore further? Doing this in the sixth week of the course allowed me 

some time to model for the students what successful searching for an article might 

be like. For instance, during class, every few days or so, a topic would come up 

that I would not have an answer for. The idea of divorced parents surfaced a few 

times, connected to issues surrounding custody sharing amongst interracial 

families. Would a judge be more likely to grant custody to the black parent of a 

black and white biracial child? This is something I have no experience with or 

knowledge about, so I modeled how to search for research that might lead to an 

answer, or at least a thorough discussion of the issue. I continuously asked 

students, what questions has this article/novel/discussion made you wonder about, 

and let the students know that I feel successful as an instructor if, at the end of the 

semester, they have more questions about the subject matter of the course than 

they did at the beginning. Without curiosity, without questions, important 

research cannot be done. With this in mind, students chose their own article, and 
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came to class prepared to tell students at their table about the article, including a 

short summary, research questions, findings, and implications.  

This week cemented the fourth text, academic research articles, in the 

classroom as one of great importance. Without the academic rigor of scholarly 

articles, the aesthetic, emotional, and compassionate narrative journey that the 

students were on would have a less solid foundation for their future work.  

Self and Peers/School 

 The decision to merge discussions on schooling and peers into one 

thematic week occurred because in previous semesters, when schooling was 

discussed, the conversations never remained on pedagogy or the institution of 

education, but on peer interactions within the context of schooling. Each of the 

books below, with the exception of When I was the Greatest, takes place within 

the context of school, however, the dominant themes of these texts are the social 

relationships that are supported, destroyed, or sought out while attending and 

going through the mechanism of education. While most students had a vague 

understanding of how attending different schools affected their emergent 

identities, the assumption was that a majority of students at one school would 

perceive the school in a similar way, or have a similar experience there. However, 

social dynamics such as cliques and tracking, neurotypicality, socioeconomic 

status, and many other factors contributed enormously to individual perceptions 

of schooling. Five of the six books look at friendship within the context of 

schooling, while When I was the Greatest focuses on a neighborhood friendship. 
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Through reading these texts, students began to explore friendship during 

adolescence in all its complex variations.   

• Stargirl, by Jerry Spinelli (2000) 

A quirky teenage girl tries to augment her outward self expression because 

she thinks that is what her boyfriend wants, but realizes that her true self is 

so much better. 

• Bronx Masquerade, by Nikki Grimes (2002) 

Eighteen students from different cultural backgrounds in a high school 

English class write poetry for Open Mike Friday, getting past the identities 

they project into the identities at the core of each of them.  

• A View from Saturday, by E.L. Konigsburg (1996) 

Four middle school students form an academic team and become friends. 

Through flashbacks, the reader learns how each student learned the answer 

to one of their competition questions.  

• When I was the Greatest, by Jason Reynolds (2014) 

African American youth in a Brooklyn neighborhood navigate the 

complexities of friendship, family, disability, and anger. 

• Looking for Alaska, by John Green (2005) 

Students at a boarding school deal with heavy emotions, including 

depression, and puzzle through the death of a friend.  

• Yaqui Delgado Wants to Kick your Ass, by Meg Medina (2014) 
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Through being targeted by a bully, a Latina teenager is compelled to take a 

close look at her own identity and how she balances culture, school, and 

work, while remaining true to herself. 

Self and Gender Expression/Sexuality 

 Though sexuality and gender expression are quite different things, 

students looked at both issues in the lives of adolescents this week. Students were 

emotionally charged during discussions regarding issues of sexuality and gender 

during adolescence, especially when simultaneously considering issues of family, 

religion, and schooling.  

 Students read two articles in preparation for this week’s discussions, 

Elizabeth Johnson’s (2015) “Sex in the English Classroom: Text, Counter Text, 

and Social Text” and Mollie Blackburn’s (2004) “Understanding Agency Beyond 

School-Sanctioned Activities.” While Johnson’s text looks at the treatment of sex 

and sexuality, both heterosexuality and non-heteronormative sexualities, within an 

institutional, educational setting, Blackburn’s text underscores the importance of 

valuing youth fighting against heterosexism and homophobia inside and outside 

of school.  

 Invited to present a workshop regarding sexuality and gender issues within 

youth communities, two guests from Wingspan, a local LGBTQIA+ organization, 

and SAAF, the Southern Arizona Aids Foundation, visited the course. In an 

informational presentation, the guests began by discussing the pertinent and ever 

evolving vocabulary used to delineate the varieties of sexual and gender identities. 

They also candidly explored with the students issues surrounding coming out, 
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including violence and abuse, depression, lack of familial and community 

support, and homelessness. However, the two discussed, as well, finding a 

supportive queer community, notions of created family, and the power of youth 

not only exploring identity, but being proud of various identities.  

 The novels the students read to further explore issues of sexuality and 

gender in adolescence are as follows: 

• The Miseducation of Cameron Post by Emily Danforth (2012) 

Cameron has lost her parents in a car accident and moves in with her 

grandmother and aunt. When they discover she is gay, they send her to a 

conversion camp, but she realizes she cannot be anyone but whom she is.  

• Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe by Benjamin 

Alire Saenz(2012) 

Dealing with issues of Mexican American identity, physical ailments, 

friendship, family, and sexuality, best friends Ari and Dante’s relationship 

evolves before our very eyes. 

• Two Boys Kissing by David Levithan (2013) 

Focused on the attempt by two 17 year old boys to take part in a 32 hour 

kissing marathon and get in the Guinness Book of World Records, 

Levithan explores issues of identity, sexuality, and belonging through the 

teens surrounding them.  

• Parrotfish by Ellen Witlinger (2007) 

Friends and family react strongly when Grady comes out as a transgender 

teen. 
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• None of the Above by I.W. Gregorio (2014) 

A teen girl discovers that she is intersex after her first sexual experience 

doesn’t go as planned. As kids at her school become privy to this 

information, she comes to terms with this new aspect of her identity both 

publically and privately.  

• So Hard to Say by Alex Sanchez (2004) 

Xio likes the new boy at school, Frederick, but he is more interested in 

Victor, the captain of the soccer team. A story of a middle school love 

triangle. 

Self and Trauma 

 While notions of trauma run through, on some level, the discussions 

surrounding the novels and the personal narrative each week, this week students 

payed particular attention to how trauma affects the individual, and how an 

individual might transcend the trauma they have experienced. It is a given that, 

when working with youth, some of those youth will have experienced trauma. 

Trauma is an emotional response based on a great variety of lived experiences. 

Reaction to trauma can be physical or mental; it can be short-lived or last 

throughout a lifetime. An experience that might be highly traumatic for one 

individual, might not affect a different individual. Along the same lines, these 

individuals might have significant differences in how they react to methods to 

heal from trauma. 

 In the following booklist, students read about trauma through seven 

different YA narratives. Though the traumatic experiences of the characters in 
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these novels differed greatly from the traumatic experiences that some of the 

students had experienced, students still were able to form a connection with the 

characters and empathize with them based on recognizable emotions.   

• Sold by Patricia McCormick (2006) 

A young Nepali girl is sold into sexual slavery and taken to India to reside 

and work at a brothel. 

• Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson (1999) 

A look at how an adolescent girl deals with the aftermath of being raped at 

a party. 

• Between Shades of Grey by Ruta Sepetys (2011) 

Based on family history, this novel details the experiences of a Lithuanian 

family forcibly relocated by the Russian military to a Siberian work camp 

during WWII. 

• Out of the Dust by Karen Hesse (1997) 

Taking place during the Dust Bowl, the story of a girl who fatally burns 

her pregnant mother with blazing oil, as well as debilitating her own 

hands. 

• In Darkness by Nick Lake (2012) 

Told through the voices of a contemporary 15-year-old boy right after the 

2010 earthquake in Haiti, and Toussaint L'Ouverture, an historical figure 

and leader at the birth of the Haitian nation, this novel weaves historical 

and contemporary trauma together, as well as dreams and the waking life. 

• How it Went Down by Kekla Magoon (2014) 
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Magoon tells the story of the racially charged shooting of an unarmed 

young black man by a white man through a diverse array of the voices of 

the victim’s friends, family, and community. 

• Monster by Walter Dean Myers (1999) 

Written in the style of a screen play, this narrative details the courtroom 

experiences of an African American young man who has been wrongly 

accused of participating in a crime and is being held in detention. 

Self-harm and Suicide 

 Reading 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007), was a decidedly powerful 

experience for most of the students. The novel details posthumously delivered 

cassette tapes that explain the thirteen reasons why Hannah, a teenage girl, took 

her life by suicide. What was surprising for most of the students, and why the 

book had such a large impact, is that most of the reasons seem like they could be 

regular day-to-day difficulties or injustices, and those who committed these 

injustices were not aware that they had made a lasting impression Hannah. It was 

a difficult week because a few students had lost loved ones to suicide, even quite 

recently. The narratives of these students, together with the novel, provided the 

students who had no experience with suicide, nor had thought much about it, a 

very genuine and intense introduction to the pain and depression that can lead a 

young person to suicide, and the pain that their loved ones experience. This is 

essential because as youth services workers, they will very likely be in contact 

with youth who have contemplated suicide or are affected by the suicide or 

attempts of others. In Arizona, for instance, suicide is the 4th leading cause of 
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death for ages 10-14, and the second leading cause of death for 15-34 year olds. 

LGBTQ youth and Native American youth have the highest incidences of dying 

by suicide of youth in general (“Arizona 2016 facts,” 2016). It is irresponsible to 

not consider this when preparing to work with youth.  

 In order to give this issue the gravity that it deserves, I invited a guest 

speaker from the Community Partnership of Southern Arizona to conduct a 

suicide prevention workshop during class time. The single most effective tool for 

suicide prevention is talking about suicide, asking, “Are you considering 

suicide?” But this is so difficult to do, because most people believe the myth that 

if you ask about suicide, it might put an idea in someone’s head. This suicide 

workshop did much to dispel that myth and others that the students held. After the 

workshop was over, students summed it up in a few words. 

“What is one thing you can do to help kids who are suicidal?” 

“Talk. Listen. Listen.” 

“What is one word that sums up your emotional state post suicide workshop and 

post reading of 13 Reasons Why?” 

“Empowered.” 

And then, in a mumble, “Suicide sucks.” 

Self and Anger/Protest/Change  

 My intention for our last thematic week, after the heavy weight of 

previous week’s conversations surrounding suicide, self-harm, trauma, abuse, and 

fear, was to end with discussions of anger, protest, and change through reading 

the following dystopian novels. 
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• Little Brother  by Cory Doctorow (2008) 

A seventeen year old hacker is targeted as a terrorist by the Department of 

Homeland Security after an attack on San Francisco. After being held in a 

secret prison, no one believes his story, so he and friends attempt to take 

down the DHS themselves. 

• Ship Breaker by Paolo Bacigalupi (2010) 

In the Gulf Coast future, Nailer is a copper scavenger. After finding a 

recently beached clipper ship, he must decide between scavenging the 

massive amounts of riches on the ship, or helping the lone survivor of the 

ship while dealing with his abusive and estranged father. 

• House of the Scorpion by Nancy Farmer (2002) 

In the borderlands of the American southwest, a drug lord’s longevity is 

due to his organ harvesting operation utilizing his own clones. One clone 

escapes this fate and struggles to understand his own identity and 

exisitence. 

• Killer of Enemies by Joseph Bruchac (2013) 

Based on traditional Apache story but set in an apocalyptic future, this 

novel tells of Lozen, a seventeen year old girl who fights to eradicate 

genetically engineered monsters from her traditional lands. 

• Grasshopper Jungle by Andrew Smith (2014) 

Giant praying mantises, food and sex crazed, have been accidentally 

released by Austin and Robby. Austin explores his own sexuality and the 
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historical and apocalyptic connections while fighting these genetically 

engineered beasts. 

• Maggot Moon by Sally Gardner (2012) 

A reimagining of 1950’s England, if the Allies had not won WWII told by 

an imaginative boy dealing with everyone’s low expectations of him 

because of his dyslexia.  

Because of the great popularity of young adult novels such as The Hunger 

Games trilogy and the Divergent trilogy, amongst others, I offered the question to 

students, “Why are these stories so compelling for youth and beyond?” Through 

this question, the students explored the notion that dystopian novels are a 

metaphor for the adolescent experience in general in terms of stereotypes, 

prejudice, being told who they are and who they should be, issues surrounding 

power and agency, lack of a legal status to vote and effect change in that way, 

lack of control, lack of trust, and finally, lack of freedom. Through thinking about 

the ways in which the characters were wanting the power to change what they saw 

as a less than positive situation, not only for themselves, but for many others, 

students began looking at adolescence not as a time solely for personal identity 

formation, but as a time for youth to recognize their both their individual and 

collective power.  

 For a generative activity, students made T-charts based on their 

experiences and struggles during their adolescences on one side, and on the other 

side, the struggles and experiences of the teens in the dystopian novels they read. 

This exercise helped students articulate some of their thoughts regarding the 
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books they read. They saw that often the books mimicked real issues for 

adolescents, but amplified the consequences. Students noticed that it wasn’t just 

the consequences that were intensified, but that majority of the narrative was 

hyperbolic. Many thought that might be why dystopian novels were so popular. 

“It’s disturbing, like trying not to look at a train wreck.” The idea that dystopian 

narratives are reacting to the notion that adolescents feel belittled and disrespected 

in society by allowing youth to act out their rage and remove obstacles to freedom 

was discussed by many students, as well as the concept that ‘fitting in’ could turn 

into restrictive, homogenous groupings if people aren’t careful. Instead of 

learning from the past, reading dystopian narratives allows readers to learn from a 

potential future. On student noted that dystopian novels “can give 

encouragement…even if it’s not the same situation, I as an individual can have an 

impact.”  

Final course experiences 

 In addition to the shared reading and group discussion activities, students 

workshopped two written works during class time:  a transcript of and reflection 

on an interview with an adolescent, and a narrative regarding a significant event 

from their adolescence. During these workshops, students circulated their paper 

around a table of four readers. Each reader wrote comments upon the pages so 

that the writer received the comments of three others on their paper when it 

returned to them. This was not only a help for the writer, but it was a help for the 

various readers, to have a closer and more detailed look at the experiences and 

writing of three of their classmates.  
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 The final four class periods were devoted to individual presentations of 

students’ final inquiry projects. Each student chose a topic of importance to 

research further. This research needed to be grounded in scholarly articles, but 

also needed to include a fictional depiction of the topic and a connection to the 

life of a real adolescent, either themselves or another individual. The culmination 

of this research was a 7-10 minute PowerPoint presentation. After this 

presentation, there was a question and answer period in which the students were 

able to go into more candid detail regarding certain elements of their research. 

The ability for each student to share their work with the entire class was beneficial 

for all involved.  

Data Collection 

 For this study, I relied primarily on written work for both primary and 

secondary data, with the exception of Media Watch selections, even though class 

discussion was rich and often insightful. I made this decision to only utilize 

written work as data artifacts because I was concerned that, because of the very 

personal nature of conversation during this course, dialogue would be stifled if I 

placed recording devices at each table. During the semester, I informally asked 

students if that would change their manner of speaking, making them less candid 

or more stifled and my question was met with a resounding “Yes!” So, in 

retrospect, although using primarily written data had a limiting effect, I believe it 

was essential that data for this study was retrieved from written work. 
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Primary data  

 I chose three sources for primary data; weekly reflections, the midterm 

reflection, and the final exam/reflection. These were strong data sources because 

either they were extremely open ended or explicitly directed. Students were given 

the freedom to write about what they found most inspiring or important in the 

Weekly Reflections but needed to answer explicit questions in the Midterm 

Reflection and Final Exam/Reflection. At one end of the spectrum, the complete 

open endedness of the Weekly Reflections, lacking a specific prompt, enforced 

direction, or significant intervention, offered genuine reflections of the thoughts 

and feelings of the students. At the other end, the specificity of the Midterm 

Reflection and Final Exam/Reflection allowed me to fill any gaps in the weekly 

written documents to allow me to have a fuller understanding of the students. 

Weekly reflections  

During this course, students wrote a one-page reflection each week during the 

first ten weeks of class. This weekly assignment was open to anything from the 

week that the student wanted to reflect upon. The reflections were generally based 

on one of the following engagements: 

• The YA novel 

• An academic or popular article 

• Discussion during class 

• Media Watch 

• Literature Engagements 

• Personal connection with a topic 
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• Any combination of the above 

The strength of the weekly reflections was the openness. Because each 

student had the opportunity to reflect on the element of the week that was the 

most significant or interesting to them, the reflections were a kind of glimpse 

into how the student was experiencing the course mentally and emotionally. 

However, there were other strengths of the reflections that caused me to use 

them as primary data.  

At times these reflections were jumping off points for the discussion. This 

is important because with limited time during class, the sooner the discussion 

builds, the more likely students will be able to arrive at critical concepts. 

However, when this happened, the conversation was a reiteration and sharing 

of the out-of-class thinking of the student. This activity was positive because 

of the general positivity of sharing and exploring each other’s thinking.  

Another strength of the reflection was the instance of very personal 

thinking that was not shared during class. However, I noticed that students 

who shared information in the reflection that was not shared during class 

discussions, in many instances had begun to share this information publically 

by the end of the semester. I believe this was because students in the class had 

developed a mutual respect, trust, and comfort with one another during the 

course. In a number of instances, information that was deemed too personal 

for public sharing at the beginning of the course was written into reflections, 

only to be shared with the group by the end of the course. 
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One final strength of the weekly reflections was the temporal quality of 

the writing, being a weekly exercise. I was able to compare reflections from 

the beginning of the course with reflections at the end and get a sense of the 

ways in which the students grew and shifted in terms of thinking about 

adolescence.  

Midterm Reflection 

The midterm reflection was the time in which the students paused to notice if 

they were headed toward the goal they set out for themselves in the beginning of 

the course. Because this course was structured in a way that allowed the students 

a considerable amount of agency in determining their own academic path, 

occasionally the student does not have much experience setting personal goals, 

but rather pursuing goals provided by the instructor. Many students used this 

reflection to express a shift in goals, or a shift in perspective. It was also at this 

time that I reflected on my own practice as an educator, made any necessary 

shifts, and made sure I was providing the necessary space, guidance, and 

materials for the students to be able to meet their goals.  

One reason this written document was a valuable data source was because the 

students were answering explicit questions about the value of the course for their 

personal learning. This differs from the weekly reflections because although many 

students had already touched upon some of these topics in their reflections, they 

had not necessarily touched upon all of them. The Midterm Reflection ensured 

that the students were thinking about these topics and that I was able to know 

their thinking. Of the eight questions, two were particularly significant in terms of 
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helping me understand if and how the students were altering their thinking 

regarding adolescence because of the course experiences. 

• Reflect on the idea of Learning about Adolescence through 1) Adolescent 

literature, 2) Reflecting on your own lived experience, 3) Hearing your 

colleague’s stories of their lived experiences, 4) Scholarly and popular 

articles you have read during this course. Reflect on the idea of reading 

adolescent literature as an adult.  Do you feel that the combination of these 

four sources of information is giving you a full and rich concept of 

adolescent experience and identity? Why or why not?  

• What has been a significant area of thinking and learning for you during 

this course? What connections are you making between the books, articles, 

discussions, and activities/assignments? Are you changing as a reader? 

Final Exam/Reflection 

In the Final Exam/Reflection, the students were asked to create their own 

definition of adolescence by making connections between the books read during 

the semester, the issues of import to adolescents drawn from scholarly literature, 

and their own experiences and those of their colleagues. They were also asked to 

reflect upon their growth during the course in terms of their understanding of 

adolescence and the new curiosities and avenues for learning that the class opened 

up for them. Finally, they were asked how they would take this information and 

use it in their lives and in their probable careers working with adolescents in some 

capacity. These reflections are particularly important because they allow and 
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encourage not only to reflect on the concept of adolescence, but also to reflect 

upon themselves and their understanding of the material we covered.  

Similar to the Midterm Reflection, the Final Exam/Reflection asked 

explicit questions. Because this document was created on the very last day of the 

class, after each book and article was read, and after participation in the Final 

Inquiry Project as a creator and observer of presentations, the Final 

Exam/Reflection was an important overview of the evolution of each student’s 

thinking. Used in conjunction with Weekly Reflections and the Midterm 

Reflection, the Final Exam/Reflection provided a way for me to gather the kinds 

of direct answers that I needed to evaluate growth. Three of the seven questions 

were most significant in terms of assisting in my understanding of student 

thinking. 

• Using the paper from the beginning of the semester activity, write 

about the concept of “typical teenagers.” Why does this concept 

exist? What assumptions does it come from? Is there any truth in 

it? Why was your list of qualities of your adolescence different 

from the typical teen list? Drawing on examples from the books 

you have read this semester, discuss how your concept of 

adolescence has changed since the beginning of the semester and 

what implications that has for your future work.  

• Reflect on the books you read this semester and identify a 

common thread/theme/issue that runs through at least three of 

them. Write down the titles of the books and a brief discussion of 
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how each one connects to the theme/issue that you selected.  Also 

indicate why you see the theme/issue as significant to you 

personally and/or to the wider community.  Write about this theme 

and how it has helped you develop an understanding of the 

experience of adolescence.  

• Did reading the YA books this semester affect how you think 

about your own life experiences? How?  

One particular difference between the midterm and final was that students 

were asked to connect their learning and new understandings to specific texts they 

read. Although some students had documented how specific texts had encouraged 

new thinking, the kind of precision in the answers to Final Exam questions 

directly affected how I perceived each student’s understanding of adolescence, 

and how, specifically, these understanding had evolved. Because students had 

experience with final exams and consider them very formal events, the Final 

Exam/Reflections were written, for the most part, with much greater attention to 

detail and more thorough connections were made. The specificity and diligence in 

answering the explicit questions on this exam was essential for me to more fully 

understand the thinking of each student. 

Secondary data  

 The secondary data sources involved a prompt from me but lacked the 

severity of specificity that the Midterm Reflection and Final Exam/Reflection 

had. In other words, these data sources were a kind of middle ground between 

open endedness and overt questions. The Statement of Personal Goals, the 
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Significant Event Narrative, the response exercises completed during class time, 

and Media Watch were all relatively unambiguous assignments. These 

assignments were helpful for those students who found the openness of the 

Weekly Reflections to be daunting, especially those who did not have much 

experience with free writes in the past.  

Statement of Personal Goals 

The purpose of the statement of goals during the first week of the course was 

to encourage the students’ deep reflection upon both their hopes regarding this 

course and their dreams about the future of their potential work with adolescents. 

I asked them to think about the following questions with the caveat that they 

could veer away from these specific questions if they preferred: 

• Why did they decide to take this course? 

• How does this course relate to their future goals? 

• What do they particularly want to accomplish during this course? 

• How will they go about reaching their goals for this class? 

In this statement, the students situated themselves as learners that provided 

both the student and myself a place from which to grow, a starting point for 

curiosity. At the Midterm, they were to revisit this statement to see if it needed to 

be re-evaluated or updated. This statement set the tone for accomplishment and 

deliberate growth.  

This was vital data because understanding why students wanted to learn about 

adolescence might affect understanding their basic perceptions regarding 

adolescence. The way students discussed their career goals was distinctly 
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connected to the way they discussed their thoughts regarding adolescents/ce. It 

was also directly related to the path they set out for themselves to become ready 

to work with adolescents, and the kind of learning they expressed that they 

needed. 

Significant Event Narrative 

Near to the middle of the course, students turned in a narrative that 

revisited a significant event from their adolescences. I asked them to reflect on 

their past experiences and choose something that was particularly significant for 

them as an adolescent, then tell the story about the context in which they came to 

experience this, who was involved, and what they thought about at that particular 

moment.  I also asked them to reflect on how that experience connects to their 

personal history and metacognitively consider the experience of revisiting the 

moment. For many, choosing a moment to reflect upon was quite difficult. For a 

few, there was a definitive moment from their adolescence that was unavoidable 

in this kind of writing assignment. Some students could not choose an event, and 

instead wrote about a larger period of time. Each student explained the 

significance of the experience, situating themselves within the collective of 

adolescent experiences, with the intention of learning about the great variety of 

adolescent experience, including how we/adolescents judge the importance of 

different experiences. 

 In class, the narratives were shared in small groups. Each student brought 

a paper copy of the narrative. In groups of four, students passed their narratives 

around. Each student wrote comments on the narratives of the other students, so 
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that when the paper returned to the author, there were comments from three other 

students on each paper. I used these comments as data for this study because they 

situated the students alongside their peers and highlighted peer interaction 

surrounding memories of adolescence. The most frequent comments expressed 

either surprise or connection. Students also supported each other, especially on 

narratives that described painful moments, in terms of offering kind words or 

caring thoughts. These peer commentaries offered insights into the ways students 

viewed each other’s lifestories and the ways they communicated about them 

amongst each other that were difficult to detect in other written formats.  

In Class Response Exercises  

The students participated in a variety of writing exercises during class that 

I used as data. Because I chose to only use written data and did not record oral 

conversations during class time, written conversations, where two students 

essentially have a conversation on a piece of paper, passing it back and forth, 

were a very helpful medium for ‘listening’ in on student conversations and 

maintaining a record of the conversation.  Other forms of in class written response 

exercises also included the creation of graphic webs or other visual displays of 

text that helped students articulate their thoughts about a topic or a reading before 

beginning the discussion. In addition, visual art depictions of the response to text 

utilizing materials such as paint, markers, or scratch board, were created during 

class in the same way, helping students to collect and articulate their thoughts on 

a topic or reading. In class exercises also included digital communication 

techniques such as Poll Everywhere, which allowed students to answer questions 
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in an anonymous format with a smart phone, which was then projected onto the 

board. The answers were then stored digitally. This form of full class ‘discussion’ 

was helpful especially at the beginning of the semester when students were not 

yet comfortable with each other or when we were discussing topics that were 

quite personal or sensitive such as mental illness or sexuality.  

I was able to gather all this data together at the end of the semester in 

order to see trends in the ways in which students both collected their thoughts and 

shared them with one another. Because most of these in class exercises began as 

an individual expression and then moved onto a group or collaborative expression 

or discussion, I was able to see the ways in which thoughts could shift in the 

space between thinking about something as an individual and thinking and 

discussing a topic as a group. 

Media Watch 

Each student signed up for a day on which to share a media clip, with 

generally only one student sharing on a particular day. There were three specific 

reasons for this assignment. The first reason was that I wanted students to 

understand that information regarding adolescence comes from many different 

sources. These sources can contain depictions of adolescence that are hyperbolic 

and destructive, or they can be incredibly profound depictions of the realities of 

adolescent life. Because we focus on literature and personal narratives in the 

course, I wanted to balance the source of information with non-print media. Most 

of these clips were in the form of video, but occasionally a student would share an 

audio clip, such as a song or a piece from a radio show, or a website.  
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 My second intention for this assignment was to begin each class period 

with a shared experience that might help begin the day’s conversations. Often the 

Media Watch was related to the topic of discussion for the day, and this kind of 

conversational lubricant was highly effective in eliminating the initial hesitation 

some students needed before feeling comfortable enough to speak up. For 

instance, if a student played a music video related to self-esteem, the conversation 

could begin with students remembering what they thought about when they first 

heard the song, or remarking on what was going on in their lives when the song 

came out. Or, if a student brought a news clip about youth activism, students 

might feel compelled to agree or disagree with the issue being fought against. 

 In this way, the second reason for the Media Watch assignment was to 

allow the issues and concepts around adolescence to connect to a wider collection 

of stories. Examples of Media Watch selections might be real world stories as 

reported in the news and other informational outlets, the narrative world of film 

and television, and short digital memes and internet clips such as Buzzfeed 

videos. These outlets were very familiar types of narration and information 

sharing for many students in the course, and by allowing them to share them in 

the same way that they share clips on social media, the classroom community 

becomes more comfortable with each other, welcoming their outside-the-

classroom identities into the classroom. 

 The final reason for the Media Watch assignment was to remind students 

on a daily basis that depictions of, stories about, and occurrences that affect 

adolescents/ce are ubiquitous in popular culture. This practice helped them begin 
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to notice these depictions whenever and wherever they saw them. Beyond just 

noticing them, frequent critical examinations of media representations of youth 

exercised and fostered growth of critical thinking skills.   

Data analysis 

 When each written paper was turned in at various times throughout the 

semester, first I read the assignment and provided feedback to the student. When 

this was completed, I placed the paper with feedback in the student’s folder, 

which they gathered at the beginning of each class, returning the paper to the 

folder, and the folder to me, at the culmination of the class meeting. When the 

students had turned in all of their paper assignments, before the beginning of the 

final inquiry presentations, I began to use the students’ written assignments as 

data. I re-read all of the students’ papers, beginning with the weekly reflections, 

through the midterm and final exams looking for commonalities and threads that 

ran through multiple students. As I saw repeated phrases or topics, I wrote them 

down, counting instances of occurrence. I then re-read all the written work to look 

specifically for the topics that were most frequently mentioned. The following are 

the categories that I initially coded for. 

1. Realization of similarities across experience (being able to relate) 

2. Realization of alterity (lack of relatability) 

3. Understanding ourselves (identity formation) 

4. Understanding others (identity awareness) 

5. Concepts of ‘typical’ or ‘normal’ adolescent experience and expression 

6. Importance of discussion, the sharing of lived experience 



	 105	

7. “My eyes have been opened”  

8. Changing minds 

9. Action can and must take place 

10. A holistic view 

As I completed reading and each particular assignment, I tallied the 

numbers that occurred on the assignments, noticing which categories were more 

common for each assignment. Additionally, I tallied the number of categories 

each student had touched upon.  

 From my class list of twenty-four, I decided to focus on a smaller number 

of students in order to be able to look (and listen) more deeply to their 

commentary. Throughout the initial weeks of the course, I began developing a 

focus group in my notes based upon oral commentary during class and basic 

concepts of engagement such as talking after class, email to clarify assignments, 

and other signs of engagement and commitment. When initially I looked 

numerically at the frequency with which all the students touched upon the ten 

topics I coded for, I was surprised that some of the students that I had previously 

selected were not amongst the students who touched upon the above topics much 

at all. I worried that I had chosen them not because of their exploration of these 

topics, but because of an ideological connection that I felt with them. It was 

difficult to not include those students in my focus group, but I decided to choose 

students based on frequency of mention of the proposed ten topics. This is not to 

say that the other students in the course did not have significant experiences in 
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these areas and in the way of connecting fictional narratives to lived experiences, 

only that they did not articulate this specifically in their written work.  

For instance, one student withdrew from the course towards the end 

because she had been evicted from her family home because of her 

homosexuality. This caused her to lose her job as she had difficulties getting to 

work on time from her new residence. Additionally, she began focusing on the 

daily necessities of her life in order to survive, so she did not turn in any written 

work. Unfortunately, her contributions to the class discussions were very rich and 

from a place of considerable depth. But I was not choosing students for the focus 

group based on discussion, rather, by written work. So, I was unable to choose her 

for this study.  

By choosing the students based on a quantitative assessment of the 

frequency of mentioning the top thematic elements of the writings, I eliminated 

my own bias from the selection. My choice to use written work as the basis for 

student selection was problematic, as well, because, for the most part, students 

were very engaged in discussions regarding both the readings and their own 

narratives. However, even for the students who finished the class successfully and 

turned in all written assignments, it was clear that they were more capable 

speakers than writers, and their powerful oral commentary was not reflected in 

their writings. I believe that if I had chosen to record and transcribe the oral 

conversations, the patterns that I found within the writings of the focus group 

would have appeared, to a large degree, within the class as a whole. 
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I acknowledge, however, that the selection of students for the focus group 

created a body of data that was based on being highly responsive to the readings, 

the discussions, and the class structure. This selection, despite using a quantitative 

method to achieve the selection, is biased based on the fact that these particular 

students were highly responsive. In this way, they do not represent accurately the 

group as a whole, in terms of written expression. Although I hope that students 

who were not as articulate in written formats also had significant growth within 

themselves, I do not have the data to prove it and therefore cannot speak to the 

growth of students within the larger classroom community. 

Another pattern that emerged within the course that eliminated students 

from consideration for the focus group was students repeating a refrain that did 

not change much in the duration of the course. These students were thoughtful 

and careful with their articulation of thoughts, but did not veer very far away from 

their initial conceptual place. For example, one student was very articulate about 

her struggles with whiteness. From a place of socioeconomic and cultural 

privilege, she saw people of color as coming from “rich culture” as opposed to her 

“blank culture.” And, although she read widely and deeply, she was unable to 

move past a romanticization of the other in order to access any kind of growth in 

terms of her concept of adolescence.  

 This class also contained students for whom reading was a passion, and 

who had read a considerable amount of young adult literature prior to the 

beginning of the course. These students were able to navigate the course with 

ease, as they had considered many of the concepts previously, but did not push 
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themselves much farther conceptually, as they believed they had an adequate 

understand of the literatures, concepts, and theories the class discussed. Therefore, 

there was a lack of movement within their writings, and the concepts I was coding 

for did not appear. 

 However, I was deeply committed to maintaining the diversity within the 

class as a whole in my focus group and I feel that the selection of the case-study 

students succeeded in maintaining this diversity. I was disappointed that the few 

males in the course did not make the focus group based on my numerical analysis. 

I was also disappointed that the students that made it into the focus group stated 

they were all heterosexual. However, aside from these two identities, the students 

in the focus group were diverse in many ways. Though all five students were 

cisgendered heterosexual females, they were also ethnically, culturally, 

linguistically, socioeconomically, and religiously diverse, as well as within a 

relatively wide age range. In addition to that, they each brought their very 

particular lifestories to the classroom dialogue, which included suffering abuse, 

eating disorders, depression and suicide attempts, addiction in the family, 

religious conversion, and cultural coming of age ceremonies.   

The research for this project was designed as a qualitative multiple case 

study because I wanted to be able to use a variety of data sources within the 

particular context of the course. It was important to me to be able to look deeply 

at multiple participants, allowing their individual stories to permeate the study, 

and using a qualitative multiple case study methodology provided a way to 

answer my research questions. Because no student is devoid of a personal 
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situatedness, it was imperative to be able to look deeply at the participant, beyond 

more cut and dry data, to truly understand the larger context of the participant’s 

experience in their own lives to better understand the same participant’s 

experience in the study. I wanted to be able to look at how each individual 

experienced the course and the combination of reading YA, accessing memories 

of adolescence, and listening to the memory narratives of others, but I also wanted 

to look at this information across multiple participants and multiple artifacts. 

Therefore, I looked both deeply and broadly and the participants and the artifacts, 

to gain a comprehensive understanding of the data. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I situated my study within the research traditions of 

qualitative multiple case study and action research. I contextualized the class 

within the University of Arizona community as created for the non-certificate 

minor Adolescents, Community, and Education. I described in detail the members 

of the wider class community as well as the five students selected for the focus 

group. I created an overview of the entire semester including each weekly theme 

and the books that students read in conjunction with those themes. Primary and 

secondary data sources were delineated in this chapter, with corresponding 

descriptions of the particular uses and strengths of each data source. I described 

the method of coding and data analysis that I undertook. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 
The most beneficial activity in this class, for me, was the sharing of our 

personal narratives. Up until that point, I had never shared with anyone 

the history of my personal trauma, and how those experiences changed 

who I am and how I viewed myself. More than even that, though, I was 

given an incredible opportunity to look into the trauma of 

others….Because of my own hardships, I never could teach myself to be 

empathetic for others because I felt like, “If I can’t complain, they sure as 

hell shouldn’t be allowed to.” This mindset was limiting my ability to love 

people and be there for them when their lives grew difficult or uneasy. 

However, this activity gave me a chance to sit down and actually reflect 

on the experiences of others and how their lives were just as important as 

mine. Through that personal discovery, I started looking at the lives of 

others (healthily) as more important than mine. I see the world a bit less 

selfishly than I have in the past. I see others as my priority and through 

helping them and being there for them, I am able to really value my own 

lived experiences. Overall, this class showed me who I was in regard to 

how I treat and respond to others, and that was the most beneficial for me 

as an individual. 

        -Zekia 
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When I began going through the corpus of documents created during this 

course, searching for patterns of realization regarding typicality during 

adolescence, searching for any hint of answers to my research questions, I was 

startled by an overreaching gratitude from the students for providing a forum for 

telling our stories. Jerome Bruner (2004) writes that our autobiographies are a 

continuing interpretation and reinterpretation of our experience. However, the 

students did not appear to have many venues for storytelling, and some students, 

none at all. I began this course with the understanding that perhaps YA literature 

and personal narratives acted in conjunction with each other, teeter-tottering, 

affecting each other in a back and forth manner in order to help the students 

reconceptualize negative notions regarding adolescence. This is not what I found 

in reviewing my data when the course had culminated. The role of reading YA 

literature in this course was more of an inspirational one than a practical exercise 

in the study of human development. Students, only a handful of years past high 

school, for the most part, felt as though their memories were activated; literature’s 

long fingers reaching past current concerns of grades or parties or part time 

employment into a highly protected treasury of adolescent experience.   

I believe that through the combination of reading YA literature and telling 

and listening to adolescent memory narratives, the students were able to 

reconceptualize their previous and negative notions regarding adolescence. The 

students’ examinations of their own lives together with their examinations of the 

lives of fictional adolescents was transformative, and within these transformations 
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and reconceptualizations some patterns became clear. Two main categories 

emerged from these patterns, each with two components, and these categories 

were responsible for conceptual transformation. In order for students to be able to 

reconceptualize their ideas about youth, they needed to experience two major 

conceptual insights.  

• A realization of similarities across adolescent experience together with a 

realization of the diversity of adolescent experience, (concurrent windows 

and mirrors). 

•  A growing understanding of themselves together with a developing 

understanding of others (concurrent identity awareness and identity 

formation).  

These categories hinged on the necessity and importance of discussion. 

Through this process, students became aware of the traditional binaric mirrors and 

windows view of literary response, but went significantly deeper because of the 

role personal narrative played in the exploration not only of their own lived 

experiences but the lived experiences of their classmates, as well. In other words, 

by simultaneously examining the narratives of self and other, of similar and 

different, students were able to reconceptualize negative notions of adolescence.   

 In this chapter, I will examine how the intersection of fictional YA 

narratives together with memory narratives affected five students in an 

undergraduate class. Although each student’s work contained elements from most 

of the categories, for each of the selected students, one theme was dominant. In 

order to explore these themes deeply, I focused on the dominant theme for each 
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student rather than investigating each theme within each student. First I explore 

the concept of understanding ourselves through seeking to understand others 

through the written work of Zekia. Next, I explore concurrent narrative windows 

and mirrors within Robin’s written work. Following that, I investigate notions of 

the humanizing affect of narrative within the written work of Quinn. I explore 

Ronnie’s work through the lens of biographical learning. Then, through the work 

of Francesca, I explore how narrative learning can be an eye opening experience. 

After looking at each student individually, I do a cross case discussion based on 

one data artifact.  Finally, I conclude the chapter by looking at the five student’s 

perceptions of their own learning process and how this process has enabled them 

to reconceptualize adolescence. 

Zekia: Understanding Ourselves through Understanding Others 

 Zekia began the class with a powerful determination and understated 

motivation. A sophomore in Literacy, Learning, and Leadership (LLL) with a 

minor in Film and Television, Zekia did not necessarily want to teach in her 

future, but rather she wanted work for an organization that has a mission to 

educate young people in fun and lasting ways. At the beginning of the semester 

she hinted at a personal transformation that she had undergone over the past four 

years, and as the semester progressed we heard more about this intense period of 

self-reflection, strengthening, and reworking of her self-concept. A multi-racial 

student, she spent many years feeling that she had to identify solely as black 

because that was the identity imposed upon her by others. She felt stifled and hurt 

by the opinions of others. So she decided to intentionally cast aside her previously 
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intense attention towards others’ perceptions of her and instead focused on 

increasing self-love and learning to articulate and appreciate her identities.   

Zekia made the most frequent mentions of the realization of similarities 

across experience, with ten explicit mentions each throughout her written 

coursework. Within Zekia’s writing, a quality existed that reflects the extensive 

internal work she has done recovering from emotional trauma inflicted by her 

family members, primarily her father during childhood, adolescence, and 

extending into adulthood. She exhibited a passion regarding the concept of the 

mirroring of her own lived experiences through literature that felt like a newfound 

discovery. Zekia’s strength of self was the result a long and hard-fought battle, 

and since she became strong within herself, she felt compelled to fight for others 

to have the opportunity to become strong despite harrowing circumstances. 

During this semester, the first time she referenced the concept of being able to 

relate is in Reflection 2, in which she reflects on having read Sherman Alexie’s 

(2007) The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, as well as Meghan Cox 

Gurdon’s (2011) criticism of YA literature, “Darkness Too Visible” and Alexie’s 

(2011) response entitled “Why Are the Best Kids’ Books Written in Blood?”  

Gurdon’s criticism of YA literature was that YA deals with issues that are too 

upsetting and inappropriate for the adolescent reader, such as sexuality, rape, 

violence, suicide, and other complex issues, and that such issues should be 

avoided in books for youth. Zekia’s response to Gurdon is that “this is limiting, 

and this is inexcusable (in my opinion).” The fact that she felt it necessary to 

qualify her statement, making sure that I knew that it was her opinion that it was 
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inexcusable, rather than a statement of believed fact, is in direct conflict with the 

notion I had that Zekia had moved past the trauma of her childhood and 

adolescence. Perhaps she was working with the ‘fake it ‘til you make it’ model, 

expressing the kind of strength of self that she was working to genuinely feel 

someday. However, through continued analysis of her writing, it appeared that the 

concept of seeing herself reflected in literature was a part of her own healing 

process. An example of this is from one week’s reflection. 

 Maybe to some, a love story is not realistic – maybe a story about 

love and loss, or a story about pain and abuse and breaking away 

from that – maybe that is what they need….maybe they can 

identify with finding oneself in one’s own home, somewhere 

broken by poverty, and struck by grief…Personally, the 

representations of feeling like you don’t belong… I get that. I 

understand the concept of feeling like only you believe in you. I 

understand the pain of wanting to better yourself regardless of the 

limited resources to do so. It is so easy to feel alone when you’re 

struggling with something that you do not know how to talk 

about….. 

Through reading YA literature, Zekia took the first steps in learning how 

to talk about the issues she struggled with. This could be, in part, because 

literature is an “objective presentation of our own problems. It places them 

outside us, enables us to see them with a certain detachment and to understand our 

own situation and motivation more objectively” (Rosenblatt 1995, p 40). In the 
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following week’s reflection, during the third week of the course, Zekia’s 

hesitance to specifically discuss the ways in which she connected with the 

readings fell away. “Within the course, as we began reading about the importance 

of ethnicity and identity in self-esteem, I began to realize that many of the 

readings established a close resemblance to my own life.” She continued, in this 

reflection, to tell the story of her ethnic identities, and the lack of understanding 

she has encountered regarding being multi-racial. Having a white mother, and an 

African American, Spanish, and Native American father, others made 

assumptions that Zekia’s primary identity was Black, however that was only a 

small portion of the way she culturally identifies. “I didn’t feel like I fit in with 

either category. I felt lost, and like my identity just didn’t matter.” This reflection 

mentioned that “the readings” were responsible for Zekia’s thread of thought, 

however she did not mention specific readings by name. It only took three weeks 

for Zekia to use the readings as a spring board to personal narrative and identity 

work.  

McAdams (1985) describes this kind of identity work by connecting 

identity with story by saying, “Identity is a life story” (p. 18). This identity is not 

formed in a vacuum, instead,  “the life story is a joint product of person and 

environment. In a sense, the two write the story together” (p. 18). As a theoretical 

preface to Kenyon and Randall’s (1997) later concept of re-storying, Hankiss, 

1981 discusses a “mythological rearranging” (p. 203) of the story of one’s life, 

especially in late adolescence. Zekia’s identity work is this kind of re-arranging 

and re-storying, building a new understanding of herself by structuring her self 
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image differently, largely based upon new stories being built into the framework 

of her identity. 

In the fifth week of the course, when discussing themes of family, after 

she had read I’ll Give You the Sun by Jandy Nelson (2014), Zekia gave a brief 

description of the book’s plot, and then detailed the ways in which it both 

mirrored and differed from her experiences in her own family. In the book, the 

mother died and the grief of the family provides a foundation for the story. “Full 

clarification, my mother did not pass away. Instead, she walked away – from my 

father, from my siblings, and ultimately from me,” Zekia stated before telling this 

story in more detail. By weaving her own story together with the fictional text, 

Zekia invited sadness into her academic work. With the detached quality of her 

initial reflections, followed by purely personal storytelling without any specific 

mention of YA literature, this woven reflection provided an example of the 

continuous internal conversation between fiction and lived experience that can 

occur when a forum is created for deep reflection on both narratives.  

 Towards the end of the semester, Zekia chose to read the novel Speak by 

Laurie Halse Anderson (1999), a novel that detailed the experiences of a high 

school girl in the year following being raped at a party. This reading inspired a 

kind of identification with the text that she had not previously expressed. 

“Throughout the book, I found that I identify with the main character in varying 

ways. Though I have not experienced what she has, and could never really 

identify with that trauma - I do identify with the feeling of not being good 

enough.” This kind of examination of identification with a fictional character 
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exposed an openness to connection that facilitated identification with a wider 

narrative of experience. Melinda, the character in Speak whom Zekia is relating 

to, is not reduced to the single story of rape. Zekia read her as a whole and 

complex character, not because she was necessarily written in this way, fully, 

with all her thoughts and experiences delineated in the text, but because Zekia 

was able to connect with one tangible emotional struggle, Melinda became a 

catalyst for great self-reflection. After the class discussion in which Zekia 

expressed her connection with Speak, she wrote a slam poem that deals with one 

of the most painful aspects of her adolescence, favoritism in her family. The 

theme of favoritism was not a part of the novel, but through the mature manner of 

identification in Zekia’s reading of the novel, she accessed and processed her own 

trauma. In her final exam, Zekia succinctly noted how reading YA novels 

contributed to her own personal mental health and understanding of herself during 

her youth and today. 

Throughout these novels, there are often these destructive periods 

of livelihood – things that may not seem hard, or difficult, or 

painful if you never lived through them. Things that may be worth 

forgetting like I did. However, through reading about these 

experiences, and through addressing my own blocking of my 

experiences, I have discovered the strength and resilience of an 

adolescent. 

Zekia made fewer mentions of the differences between herself and others 

or herself and characters, although this area was still one of significant growth for 
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her. Often, she connected the three concepts of similarities across experience, 

difference across experience, and the phrase ‘eye opening.’ For instance, during 

the week we discussed gender and sexualities, she read Two Boys Kissing by 

David Levithan (2013).  

[Two Boys Kissing] made me look at the many different struggles 

that I could never really understand. As a heterosexual female, 

even one that supports the LGBTQ community, I was never really 

given the opportunity to understand the lives, problems, and 

history of the community….I have never really thought about the 

similarities between same sex or heterosexual relationships, and 

how everyone really goes through many of the same struggles 

within their relationships. This book was incredible for me to look 

at every community with opened eyes. Looking not only at their 

similarities between my own life, but also their differences in order 

to make sure I am well rounded in understanding the experiences 

of others. 

Zekia’s desire to understand of the experiences of others did not 

necessarily translate to always having an openness regarding the experiences of 

others. At times during the semester, Zekia was very quiet during discussion, 

particularly large group discussion. By reading her reflections, I saw that these 

times corresponded with particularly intense identity work, such as the time she 

wrote the slam poem. However, through her reflections, I was also able to see her 

develop not only an awareness of herself, but also an awareness of herself in 
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relation to others. Towards the end of the semester, she wrote that she was quite 

irritated with a colleague for always bringing up her connection to her homeland 

and how important her ancestral land was to her life. Zekia did not realize how 

judgmental she was being until she read a YA novel that included a theme of 

cultural connection in Native communities.  When she realized that the book dealt 

with Native culture, she “immediately became uninterested.” It was at that 

moment, realizing her immediate disinterest, that she was able to simultaneously 

acknowledge the fact that her impatience with this colleague was highly 

problematic, develop a new understanding of the importance of cultural 

connection in our lives, and reframe her irritation as gratitude for being able to 

hear different perspectives from different lived experiences.  

Any time you take a moment to sit down and experience the life of 

someone else, you will almost always be rocked by the fact that 

everyone’s life is equally as dynamic and chaotic as your own (if 

not more so)….This class opened my eyes. On the first day, I 

walked into a classroom with a group of students whose faces I 

never even planned on memorizing. Within fifteen weeks, I know 

the backgrounds of many of the students in this classroom, and 

some faces I will never forget. Some stories I will never stop 

praying over. Ultimately, hearing the stories of others changed the 

way I read books within the classroom….This course taught me to 

look at every individual with an open heart, and with a mindfulness 

that I never had before. 
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 The combination of realizing the connections between her own lived 

experiences and those of others (fictional and in reality) plus learning to be more 

open to the cultural connections of others directly supported Zekia’s own personal 

identity work. Though she had been intentionally working on improving her self-

concept before the beginning of this course, it is clear through her writing that the 

opportunity to read YA literature and discuss this with others provided a very 

potent occasion for personal growth. At the very beginning of the course, Zekia 

wrote in her Personal Statement of Goals that “Over the past few years, I have had 

the pleasure of learning more about myself than I ever thought possible,” then she 

delineated her academic transition from film studies to education. However, it 

was unclear to me at this time if this statement reflected her identity work.  

Four weeks later, my question was answered when she submitted a 

reflection on the notion of journeying based on a reading of Brown Girl Dreaming 

by Jacqueline Woodson (2014). In this reflection, Zekia thought about the literal 

interpretation of a journey and noted that she had not ever been out of her home 

state, and in addition had travelled very little within the state. She then 

transitioned into thinking of journeying as an internal process, and the fact that 

most people do not know about the internal journey she been on.  

Ever since I started college (roughly two years ago) I have been 

chasing after myself. I have been on this never ceasing journey to 

understand who I am, where I see myself, and how I want to get 

there. I have spent these years understanding the world around 

me, building options, building solutions, building a personality 
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from the remnants of who I tried so hard to be when I was 

younger…As much as I want to identify who I am, I need to work 

to understand who I am. 

Rosenblatt (1995) wrote, “Talking about [emotional] matters in terms of 

the situation in the book merely makes it easier for the reader to bring his inner 

problems into the open and to face them or seek the help of others without the 

embarrassment of explicit self-revelation. Thus he often reveals what he cannot or 

will not say about himself…Even books that seem to have little to do with the 

discussion that will lead to increased self-understanding for the student” (p. 196).  

Through Zekia’s participation in this course, her careful reading and open but 

cautious narrative sharing of her own experiences, and her active listening, Zekia 

was able to do the work that was helping her to understand who she was. And this 

personal understanding is directly relevant to her ability to be open to the varying 

identities of the youth she plans to work with in her future.  

 The evidence that through understanding others, Zekia was able to more 

fully understand herself was in the written documentation of the evolution of her 

thinking. As she learned about the adolescent experiences of her classmates and 

read young adult literature, Zekia was inspired, throughout the semester, to reflect 

upon her own adolescence. Through these reflections, Zekia re-evaluated and re-

storied her own narrative, thereby building the foundation for a re-

conceptualization of adolescence in general. 
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Robin: Concurrent windows and mirrors 

Robin’s initial description of why she wanted to enroll in this course 

included a story of how she had written a children’s book when she was younger. 

Although this book was not published, she thoroughly enjoyed not only the 

process of writing it, but the idea that she had written a book. She identified as a 

writer for youth, so enrolled in this class to more thoroughly explore that identity 

through reading rather than writing. She wanted to reconnect with her adolescent 

self in order to more fully be able to write for youth in the future. “Therefore I 

took this class to learn more about myself as a child and what was actually going 

through my head….” As a sophomore pre-education major, she also expressed 

interest in becoming a better teacher by “by allowing me to be able to dig a little 

deeper in to my students’ minds and read them better.”  

In a sense, Robin seemed to strive to reach these goals, however much of 

her work in the course centered on reflecting on her adolescent memory narratives 

regarding bullying, eating disorders, self harm, and recovery. As a child, Robin 

described herself as pudgy, and was very sensitive to the negative comments she 

received from peers and others on her physicality. This led to body dysmorphia, 

in which an individual perceives great physical flaws that are not connected to 

reality. Her dysmorphia led to anorexia, which caused her to lose very large 

amounts of weight in a short amount of time. When her parents confronted her 

regarding her lack of eating, she began eating and vomiting, and lived with 

bulimia for many years. Still suffering from bullying and great sensitivity to her 

worries of the perception of others, Robin had numerous suicide attempts. At the 
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time of this class, she reported to be in recovery from her eating disorders and 

successfully battling depression. These facts created a weighty backdrop for her 

participation in class and her written work. 

Although Robin had an equal number of mentions of similarities across 

experience as did Zekia, hers was not a straightforward expression of relatability. 

In almost each written assignment, Robin made mention of being able to relate to 

fictional characters as well as stories of other young people in the class and 

beyond. Her first mention of making connections across experience was during 

her reflection on Alexie’s (2007) The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time 

Indian.  “This book really helps because it can show us that we are not alone in 

our struggles. Everyone is going through somewhat of the same things, we just 

need to open our eyes and realize it.” Beyond this generic pronouncement, Robin 

details quotes from the book and how each one relates to her own life. 

• “I’d turn sideways and disappear.” (p.3) – I used to hear this from people 

all the time when I had my eating disorders, to him it’s something he’s self 

conscious of and for me it was something I took pride in. 

• “I blamed myself for all of the deaths.” (p.173) – This is so me. 6 months 

ago when my friend committed suicide I blamed myself. Maybe if I had 

just noticed the signs. Maybe if I kept telling her that I loved her and that 

she was appreciated. Maybe if I told her how important she was to me she 

would still be alive today. Thinking about it now, maybe I still do blame 

myself a little bit. 
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Considering this was the second week of class, I considered Robin very 

open about her life and experiences, however in her final exam, I realized that this 

openness is very new for her, especially in terms of sharing with a group. 

However, in each moment of connection with fictional others that she discussed 

in her writing, Robin articulated why while at the same time specifying that she 

does not share major identity markers with the character. The following are some 

examples of this pattern. 

Regarding Inside Out and Back Again by Thannia Lai (2011):  

• I feel this book opened my mind a lot to learning about adolescents 

because this was the first book I chose to read where I had nothing major 

in common with the character….I connected with this book in the sense 

that I am also very close with my family and they have been my strongest 

support system thus far in my life. I cannot imagine losing my father like 

Ha did…I see myself in Ha…I too take personal responsibility for the 

wellness of my family. 

Regarding Brown Girl Dreaming by Jacqueline Woodson (2014): 

• I feel for me it was harder to connect with Jacqueline given that I come 

from an entirely white background in an easier time to grow up in than 

she. I never struggled with racial slurs, unequal treatment (besides unequal 

treatment being a woman), or picking up my life and moving to 

completely different places. I somewhat relate to the notion of a journey, 

though. Without even knowing it my life has been a huge journey thus far, 

whether it be trying to find who I am, travelling the world, moving school, 
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moving away from home, making a friend, etc. it has all been a journey. 

So, in a way, we can all connect with Jacqueline Woodson in the journey 

of life.  

Regarding Gabi: A Girl in Pieces by Isabel Quintero (2014): 

• I see a lot of myself in Gabi – insecure, unsure of herself, curious, 

troubled…something that bothered me, though, was that Gabi would 

always stereotype other people…There was a quote in the book, I don’t 

remember the exact wording or page number but it said something like, 

“Those tall, blonde, athletic girls don’t have to worry about that…” This 

quote really made me angry because in high school I was tall, blonde, and 

pretty athletic… and I have struggled with depression and anxiety, two 

eating disorders, and self harm issues, so the fact that she is stereotyping 

saying that somehow we have it better makes me very angry. 

Regarding So Hard to Say by Alex Sanchez (2006): 

• Reading this book I couldn’t really make too many personal connections 

because, like I said earlier, I’ve been straight my whole life. Although 

while reading this book something profound happened. For the first time 

ever I tried to put myself in their shoes, specifically the girl character, Xio. 

Xio was stuck in the middle of a love triangle…I have experienced a love 

triangle once in my life. 

Regarding 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007): 
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• Three suicide attempts later, and I’m still here. Unfortunately, the same 

cannot be said for Hannah…I see a lot of myself in Hannah, which 

probably sounds pretty tragic, but it’s the truth.  

Of course, the reader rarely identifies completely with a character or a 

situation in a book. Rather, identification is based on elements from the text, a 

personality characteristic, a lived moment, a social environment, a cultural 

connection, et cetera. Rosenblatt (1995), in discussing the uniqueness of the 

transaction between reader and literature, notes that this connection is essential for 

understanding.  

If each author were completely different from every other human 

being and if each reader were unique in all respects, there could, 

of course, be no communication. There are many experiences that 

we all have in common – birth, growth, love, death. We can 

communicate because of a common core of experience, even 

though there may be infinite personal variations. (p. 27-28) 

For Robin, these comments were not the acknowledgement of the 

unquestioned human connection between us all, they were emblematic of a 

disconnect with diversity that extended beyond fictional characters to Robin’s 

classmates. By repeatedly negating her connections through reiterating cultural 

distance, Robin exhibited a great discomfort for diversity, even though she did 

explicitly express enjoying being in a diverse classroom and reading novels 

regarding lives quite different from hers. In the midterm, Robin wrote,  
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Hearing my classmates’ stories about their lives has helped me 

expand my thoughts; I was previously fairly clueless on how 

everyone else grew up since I grew up in a nice area or as it’s 

called living ‘behind the orange curtain’ being from Orange 

County, California. Hearing their stories has helped me come to 

terms with all walks of life and different family types. 

  Reflecting on Inside Out and Back Again (2011) during the midterm, 

Robin noted that this was the first book she had ever chosen in which she had 

nothing in common with the protagonist (even though in the same document, she 

articulated specifically why and how she identified with the character) and 

acknowledged that she was, through the reading, able to explore concepts that she 

had previously never thought of. These contradictions were seemingly 

unconscious for Robin, as in statements of connection and statements of 

difference, she was impassioned and appeared genuine. Despite plentiful 

pronouncements of being able to relate to characters, Robin expressed that she felt 

that mostly she did not relate to the characters in the novels she read. Perhaps this 

is what Ricouer (1984) terms the narrative imagination’s “aesthetic distance.” 

“The curious conflation of empathy and detachment produces in us – readers of 

history and fiction – the double vision necessary to journey beyond the closed ego 

towards other possibilities. “In Ricouer’s opinion, the ‘double-take’ of difference 

and identity – experiencing oneself as another – and conversely, the other as 

oneself, is what provokes a reversal of our natural attitude to things and opens us 
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to novel ways of seeing and being” (Duffy, 2009, p. 28). This process is not only 

therapeutic, but cathartic.  

This might provide an explanation for the answer in Robin’s final exam to 

a question regarding how reading YA has shifted her view of her own life. Robin 

wrote, “Even though I’m past my adolescence, reading these books gave 15 year 

old me a reminder that everything she felt was valid, that even though she thought 

she was alone, she wasn’t; because these characters understand her, these 

characters made all of her feelings valid because no one in real life did that for 

her.” Importantly, Robin found this course extremely significant in terms of 

exploring and validating her own identities, and through this validation, her 

‘imaginative sympathy’ for the diversities of lives, experiences and identities was 

nourished and strengthened. Through personal and emotional identity work 

regarding personal trauma, Robin was able to open her heart to the trauma in the 

lives of others. Personal validation helped Robin forgive (sympathize with) 

herself, her younger self, and in so doing, created space for the imaginative 

sympathy she needed to have an openness towards the lived experiences of others. 

If, indeed, YA literature inspires personal reflection and collaborative discussion, 

and the intersection of these two activities has a transformative power, the 

culmination of the semester’s activities, the final presentation, allowed Robin’s 

transformation to be displayed.  

In small group activities and in her reflections, Robin felt comfortable 

discussing and writing about her experiences with body dysmorphia and eating 

disorders, but for the final presentation, she did this in a very public way. She told 
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the story of her adolescence through the lens of her eating disorders, giving vivid 

details of what this looked like for her, how she had hid her problem, how she lied 

to her parents, and how she finally gave in to help. This talk was given as a 

Powerpoint presentation, with photographs of Robin as a teen. It was a raw and 

engaging presentation both for Robin and for her classmates, the audience. 

Although they previously had an understanding of how this problem impacted 

Robin’s life and how it shaped who she has become, they had only pieces from 

conversations here and there, not a careful narrative examining the impact that 

body dysmorphia and eating disorders had on the fragile self concept Robin had 

as a teen, and visa versa.  

The Final Inquiry project was personally the most significant 

[activity from the class]. I’ve never talked about my life that 

personally in front of a group of people and I was terrified. But 

being able to share and bring awareness to a topic that is so 

serious and so close to my heart truly changed my perspective on 

how I look at my post  tic experiences. 

 And, invariably, how Robin navigated her memories of this time in her life, of 

these difficult experiences, will affect her identities including her pedagogical 

identity in her future teaching career. The evolution of her identity will have an 

effect not only on Robin herself, but on her students as well. Robin’s ability to 

process the trauma from her adolescence will trickle down to her ability to 

facilitate engagement and learning surrounding difficult issues in the lives of her 

students (Crossley, 2000). Jefferson Singer (2004), in his introductory essay 
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regarding narrative identity and meaning making, helps to elucidate how lifestory 

practices, completely entwined within our sociocultural context, contribute to an 

individual’s ability to make meaning in daily life.  

Once we have filtered life experiences through the narrative lens, we can 

make use of the narratives we have created. We can employ stories to raise 

our spirits, guide our actions, or influence others as a tool of persuasion or 

rhetoric. We can draw inferences from stories with particular self-

relevance in order to gain insight into our own nature, values, and goals. 

The accumulating knowledge that emerges from reasoning about our 

narrative memories yields a life story schema that provides causal, 

temporal, and thematic coherence to an overall sense of identity.  

(p. 442-443) 

For Robin, the process of revisiting her adolescence was not joyful. 

“Looking back and really travelling to the time to remember what happened and 

what it felt like, which I don’t like to do often, pains me.” Reading YA literature 

acted as a catalyst for an emotional revisiting of the events of her adolescence, 

and the need to tell the narrative of her particular traumas to an audience of her 

peers. By recognizing the significance of her own trauma, Robin simultaneously 

created an aperture of understanding for the trauma of others and a realization that 

she may never fully be able to understand the trauma of others.  

Trauma has a different meaning for everyone. Although many 

people suffer through the same kinds of things, there are also 

kinds of trauma we can never fully understand. I have lived a 
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pretty blessed life…but I have still experienced trauma throughout 

my life. Traumatizing things happen to almost everyone at some 

point in their life… We can’t tell someone who feels that they 

have been traumatized by something that they have not because 

we are in no place to ever tell somebody else how they feel about 

something. 

In this way, Robin expressed a compassionate connection to alterity and 

diversity. Through an acknowledgement that others may not have understood the 

trauma at the heart of her lifestory, and that this lack of understanding had not 

decreased the severity of her trauma, Robin allowed for unknowing to shape her 

ability to relate. Because she knew that each of us holds some kind of trauma 

within us, and she knew that this information is often not accessible to others, 

Robin was able to connect to those with whom she shares no acknowledged 

commonalities, through the ephemeral concept of trauma within lifestory, and, in  

so doing, established connections that helped bring together members of a 

community through narrative (Carr, 1986; Crossley 2000; Ricouer, 1984).  

 This was also evident in her understanding of friendship. Robin believed 

that only the “people partaking in the friendship” understand exactly what that 

friendship is like. Inspired by Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005) and class 

discussions, Robin wrote that she thinks adults significantly misunderstand 

adolescent friendships. This notion came because she believed that relationships 

change over time, and that adult concepts of friendships vary significantly from 

adolescent concepts of friendship. Without an acknowledgement that these 
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concepts of friendship might be different not only from group to group, but also 

individually within groups, Robin addressed the notion that although an adult 

might not understand what is at the heart of an adolescent friendship, that 

friendship should still be valued just because the larger concept of friendship is a 

common one. In other words, because the value of friendship is generally 

understood by people of various ages, the cultural specifics of friendship due to 

age difference, such as what is needed and wanted from the relationship, or how 

that relationship looks on the outside, shouldn’t interfere with the ability for an 

adult to understand, respect, and validate the importance and necessity of 

friendship in the lives of youth. I use this example because I think it is 

representative of the Robin’s bourgeoning ability connect across diversity, 

acknowledging that people with different cultural backgrounds (whether related to 

ethnicity, economics, sexuality, age, et cetera) are able to simultaneously 

recognize the variety and mutuality of human experience. For her, it was the 

notion of age related differences that allowed this kind of conceptual growth and 

it was her repeated contradictions regarding her ability to relate to characters that 

was the evidence of the early stages of this growth.  

 The emergence of Robin’s ability to view both literature and the lifestories 

of her classmates as windows and mirrors concurrently affected her understanding 

of adolescence in that prior to this ability, Robin’s self concept and concept of 

adolescence lacked complexity. Being able to see herself in narratives that had 

previously seemed to be a total contrast to her own narrative, and being able to 

understand the distinctiveness within narratives that she had previously felt were 
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highly similar to her own narrative, helped Robin’s concept of adolescence 

deepen. By concurrently seeing her experiences reflected in the adolescent 

narratives of others and experiencing a window into an adolescent narrative 

distinct from her own, Robin re-conceptualized her previously held idea of 

adolescence.  

Quinn: Humanization through Literature and Lifestory 

 Quinn, a sophomore English major, ACE minor, began this course with 

what she termed ‘generic’ goals. She wanted to avoid procrastinating and turn in 

quality work. However, she also wrote that she wanted to learn to read deeply, not 

only the novels, but she wanted to be able to ‘read’ the other students in the 

course. Quinn wanted to understand the trauma in other people’s lives because 

she has felt that other people have misinterpreted her own trauma. She believed 

that through learning to read literature and people deeply, she would not only be a 

better English teacher when she graduates, but, as she put it, “it will help me to be 

a better mother and a better wife.”  

Of mixed white and Mexican heritage, Quinn considered that she was 

“raised in a more ‘white’ lifestyle” because she and her siblings are light skinned 

and she was raised in a largely white community.  

We didn’t speak with accents, we didn’t have to deal with illegal 

alien jokes because my dad was a citizen, and we never really felt 

alone because we were not 100% white. My mother did a good 

job of that; sometimes I think she did her job too well. I tend to 

get uncomfortable with the Mexican side of my family. I don’t 
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like going to fiestas or eating Mexican food. My racial struggle, in 

my opinion, is one that I didn’t know existed until this week.  

But Quinn has not felt completely compatible with the white community. One of 

the most salient aspects of her Mexican identity is her fluency in Spanish, not 

because of study, as she mentioned that others frequently assume, but because that 

was her primary language at home. She had the feeling that she was ‘passing’ for 

white because she did not feel she had ever dealt with discrimination based on her 

heritage. Because Quinn identified more with the white community, though, she 

always felt represented in literature, as the idea of representation for her was 

largely based on what a character looked like. However, when she left home for 

college, her understanding of diversity began to shift because her circle of friends 

was no longer primarily white. During this course, as she re-evaluated her 

connection to her heritage, she nurtured an understanding of the complexity of 

identity and lived experience that she hoped would impact her future students.  

 For Quinn, the concept of literature being a window into cultures and 

identities different from her own had a great impact at the beginning of the 

course. Upon reading Alexie’s (2007) The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time 

Indian, Quinn became aware that although her hometown was surrounded by the 

Apache reservation, she did not have any concept of what life was like not only 

for those living on the reservations near her, but what life was like for any Native 

youth. During class discussions that week, the class considered the common 

metaphors for literature: windows, mirror, doors, and maps. Her previous 

comments regarding how she had always been able to see herself in literature 
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(literature as a mirror) evolved into comments that she did not often read literature 

that gave her an idea of the lives of others (literature as a window or a door). 

Quinn was able to see the book broadly not only as a window into a culture very 

different from her own, but also to look beyond ethnic culture and read the book 

as a window into the experiences of a young person changing schools and being 

the new, different students. She never had that experience growing up. “Reading 

about Junior moving himself to Rearden and flourishing was exciting to me.” For 

Quinn, literature was becoming a way to imagine wider possibilities not only for 

herself, but also for her future students. 

 Continuing through the semester, Quinn repeatedly commented on her 

wonder at reading about the lives of young people with experiences vastly 

different from her own. Reading Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi (2000), Quinn 

remarked on her feelings of experiencing literature as a window, “This week, this 

class really, has been a beautiful window into seeing such a different view of the 

world and of its people.” Her enthusiasm was not limited only to literature as a 

window, but also to her fellow students as windows into diverse lived 

experiences. 

The conversations in class so far have really stood out to me. I read 

the novel Persepolis and it was astounding. Everyone was talking 

about discovering one’s self, and the many struggles with coming 

from a mixed racial home, or even being surrounded by a race that 

you don’t identify with. It impressed me and left me in awe. 
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From this place of the wonder of the diversity of experience in the room 

and her ability to connect to it, Quinn led directly into making connections with 

the text while simultaneously expressing how different Satrapi’s life is to hers.  

Though I have never personally been a victim of war, or had a bomb go 

off three feet from where my house stands, I felt really connected to her. I 

have always been an oddball, being the only Mormon in my family. It has 

been a struggle to keep my values and beliefs when everyone I surround 

myself with thinks differently. Marjane had this struggle as well.” 

For Quinn, the text directly inspired the conversation, which directly 

inspired a new way of thinking about the text. This kind of circular and malleable 

understanding of literature is an excellent representation of Louise Rosenblatt’s 

(1995) transactional theory of reading. For Rosenblatt, one of the first steps in 

facilitating a richer understanding of literature was to create an environment in 

which the students know they are free to react to a text in any way, that there is no 

imposed and predetermined reaction to any text.  

The youth needs to be given the opportunity and the courage to 

approach literature personally, to let it mean something to him 

directly. The classroom situation and the relationship with the 

teacher should create a feeling of security. He should be made to 

feel that his own response to books, even though it may not 

resemble the standard critical comments, is worth expressing. 

Such a liberating atmosphere will make it possible for him to 
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have an unself-conscious, spontaneous, and honest reaction.” (p. 

64) 

This experience validates the student’s own experiences, thoughts, and 

feelings. The student’s expression of response need not be a written document for 

the instructor alone, rather, the community discussion further validates not only 

the speaker, but the listener as well. By teaching all students that their feelings, 

thoughts, experiences are valid within the classroom, students can present the 

same respect to one another, as a community of scholars and human beings. “One 

of the most valuable things the students will acquire from this is the ability to 

listen with understanding to what others have to say and to respond in relevant 

terms” (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 68). 

This personal response and the discussion that ensued are based in part on 

an emotional engagement with the text. Rosenblatt’s belief that emotion is at the 

heart of discussion of a literary work underpins, also, a student’s growth not only 

into a mature reader, but into a mature human. The discussion is seen as a 

rehearsal for unexperienced scenarios, unencountered personalities, and 

unexpected insights. If the literary work gives the reader the potential for 

vicarious experiences and alternate realities, the discussion of the literary work 

gives the reader practice in articulating emotional connection or disengagement, 

clarifying perceptions and beliefs, and the space within the classroom community 

with which to process the intersection of old concepts and new understandings.  

 Literature has the potential to validate our identities and our lived 

experiences, but also the identities and lived experiences of those around us. 
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Quinn’s reading of I’ll Give you the Sun by Jandy Nelson (2014) gave her the 

opportunity to reflect on the variety of lived experiences within her own family.  

I come from a crazy family…We’re interesting to say the least. 

But reading I’ll Give you the Sun made me feel as though we 

were normal. That everything I have been through and seen in 

my life is okay – life-changing, but definitely okay. Reading 

about the things and life changing moments that Jude and Noah 

were forced to go through, and the choices they made, made me 

feel human. 

Again, after reading Looking for Alaska by John Green (2005), she used 

the same phrase, “Reading this novel made me feel human.” In updating her 

goals, Quinn wrote about her future students, “I want to help them feel human in 

reading.”  For Quinn, I believe this feeling of humanity was the intersection of 

appreciating lived experiences very different from her own while simultaneously 

connecting with those very experiences. “I crave humanity,” she stated in an 

explanation of why reading about relationships and human connection was so 

meaningful for her. And, insightfully, she noted, Looking for Alaska “really 

brought up to the surface how I feel about friendships and how relationships have 

impacted my life.” This phrase, “brought up to the surface” is significant in 

Quinn’s case, because I do feel that is how transformation was occurring for her. 

It isn’t as if these concepts are new for her, but rather as if she has stifled a deep 

reflection on the complexities of her own life and the lives of those around her in 

an attempt to mute the pain that might come with deep reflection. “I always dove 
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into relationships and friendships whole-heartedly, not looking at the 

consequences. That has gotten me into trouble…I have always let my emotions 

get the best of me – they have always controlled my life and my decisions.” In 

order to address her need to control her emotions, Quinn skimmed the surface of 

her own identity, and because she was not accessing the depth of her own human 

experience, she was also unable to access the depth of other’s human experience. 

At the midterm, Quinn wrote, “The progress that I’ve seen in myself has 

definitely been more of a personal matter than an academic one. I have learned 

that it is perfectly okay to have come from struggles and that finding a novel that 

helps someone feel normal and human is pure bliss.”  

This personal transformation led to a transformation in how Quinn 

imagined her future. From her “generic goals,” Quinn began stating new goals 

and predictions for her future. She began to re-invent her notion of what her role 

of a teacher might be. 

• Talking to everyone in the class about their individual struggles was just 

another reason why I love this class. Realizing that every single person 

goes through hardships in high school can definitely be a healing process. 

Hearing about others who had disorders or bad relationships helped me to 

feel that I can help my future students when they feel alone during their 

four years of hell/heaven. 

• People get sad, they get depressed and sometimes those sad thoughts can 

really destroy a person. To me, knowing what I can do to help my future 

students and even my future children through their rough times is such an 
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important part of my future. I want to change a life – saving a life through 

kindness and listening is a career I want more than anything. 

Provoked by the reading of young adult literature, and through dialogue 

with her classmates, Quinn felt humanized by fictional and lived narratives. 

Her innate love for humanity, shown above through her desire to help even 

just one individual, is what Freire (1993) considered the foundation for the 

possibility of dialogue,  “Dialogue cannot exist, however, in the absence of a 

profound love for the world and for people” (p. 70). The love Quinn felt, not 

only for her classmates with whom she shared tables during class time, but for 

future unknown students, is courageous, and exhibits a true re-

conceptualization of the myth of typicality within adolescence. For Freire 

(1970), love for is the foundation of dialogue, which is essential for 

transformative liberation from oppression. From love, through dialogue, one 

must then exhibit:  

an intense faith in humankind, faith in their power to make and 

remake, to create and re-create, faith in their vocation to be 

more fully human (which is not the privilege of an elite, but the 

birthright of all). Faith in people is an a priori requirement for 

dialogue; the ‘dialogical man’ believes in others even before he 

meets them face to face. (p. 71) 

 Trust must also exist for dialogue to occur, and this is very evident not only 

in Quinn, but in all five students, as they became vulnerable before their 

classmates through dialogue. Additionally, for Freire, hope is an essential 
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component for this kind of transformative humanization to work, for without it, 

dialogue would not occur. “If the dialoguers expect nothing to come of their 

efforts, their encounter will be empty and sterile, bureaucratic and tedious” (p. 

73). Finally, Freire wrote that critical thinking must occur beyond love, trust, 

hope, and dialogue, and that these cerebral and emotional activities exist in a 

horizontal relationship, occurring simultaneously and synchronously. Quinn, 

through these concurrent activities, worked to humanize herself through narrative, 

and in so doing, humanized adolescents, affirming Freire’s (1993) notion that the 

starting point for liberation was rejection of self-deprecation, connecting our own 

well-being to the well-being of others. 

During the final reflection, Quinn noted that the major theme that emerged 

from all the readings and discussion during the course was that “adolescents just 

want to be heard and listened to.” This directly relates to her transformation, her 

continual desire to connect to humanity, and her reformed concept of teaching. 

Through three novels, Quinn articulated how the protagonists constantly sought 

out a narrative connection with others, but these others were not living humans. 

Quinn specifically pointed to novels in which the characters were not connecting 

with the humanity of others, or rather, in which these characters were so unable to 

connect with the humanity around them that they found their greatest narrative 

connections in ways that are not representative of desirable human relationships. 

In I’ll Give you the Sun (2014), Jude talked to the spirit of her dead grandmother. 

This connection carries her through times of crisis when she feels that no one is 

validating her emotions, and no one is available to listen to her. In Persepolis 
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(2000), Marjane spoke to God. In 13 Reasons Why (2007), Hannah recorded her 

voice for it to be listened to post mortem, because “even after death, Hannah feels 

the need to be heard.” However, during the class, Quinn herself was able to make 

rich human connections with others in the course through the power of shared 

narratives. 

From this class I have learned that every single person has 

something to say and that they are always worth listening to, 

especially young people….Learning from my fellow classmates 

definitely taught me more than my own personal experiences ever 

could…I feel as though sharing my stories and listening to others 

was the best part about the class. The novels were amazing and I 

loved reading every single one of them, yet there is something so 

beautiful about watching someone’s emotions come through their 

expressions and their voice when talking about a memory.  

 This carried through to her future as a teacher by understanding an 

adolescent’s connection to the web of humanity, and the desire of humanity to be 

heard.  

I understand that all adolescents are human and that we all feel. 

Emotions are so important in growing up and getting through high 

school and the years to follow. To me, being an adolescent means 

wanting to be heard...this class has shown me that youth does not 

mean ignorance – it means power, love, understanding, and 

strength. 
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  Quinn used literature and lifestory to humanize herself. As she 

repeatedly commented, literature and the narratives of her colleageues 

made her feel human. However, these narratives also had a humanizing 

effect on others, helping Quinn see the mutual humanity in the adolescent 

experience, and she wanted to help young people “feel human in reading” 

as she herself did. 

Ronnie: Biographical learning through shared narratives 

Ronnie was a senior with a double major in Literacy, Learning and 

Leadership together with English. Her Native American heritage was a salient 

aspect of her identity and Ronnie was eager to return to the reservation where she 

had grown up in order to work with youth, but was considering staying at the 

University in order to complete graduate school prior to her return home. Ronnie 

had always enjoyed literature and intended to focus on the novels we read in class 

in order to support her future work with youth. However, Ronnie’s focus in the 

class eventually moved more closely towards narrative reflection on significant 

moments in her adolescence than on the published writing we were reading. 

One of the ways in which Ronnie grew during this course was in her 

ability to speak during small and large group discussions. At the beginning of the 

course, Ronnie felt that she could think much faster than she could process 

language in order to speak, so she stayed silent more often than not. However, 

because of the way in which the student community shared personal and 

emotional stories, Ronnie began to feel much more comfortable sharing her 

thoughts even if she stumbled on her words, and she updated the goals she had for 
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herself in the course to reflect her interest in building more confidence in and 

through public speaking. Without reading Ronnie’s written work in which she 

mentioned feeling uncomfortable speaking, I would not have guessed that she was 

uncomfortable. Her contributions to class conversations, though infrequent, were 

very well thought out, clear, and well articulated. For the duration of the course, 

other students would continually comment in their reflections that they were 

learning a good deal from her because of Ronnie’s connection to her Apache 

culture and her articulation of it. Worried that these students would take Ronnie’s 

story as their single story of Native America, I made sure to encourage students to 

read the Indigenous literature that was offered at various times during the course, 

such as The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie 

(2007), Killer of Enemies by Joseph Bruchac (2013), and My Name is Not Easy by 

Debbie Dahl Edwardson (2011).  

Ronnie read these books as well, glad that she was able to see Native 

culture reflected in the literature. What she found most meaningful from these 

readings was the way in which they triggered memories of her own adolescence 

in a way that reading culturally irrelevant literature didn’t quite do. 

Learning through adolescent literature…allows me to revisit my 

thoughts and experiences during positive and negative moments 

during my adolescent times. I reflect on my memories through the 

connections made from the words in the books. This happened 

plenty of times while reading The Absolutely True Diary of a 

Part-Time Indian. I seen my aunties, uncles, grandma, and some 
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childhood friends in this book including the Rez dog and I caught 

the Rez humor, it made me feel at home. What was even better 

was listening to how my peers connected with it, that we are of 

many tribes, some are the same while others differ and make their 

own connections. 

Eakin (1999) in his text, How Our Lives Become Stories: Making 

Selves, purports that all identity is relational, and that the idea of 

autobiography is autonomous is a myth. When an individual tells an 

autobiographical story, this story is both about the individual and about 

others, and it is both constructed by self and others. Narratives about self 

are always relational, as is identity. Ronnie expresses this in the above 

quote, by acknowledging that she connects with Alexie’s narrative as a 

Native woman, and claims it as her own story. It makes her feel at home. 

However, she simultaneously acknowledges that Alexie’s story can be 

the story of her non-Native peers, through their own connections, and 

references a passage in the novel where Alexie creates a litany of all the 

tribes Junior belongs to, from the tribe of Spokane Indians to the tribe of 

tortilla chips and salsa lovers. 

Ronnie had a more difficult time connecting to literature that was not 

directly relevant to her cultural heritage, even though she witnessed and 

commented upon her colleagues doing this, but she appreciated hearing how her 

colleagues connected not only with the texts that she connected with in a different 
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way, but hearing how they connected to texts in which Ronnie did not share a 

connection.  

There were times I was not able to relate personally [to the 

literature] but I heard the voices of family and friends in the 

readings like when I read Are You There, God? It’s Me, Margaret. 

The culture of the girls’ relationships with one another was 

definitely new, but I did hear a few of my classmates shared 

experiences….although we don’t all come from the same place 

we do connect in experiences more than we think. 

 Connecting with memories from her own adolescence and revisiting not 

only the circumstances of that time in her life, but the emotions that were 

inseparable from those circumstances, inspired Ronnie, for two of her 

assignments, to focus on the coming of age ceremony that she participated in as a 

thirteen year old. Ronnie’s Significant Event Narrative told the story of her first 

menstruation and the subsequent Sunrise Ceremony, or Na ii ees 

(Massaging/Pressing), which Apache young women celebrate to commemorate 

their transition into womanhood. A chronological narrative beginning at the 

moment her first period began until after the four day ceremony was over, 

Ronnie’s story was instantly relatable to the tableful of female students whom she 

was sharing it with. When a male student began to sit down at her table that day, 

she told him he should probably sit at a different table. At this time, I assumed it 

was because her narrative was quite personal and she did not feel comfortable 

sharing it with a male. However, when I discussed it with her, this was not her 
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concern. She was worried that he would feel uncomfortable and she did not want 

to be the cause of his discomfort. Students who did have an opportunity to read 

her narrative wrote various remarks on it. When Ronnie wrote about telling her 

parents she had just begun her first menstruation, students commented: 

• My mom went, “CONGRATULATIONS” in front of my dad and I died. 

• My mom fainted, lol! 

• My mom made me cake, haha! 

When Ronnie described the Sunrise ceremony, students commented: 

• I had no idea that was the reason for that ceremony. Cool! 

• Wow, so much dancing! 

• Holy cow. I would die. I hate dancing. Haha. 

• This is all so cool to me. All the cultural traditions are awesome. I have 

never experienced anything like that so reading about it is really cool. 

At the end of her narrative, students commented: 

• I really like your choice of event because it is something that meant so 

much to you and those around you. I can tell it made a huge impact on 

how you grew up and matured even further. 

• I remember just buying tampons and never thinking about it again. So cool 

to learn about different cultures views of a period. You are awesome!  

• I love that everyone’s experience with this is unique but always involves 

deep embarrassment by parents and something privately meaningful.  

Ronnie reflected on the act of writing the narrative regarding her 

significant event, “Revisiting this time in my life was a wonderful reminder that I 
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am strong, I am resilient, and that I persevered through my ceremony.”  It was a 

combination of this very positive feeling that Ronnie felt through revisiting this 

time, reflecting on it, and writing about it combined with the very positive 

comments that she received in writing and orally from other students that 

compelled Ronnie to continue to focus on menarche for her Final Inquiry Project. 

Because this project is a presentation to the entire class, Ronnie had the 

opportunity to expand the sharing of this story beyond the small group of four 

with whom she had shared her written narrative. Her PowerPoint presentation 

focused on her own experience of menarche and her ensuing Sunrise ceremony as 

well as Judy Blume’s (1970) book Are You There, God? It’s me, Margaret, in 

which the protagonist experiences her first period. Ronnie made cultural 

comparisons as well as temporal comparisons, as Blume’s book was published 35 

years prior.  

The respectful and intent manner in which the class listened to her story 

and the incredibly positive and thoughtful questions and comments at the end not 

only solidified Ronnie’s feeling that she had reached her goal of gaining 

confidence in public speaking, but it also validated her experiences of menarche, 

connecting women around the globe, while simultaneously strengthening her 

pride in the specific cultural practices from her Apache heritage. Through 

Ronnie’s experience in the course, she and her classmates experienced 

biographical learning through shared narratives. These narratives wove lived 

experience together with fictional narratives in a way that dignified the 

experiences that each student had in their own adolescences. The process of 
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learning biographically connected individual stories from adolescence to the 

larger collective of adolescent narratives, and this connection facilitated a positive 

re-conceptualization of adolescence. 

Francesca: “Stories like that really open your eyes” 

 “In order for me to explain what my future goals are, I think it is essential 

to first explain what my life was like as a child.” My introduction to Francesca 

was through her initial written statement of goals for the course. Much longer than 

all the other students’ statements, Francesca had already done significant work in 

terms of connecting her lifestory with her future goals and she could not separate 

the two for the purpose of telling me why she was interested in this course and 

what she wanted to get out of it. Francesca was the youngest of six children, 

including two sets of twins, in an Italian-American family. When she was four 

years old, her mother began heavily using drugs. Francesca had few memories 

from this time, and those memories that she has retained are very painful for her. 

After unsuccessfully trying to stay a part of the family while becoming 

increasingly ruled by drugs, Francesca’s mother left and her father continued 

raising the six children on his own. Occasionally she would reappear in their 

lives, while on probation or trying to get clean, but then she would leave again.  

Francesca had a very strong and deep Christian faith. She believed it was 

this element of her life responsible for her growing up capable and healthy. When 

she was an adolescent, she went to a Christian concert with her father and met a 

woman who worked with an organization that fights human sex trafficking. 

Francesca had previously had no idea that human sex trafficking occurred in the 
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United States, especially in her southern Arizona town. When she learned this, 

she researched the realities of the situation, and learned that many of the victims 

of this criminal practice are children and teens. She then focused her goals in life 

on the fight against human sex trafficking, especially in Southern Arizona. She 

wanted to start a non-profit to inform young people about the existence and 

realities of human sex trafficking, help them stay safe from it, and encourage 

them to join the fight against it and keep all children safe. She wanted to open the 

world’s eyes to this terrible practice in the same way that her own eyes were 

opened. 

Similar to Erikson’s (1968) notion that personal ideology and individual 

identity are inextricably linked and of particular importance during adolescence, 

ideology is also informed by narrative and vice versa (McAdams, Josselson, & 

Lieblich, 2006) and motivated primarily motivated by emotions (Tomkins, 1962). 

Emotion can be seen as the motivator and groundwork of a newfound ideology in 

Francesca’s eye opening narrative. This ideology is also the foundation and 

inspiration for action. So, in this way, emotion, narrative, ideology, and action are 

inseparable. 

This was Francesca’s first experience of having her eyes opened to a 

situation in the world that she had no idea about, but she felt it was of tremendous 

importance. It was not the last. Because of this, Francesca took action and sought 

out further eye opening realizations and experiences. She was very open to the 

stories of others, specifically stories that grew from great personal difficulty and 

struggle, because these stories resonated with her own lifestory in ways that were 
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comforting and familiar, even when the basis of the story was profoundly 

different. Beginning with this initial eye opening experience, Francesca frequently 

made mention of having her eyes opened during this course by both the YA 

novels she read and listening to the stories of her classmates.  

Francesca’s experience of having her own eyes opened was connected to 

her desire to open the eyes of others. In other words, when she had a realization 

about the struggles of others, she wanted to take action to improve the situation. 

Her compassion was activated, as well as her empathy for living with difficulty, 

and as she began her own activism, she also tried to inspire others to take part in 

activism to ease suffering. Part of this desire lay specifically in a narrative 

context. As story has had a profound effect on her life, Francesca knew that story 

has a deeply transformatory power, including inciting activism, inspiring self-

acceptance, and encouraging hope. She had no patience for censors who want to 

keep difficult stories from children.  

I understand why parents would want to keep certain information 

from a child, but if the child doesn’t know about the bad things that 

could happen, how do you expect them to avoid them? My overall 

goal for my future is to make a difference in a person’s life. I want 

to have a positive impact on children and show them love that they 

might not have found elsewhere. 

For Francesca, the eye opening moment, made possible through narrative, was at 

the root of activism, at the root of creating a better world.  
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Beyond telling the story of her own initial eye opening experience, the 

first experiences in the course which were eye opening to Francesca were the 

readings and activities based on notions of typical teens.  

…It was really interesting to see how other people my age grew 

up, depending on their religious, cultural beliefs. I think it is 

important to realize that people come from all different 

backgrounds and may view life and experiences in other 

perspectives. The ‘typical teenager’ activity really opened my 

eyes and helped me see that not all teenagers are alike. 

 Despite Francesca’s lengthy opening reflection on the difficulties of her 

life and her commitment to eradicating human sex trafficking, she also believed in 

the concept of a typical adolescence, and that somehow this typicality created a 

universal experience of adolescence. In a contradiction that she did not notice, 

Francesca simultaneously desired to open up the eyes of the world to the lives of 

children and teens enmeshed in sex trafficking while still believing that all youth 

need to be guided and disciplined out of their predetermined normalcy. “A teacher 

cannot be worried that they won’t be able to discipline the student, they should be 

strict enough that the student knows who’s boss but nice enough that the student 

feels comfortable and could talk to them or ask questions.”  

However, throughout the course, Francesca began to realize how 

frequently her own eyes were being opened, she was realizing how much she did 

not know. After a suicide prevention workshop, she remarked, “I would have 

never known that it was okay for a person to ask another if they feel like they are 
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suicidal.” In this reflection, she continued writing about how amazing, and how 

important, all the new information was not only for her future in working with 

youth, but important for everyone to know. Again, the connection between 

realization and activism was strong, and Francesca’s passion to work for the good 

of the world was expressed. However, in this reflection, twice she brought up the 

idea not only of bringing information to light, but actively changing the 

perspective of someone in the same way that her perspective changed regarding 

how to talk with someone considering suicide. In the following reflection, when 

discussing the book 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher (2007), Francesca wrote,  

I think this book really is an eye opener for everyone and I think 

that [teachers] should have students read it….I think this book 

allowed us to see that we can help people who may be suicidal. 

We need to become friends with the people who may not be 

‘normal’ because we might be the one thing that stops them from 

wanting to end their life, and what is ‘normal’ anyways? It is 

important to find out what others are going through, we might be 

surprised and realize that they are going through something really 

similar to us. 

Through reading YA literature and participating in conversations about the lives 

of her classmates and her own life, Francesca was able to make great strides to 

eradicate one very limiting prejudice that she held regarding youth, the notion of 

typicality within adolescence. At the midterm, she reflected on how she was 
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opening up to the variety of adolescent experiences while at the same time 

reflecting on commonalities. 

I think the stories people tell in class really help me understand 

the material more because it gives me something to relate to. 

Hearing the girl talk about how her parents don’t understand her 

and how they never think she is good enough, and how she started 

to get emotional. Stories like that really open your eyes. To crazy 

teens that partied and jumped in a pool naked or stories about a 

drug addict for a mom. We all have different stories but we all can 

relate in a way, because we all at one time were adolescents.  

 But during the final exam, Francesca continued to contradict herself 

regarding the notion of typicality. She says that she was not a ‘typical girl’ and 

continues to address whether certain characters in YA were ‘typical.’ 

In the beginning of this semester I would have agreed with the 

idea of a ‘typical teen’ but now I honestly think that it depends on 

the kid. In every book we read, each kid acted differently 

depending on how they were raised. I think The Diary of a Part-

Time Indian is a good example of some of the traits a typical teen 

has…The character in Sold was forced to grow up, her life was 

nothing like a ‘typical teen.’ 

However, from this place of Francesca’s contradictions emerged a genuine 

experience of eye opening. She articulated how and why her transformation had 

taken place. 
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Young adult literature really changed my understanding of what 

adolescence is because it allows you to see the lives of many 

different teens. You don’t realize all the different situations 

children go through until you see or read about them…I think 

hearing all the stories in class really opened my eyes to how 

different we all are. If a room full of people has so many different 

experiences growing up, then how is there even a word like 

‘typical teen’ that can define us all as adolescents? 

 For Francesca, accessing her own adolescent narrative was 

closely tied to her ‘eye opening’ experiences throughout the course. By 

deeply acknowledging the diversity within the classroom and within the 

fictional encounters she had, Francesca ‘opened her eyes’ to the multi-

dimensionality of adolescent experience in general, thereby breaking 

down the myth of the ‘typical teen’ for herself and the potential youth she 

will work with in her future.   

Cross-case discussion: Peer commentary  

Collaborative identity exploration through shared memory narratives 

 In this section, I will make connections across all five case-study students 

through one data source. Looking specifically at comments written upon the 

Significant Event Narratives during peer review, I will examine how students 

responded to each other’s narratives by making connections and examining 

differences. Through simultaneously viewing each other’s shared written 

narratives as both a window into someone else’s life and a mirror of their own 
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lived experiences, I propose that the final two categories of commentary, 

comments that are encouraging and questioning, are evidence that express that 

shared student narratives helped students to reconceptualize negative notions of 

adolescence.  

       Clearly, these five students were deeply affected by the triad of YA literature, 

personal memory, and the shared memories of others. But was this narrative 

experience significant enough to alter their previously held conceptions regarding 

adolescence, allowing an intellectual understanding of the cultural construction of 

adolescence to merge with an emotional and personal understanding of the same? 

Without hesitation, I believe the answer is yes. Beginning with the generalities 

and negativities of the students’ prior held assumptions regarding adolescents, 

through narrative discovery in fiction, in memory, and in dialogue, all five 

students were able to reconceptualize adolescence in a way that will hopefully 

positively impact their self concepts and their possible futures. This occurred 

because they were able to simultaneously feel their experiences were mirrored not 

only in the YA literature, but also in the experiences of their classmates. At the 

same time, they recognized differences in the particular situations or events that 

were not small, but that did not prevent their ability to connect. However, this 

ability to connect did not prevent the diversity of other students’ or character’s 

experiences and backgrounds from compelling each student to develop a wider 

concept of adolescence. In other words, the students experienced a realization of 

similarities across adolescent experience at the same time as a realization of the 

diversity of adolescent experience. This concurrence of narratives as both 
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windows and mirrors is one way a reconceptualization of adolescence was 

facilitated. This experience precipitated the concurrence of students’ growth of 

awareness of their own identities alongside growth of awareness of the identities 

of others. 

 When looking at students’ Significant Event Narratives, in which they 

choose a moment from their adolescences to write about that was particularly 

impactful in any way they find important, there was a wide range of topics. Zekia 

wrote about standing up to her father for the first time. Robin focused on how her 

eating disorders led up to suicide attempts. Quinn wrote about an abusive and 

controlling relationship during high school. Ronnie’s narrative was about her 

Sunrise Ceremony at age thirteen. Francesca detailed how her mother’s drug 

addiction affected her adolescence. These are all powerful topics, grave in tone. 

The significance of each narrative was not difficult to understand. However, what 

is so compelling to think about is that these narratives were written in order to be 

shared. 

One of the guiding principles of the life story theory of identity is 

that life stories serve to make sense of one’s past, present, and 

anticipated future and are partly constructed by making meaning of 

past experience. One way that the narrative construction of 

meaning making occurs is when memories are told to others. 

(McLean, 2005, p. 683) 

 Students wrote with full understanding that on the day they brought these 

narratives to class, three other students would read them, in a kind of peer 



	 159	

workshop. This was not a workshop intended to strengthen writing or storytelling. 

Instead, the main purpose was to allow the students to know some of their 

classmates most meaningful adolescent memories, and to do it in a way that 

allowed the voices of students who were afraid to tell their stories aloud be heard 

as clearly as others. The secondary purpose was to give the students support from 

their peers in the form of comments readers would write on the papers. At a table 

of four, each student would pass their paper to the left and read until each student 

had read and commented upon each of the other students’ papers.  

 The comments on all five students’ papers frequently mentioned 

similarities across experience.  

• Sounds like my family. 

• I can identify with this story because it happened to my dad with 

his first wife. 

• I feel you… 

• Story of my life! 

• It happens to all of us, don’t worry. 

• So true!! 

• Sucks super badly. My friends did that, too. 

• I get the whole weight thing. 

• My mom has depression. She’s said this exact same thing to me. 

• It’s not always easy to share your problems that you know your 

parents might be ashamed of. I thought the same thing during 

difficult times.  
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• It’s hard to let people in sometimes. 

• Hated that, still do. 

On these same pages, from the same commenters, are notes delineating 

difference. 

• Must have been hard. 

• I wish I had more courage to share the darker sides of my life with such 

resilience but where I come from we don’t openly discuss issues like this 

and maybe that’s why I’ve become just as lost as my friend when she’s 

depressed and turns to me. 

• I have never had a boyfriend, so reading this has taught me a lot. 

• I’ve never heard of a reaction to a period like this. So funny! 

• I have never experienced anything like that so reading about it is really 

cool. 

 However, the types of comments that occurred with greatest frequency 

were supportive comments exhibiting encouragement and compassion for the 

writer. 

• That is very powerful. 

• Every child should realize this. 

• Your story will forever be with me. Obviously it's not your time to leave 

this world. It sounds like your purpose is showing itself. 

• Wow. 

• Your story has touched me and made me laugh. 
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• I LOL’d for real. 

• This is a genius, poignant line. Rape culture and misogyny perfectly 

described. 

• You are amazing. 

• You are beautiful! And you have nothing to worry about with your 

weight! 

• Good for you! 

• This is a wonderful statement. 

• So cool that you found your freedom in poetry. 

• I love it. 

• I enjoyed this story. 

• Your poetry is amazing.  

• I think your strength as a person is kind of understated in your writing. 

• I am glad you were able to see that you are beautiful and no one can define 

who you are. 

• Your story is inspiring! 

• Your dad did a great job raising you. 

• I applaud your faith and your strength. 

Beyond the connections with the stories, beyond the eye opening 

moments, and even beyond the generous moral support, some students asked 

questions on the papers. Initially I didn’t think much of this because in my own 

practice as an educator, I find myself asking many questions on student papers. 

However, as I continued to read the comments on the significant event papers, I 
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considered the questions differently. When these students allowed themselves to 

make specific connection, not only with a peer’s story, but a painful story, this 

creates vulnerability. When students admit to having no experience with a topic or 

issue, this creates vulnerability. When students exhibit compassion for another 

human through care as shown in the supportive comments, this creates 

vulnerability. But when a student wants to further the conversation and validates 

the storyteller through encouraging continued storytelling, even through painful 

topics, not only is vulnerability created, it is welcomed. The act of intentional and 

deep storylistening invites a kind of vulnerability that creates a safe space and that 

will allow the narrative to continue.  

• Have you told them? 

• Out of curiosity, was your mom home a lot when you were really little? 

• Did you ever explain all of your feelings to your father? 

It is within this safe space that transformative identity work can occur.  

Identity theorists propose that a coherent, positive, and authentic 

sense of identity helps youth make decisions, hold to 

commitments, and move toward adult life. Narrative identity 

theorists argue that such a coherent, positive, and authentic sense 

of identity will be built via constructing narratives about one’s life 

– linking past, present, and future. (McLean & Pasupathi, 2010, p 

xxv) 

 When students not only supported each other in the exploration of the 

significant moments of their past, but participated alongside one another in this 
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collaborative storytelling experience, it was a kind of co-constructed identity 

exploration and re-storying event. Because students were not isolated in their 

explorations, each student’s personal identity work affected the others. 

Understanding ourselves and understanding others occurred simultaneously. This 

was a formal event, a structured workshop intended for written commentary to 

occur on student narratives. However, generative and participatory narrative 

expression occurred, as well, all during the semester in unstructured ways in 

ephemeral classroom dialogues.  

Discussion 
 In this section, I survey the evolution of the five students’ ideas 

surrounding adolescence. Beginning with a look at their concepts of typical 

adolescence from the very beginning of the semester, I connect their written work 

with their chosen media images of adolescence. From this, I look at how their 

concepts begin to change through recollection, shared narratives, and re-storying. 

At the beginning of the semester, students were not hesitant to express 

their own beliefs about teenagers, which fit fairly neatly into the standard 

stereotype. Francesca wrote, “I always viewed teens as snobby, with attitudes, 

selfish; some try to be independent, very emotional, and rebellious just to name a 

few traits…I was very boy crazy, so I guess I was a typical girl.”  

Robin noted, “A typical teen would now be considered rebellious, whiny, 

needy, independent yet still dependent, lost, social, etc. We’re all accustomed to 

thinking that way, and the media brings it all on.”  

Quinn stated, “When we thought about a typical teen, words like lazy, 

emotional, rebellious were thrown around. I personally think that the concept of a 
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typical teen comes from a variety of resources, mainly when an adolescent does 

something negative or opposite of what is ‘right.’ Most people tend to focus on 

the negative. When [my younger sister] tells me stories about those who she sees 

[at high school] every day, they sound like typical teenagers to me. They are over-

dramatic and lazy, they are sassy and only focus on sports.” 

Table 4.1 

 

The table above, drawn from a whole class activity, shows the range of 

descriptions of adolescent typicality, descriptions of self, and where the two 

descriptions converged. This whole class activity was where we began telling our 

stories. Because the first column that the students filled in was the ‘typical teen 

column,’ the storytelling began with the use of the word they. They are lazy, they 

are immature, they are surface oriented. However, when I asked them to fill in the 

next column, not only did the language change, but the entire demeanor of the 

class changed. The storytelling and storylistening began in earnest at that 

moment, because the students were eager to explain themselves. They spoke of 



	 165	

why they didn’t resent their parents, because family is so important to them. They 

called themselves tomboys, geeks, artsy instead of jocks, mean girls, and trendy. 

They said they pushed against stereotypes instead of being in cliques. I imagined 

this would happen, as it did each semester. However, upon closer inspection 

during my data analysis, I realized that disassociating by contradiction was not the 

only way the students were expressing disconnection between themselves and the 

cultural construction of adolescence. They also utilized language in a way that did 

not make certain traits pejorative. For instance, instead of experimental, they 

called themselves adventurous. Instead of sassy, they called themselves 

headstrong. Instead of surface oriented, they called themselves interested in 

fashion. Instead of horny, they labeled themselves flirty. Instead of concerned 

with popularity, they said friends were of the utmost importance. This language 

shift is significant because it aligned these post-adolescent students alongside the 

adolescents they themselves were neatly stereotyping and lay the foundation upon 

which they could build and rebuild a new concept of adolescence. 

To begin a re-education about realities of adolescent identities and identity 

expression, students read excerpts from Lekso’s (2012) critique of the cultural 

construction of adolescence, Finders’ (1998) research regarding pre-service 

teacher’s attitudes towards adolescents, and an article proposing theoretical 

foundations for looking critically at the representation of youth in media (Petrone, 

Sarigianides, & Lewis, 2015). Students discussed stereotypes they were subjected 

to, ways in which they had been damaged by negative expectations, and their 

general agreement with the notion that the ‘typical teen’ is a myth. As these 
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conversations began, they looked at the list they had made and made connections 

between how they viewed other teens and how they viewed themselves as teens. It 

was at this moment that the phrase “eye-opening” was used. 

Yet, during Media Watch, when I asked students to bring in video clips 

that define, for them, what ‘typical teenager’ looks like, acts like, sounds like, and 

almost all the students brought in images that supported the stereotype of the 

typical teen. Some students qualified their choices in the following ways: 

• When I was trying to find a video clip to describe the term "typical teen," I 

kept finding movies with story lines that are not very typical of what a 

typical teen goes through. But, I found that most of the teens had a lot of 

similarities of what I went through as a teen, even though the plot lines 

were exaggerated. 

• This is more how the public views them rather than how must of us 

actually acted as a teenage girl.  

• This made me think of a "typical teen". Though its more extreme for the 

sake of the movie, the teen drama, "obsession" with boys, girl fights- its 

all in there! 

• This video makes me think of a typical teen. It may be over exaggerated a 

bit, but it does have the "typical teen" feel. 

Despite an intellectual understanding of the myth of the typical teen, for 

most students, beliefs in the negative stereotypes of adolescence were so deeply 

held, and stereotypical media images were so pervasive, that it was impossible to 

portray adolescence in any other way. In order for these preservice teachers and 
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pre-career youth workers to truly reconceptualize their notions of adolescence and 

move far beyond stereotype, they needed to access their more intrinsic beliefs 

through a different avenue than purely intellectual and theoretical engagements. 

They needed narrative engagements.  

Before they could construct a future reality through the utilization of this 

narrative instrument, they first needed to deconstruct their own adolescent 

realities. In other words, the act of re-storying their own adolescences through 

narrative engagement was an incredibly powerful tool for the construction of a 

reality for a future that is wide open with possibility, or rather, a deconstruction of 

a cemented (negative) concept of adolescence. 

Re--storying occurs through the activation of memories. Dewey’s (1920) 

understanding of the nature of memory is this,  

We naturally remember what interests us and because it interests 

us. The past is recalled not because of itself but because of what it 

adds to the present. Thus the primary life of memory is emotional 

rather than intellectual and practical… Memory is vicarious 

experience in which there is all the emotional values of actual 

experience without its strains, vicissitudes and troubles” (p. 2).  

Therefore, just the act of recalling adolescent experience, without even the 

dissection of its importance, has the power to alter present thinking. One example 

of this is when Quinn was inspired to think about her relationship with her 

Hispanic heritage after her reading of Brown Girl Dreaming (2014). She 

acknowledged that just this act of remembering made her consider her 
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relationship to her ethnicity differently. Again, the way in which I’ll Give You the 

Sun (2014) acted as a catalyst for Quinn’s memory of her youth altered her idea of 

her own ‘normalcy.’ Prior to summoning up particular memories, Quinn only 

remembered feeling that she was not normal. Remembering the stories, and re-

telling them, altered the way she viewed herself. The public exchange of memory 

narratives, beyond the singular act of recollection, incites this liberatory dissection 

and creates a narrative trajectory that is transformative. But what inspires these 

memories? What inspires the recollection of adolescent experience? King (2000) 

states that “we remember in different ways at different times: the same memories 

can be recalled voluntarily and resurface involuntarily. Moments of the past can 

be invoked by words, smells, tastes, and sounds: we represent these moments to 

ourselves in visual images, in stories, in conversations” (p. 9). As the students 

became readers, witness to the lives of fictional adolescents, their own narratives 

resurfaced, bringing their emotional understanding of adolescence into the 

intellectual understanding they were cultivating during the course.  

Narrative learning is narrative healing 

Beyond the exercise of reading within the boundaries of academia, where 

a group facilitator/instructor can make dialogue regarding lived experiences a 

requirement, it is unclear to me if these students, once strangers to each other, 

would instigate lifestory discussion on their own. Offering a space and providing 

a necessity for and an inspiration to recall and share the narratives of students’ 

lived experiences is vital for re-storying, for the reactivation and reformation of 
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adolescent identity. David Geoffrey Smith (2014), in an essay in Teaching as the 

Practice of Wisdom, wrote about the notion of spiritual cardiology.  

“In hermeneutic terms, I could say the burden of my own specificity was 

lifted as I bore witness to the life stories of others, and I was loved into a 

new kind of community, something quite beyond what any one particular 

story in this compendium would be capable of producing by itself. Life 

Writing and its necessary sibling Life Reading might best be described as 

acts of human recovery, indeed of healing. What happens in the act of Life 

Writing? Long-held secrets bubble up, betrayals are noted, simple joys 

giggle forth like teenagers; there’s an unusual attention to the details of 

material existence and the experience thereof, alongside a heightened 

awareness arising of the absolute intractability of our human 

interdependence, sabotaging the myth of autonomy.” (p. 189)  

The students in this course collectively believed that adolescence is not 

immune to trauma on many different levels, from abuse to grief to illness and 

beyond, and indeed was a highly traumatic time for most of them, a time in need 

of healing, especially through the notion that they were not and are not alone. 

Felitti, et al (1998), in their eye opening study of adverse childhood experiences 

(ACES, defined by physical, psychological, and sexual abuses), found that more 

than half of their 8,056 participants had experienced at least one ACE, and 12.5% 

of the participants had experienced more than one. This was not surprising to the 

students in this course, as during the course each of us took the survey of ACES, 

and anonymously reported how many ACES we had experienced as youth. The 
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results of our informal count of classroom ACES indeed showed that most of the 

students in the course had had adverse childhood experiences. However, the 

students did not call these experiences ACES, they called them trauma. 

The idea of healing through narrative memory exchange is a key idea in 

Ricouer’s (1984) philosophy of narrative. Ricouer’s narrative and healing work 

deals with large-scale trauma, such as the role of narrative and memory in South 

Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission or Northern Ireland’s similar call 

for a truth commission. Viewing the connection between narrative and memory as 

a tool for personal healing on a much smaller scale, at the individual as well as the 

communal level, the exchange of narrative can be seen to have the power to ease 

suffering and allow individuals to transcend trauma. Ricouer’s work looked at the 

damage that suppressing painful memories can have on humanness in the present 

and in the future. He believed that through the sharing of narrative memories or 

stories, through coping with the truth of experience, past injustices can be 

rectified and people can heal. “For Ricouer though, ‘story’ is essential to the 

process of humanizing our lives by providing for us a space of reflection so that 

we may grow from our experiences…” (Duffy, 2009, p 17). This process goes 

beyond the act of telling the story or sharing the narrative, but reflection on these 

stories and examination of them is essential for essential transformation. By first 

providing fictional narratives to inspire both silent reflection and dialogue, the 

space in which dialogue is encouraged to occur, and the requirement for written 

reflection, this course assists students in healing transformations through 

narrative.   
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 The idea of narrative as a tool for personal healing is nothing new. In the 

therapeutic setting, narrative has been used as a primary means for diagnosis and 

rooting out problems (Freedman & Combs, 1996; Lieblich, McAdams, Josselson, 

2004). Medical anthropology has also stressed the importance of narrative in 

illness and healing (Mattingly & Garro, 2000). However, it is largely within the 

nursing profession where narrative techniques have been stressed both for the 

benefit of the nurses and the patients. The notion behind this re-valuing of story 

within the medical profession is the acknowledgement of human-ness inside the 

establishment (Holloway, 2007; Leight, 2002). “Recognizing the thereness and 

everywhereness of stories, nurses are rediscovering the everydayness of caring in 

their practice. They are apprehending the moral force, emancipatory thrust, and 

healing power of narratives that are fully realized and, alternatively, the dis-easing 

effects of narrative efforts that are interrupted” (Sandelowski, 1994, p 24). This is 

deeply connected to theories regarding the use of narrative in education and asks 

the question, is teaching healing work? Is counseling healing work? Is juvenile 

justice work, activism, and youth organizing, healing work? Is all work with 

youth, in essence, healing work, lessening the pains of growing up by offering 

care, guidance, and assistance? 

 By answering yes to all these questions, I am inviting, also, the 

assumption that in order to do healing work with youth and help foster growth, 

preservice teachers and youthworkers must first allow for healing work within 

themselves. All five students in the focus group expressed gratitude that this 

course provided them with a) an opportunity and venue to share their own stories 
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along with a validation of the importance of these stories and b) an opportunity to 

hear the stories of others. Quinn stated during class and in multiple written 

documents that adolescents are human, that sharing stories humanizes teens, that 

it is important to feel ‘human.’ Another theme that repeated for Quinn was the 

idea that in remembering her youth, she realized that she was ‘normal’ whereas 

before she felt abnormal.  

Now that I look back I realize that what I went through was a 

“normal” teenage life – though normal is a term that could have 

several different meanings based upon the person. Yet, through 

these interviews, I got to hear about the lives of a bully and the 

bullied. I was able to hear stories from five different youths about 

their struggles and that every little thing really matters. This week 

really showed me that as a future educator, it is important to take 

the struggles of my students seriously. Even if it’s a break up, or a 

pimple, those can be the breaking points for some students. It is 

vital to really care because as a teacher, even if I cannot change a 

life or “save” someone, I can listen. And that is definitely so 

important to some people.  

 For Quinn to be able to access the point at which she altered her view of 

others, of the struggles and the pains of others, she first had to remember and re-

story her own adolescent narrative. By viewing her experience and her identity as 

‘normal,’ she removed the dis-ease from her own narrative, experiencing, in a 

sense, a healing of her personal story. This, then, opened up the space she needed 
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to be able to re-conceptualize her grand narrative of adolescence through the 

multiple small narratives of adolescents.  

 For Ronnie, healthy relationships were the foundation of education, and 

the process of healing strained and negative relationships (such as between 

educators/administrators and youth, or parents and youth). Through narrative 

engagement, Ronnie believed adults could relinquish the necessity of control over 

youth, listening more deeply, and making more meaningful connections.  

Reading and reflecting on the YA literature this semester was an 

excellent reminder that we as adults need to be a more open to the 

thoughts of adolescences. To almost constantly reflect on ourselves 

and our adolescent experiences to better understand and “agree to 

disagree” the choices and views of youth, especially if we work 

with them. To lessen control and increase compromise I feel can 

build better relationships because when relationships are built 

between parent and child or educator and child learning happens. 

 Zekia, too, experienced a personal transformation through narrative. After 

she read Speak (2007), she reflected intensely on her own life and how she 

remained silent about the abuse she had suffered. Through this fictional 

engagement, and through her experience sharing her lifestory in class, she was 

able to tell her family members about this abuse for the first time.  

During the novel, I reflected on my own history of verbal abuse 

from family members who did not even realize how destructive 

their words were. For a long time, I thought I had it covered. I 
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thought I was good. It took twenty years, but I had finally capped a 

pain for good. However, while reading through the novel, I 

realized that the pain had only just hidden itself. I knew I needed to 

say something. Speak taught me the importance of standing up 

from myself and the harm in holding traumatic events in. It taught 

me that fear can come from pretending everything is okay, and that 

a hatred of oneself can come from the hateful words of others, or 

the hateful actions of others. 

Zekia acknowledged that this was a turning point for her in the course, and 

that without this very personal transformation, she would not have been as open to 

the narratives of others, being mired in her own silence. Healing herself through 

reading and through telling her story, she became more open and responsive to 

others. Without accessing the totality of personal narrative memory, of identity, a 

fracture occurred, for each of the students in the focus group. And within that 

fracture, without connecting past to present to the expansive possibilities of a 

future, there was a lack of continuity in personhood. By creating space for 

memory narratives to emerge into the collective biographical learning of the 

classroom, a cycle began that toppled negative stereotypes and closed 

assumptions by humanizing the students and, in turn, the youth they work with in 

the future. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The purpose of this study was to determine if the intersection of reading 

young adult literature and engaging with adolescent memory narrative of self and 

others could facilitate a reconceptualization of adolescents/ce for undergraduate 

students based on the development of an understanding of the cultural 

construction of adolescence. Though there has been an increase in discussions 

surrounding the importance of reducing gender and cultural bias in education 

(Derman-Sparks & Ramsey, 2011; Meyer, 2009; Shockley, & Banks, 2011), bias 

and prejudice that exists due to negative assumptions about adolescents/ce has not 

been addressed with the same frequency or intent within educational research. 

With the idea that adolescence is an incredibly powerful time in the lives of many 

(Viner, et al, 2015), and with the idea that age related pejorative assumptions 

affect humans cross-culturally (Lesko, 2013), addressing this social justice issue 

through further research was the impetus for this study.   

Overview of chapter 

In this chapter, I summarize this study. Beginning with the theoretical 

foundations of the study, I examine the contributions of reader response theories, 

critical narrative theories, and the Youth Lens to this research. I detail the context 

of the course including the university setting, the background of the course in 

which I collected data, the primary data, and the individual students selected for a 

smaller focus group. For each student, I narrate the connections between the 

student’s growth and discovery during the course with my own findings 
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connected to the research questions. 

 Following this, I examine the implications of the study. First, I look at the 

vital concepts of storytelling and storylistening within a classroom. Because 

narrative engagements emerge out of fictional narratives as well as personal and 

lifestory narrative, I then look at the interplay of these different foundations for 

story. Next, I examine what these kinds of practices look like in a classroom 

context. Finally, I make recommendations for future studies based on new 

questions and findings that have emerged from this study.  

Summary of Study 

Reader response theories and critical narrative theories were the two major 

theories guiding this research. Reader response theories allow the meaning of a 

text to develop within the reader (Holland, 1975; Iser, 1978), or within the 

transaction between the reader and the text (Rosenblatt, 1995). Allowing 

individual identities and experience to be an acknowledged part of the process of 

reading invites dignity and import into the narrative engagement of reading. 

Critical narrative theories give profound importance to the ways in which humans 

engage with narrative (McAdams, McLean, 2013; Souto-Manning,	2014), 

including fictional narrative and the lifestory narratives of self and other 

(Goodson & Gill, 2012). Critical narrative theories explore how sharing lifestory 

narratives and engaging with the shared lifestory narratives of others help humans 

make sense of experience (Hallqvist, 2014; Ricouer, 1984).  

Finally, the Youth Lens (Petrone & Sarigianides, Lewis, 2015) provided a 

way to critically explore the representations of youth in literary narratives and the 
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media. Through deeply considering not only the ways in which youth are 

represented, but also the implications of these representations, the Youth Lens 

assisted in the development of more positive and less pejorative depictions and 

understandings of youth. In this context, the Youth Lens was also used to 

deconstruct personal narratives. 

Research specifically looking at reconceptualizing adolescence through 

young adult literature is emergent. Bell (2011) conducted a study in which 

preservice teachers used narrative to provoke a new understanding of 

adolescence. In this study, the texts read during the course were written and 

marketed toward adult readers. While lifestory narratives were engaged in a 

limited capacity, these narratives were not expressly shared with peers in the 

course. Rather, it was during the weekly written reflections that lifestory 

narratives were engaged solely between one student and one instructor. This 

limited the depth of narrative learning as it gave the balance of ‘expert’ 

knowledge of adolescence over to the scholars Erikson (1958) and Freud (1958), 

through readings that adhered to the life stage model. The concept of the cultural 

construction of adolescence was narrowly explored. 

 Having read Bell’s study as well as the work of scholars focusing on the 

cultural construction and representation of adolescence (Lesko, 2012; Petrone & 

Sarigianides, 2015), I designed a study that would bring these ideas together. This 

action research study took place in a course entitled “Learning about Adolescence 

through Literature” within the College of Education at the University of Arizona. 

Students were largely enrolled in the Adolescents, Community, and Education 
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interdisciplinary and non-certificate minor, with intent to work with youth in their 

future careers. Through weekly readings of young adult literature, scholarly 

articles regarding adolescence, media engagements, and oral and written 

narratives, students were encouraged to look deeply and critically at the ways in 

which adolescents were represented in literature, media, and personal storytelling. 

I aimed to explore two questions. What influence might young adult literature 

and memory narratives of adolescence have on undergraduate students’ 

understandings of the cultural construction of adolescence? How does the text we 

read affect how we perceive our lived experiences, and, in turn, how does this 

interchange of story affect the way in which we perceive adolescence in general? 

Primary data was collected from students’ weekly written reflections, the 

midterm and final exams, a significant event narrative, and selections from film 

media. Data was first evaluated as assignments for the class. Upon the second 

reading, data was coded for realization of similarities across experience (being 

able to relate), Realization of alterity (lack of relatability), understanding 

ourselves (identity formation), understanding others (identity awareness), 

concepts of ‘typical’ or ‘normal’ adolescent experience and expression, the 

importance of discussion, the sharing of lived experience, opening eyes, changing 

minds, action can and must take place, and a general holistic view of the course.  

Reflection on Findings 

 Upon analysis of each student’s written work, data showed that the 

strongest patterns of realization across the five students of the focus group were 

simultaneous realizations of alterity and similarity, and simultaneous growth of 
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understanding of self and other. I determined that each was able to re-

conceptualize the notion of adolescence that they expressed at the beginning of 

the semester through slightly different channels, each related to these main 

patterns of realization. 

Zekia’s primary channel for re-conceptualizing adolescence was through 

self-discovery propelled by the discovery of the identities of others, or 

understanding herself through understanding others. Zekia felt many connections 

with both the texts, the narratives of the other students, and the stories of 

adolescents/ce she listened to and watched though various media outlets. She was 

able to connect not only with narratives that shared a large amount of features 

with her own narrative, such as verbal abuse by family members and body 

shaming, but she was also able to connect with narratives that were outwardly 

very dissimilar to her own lived experience. Through the experience of discussion 

with colleagues, inspired by the novels, Zekia expressed that she grew stronger 

within herself, and that this realization of her own strength allowed her to see 

more clearly the strength and personhood of others. Because she critically 

examined her own lifestory narrative and worked to re-story that narrative to 

include a positive self-concept and understanding of her identities, Zekia saw how 

damaging negative assumptions and narratives can be, through personal 

experience, and intentionally opened up to the diversity of adolescent experience 

and identities.  

Robin, throughout much of the course, contradicted herself with regard to 

being able to connect to the novels she read. Her initial reaction would frequently 
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be an articulated disconnection between herself and the characters and/or 

experiences in the novel. She expressed these disconnections in her weekly 

reflections. However, within the same document, after writing that she had no 

way to connect with the text, she would narrate a story that mirrored the story in 

the text. She was unable to see past the initial, and often superficial, disconnect, to 

see the actual connection she was making. As the course continued, Robin saw 

these connection appear, connections she was unable to see before. Through the 

experience of the course, she learned to see that she could connect with others on 

one level while at the same time not connecting with them on another. In other 

words, she was able to respond to a text as both a window and a mirror at the 

same time. By practicing doing this with fiction, Robin was able to translate that 

ability of relatability to others to her colleagues. This skill enabled Robin to see 

the complexity of others, specifically adolescents, because she knew her own 

complexity. Through this channel, Robin was able to reconceptualize her prior 

notion of adolescents/ce.  

 It was clear to Quinn, at the beginning of the course, that literature was an 

important window into the lives of others. It was also clear to her that through the 

narratives of others, both fictional and real, that she was realizing things about her 

own identities. What was striking about her written work, however, was her 

frequent commentary upon the humanizing effect of literature, and of story in 

general. By reading, reflecting, and discussing the novels, her own lifestory 

narrative, and the narratives of her peers, Quinn felt personally validated, and she 

felt the power of that human validation. By bringing her own adolescence up to 
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the surface of her thoughts, and by connecting with the stories of others, Quinn 

was being heard and connecting her story to a web of adolescent stories. This 

validation, this humanization, allowed Quinn to re-conceptualize her previous, 

more closed, notions of adolescents/ce into a much more open and ‘human’ 

understanding. 

 Ronnie focused a number of her course assignments on her adolescent 

experience of menarche, and the significance of her subsequent ceremonial 

obligations with her Apache community. Through her revisiting of this significant 

time in her life, Ronnie was able to reintegrate very positive and affirmative 

feelings about herself from this time into her current self-concept. This 

reintegration of memory and the emotion associated with these memories served 

to help Ronnie re-conceptualize her notions of adolescence in a similarly 

affirmative way. Additionally, because Ronnie articulated her own biographical 

learning to the class during discussions, workshops, and her final presentation, the 

class community was also able to connect to Ronnie’s story of menarche, not 

through ceremony, but the universality of menstruation. Because Ronnie was able 

to narrate these personal stories and because she had the courage to push through 

moments of the sometimes awkwardness of the topic, adolescent girls were 

reframed into a narrative of resilience, strength, and the power of human 

connection. Interestingly, Ronnie found surprisingly few YA novels that dealt 

specifically with menstruation, and focused on a text published before her birth. 

This fact only served to make the students aware that these conversations were 

important and sadly rare. The lack of YA literature, in this case, was the impetus 
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for the conversation and the foundation for shared biographical narratives.  

 Ronnie’s stories were eye opening for many students, including Francesca. 

Throughout the course, Francesca frequently commented on the fact that she felt 

her eyes had been opened, both from literature and the narratives of other’s lived 

experiences. However, it was not only the stories she was learning that opened her 

eyes, it was through these stories that Francesca realized that she had much to 

learn about adolescent experience in general, much that her eyes needed to be 

opened to. Through reading YA literature and hearing the stories of her 

colleagues, Francesca was able to eradicate the damaging stereotypes of 

adolescence that she held at the beginning of the course by acknowledging the 

incredible diversity of experience that exists within adolescence in general.  

 Throughout each of these students’ narratives, notions of understanding 

self and understanding others coalesced into an openness to understanding 

humanity in general, and an openness to understanding adolescence specifically. 

This new understanding, or re-conceptualization, of adolescence was due to a 

realization that though there were commonalities amongst all the narratives 

explored, whether fictional or lived, within each narrative were qualities or 

experiences that were unique to that individual narrative or person which could 

easily have been unknown without deep and reflective discussion and storytelling 

(McAdams & McLean, 2013). The fictional narratives, first, allowed dialogue to 

begin. Through discussing the details and thoughts regarding shared novels, 

students opened up to one another. As they each acknowledged, these discussions 

became very personal, as memory narratives emerged from the dialogue 
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surrounding the novels. It was essential that the students were able not only to 

connect with some aspect of the fictional characters, but, in turn, with each other. 

These connections allowed the previously assumed pejorative qualities of 

adolescence to transcend and become questions regarding what actions could be 

taken to alleviate the stresses or adverse childhood experiences that could lead to 

negative assumptions or stereotypes. The dialogues became desires to take action.  

 For those who intended to work with youth in the future, to 

reconceptualize adolescence from a storm of negative adjectives into a realization 

that youth experience hardship and stress in ways that could be, on the surface, 

misinterpreted, was inspiring. Although they had already had a desire to work 

with youth, there was, underneath, a mild dread of the ‘typical teen.’ Inspired to 

share their own narratives by fictional storytelling, and hearing the memory 

narratives of others, students experienced a revelatory and vital openness to the 

diversity of adolescence, which translated into the eradication, or at least the 

reduction, of negative stereotypes of youth.  

Implications 

 Through this study, two concepts emerged that have affected my praxis. 

The idea of storylistening as an essential complement and equal counterpart to 

storytelling surfaced as it became clear that narrative, in both fiction and lifestory, 

was not a solitary activity. In this course, narrative was an emergent conversation, 

a collective experience not solely for the narrator.  In conjunction with this 

concept is the idea of the interplay of story. Fictional narrations and lifestory 

narrations were often conceptually woven together. My understanding of these 
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two concepts has affected my own pedagogy and the way I view the pedagogy of 

others.  

Storylistening 

Each student in the focus group mentioned the importance not only of 

telling her own stories and the personal reflection that ensued, but the importance 

of listening to and reflecting on the stories of others. Robin noted, “Listening to 

other people share their thoughts and their stories has really had a huge impact 

upon me.”  Quinn wrote, “I come from a very sheltered home. My parents were 

always super over-protective and cautious about the things I did and the people I 

spent time with. Hearing from everyone else about their individual childhoods has 

definitely had the largest impact on me as a student.” Francesca stated, “I think 

being able to talk and hear the different stories really makes a difference on how 

you may think of a topic…Sometimes it is easier to talk about stuff that has 

happened in your life when you can hear other people telling their stories. Some 

of the stuff I talked about with my classmates I probably wouldn’t have just come 

out and said because they were embarrassing but hearing other people open up 

helped me to open up more.”  

Kenyon and Randall (1997) call this flipside of storytelling, storylistening, 

and offer twelve ideas for how to best listen and learn from the stories of others. 

Although all twelve ideas are cogent and applicable in a pedagogical context, 

three of the suggestions are particularly relevant for this study, in part, because 

the intention of the course was to learn about adolescence. The suggestions 

revolve around developing a deep respect and lack of judgment, listening for what 
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is not said as well as what is said, listening for larger stories or narrative 

structures, listening for the storyteller’s interpretations as well as the 

storylistener’s.  

• Listen not to change her lifestory or to fix it, which could be to wrest it 

unfairly from her and, in a sense de-story her. Rather, listen to enlarge her 

story, to expand and deepen it, in this way ‘releasing the energy bound 

within it’ and helping to increase her respect for her own storied depths. 

• Listen for the type and degree of meaning making she is inclined, or can 

be encouraged, to do. Listen with a view to helping her find more and 

newer meanings than she has made in the past, aware that her life, like any 

good story, is infinitely meaningful. 

• Finally, listen not just to help her learn, but to learn from her yourself. 

Listen with openness for the message, wisdom, or truth that her life – as 

text as told – uniquely embodies. Listen in awe of the fact that in the 

exchange between you, a new lifestory, and thus a new life, is being 

coauthored – both for her and potentially, for you. (p. 141) 

As an educator, these suggestions inform my practice on two levels. In one 

way, I need to be reminded to listen deeply to the students in my courses, as I 

believe my role is largely that of a facilitator of learning. If I can listen deeply, 

I can dignify the student through careful listening, thereby allowing the 

student to maintain agency in their education. Also, this kind of careful and 

respectful listening allows teaching and learning to be a transaction similar to 

Rosenblatt’s (1995) theory of reading, in that meaning is made where the 
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student (reader) and text (educator) meet, rather than the notion that the 

educator is depositing knowledge within the student. On another level, it is 

important to model these suggestions for storylistening. If students in my 

courses will be working with youth, my hope is that they will deeply listen to 

youth in their lives, and this cycle of respect and openness may continue.  

Much of the research on narrative learning in education is focused on adult 

education with the notion that adults bring more biography to the classroom, 

having lived longer and had more agency than students who are youth (Goodson, 

2010; Gouthro, 2014; Hallqvist, 2014). It is thought that they are less able to leave 

their biographies at the door than are youth. In this course, the students are college 

students, in between the formalized age boundaries of youth and those in adult 

education, ostensibly beyond schooling. Taking on narrative learning in this 

course was radically simple. Creating space for dialogue, and making sure it was 

known that personal narrative was not only acceptable, but important, was all that 

was needed for the students to begin storytelling and storylistening. And, though 

their young adult ages might suggest to some that their biographies are only 

beginning, these students made it clear that even their earliest memories still 

played a part in their self concepts, and in how they navigate the world.   

Because I made clear that our project in narrative learning, learning about 

adolescence through literature and lifestory, was also a model for future 

engagements with youth, it is my hope that these future teachers, counselors, 

juvenile justice workers, literacy workers, et cetera, will not only allow the youth 

they work with to build lifestory narratives, but that they will encourage it. 
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Encouraging lifestory narratives can be achieved through explicit direction, such 

as a request or a question. It can also look like a conversation, where, through 

deep listening and respect, all parties feel welcome to bring themselves and their 

lived experiences into the collective narrative. Biographicity is not limited to 

older adults.  

The interplay of story 

 Francesca noted in her final exam,  

“I love how all the books we read this semester really connected 

with so many people from class, hearing different stories through 

the semester, people love books for different reasons, but a 

common theme for book lovers is being able to relate and connect 

with the book and the characters. It is cool to be able to see a 

whole class connect to the same books but for different reasons.”  

 This statement underscores the importance of literary engagement in this 

course. The fictional texts were foundational. Beginning with a fictional story, 

each student was able to bring his or her own identity into the classroom. Because 

reading is an act of meaning making, and is deeply personal and socially and 

culturally situated, literary dialogue was not solely dialogue about the fictional 

texts. The texts opened up dialogue about the self and about each other and that 

sometimes lonely and frightening place where the self and other intersect during 

adolescence.  

Ronnie wrote,  
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“Learning through my classmates’ lived experiences was the best 

because of their emotions shown and felt as they shared their 

personal experiences, verbally and written. It made the literature 

we read come to life in front of me in some shape or form, even if 

it was one moment for which it made a difference.” 

 Understanding themselves and each other through the texts, and 

understanding the texts through themselves and each other, provided a constant 

current of interchange and exploration. Each week when students read and 

discussed the various literary texts, new personal stories emerged from these 

conversations. In turn, one student’s personal story  inspired the next student to 

share their own narrative. And in so doing, eyes opened to a myriad of adolescent 

experiences, lived and imagined. In total, forty fictional narratives were read and 

discussed, and the narratives of twenty-five students and one instructor. The 

interplay of these stories opened wide each student’s concept of adolescence, 

allowing for a simultaneous understanding of the enormous diversity within 

adolescent experience together with the immense amount of shared experience. 

Ronnie noted,  

“Shared knowledge also made me realize that although we don’t 

all come from the same place, we do connect in experiences more 

than we think. This made me reflect on the Absolutely True Diary 

of a Part Time Indian, the quote toward the end about tribes and 

how we all come from many different tribes.” 
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 Because of the students’ very positive responses to the narrative 

component of this course, I believe it is necessary to explicitly 

acknowledge to students that a classroom is a collective of story and that 

the interplay of story amongst all participants and texts is valued. It is 

necessary to directly resist the notion that an educator, or an adult, has 

narrative of more import than the narratives of students or youth. A 

statement by the person in power, whether the educator or the adult, at the 

beginning of a course or a relationship, that expresses a belief the stories 

and thoughts of the person or people with less power are meaningful and 

equal, sets up a dynamic of collectivity and dignity rather than imbalance 

and disrespect. This should be an explicit statement or it has the potential 

to be misunderstood or just not believed. “Your stories are important. 

Your experiences are important. Will you share them with me/us? We 

value you.” This directness could alter a relationship in a dynamic and 

profound way. 

Reflections on my teaching practice 

 Although in my teaching, I have always allowed personal narrative 

and lifestory to be a part of classroom dialog and written work, I have 

done so in a way that makes space for the possibility of this kind of 

narrative work, without, necessarily, an explicit request. This is because I 

believe that each student seeks a different kind of learning environment or 

learning tool to assist them in their particular search for insight. However, 

through this study, I believe that the students made clear to me the 
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incredible importance and almost the necessity of this kind of narrative 

engagement. One change that I plan on making to my own praxis is a kind 

of reversal of the open end, rather than requesting student engagement 

with the possibility of personal narrative, I would like to invite, 

specifically, personal narrative with the possibility of declining the 

invitation. Because some students require a specific invitation to engage in 

classroom dialog or written work in a personal manner, I feel it is 

necessary to make that specific invitation. Because I feel that making 

personal narrative a requirement can be intimidating, I would leave the 

possibility open to decline participation.  

 On a larger scale, I believe that personal narrative should be at the 

heart of every classroom. In this study, the content of the class was the 

study of adolescents/ce, a topic each student had personal experience with. 

Yet, I do believe that personal narrative has a place even in classrooms 

that do not engage with content that might be familiar to all students. 

Storytelling and storylistening is at the heart of learning, and this study 

proved that it does not interfere with growth. Rather, it supports it. 

However, in classrooms in which literary content is a critical part of the 

pedagogy, it is difficult to deny the necessity and power that personal 

narrative can have when inspired by and entwined with literary narrative 

and shared with the classroom community. 

 In a literature classroom, this kind of personal and literary 

narrative engagement might look like reflective writing or journaling. 
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However, this solitary narrative engagement, even with extensive 

commentary by the instructor, does not engage the wider classroom 

community. Utilizing reflective writing as a prompt for discussion is one 

way to bring the narrative thoughts in the mind of one into a community 

storytelling and storylistening experience. Discussion, based on writing, 

begins with a specific intention, but is open to evolving in a way that the 

members of the discussion find meaningful. It is an invitation to share, and 

perhaps a strong one, without requiring it, which can feel forced or 

become stressful for some.  

Recommendations for future research 

 Discussion based on visual examinations of a topic, such as 

webbing or drawing together as a community is another way to encourage 

community narrative sharing. In the literature classroom, this is one way 

to engage in the discussion of the literary text, but the following questions 

is, would this kind of literary engagement evolve into lifestory narrative in 

order to connect or express disconnect with the text without expressing 

that this kind of biographical narrative is acceptable or appreciated? In 

future research, I believe this question deserves attention for pedagogical 

implications. In this Common Core State Standards driven pedagogical 

era, does the classroom facilitator need to expressly give permission for 

students to engage in lifestory narrative or biographicity in the literature 

classroom in order for it to occur? Or, would that kind of narrative 
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engagement occur in richer and deeper way if it is encouraged by the 

instructor? Finally, does this matter? 

In the popular media, there has been frequent discussion in the last few 

years regarding the increasing amount of adults now reading young adult 

literature (Burns, 2014; Graham, 2014; Howlett, 2015; Wolitzer, 2014, among 

others), yet there has been little scholarly examination of this. An evaluation and 

deeper understanding of the how and why adults respond to young adult literature 

is not only a vital contribution to the field of children’s literature, but also allows 

significant insight into adult perceptions of adolescence, their past adolescences, 

current adolescents, and the future adolescences of young children. Although this 

study does not specifically look at the particular choice for adults to read young 

adult literature, it looks at the results and responses of adults reading young adult 

literature, specifically in terms of how YA affects adult understanding of 

adolescence. By allowing a fictional narrative to begin a conversation surrounding 

adolescents/ce, inviting lifestory narrative into the conversation in order to 

personalize and deepen understanding, and surrounding this conversation with a 

foundation of scholarly research, I believe this study enhances existing research in 

teacher education, youth studies, and narrative studies. 

Additionally, I believe that utilizing these data, viewed through different 

lenses, and/or focusing on different specifics, might offer rich material for future 

writing. One area in which I am particularly interested, is through analyzing 

which social world themes were the inspiration for more well considered 

responses and deeper connections. Because different students responded to the 
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variety of texts in a variety of ways, it did not occur to me to look at specific 

weekly themes as more pointed avenues for inquiry. By looking at the responses 

of the whole class group but limiting that analysis to the readings, writings, and 

discussions of that one social world, I imagine I would find significant areas of 

connection, growth, and diversity. I would not be limited to the responses of the 

focus group, so students who responded deeply to one issue/reading during the 

exploration of one theme might be included in ways that could deepen and further 

the conclusions from this study.  

Another way to create new limitations and openings for the use of these 

data is the pointed comparison of cultural insiders and outsiders to the same text. 

Looking at the ways males and females respond in writing to text which feature 

male or female protagonists, in conjunction with discussion analysis, might allow 

for insight regarding gender and reader response. Or, reflecting on the ways that 

bicultural and multicultural students responded to texts that featured bicultural 

and multicultural characters, without comparison to students who identify as 

members of a single cultural group, might offer enormous insight into the 

importance of the including individual character’s multiculturality within literary 

fiction.  

On a smaller and more specific level, analyzing students responses to one 

text, might similarly offer insight into the importance of the text/life connection. 

Through looking at the ways in which students articulate their connections and 

thoughts regarding one text, educators could be offered insight into the 

importance of having a choice of literature. For instance, after reading the book 
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Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007), responses ranged from feeling that 

discussing suicide openly is essential, wanting to discuss their own experiences 

with depression and suicidal thoughts, wanting to discuss memories of loved ones 

who had died by suicide, to those who were unable to attend class on the day of 

the discussion based on the difficulty of the topic, those who left in the middle of 

class, and those for whom both the reading and the discussions were incredibly 

painful and made past traumas resurface. Thirteen Reasons Why was one of the 

three books we read as a whole class and though I consider it a very important 

topic to include in a course meant for those who will be future youth workers, the 

responses varied so immensely that I feel that it warrants further analysis.  

Conclusion 

The novels and the discussions in this class have changed my mind 

forever. Every single thing we talked about was relevant to my 

future career as a high school teacher, someone who deals with 

adolescence directly…. I now view adolescence with complete 

respect – and I will continue to do so in my career. 

  --Quinn 

It is imperative that pejorative assumptions regarding adolescence are 

intentionally and systematically fought. Much like intentional programs such as 

diversity and inclusion trainings which target unconscious bias regarding race, 

culture, sexuality, and ability in order to help teachers develop a positive openness 

to difference amongst students, an intentional program targeting unconscious bias 

surrounding notions of adolescence would begin the process of eradicating 
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negative stereotypes related to youth. This course, as a model, could be a 

significant part of this program within teacher education, counseling psychology, 

and other areas with significance to youth. However, because it is likely that 

many current practicing teachers, counselors, et cetera, do hold negative beliefs 

regarding adolescence, reducing this course to a professional development 

timeline could be very valuable, as well.  

Beyond professions that are involved with youth culture, negative 

assumptions regarding adolescence are pervasive in American society (Lesko, 

2012). Working to eradicate these assumptions within professions seems like a 

small drop within a very large pond of negativity. Making change visible through 

the media, through film and television, through publishing, and through print and 

online journalism is a larger and necessary intervention, and a daunting one. 

However, I believe that these smaller movements in conjunction could make great 

waves. If more voices of adolescents are able to be heard within the mainstream, 

ideas regarding who adolescents are, positive assumptions regarding their 

capabilities and potentialities, and greater openness regarding adolescent 

identities are more likely to occur. Voices like Tavi Gevinson, who began a 

fashion blog at age twelve, eventually creating Rookie magazine and Marley Dias, 

eleven year old creator of #1000blackgirlbooks were not stifled by the pervasive 

negativity constructed around adolescence, making their voices heard in the 

media and disarming assumptions. They are not exceptions; they are adolescents, 

human and powerfully capable. If parents and teachers, counselors and law 

enforcement do not meet adolescents with quick pejorative judgments, and 
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acknowledge shared humanity through narrative, through lifestory, if adolescents 

do not see themselves as the exception to the ‘typical teen’ but as an integral part 

of a vital and interconnected world, how might the larger narrative of American 

society change? By acknowledging and expecting positivity within adolescent 

years, rather than dismissing a decade as inferior, I believe the passion and 

intelligence of youth have the potential to inspire growth and affect important 

change in society. The intersection of young adult literature and personal narrative 

is one way these doors might be opened.  
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APPENDIX A 

 
COURSE SYLLABUS 

 
 
The University of Arizona 
College of Education 
Department of Teaching, Learning and Sociocultural Studies 
Program of Language, Reading and Culture 
 
TLS 285: Learning about Adolescence Through Literature  
In this course we will explore and critique adolescent literature to make 
connections between literature and youth identity development. 
 
Instructor: Celeste Trimble 
Course Page: http//d2l.arizona.edu 
Office: 439b ; email trimble@email.arizona.edu, 520-621-1311 (message only) 
Office Hours: by appointment 
Class Meeting Time: Tuesday and Thursday, 12:30-1:45 
Room Number: 455 
 
Course Description  
 
This course explores the social and psychological needs and attitudes of 
adolescents through literature, experience, and scholarly inquiry. We will read 
and evaluate books and non-print materials for young people between the ages of 
12 and 18. Responses to materials will be personal, aesthetic, and intellectual in 
order to increase our understanding of the issues that surround this age group.  
 
Course Objectives 
 
Students will construct the many dimensions of youth culture through reading key 
topics in adolescent literature broadly and deeply. 
 
Students will identify, select, and discuss a broad range of adolescent literature 
representing a variety of time periods, diverse cultures, and types of authors. 
 
Students will respond critically, analytically and aesthetically to young adult 
literature. 
 
Students will be aware of and use new literacies (digital adolescent resources, 
such as blogs and discussion boards/webs) and media (movies, You Tube, 
podcasts, etc.) in conjunction with adolescent literature. 
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Students will apply current critical theory, discussion strategies, and reading 
strategies to the use of adolescent literature. 
 
 
Note: The information contained in the course syllabus, other than the grade and 
absence policies, may be subject to change with reasonable advance notice, as 
deemed appropriate by the instructor. 
 
Required Texts: 
  

1. Sherman Alexi, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian 
2. Jacqueline Woodson, Brown Girl Dreaming 
3. Jay Asher, 13 Reasons Why 

 
Sources for adolescent literature 

 
• Worlds of Words Collection (non-circulating) 
• Paperback collection from which books will be assigned 
• Pima County Public Library or school libraries 
• University of Arizona Main Library  
•  Local bookstores (Bookman's, Antigone Books, The Book Stop,  
  Barnes and Noble) 
• Amazon.com 

 
Learning Experiences 
 
Weekly Readings and Research: 
In this course, we will discuss themes related to youth culture. We will read books 
related to each theme. We will further research the theme being covered in class 
by conducting interviews and observations and by locating secondary sources 
such as videos, blogs, online chats and professional articles that support your 
understanding of the theme. Come to class prepared to present and discuss these 
secondary sources along with the book you have selected for that week.  
 
In Class Activities and Literature Discussion:  
Activities to enhance connections to adolescent literature will be introduced 
throughout the semester. See Appendix A for examples of these activities 
(engagements), which are drawn from Creating Classrooms for Authors and 
Inquirers, Kathy G. Short & Jerome Harste, Heinemann, 1996. 
 
Course Requirements 
 

1. Collage	
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Create a collage that shows the class who you were as an adolescent. This should 
be approximately 8” x 10” and able to fit inside a folder. Think about your 
activities, favorite things, fashion, music, books, movies, games, or anything else 
of importance that you can visually represent. You may use actual photos from 
your own youth, or you may search for images that represent who you were at that 
time. Please label with your name and geographic location of that time period. 
Your name should be clearly visible on the front. 
 

2. Personal	Goals	
	

The purpose of the statement of goals is to encourage your deep reflection upon 
both your hopes regarding this course and your dreams about the future of your 
potential work with adolescents. Read through the syllabus and think about: 
Why did you decide to take this course? 
How does this course relate to your future goals? 
What do you particularly want to accomplish during this course? 
How will you go about reaching your goals for this class? 
Which of these learning experiences will be new for you? 
What support will you need in reaching these goals? 
 

3. 	Revisiting	a	Significant	Event	from	your	Adolescence	
	

Reflect on your past experiences and choose something that was particularly 
significant for you as an adolescent.  Write a narrative about that particular event–
tell the story about the context in which you came to experience this, who was 
involved, and how you thought about that particular moment.  Also reflect on how 
that experience connects to your own history as a teen. What is the experience of 
revisiting this time like for you?  What kinds of connections, ideas, issues, and 
thoughts come to your mind during this revisit? Bring this response with you to 
class as well as post to d2l. 
 

4. Interview	with	an	adolescent	
	

For this assignment, you will need to interview a young person between the ages 
of 12 and 18. Because many of you have only recently left the teen years, a 
younger adolescent might illuminate adolescent experience more for you. It is 
very helpful to record this interview, so you may want to think about the 
technology required to do that (most smartphones have recording apps that are 
sufficient). You will develop a list of 10-15 questions to discuss, with the 
intention of learning more about that individual youth’s lived experience, hopes, 
fears, etc. You may document this with a word for word transcript plus a 600-
1200 word reflection. Or, you may weave the reflection and the quotes together 
for more of a narrative essay regarding this youth, 1500-1800 words, approx. 
Bring this response with you to class as well as post to d2l. 
 

5. Weekly	Responses	
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Reflection is an important element in learning and in this class.  The function of 
these weekly exercises is to provide you with an opportunity to reflect, respond, 
question, or comment about what you are reading. These exercises will vary from 
book to book.  However, the focus will always be your personal responses to 
readings. The responses should not be a summary of the readings, but rather 
thinking about how what you are reading connects with you personally. The work 
should help you prepare to contribute to discussions. Reflections should be 
printed and turned into your folder during the class period in which it is due. The 
reflection should be approximately 300-500 words.  
 

6. Final	Inquiry	Project	
		

This is an opportunity to explore a topic of your own interest and to dig deeply 
into a facet of adolescent experience through both scholarly research and 
literature for adolescents. You will present your project to the class during the last 
few weeks, so that we all get to learn from the efforts and interests of our 
colleagues. We can negotiate what form this project will take, from fiction 
writing, PowerPoint presentations, video, or sound, et cetera.  
 
 7. Mid-Term and Final Exam 

	
The mid-term consists of a number of questions that allow you to reflect on your 
learning in class and the structure of the class itself. The final exam consists of 
written questions and will take place Friday, December 11 from 1-3pm.  Plan to 
be there for the entire two hours.  
 
  8. Media Watch 
  
Each student must sign up for one day on which to share a non-print artifact, 
example, or comment on adolescent experience. YouTube videos, TED talks, 
blogs, vlogs, music, podcasts, or other performance are all welcome.  
 
If ever you are unable to be present in class, I always accept work via email. If 
this occurs, just bring a printed copy of the assignment in the next time you are 
present in class.  
 
  Calendar 
 
(The dates given are when these assignments are due. This calendar is subject to 
change! Please see the Calendar function on d2l for updated information.) 
Week 1: 
Tue, Aug 25:  INTRODUCTION  

Welcome! Introductions, syllabus read through. 
Sign up for Media Watch.  
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Thur, Aug 27:  IDENTITY 
Due: Create a Collage that expresses who you were as an 
adolescent 
Due: Personal Statement of Goals: What do you want to 
accomplish during this class? 

 
Week 2: ADOLESCENCE 
Tue, Sep 2:  Due: Post a video link to D2l of what you think of when you hear the  
  phrase typical teen.” 

In class: T chart of characteristics of adolescence 
   
 
Thur, Sep 4:    Reading #1 

Discuss common views on adolescence and the question: is there a 
typical teen?   Due: Reflection #1  
 

Week 3: CENSORSHIP AND THE TEXT/LIFE CONNECTION 
Tue, Sep 8:     Read The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman 
Alexie 
  Bring two quotes that impacted you for text rendering. 

Discuss: Metaphors for literary connections, windows, mirrors, 
maps… 

          
Thur, Sep 10:  Reading #2 

Due: Reflection #2 
In class: Graffiti Board 

 
Week 4: SELF AND CULTURE/ETHNICITY 
Tue, Sep 15:   Read novel: Cultural Identity  
  In class: Sketch to Stretch 

Discuss: What is cultural identity in general, and what are our 
cultural identities?        
How is cultural identity expressed in these novels and in our lives? 

   
Thur, Sep 17: Write "Where I'm From" poem 

Due: Reflection #3 
Reading #3 

 
Week 5: SELF AND REPRESENTATION (DIVERSITY IN YA) 
Tue, Sep 22:    Read Brown Girl Dreaming by Jacqueline Woodson 

Discuss the concept of migration/immigration and navigating the 
world  
geographically as adolescents. Discuss the need/desire for a 
rootedness and/or  
connectedness to histories, small and large. Discuss the need to 
have our identities  
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  externally affirmed. 
 
Thur, Sep 24:  Reading #4 
  Due: Reflection #4 
  In class: Heart map 
 
Week 6: SELF AND FAMILY 
Tue, Sep 29:   Read Novel: Family 

Discuss family in the lives of adolescents. Who makes up our 
families? How do  
we define family? Discuss the notion that friendship can become of 
equal or greater importance with family during adolescence. How 
do our families shape who we are? 
 

Thur, Oct 1: Reading # 5 
  Due: Reflection #5 
  In class: written conversation 
 
 
Week 7:     SELF AND PEERS/SCHOOL 
Tue, Oct 6:  Read novel: School/Peers 

Discuss the novel in terms of how the characters navigate their 
experiences of schooling. How does schooling impact them? How 
does it affect their identities? 
Bring: a song (a link to YouTube works well in this case) that you 
could use either to express your experience of schooling as an 
adolescent, or the experiences of the character/s in the novel you 
read. 

 
Thur, Oct 8: Reading #6 
         Due: Reflection #6 
         Freaks and Geeks reader’s theater 
 
Week 8: MIDTERM 
Tue, Oct 13:   Watch film: Bully 
  Due: Midterm reflection 
  Extra credit opportunity: write reflection on the film. 
 
Thur, Oct 15: Due: Significant event narrative.  

Please bring one hard copy to class. You will be sharing and 
reflecting on each other’s experiences. What are the commonalities 
and differences between the events we chose as significant? 
Significance in the lives of different individuals. 
 

Week 9: 
Tue, Oct 20: SELF AND GENDER/SEXUALITY 
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Read novel: Sexuality/Gender 
  Discuss queer youth and YA lit, a history.  
 
Thur, Oct 22:  Wingspan guest 

Queer youth in the community: Sexual and Gender identities and 
teens.  

  Reading #7 
  Due: Reflection #7 
 
 
Week 10: 
Tue Oct 27: INTERVIEW WORKSHOP 

Interview due! Bring 3 copies! We will workshop these during 
class and discuss  
our expectations of this project and any surprises that came up. 
What happens when we listen deeply to the lived experiences, 
thoughts, and feelings of adolescents? We will discuss the 
interview process. 

   
 
Thur, Oct 29: SELF AND TRAUMA 

Read novel regarding Trauma in adolescent lives  
Discuss the definition and relativity of trauma. What prevents 
trauma? What and who helps us heal? How did we deal with the 
traumas of our lives? How do the characters in our novels deal 
with their traumas? 
Due: Reflection #8 
In class: biblio/art therapy 

 
Week 11: SELF HARM 
Tue, Nov 3: Suicide prevention workshop from Community Partnership of  
  Southern AZ. 
  
Thur, Nov 5:  Read 13 Reasons Why by Jay Asher 
  Discuss small injustices, hurtful words, and leaving a “note.” 

 Bring two quotes for a text rendering 
            Due: Reflection #9 

 
 
Week 12: SELF AND ANGER/PROTEST/CHANGE 
Tue, Nov 10: Read novel: Dystopia  

Discuss power and agency in these novels. Discuss power and 
agency during our own adolescences. 

 
Thur, Nov 12: Search out two articles in the popular media regarding the  
  popularity of dystopian novels for young readers. Be prepared to  
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  discuss your findings with the class. What is appealing about  
  dystopia?  
  Due: Reflection #10 
   
 
Week 13: 
Tue, Nov 17: Final Presentations day 1 
Thur, Nov 19: Final Presentations day 2 
 
Week 14: 
Tue, Nov 24: Final Presentations, day 3 
Thur, Nov 26: No Class, Thanksgiving 
  
Week 15: 
Tue, Dec 1: Final Presentations, day 4 
Thur, Dec 3: No Class 
  
Fri, Dec 11: Final Exam 1:00-3:00pm 
 
Our class experiences are based on the following beliefs about learning (taken 
from work by Dr. Kathy Short): 
 
1.  Learning is an active process. 

We will immerse ourselves into reading and responding in various ways to 
many children’s books. 

2.  Learning is a social process of collaborating with others.  
We will explore our thinking about our reading through dialogue in small 
groups.  There will be many opportunities for informal interaction and 
sharing about literature in small group and whole class experiences 

3.  Learning occurs when we make connections to our own experiences. 
We will respond to literature through making personal connections to our 
reading and then exploring and critically examining those responses in 
literature circles with other readers.  Our focus will not be on a specific 
literary interpretation.  We will make decisions about the books we read 
and the resources we develop based on our needs and experiences as 
individuals and as teachers and librarians. 

4.  Choice allows learners to connect to their experiences and feel ownership in 
the curriculum. 

We will have choices in what we read, how we respond, and the specific 
focus of projects and small group activities. 

5.  Learning is reflective as well as active. 
     We will have many opportunities to reflect on what we are learning 

through writing, talking, and self-evaluations. 
6.  We live in a culturally diverse world.   
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We will explore literature from a multicultural and international 
orientation to expand our understanding of the cultural pluralism in 
children’s lives and world. 

7.  Learning is a process of inquiry.   
     We will search out the questions that matter in our lives and develop 

strategies for exploring those questions and sharing our understandings 
with others. 

 
TLS Position Statement on Social Justice  
 
The members of the TLSS community are committed to providing equal 
opportunity and nurturing an academic climate dedicated to social justice. 
Injustice takes many forms.  Oppressive acts are sometimes overt, but most are 
subtle, and are difficult to document. These hidden forms of discrimination are 
identified in the literature as microaggressions, often resulting from unexamined 
attitudes and beliefs.  Macroaggressions are expressions of both the overt and 
systemic forms of injustice. 
Our commitment to social justice reflects an orientation to our goals and practices 
in education and ultimately, an orientation to life that values a diversity and 
inclusion of viewpoints and experiences of all people as valuable contributors to 
the experience of schooling and society. This stance recognizes that individuals 
bring a variety of linguistic, social, and cognitive strengths from their families and 
communities into the classroom; we view these strengths as assets. 
• We value and honor human diversity. 
• We recognize that all relationships include dynamics of power. We are 
committed to relating to each other with conscious awareness and sensitivity to 
these power dynamics. 
• We pledge to contribute to expanding the linguistic and cognitive strengths that 
learners possess and bring with them to the classroom. 
• We understand that systemic policies, traditions, and laws along with personal 
beliefs, experiences and attitudes affect personal relationships and equitable 
treatment and opportunity for all. 
• We strive to provide a context where we all have the venue, the opportunity, and 
the confidence to express our experiences and that these experiences will be heard 
constructively, critically, and with sensitivity. 
• Hence, we are not color blind. We will not erase who someone is in the name of 
equality, nor deny the historical, material and emotional impacts of racialized and 
gendered identities, and colonial legacies. 
We stand alongside and speak out with our colleagues, staff, students, and 
community members when any of us or others experience micro- or 
macroaggressions. We recognize that those of us who enjoy privileged status due 
to our racialized, gendered, heteronormative, or otherwise privileged aspects of 
our identities may be unaware of the ways this privileged status marginalizes 
others. We pledge to listen to our colleagues, students, staff, and community 
members when any of us or others make efforts to remain diligent in maintaining 
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awareness of micro, macro aggressions, and raise our awareness around issues of 
invisibility, marginalization, normativity, power, and privilege. 
We view these goals as both crucial and ambitious.  The entrenched nature of 
oppression requires both institutional restructuring and new social discourses. 
Therefore, our stance on disrupting existing and persisting inequities requires 
attention to micro and macro level interactions. Every interaction is an 
opportunity for disrupting processes of marginalization, whether overt or subtle, 
both through person-to-person exchange and through resisting oppressive 
structures and systems.  We commit to holding one other and ourselves 
accountable, through our research and practice, to rejecting entrenched 
inequalities, and to cultivating new discourses as groundwork for imagining new 
social worlds. 
 
ATTENDANCE AND PARTICIPATION 
 
Class attendance and participation are essential to this course.  This course has 
been designed as a highly experiential course involving literature discussion 
groups, and class discussions.  You cannot make up for absences by getting class 
notes or reading the text.  It is essential that you actively participate in class 
sharing times, literature circles, project groups, and responses.   Active 
participation includes reading books for each week’s literature circles and 
preparing for these discussions.  In addition, each class member will participate in 
short engagements for class sessions. More than two absences and/or repeated 
tardiness and leaving early will lower your grade for the class. If you must miss 
a class session, please provide a note explaining your absence.  Make 
arrangements to talk with me after our regular class session about your reasons for 
the absence and your plans for making up the work of the class you missed.   
Also immediately contact a class member to find out what you need to prepare for 
the next class session.   
 
Holidays - Absences or special events observed by organized religions will be 
honored for those students who show affiliation with that particular religion.  
Absences pre-approved by the UA Dean of Students (Dean’s designee) will be 
honored.  
 
Disabilities: If you anticipate issues related to the format or requirements of this 
course, please meet with me during office hours or by appointment.  I would like 
us to discuss ways to ensure your full participation in the course.  If you 
determine that formal, disability-related accommodations are necessary, it is very 
important that you be registered with Disability Resources (621-3268; 
drc.arizona.edu) and notify me of your eligibility for reasonable accommodations.  
We can then plan how best to coordinate your accommodations.  
 
EVALUATION: 
 
Grade Policies 
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o Self-evaluation is an integral part of this course. You will be asked to 

submit an initial statement of goals for this semester.  For each project, 
you will be asked to turn in a self-evaluation in which you state your goals 
for that particular project and evaluate the process you went through in 
reaching those goals.  You will receive evaluative comments for each of 
your projects based on your goals and the project intent.  You may 
resubmit projects that are not satisfactory in meeting the goals and intent. 
At mid-semester, you will revise your goals for the course and evaluate 
your learning at that point in the semester and will receive evaluative 
comments from me.  At the end of the class, you will write an overall self-
evaluation of your learning throughout the class.   

 
o Your final grade will be based holistically on both my evaluation and your 

self-evaluation of your growth and learning related to the course 
objectives, the quality of your written work, and your attendance, 
participation, and preparation for class sessions.  While you can negotiate 
the ways in which you define and complete class projects, you must 
complete all of these projects to fulfill course requirements and your final 
grade for the course will be based on the thoughtfulness and quality of this 
work with a B reflecting the completion of all course projects at a 
satisfactory level. You must exceed those requirements in some way to 
receive an A, but can choose which projects to emphasize. Your mid-term 
evaluation will include a discussion of the grade for your work completed 
as of that date so that you can establish goals for maintaining or improving 
your final grade for the course.  Incompletes will not be given for the 
course except in extreme situations and only with prior approval by the 
instructor. 

 
o Late assignments without a valid excuse will affect your final grade.  

 
o There will be extra credit opportunities at various times such as 

volunteering at the Tucson Festival of Books, attending author events, 
watching movies that correspond to adolescent fiction and writing 
reflections, et cetera. This is an opportunity to make up for absences or 
tardies, or late work, or to go above and beyond with the hopes of earning 
an A in the course. 

 
o If you need accommodations due to a documented learning disability, 

please discuss your needs with me during the first two weeks of the 
course. Students registered with the Disability Resource Center need to 
submit documentation for reasonable accommodations: 
http://drc.arizona.edu/teach/syllabus-statement.html 

 
The Student Code of Conduct and Plagiarism 
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Plagiarism, which is the representation of someone else's work as one's own, is 
strictly prohibited.  This includes the use of papers written by others as well as the 
use of another's words, ideas or information without acknowledgement. The 
instructor will not accept plagiarized assignments. See the Code of Academic 
Integrity: http://deanofstudents.arizona.edu/policies-and-codes/code-academic-
integrity.  
 
Threatening Behavior 
 
The Student Code of Conduct prohibits threats of physical harm to any member of 
the University community, including to one’s self.  “Threatening behavior” means 
any statement, communication, or gesture, including those in written form, 
directed toward any member of the University community that causes a 
reasonable apprehension of physical harm to a person or property. 
 
Classroom behavior 
 
Please make sure cell phones are on silent during class.  If you need to talk or 
text, please leave the classroom to do so.  Give your colleagues your full attention 
during class. Respect and kindness is the basis for a successful class. For the full 
text of the codes of conduct and academic integrity: 
http://dos.web.arizona.edu/uapolicy 
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Literature Engagements1 
 

FREE WRITES (Connection) 
After reading the book, set a timer for 5-10 minutes.  During that time, write 
continuously about your thoughts related to the book.  If you run out of things to 
write, write "I don't know what to write" until you think of something else.  In the 
group, one person begins by reading aloud all or part of their free write.  The 
group discusses the ideas in that free write and then moves on to the next person.  
Instead of free writes, group members can create a sketch of their thoughts about 
the book. 
 
LITERATURE LOGS or POST-FULL THINKING (Connection) 
Stop periodically as you read and write about what you are thinking in response to 
a book.  In the group, begin by having a person read an entry.  The ideas are 
discussed by the group until the conversation dies down and then someone shares 
another entry.  You could instead use post-its to jot a quick response or 
connection to place on a page in the book to share in the group. 

ANOMALIES   - Write down questions or things that surprise you.  Once 
you finish reading, look back over your questions to identify the ones that 
you are still wondering about or that you wonder how others would 
respond. Discuss the questions to create new  anomalies.   
MAKING A CONNECTION - Jot down stories or experiences that come 
to your mind as you read.  In the group, share your connections and talk 
about how they relate to the book.  If the group is reading in a text set of 
different books, look for connections across all the books. 

 
COLLAGE READING/TEXT RENDERING (Connection) 
Mark quotes that are significant to you as you read.  In collage reading, group 
members read aloud quotes to each other.  One person reads a quote and then 
someone else comes in with another quote and the reading continues in no 
particular order.  Readers choose when they will read a particular quote in order 
to build off of what someone else has read.  There are no comments about the 
quotes.  Text Rendering is similar except that someone reads a quote and states 
why they chose it and then someone else reads a quote.  There is no discussion 
about the quotes or the comments until after the text rendering is finished.   
 
GRAFFITI BOARD (Connection) 
Put a big sheet of paper on the table.  Each group member takes a corner of the 
paper and writes and sketches their thoughts about the book or text set in a graffiti 
fashion.  The responses, comments, sketches, quotes, and connections are not 

																																																								
1	Short,	K.	G.,	&	Harste,	J.	(1996).	Creating	classrooms	for	authors	and	
inquirers.	Portsmouth,	NH:	Heinemann.	
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organized.  The major focus is on recording initial responses during or 
immediately after reading a book.  When the group is ready to discuss, group 
members share their graffiti.  The graffiti can then lead to webbing or charting to 
organize the connections. 
 
SAY SOMETHING (Invitation; Text-based Response) 
Two people share the reading of a short story. The first person reads aloud a 
chunk of text (several paragraphs or a page) to the other person.  When the reader 
stops, both "say something"  by making a prediction, sharing personal 
connections, asking questions, or commenting on the story.  The second reader 
then reads aloud a chunk of text and again stops and both "say something."  The 
two readers continue alternating the reading of the story, commenting after each 
reading, until the story is completed. 
 
SAVE THE LAST WORD FOR ME (Invitation; Text-based response) 
As you read, note passages or quotes that catch your attention because they are 
interesting, powerful, confusing, or contradictory and put the quote on a 3 x 5 
card.  On the back of the card, write your response or why you found that 
particular passage noteworthy. In the group, one person shares a quote and the 
group briefly discusses their thinking about that quote.  When the discussion dies 
down, the person who chose the quote tells why he/she chose it.  That person has 
the last word and the group then moves on to another person who shares a quote.  
Young children show a page from a picture book and others in the group share 
their responses, letting the child who chose that page have the last word. 
 
SKETCH TO STRETCH (Invitation; Reader-based response) 
After reading a book, make a sketch (a quick graphic/symbolic drawing) of what 
the story meant to you (not an illustration of the story) - your connections to the 
book.  In the group, show your sketch, letting others comment on the meanings 
they see in the sketch before you share your meaning.  Talk about your sketches 
with each other and discuss the different ideas raised by the sketches.   
 
WRITTEN CONVERSATION (Invitation, Reader-based response)) 
Have a silent conversation by talking on paper.  Two people share a piece of 
paper and a pencil and talk about a book by writing back and forth to each other.  
No talking is allowed except with young children who often need to read what 
they have written to each other. 
 
STORY RAY (Invitation, Text-based response) 
Each person receives a 3 foot long narrow strip of paper.  Each person is 
responsible for one chapter, the cover, or a possible epilogue.  On the ray, a visual 
essence of the selected chapter is created using colors, images, and a few words 
with various art media and little or no white space.  The rays are then assembled 
on a large mural or wall to reflect the unfolding of the novel.   
 
WEBBING WHAT'S ON MY MIND (Tension) 
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After sharing initial responses to a book, the group brainstorms a web of issues, 
themes, and questions that they could discuss from the book or text set.   Using 
the web, the group decides on the one issue that is most interesting or causes the 
most tension to begin discussion.  They continue their discussions by choosing 
from other ideas on their web.  New ideas are added as they come up in the 
discussion. 
 
CONSENSUS BOARD(Tension) 
A board is created with a circle in the middle and 4 sections.  The circle contains 
the title of the book or a key theme from the book.  In the individual sections, 
each person writes down personal connections to that theme or book.   The group 
shares these individual and then comes to consensus on the tensions, issues, or big 
ideas they want to explore further.  These tensions are written in the middle of the 
board.   
 
CHART A CONVERSATION (Tension) 
Discuss a book in a group and fill in a chart with the categories: I Like, I Dislike, 
Patterns, Problems/ Puzzles.   Each group shares what is on their chart and the 
other groups write anything new in a different color on their charts.  The groups 
then talk about something on the chart that they didn’t previously discuss. Each 
group shares what they discussed in a whole class discussion of the book.   
 
COMPARISON CHARTS or VENN DIAGRAMS  (Investigation) 
Read and discuss a text set of books and talk about similarities and differences 
across the books.  From these discussions, develop broad categories to use on a 
comparison chart--What is about this set of books that you want to look at more 
closely to compare the books? The books are written on the side and the 
categories across the top of the chart.  Both pictures and words are used in the 
boxes.  A  venn diagram (two circles that overlap in the center) focus the 
comparison on one major issue at a time.   
 
HEART MAPS (Investigation) 
After an initial discussion of the book, the group chooses a character or a group of 
characters that they would like to think about further. On a big piece of paper the 
group maps that character’s heart. The group discusses values and beliefs held by 
the character and what people or events are important to the character’s life. 
These are mapped into a heart shape, using spatial relationships, color, and size to 
show the relative importance of each. 
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APPENDIX B 

 
MIDTERM REFLECTION 

 

  

TLS 285 Midterm questions (pay particular attention to #5 and #6): 

1. Evaluate your growth in relation to your goals for the course. What evidence can you cite that 
suggests you are attaining your goals? What progress have you made? How have your goals 
changed? 

2. Evaluate your attendance, class preparation, and participation. Have you attended class 
regularly? How many absences did you have? Are you prepared for class regularly? Do you 
participate in discussions? 

3. Discuss the work you have completed thus far in the course. Cite evidence that supports the 
quality of your work. Describe how these activities have enhanced your learning about 
adolescence through adolescent literature. 

4. Reflect on the aspect of social learning. What have you learned from others in class? Do you 
listen intently to others as they share their reflections and thoughts? How do you encourage and 
support others to share their thoughts? Do you engage in deep discussions with your group? 

5. Reflect on the idea of Learning about Adolescence through 1)Adolescent literature, 2) 
Reflecting on your own lived experience, 3) Hearing your colleague’s stories of their lived 
experiences, 4) Scholarly and popular articles. Reflect on the idea of reading adolescent literature 
as an adult.  Do you feel that the combination of these four sources of information is giving you a 
full and rich concept of adolescent experience and identity? Why or why not?  

6. What has been a significant area of thinking and learning for you during this course? What 
connections are you making between the books, articles, discussions, and activities/assignments? 
Are you changing as a reader? 

7. Are you having particular problems related to the course? What suggestions do you have for 
improving the course? What can I do to facilitate your growth as a learner? 

8. Based on the evidence above, what grade do you think you have earned this semester so far. 
What do you plan to do in the last half of the course that goes above and beyond the course 
requirements? Keep in mind that meeting the requirements outlined in the syllabus qualifies as a 
B, but significantly surpassing the listed requirements of the syllabus qualifies as an A. 
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APPENDIX C 

 
FINAL EXAM/REFLECTION 

 

1. Using the paper from the beginning of the semester activity, write about the 

concept of “typical teenagers.” Why does this concept exist? What assumptions 

does it come from? Is there any truth in it? Why was your list of qualities of your 

adolescence different from the typical teen list? Drawing on examples from the 

books you have read this semester, discuss how your concept of adolescence 

has changed since the beginning of the semester and what implications that has 

for your future work.  

 

2. Reflect on the books you read this semester and identify a common 

thread/theme/issue that runs through at least three of them. Write down the 

titles of the books and a brief discussion of how each one connects to the 

theme/issue that you selected.  Also indicate why you see the theme/issue as 

significant to you personally and/or to the wider community.  Write about this 

theme and how it has helped you develop an understanding of the experience of 

adolescence.  

 

3. How does young adult literature plus the memories you have of your own 

adolescence affect your understanding of what adolescence is and what it means 

to be an adolescent?  

 

4. Discuss your experience of learning the stories of your classmate’s lives during 

this class. Did that help you understand the concepts we discussed during class 

(i.e. family, culture, peers, et cetera)? Did you share stories from your own 

adolescence? Do you feel that your classmates were affected by the stories you 

told? 

 

5. How do the stories of your life affect how you have understood the books we 

read this semester? 
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6. Did reading the YA books this semester affect how you think about your own life 

experiences? How?  

 

7. Reflect back on the different assignments and activities we have done in this 

class. What experience was the most personally significant for you and why? 
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APPENDIX D     

           CONSENT FORM     
 

This research study is being conducted by Celeste Trimble at the University of 
Arizona in the context of TLS 285, Learning about Adolescence through 
Literature. 
 
Title: Entering into Particulars: Reconceptualizing Adolescence through YA 
Literature 
 
Purpose: To examine the role YA literature can play in forming and reforming 
adult notions of adolescence.  
 
Procedures  
If you choose to participate, as the researcher on this project, I will collect your 
work to inform my understanding of your concept of adolescence. Every 
assignment that I will collect will be of your normal classwork work. By being a 
participant, you will not be asked to do any additional tasks.  
 
Risks/Discomforts  
There are no risks for participation in this study.  
 
Benefits  
There are no direct benefits to participants.  
 
Confidentiality  
All information provided will remain confidential and will only be reported with 
no identifying information. All data will be kept in a secure location and only 
those directly involved with the research will have access to them. After the 
research is completed, the data will be destroyed.  
 
Compensation  
There will be no compensation. 
 
Participation  
Participation in this research study is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw at 
any time or refuse to participate entirely without jeopardy to your class status, 
grade or standing with the college. I (Celeste Trimble) will have no knowledge of 
your choice to participate or not to participate until after semester grades are 
turned in.  
 
If you have questions regarding this study, you may contact Celeste Trimble at 
trimble@email.arizona.edu or Kathy Short at shortk@email.arizona.edu . 
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I have read, understood, and received a copy of the above consent and desire of 
my own free will and volition to participate in this study.  
 
Signature: Date:  
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