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From the Editors
Michelle Waters and Jennifer Williams

With teaching more fraught than it has (ever?) been, this year’s Oklahoma English Journal
continues the work of centering voices from multiple perspectives and supporting each other
as we work toward making our schools and society more equitable for all students.
We have pieces focused on increasing our critical awareness of our own biases and of the
systemic inequity in our schools, our curriculum, and our pedagogy. Pieces providing advice
and resources to make more space for those voices still being marginalized and to help
advocate for those students. We have reviews of books you and/or your students will want to
read as we navigate our changing world. And we have included work describing moments of
joy and play and healing and hope. Throughout the events of this last year, ultimately, the
pieces in this journal show teachers’ commitment to social justice and to a more equitable
future. Despite sometimes unbearable working conditions or almost unbelievable negativity
towards us, we still work to support each other and our students.
We hope these pieces shine a light in your world and remind you we are not alone in our work
for a more equitable society. Maybe in this time of increasing attacks against public
education, we can find strength together. Even as we must still distance and mask, we will
remember we have a community. Take care of yourselves as we must take care of each
other.

A Book Recommendation (Photo credit: Michelle Boyd
Waters, 2021)
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Harm, Healing, and Joy: Syllabus Shifts in English Education
with an Anti-Bias Anti-Racist (ABAR) Lens
Sarah J. Donovan, Ph.D.
I tell my preservice English teachers their
bachelor’s degree with certification has prepared
them to be a pretty good first-year teacher; it is
up to them to continue learning and reimagining
what an English classroom can be and do. And I
tell them that no matter how many years they
teach, they will always feel like they are still
becoming a teacher because what being a
teacher means keeps changing.
And the same is true for teacher educators.
What does it mean to be a “good” teacher
educator now? Now. Past one year living in a
global pandemic. One year after the murder of
George Floyd. One year after an insurrection at
our capital.
With so much harm and discomfort in the world,
I found myself looking for ways to help me and
the preservice teachers I support name the
social issues and harm, nurture healing through
our work together, and find some joy along the
way. I knew it would not happen without
intentionally considering the contextual
influences that inform how we come to know,
understand, and articulate who we are, how we
got here as a country, and how we come to
judge what is true, right, and good in our work as
teachers.
Drawing on a framework developed for early
childhood education, I adapted anti-bias
education (ABE) goals to revise my English
teacher education courses using an anti-bias
anti-racist lens. In this article, I offer the revision
process of one course, young adult literature, as
an example. Two questions guided my process:
1. How do I support our teachers in
developing a fuller, truer understanding of
themselves and the world, so they can
nurture the same in their students?
2. How can I intentionally design our course
experiences so that preservice teachers
and their future students have a chance
to develop knowledge, openness to
multiple perspectives, and critical-thinking

skills while also developing an ability to
resist the harm that prejudice,
misinformation, and discrimination do to
one’s sense of self efficacy and
well-being?
What is ABAR?
According to leading scholars of anti-bias
education (ABE) Derman-Sparks and Olson
Edwards all our students need to experience
affirmation of their identities and cultural ways of
being, and learn how to live and work together in
diverse and inclusive environments (2020).
Taking up an anti-bias, anti-racist (ABAR) lens in
teacher education is not new. Multicultural
education (James, 1991; Ogbu, 1974; Garcia,
1974), culturally relevant pedagogy
(Ladson-Billings, 1994), culturally sustaining
pedagogy (Paris, 2002), and culturally
responsive pedagogy (Hammon, 2016; Gay,
2018) all work toward greater equity and justice
in education. The shifts over time are due, in
part, to beliefs that multicultural education is
inadequate in confronting systemic inequities
(Banks and McGee-Banks, 1989; Lynch, 1987);
while multicultural education advocates for
equivalency in achievement, positive intergroup
attitudes, and pride in heritage (Kehoe, 1984),
anti-racist education differs most significantly in
the content and activities of the curriculum by
directly addressing racism in society, teaching
the roots of inequality (McGregor, 1993), and
creating a classroom climate that explores the
human consequences of racism by
counteracting bias and stereotyping in learning
materials (Tator & Henry, 1991).
Anti-bias, anti-racist education goals include
identity, diversity, justice, and activism
(Derman-Sparks & Olson Edwards, 2020). (See
Image 1.) ABAR nurtures knowledge about
individual personal and social identities with a
capacity to critically identify bias and cultivate
empathy for the hurt bias causes. In this way,
the content promotes knowledge, and the
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pedagogy offers opportunities to apply or
engage with the knowledge in classroom
contexts. Reading, writing, speaking, listening,
and overall inquiry with an ABAR lens integrates
bias and racism definitions in discussion of past
and present racism, learning the economic and

historical roots of inequality, finding examples of
harm (and naming them) and trying to change
oppressive ideology with activism, e.g.,
counterstory, legislative change, curriculum
change.

If the context of the classroom is such that there
is less diversity of race and culture or awareness
of less visible diversity such as sexuality, ability,
and religion, then the curriculum must represent
a range of identities within and beyond the
classroom context to promote interactions with
people of diverse backgrounds. In reading
literature that offers intersectional identities
(Crenshaw, 1990), the role of the teacher is to
support language development to describe bias
and unfairness in literary and nonliterary
instances and dialogue to understand the
unfairness that causes hurt.

identifying bias, to having the language to name
harm and the structures that cause hurt, and
then promoting interactions with people of
diverse backgrounds, preservice teachers
develop a capacity and confidence to stand up
for self and others.

Finally, and this part is what is not as amplified in
past constructions of multiculturalism, an ABAR
lens creates space in content and pedagogy for
the expression of joy and development of
comfort with human diversity (Love, 2019;
Kleinrock, 2020). The ideal is to form caring
connections with diverse social identities. From

In other words, my goal as an ABAR teacher
educator is for preservice teachers and their
future students to have the knowledge,
language, and skills to act against discrimination
and harm and toward healing and joy. I wanted
to be sure that our program courses were
designed to intentionally cultivate a capacity for

“...the curriculum must represent a range of
identities within and beyond the classroom
context to promote interactions with people of
diverse backgrounds.”
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ABAR work, so I began with a syllabus audit.
Syllabus Audit
The basic framework for a course syllabus is
fairly consistent across institutions with the
course texts, standards, assignments, grading
scale, and modes of communication. Because
of accreditation and other factors, the syllabi in
our programs may not change much over the
years. Still, that doesn’t mean it shouldn’t. Our
syllabi can be dynamic and responsive.
In supporting teachers in developing inclusive
curriculum, activist-educator Tricia Ebarvia
suggests educators conduct an audit of their
curriculum: “In what ways has your curriculum
changed to meet the needs of today’s students?
To what extent do you regularly examine and
revise your curriculum to search for problems in
the gaps?” (n.p.). Further, in searching for
“problems” she asks:
In what ways is your curriculum shaped
by your own educational experiences?
Whose voices are centered in the texts
you teach? Whose voices are
marginalized or missing? How do you
recognize and celebrate the backgrounds
of diverse authors already included in
your curriculum? In what ways do you
integrate cultural and racial literacy in
your instruction? In what ways do you
include #ownvoices titles (Duyvis, 2015)
and how are these voices integrated
verses othered in the way you organize
and share titles?
Thus, I used Ebarvia’s questions to create a
table to facilitate my audit. (See Table 1.Young
Adult Literature Course: ABAR Syllabus Shifts.)
Course Texts and Standards
What I found when looking at our young adult
literature syllabus was that the central course
text was a “problem” in that it was a co-authored
text with predominantly white scholarly
perspectives missing contemporary young adult
literature themes. While the core text did include
a chapter on cultural difference, the focus of
each chapter was 1) helping teachers examine a
novel’s literary merit and 2) designing

differentiated instruction for reading a whole
class novel. Further, the text was published over
a decade ago, so it could not have included the
#ownvoices activism for publication and reading
about diverse characters written by authors of
the same diverse group or novels published in
the last decade.
As an accredited program, of course, I found the
teaching standards listed in the syllabus focus
on NCTE, INTASC, and Oklahoma State
learning standards, but it did not include the
more recent position statements on racial
literacy (Sealey-Ruiz, 2021) and gender and
language (2018) or Social Justice Standards
(Southern Poverty Law Center, 2020).
Thus, in revising the syllabus, I replaced the
single core text with a variety of journal articles
and guest speakers. For example, with A Time
to Dance (Venkatraman), we read Patricia
Dunn’s “Disabling Assumptions,” which included
a disability studies lens to the text. I invited guest
speakers so that our preservice teachers could
meet scholars in the field and consider
welcoming guest speakers in their own
classrooms. For example, when we read Apple:
Skin to the Core (Gansworth) and Elatsoe (Little
Badger), we invited the local school district’s
Indian Education Coordinator to talk about the
Title VI Indian Education Formula Grant to
support the efforts of local agencies, Indian
tribes and organizations in creating culturally
sustaining curriculum and instruction for Native
students.
Assignments
As for assignments, part of our accreditation self
study process includes signature assessments,
i.e., embedded assignments across courses
constructed using a common template. The
signature assessment for this course is a
reading ladder, the scaffolding of various print
and nonprint texts to a canonical text including a
young adult novel. In this way, the assignment
centers the canonical text, which certainly calls
into question whose voices are centered and
marginalized and integrated versus othered.
Changing a signature assignment has
accreditation implications, but there are ways to
shift this assignment to be ABAR such as
©2021 Oklahoma Council Teachers of English | 7

including canonical texts that feature
#ownvoices authors like Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison and Sandra Cisneros’ House on
Mango Street. Another way is to think about
offering a counterstory to the canon; for
example, Out of Darkness (Perez), a story of
love between a teenage Mexican American girl
and a teenage African American boy in 1930s
New London, Texas alongside Romeo and Juliet
(Shakespeare) or centering a young adult novel
like Apple: Skin to the Core (Gansworth), a
memoir in verse about growing up Onondaga
among Tuscaroras on a reservation in New York
with the canonical poem Walt Whitman’s “Song
of Myself” as part of the scaffold.
Another assignment is the literacy
autobiography, which is to tell the story of your
reading life. We want to hear the joy and
frustrations our preservice teachers experienced
with reading and literature. We want to hear
memories of being read to and even trauma
related to popcorn reading. We want to hear
about favorite authors and places to find new
titles. However, an ABAR lens also includes
reflection, again returning to Ebarvia, on
potential gaps: what books they’ve read by
people of color, LGBTQ+ authors, writers with
disabilities? Whose lives are reflected on their
bookshelves or were celebrated in their high
school classrooms? Which authors were
featured as having literary merit? What did they
learn about life from the books they read? And
then, going one step further, in what ways does
their reading life influence the literature they will
share with students whose identities are different
from theirs?
Grading, Assessment, and Reporting
Many of the syllabi in our college include some
form of points-based system of determining
course grades. I found that work in our
program’s courses typically added up to 1000
points per course. While making visible point
allocation offers some form of grading
transparency, points quantify evidence of
thinking in ways that conflate learning and can
stifle conversation and growth (Butler, 1988;
William, 2011; Hattie, 2012). Ruth Butler (1988)
examined three types of feedback: scores alone,

comments alone, and scores with comments.
Her study found that students who received
comments alone showed the most growth. And
Hattie’s study of over 800 meta-studies (2012)
found that student self-assessment and
self-grading topped the list of education
interventions leading to self-regulated learners
able to monitor and guide their learning with
greater agency. Further, if we want our
preservice teachers to honestly reflect on their
education, reading lives, and future curriculum,
then we can use learning evidence based on
course goals and learning standards (e.g.,
NCTE, Social Justice) instead of points and
involved students in the grading process. This
minimizes fear of point deductions and cultivates
a climate of learning as ongoing. Narrative
feedback, verbal and written, between teacher
and student and among students supports
anti-bias principles of diversity and justice by
promoting empathic interactions across learning
experiences.
Finally, when considering submitting
assignments and reporting feedback, I wanted to
look at the systems we had in place. The
primary mode is university-wide learning
management system (LMS). The platform offers
a space for a professor to communicate with the
class and for students to submit assignments
and receive feedback. Because of FERPA, this
is designed to protect student’s privacy.
However, not every assignment and not every
form of feedback needs to be private. What I
found is that the syllabus included an
assignment on Goodreads, which created a
public space for reporting book reflections. While
this was a platform that offered access to more
diverse voices, I did not model nor offer time to
engage with these perspectives as part of the
course. Thus, I extended our LMS to an
education blog, Fan.School, to expand the
audience for all of their work to include the class
and not just me. We also invited the local high
school’s GSA club to read and discuss books
with us using the blog for introductions. This
way, students would be writing with greater
awareness of audience, our conversations would
include youth, and community conversations
were embedded in the course.
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Table 1. Young Adult Literature Course: ABAR Syllabus Shifts
What I Found

What I Changed

ABAR Criteria

Course Texts

genre-based
instructional
skills-focus
assessing lit
quality

#ownvoices theory to practice articles
in conversation with novels, e.g.
Long Way Down (Reynolds) with
“Uncertain directions in Black
children’s literature” (Chandler); A
Time to Dance (Venkatraman) with
“Disabling Assumptions”(Dunn);
Apple: Skin to the Core (Gansworth)
with Indian Education Coordinator,
guest speaker

promote empathetic
interaction w/people of
diverse backgrounds

Standards

OK, INTASC,
& NCTE
standards

add Social Justice Standards

have language to
describe unfairness;
standards to include on
lesson plans for
identity, diversity,
justice, and action

Assignments

reading ladder
scaffolded to a
canonical text;

decenter the canonical text;

nurture personal and
social identities

Goodreads
reviews;
literacy
autobiography

choice activities with OK and Social
Justice Standards; begin with
personal identity intersections; assess
the impact on teaching diverse social
groups

capacity to critically
identify bias and
nurture empathy for the
hurt bias causes

Grading and
Assessment

1000 points

no points; narrative feedback;
self-assessment

take risks, nurture
interactions

Reporting
and
Audience

LMS is private,
teacher
communication
dominant

use blog for more whole class
interaction; invite high school
students and guest speakers to
collaborate

express comfort and joy
with human diversity,
form caring
connections

Toward Healing and Joy
In addition to revising the syllabi, I embedded
daily practices in our course meetings: model
inclusive language, welcome identity exploration.
(See Table 2. Responsive ABAR Practices.) For
example, on day one, I modeled how to rename
ourselves in the Zoom meetings to include the
names we wanted on our roster with our
pronouns. I explicitly modeled how to use the
singular they in writing and shared the NCTE
statement on gender and language. And on day
one, I explained that we were going to read
many great novels but that they’d prompt us to

reflect on our identities and society. I told them
that learning takes courage and that there would
be mis-steps, but that we’d name them and do
better. For example, if I misgendered someone, I
expected the students to say or send me a
message in the chat, “In case you didn’t, ow, Joe
uses they/them pronouns” or “Disability is not
something a person overcomes; it is something
society has to improve.”
Another way we nurture a capacity for our
classroom to center healing and joy is through
quick writes. We write about our lives. Each
class begins with a write-in and some
©2021 Oklahoma Council Teachers of English | 9

exploration of who we are and the people,
places, and experiences that shape us. Below
are a few sample prompts:
● What is a place or activity that brings you
joy? When do you/can you go there? Who
is with you? What makes it joyful?
● What is a tradition in your family or a trait
you inherited that you are proud of? Write
about who is involved? How it
happens/reveals itself? What about it
makes you proud?
● Where or to whom do you go for comfort
when you hurt or have been harmed?
Why? What about the place, people
bring(s) you comfort? When was the last
time you needed this comfort?
We then use these questions to analyze the
characters in the novels. Who and what bring
characters healing and joy? What are the stories
of their families? What traditions and traits do
they celebrate? We use the “harm and healing

protocol” (Donovan & Ramirez, 2021) when we
read literature so that we do not read past,
accept, or become desensitized to discrimination
and unfairness. In this protocol, students learn to
stop reading when they notice harm or
unfairness in the text, then they name it -racism, classism, misgendering, sexism,
colorism, homophobia, ableism -- to analyze the
individual and institutional beliefs that create this
unfairness. In this way, our reading practice is to
develop language to interrogate the systems that
enable harm such as compliance-based rules,
gender binaries, partial media coverage,
propaganda, discriminatory voting policies, etc.
The last step in the reading protocol is to center
the people and places that bring the character
safety, healing, and joy. Dr. Barbara Love
explains that nurturing healing is about “locating
the resources that empower another person to
act with agency” (p. 603). We look for such
resources in our reading but we also look for this
in our own classroom, and I have tried to make
the syllabus a resource for greater agency in
learning.

Table 2. Responsive ABAR Practices
Model inclusive language
● use inclusive pronouns: Zoom name, signature, singular they
● use preferred names and put these on your roster
● learn correct pronunciation of all names: students, teachers, authors, historical
figures; i.e., no name is “too difficult to pronounce”
● minimize use of the word “standard” or “proper” English
Welcome identity exploration
● share stories of belonging: favorite family stories, what it means to belong (e.g.,
team, club, groups, church)
● illuminate experiences at identity intersections (Crenshaw), e,g., being a girl and
athlete; being trans and religious; being a boy and Black.
● make clear that identity is not up for debate and can be fluid (see Learning for
Justice)
Name harm, healing, and joy
● promote healthy self-concepts by noticing people, places, and experiences that
bring healing and joy
● foster inter-group understanding
● name harm and healing with accurate terms
Conclusion
While there is urgency in ABAR work, urgency
cannot be prioritized over relationships or
centering the voices and opinions of

marginalized community members. Including
diverse texts is one step, but the theoretical lens,
the scholarly voices, the discussion methods,
and the grading practices must align. Without
careful thought and planning, schools risk
©2021 Oklahoma Council Teachers of English | 10

alienating marginalized stakeholders,
reinforcing white saviorism and derailing the
possibility of future efforts. This is a long term
commitment that requires a close look at our
programs, syllabi, and classroom practices as
we nurture a capacity for preservice teachers to
continue this work in their own classrooms.
While I began by saying that what it means to be
a teacher keeps changing, maybe I was wrong.
Our work has always been to teach the human
beings with whom we share the classroom. We
are teachers of people first -- before any subject
or text. If we hold their hearts and minds at the
center of our work, if we make space for the
families, languages, and stories within our
classroom and then integrate families,
languages, and stories that live beyond the
boundaries of our classrooms with equal care,
then we have a chance in nurturing caring
connections across all dimensions of humanity.
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The Power of Play: Learning through Storytelling
Samantha Wood
Introduction
I spent years of my youth huddled around a
television screen in the late afternoons with my
sister, a controller settled between us--television
flickers, salt-sticky fingers, and laughter filling
the home. We divided our play between
make-believe adventures in the creeks of our
suburban neighborhood and the screen of the
lumbering giant of our 1990s Sony television.
Receiving a new game was an event akin to a
holiday. I loved learning through play, and
experimenting with play styles and genres gave
me the room to adapt. While simple console
games eventually evolved into complex
storytelling tabletop games like Dungeon and
Dragons and newer developments like Dialect,
that same love of solving a difficult puzzle I meet
with similar enthusiasm and joy as I uncover
each new piece of a game’s narrative. I
experienced stories through the perspectives of
characters in wholly fictional worlds, where I
faced little to no risk in learning from my failures,
and even had the choice to see myself in some
of the characters who impacted my perspective.
Since then--since learning about the power of
storytelling--I strived to imitate that experience in
my classroom. In the early years of my career in
education, I took risks--I learned from failures
and built on successes. In much of the
curriculum I taught, I developed it through the
use of thematic units built around central themes
relevant to the material we covered. I toyed with
the idea of using a gamification model for
thematic units built on the practice of storytelling
before, and the first breakthrough moment in
which I experienced the effects occurred not
long after my students began a narrative unit
based on filmmaking. I watched as my students
built the characters, the “script”, and the sets in
which their stories would take place. I turned to a
student, usually quite shy, when they asked me
to look over their work.
“Ms. Wood, look,” she directed, handing me the
character sheet we worked on the previous day.
Attached was her plot diagram, with notes

strewn in the margins, meticulously planned out,
and I couldn’t contain my excitement.
“I’m so impressed!” I told her. “I’m excited to
read your draft.”
She beamed up at me from her seat, taking back
her paper when I returned it to her. I read her
final draft of her creative narrative later that
week, and while I am an emotional reader, I was
blown away by the detail. She used her writing
to give life to a story she wished into
existence--one representing her identity as
someone in the LGBTQ+ community. This type
of risk-taking and engagement is a normal
occurrence in my classroom, and after
implementing the use of storytelling as an
instructional strategy and experimenting with the
gamification of the entire curriculum, I have seen
a definitive difference in the way my students
approach their own learning.
Themes, Gamification, and the Power
of Narratives on Student Perspectives
Curriculum Framework and the Thematic Unit
Several pieces of theoretical framework
influenced my own approach to instruction, and
they have directly impacted my pedagogy in
terms of addressing student learning and
material retention or remediation. Peter
Smagorinksy, in his text Teaching English by
Design, outlines strategies in implementation of
thematic units in all areas of English Language
Arts curriculum. The use of thematic units as an
instructional strategy gives students a better
understanding of the relationship between the
curriculum and their own experiences. In
addition to this idea of theme, Kylene Beers
speaks to the ideology that teachers should lead
students on “how to struggle successfully with a
text” rather than having it stand alone.
Connecting the curriculum we teach in
secondary ELA to wider themes helps students
contextualize information and even allow them to
understand other perspectives.
Storytelling, when connected to these larger
themes, can directly impact a student’s learning
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experience. These thematic units can undertake
socio-political issues in relation to the taught
material, including a few major categories: (1)
cultural background, (2) student identity, and (3)
representation of self. Acknowledging
socio-political issues is especially important
when allowing students to view characters
through what NCTE member Rudine Sims
Bishops named mirrors, windows, and sliding
glass doors, which some scholars argue often
connects the curriculum to wider socio-political
issues students may encounter (qtd. in Harris).
The more recent body of research surrounding
the idea of mirrors, windows, and sliding glass
doors focuses on the establishment of empathy
and personal commonalities regarding
characters in literature to empower the reader,
though in the context of writing, this would more
likely involve representation of self (Johnson et
al). Other scholars note the importance of
opening doorways into better representation of
minority communities, including the LGBTQ+
community and cultural identity, most notably
ones “that consistently [create] lessons and
opportunities for sharing from all cultures”
(Batchelor et al; Powers 18). Utilizing the
thematic unit when developing a curriculum
framework will allow educators to more
effectively address the diversity within their
classroom on a regular basis.
Storytelling as an Instructional Strategy
In terms of using storytelling as an instructional
strategy, the use of thematic units as a basis for
instruction opens the doorway to activities in
which students can engage with their own
identity and passions. Students receive more
gratification from texts they can relate to and
engage with, and as educators we should
establish a learning environment which validates
students’ lived experiences. Without addressing
the multiculturality of the classroom, we may
alienate the students who do not come from
backgrounds similar to our own. In terms of
using storytelling as an instructional strategy in
the Writing classroom, researchers have found
the use of the personal narrative a powerful tool
in helping students connect to the taught
curriculum as well as their own identity and
stories (Kajder). This use of storytelling can also
be modified to address issues of multiculturalism
and language diversity, especially concerning

students identified as ELL, as storytelling can
have a positive impact on students studying or
learning a second language (Tecnam). Using
storytelling as a medium in the ELA classroom to
engage students with the curriculum can also be
extended into more immersive experiences, as
well.
Gamification of Curriculum: The Power of
Play
Recently, a general push exists in the current
body of research regarding student engagement
in the curriculum, especially when it concerns
reluctant or disengaged learners. Michael Hanus
and Jesse Fox discuss in one study on student
motivation that gamification can have a positive
impact on disengaged students; however,
“gamification in the classroom may be a
double-edged sword” in building intrinsic
motivation. The debate between the importance
of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation toward
educational opportunities and learning can also
be explored in the context of gamifying lessons
into an overarching story, similar to what
students would encounter in a tabletop or
console game. Some newer research has also
revealed gamification models, especially those
dealing heavily in storytelling, can have a
positive impact on students’ literacy skills,
including speaking and listening (Kaylor). While
there are issues in regards to utilizing a
gamification model as an instructional strategy to
impact student motivation, it also impacts the
literacy skills of a student.
When I began my career in education, I was
already intimately familiar with framing the
curriculum by both the standards set by the
Department of Education at state and federal
levels, as well as by theme. Once I realized the
need for updated and engaging curriculum to
address student desires and needs, I employed
the use of thematic units in my own Writing
curriculum. At first, I built each unit upon a
singular idea, framing the curriculum in a way
which geared it toward student interest. One unit
over the writing process developed into a
personality study performed by students who
researched and surveyed, drafted, peer-edited,
and revised personal essays. Another became a
class-wide poetry slam focused on speaking and
listening skills. However, a singular event in my
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second year of teaching opened the doorway to
utilizing a gamification model approach, one that
built storytelling into an instructional strategy in
my classroom: a Dungeons and
Dragons-themed narrative unit which engaged
and immersed students in their own storytelling
and built upon their writing skills.
Pen and Paper: Thematic Storytelling Unit
I began building a narrative unit based on
a Dungeons and Dragons theme out of a need
to engage more of my students in the content.
We previously established a basis in personal
narrative storytelling prior to the introduction of
creative narrative fiction; however, I wanted to
give students an outlet where anything was
possible while focusing on the literacy skills they
build upon in writing. I planned for a simple
introduction to the narrative unit: a turn-based
writing assignment wherein students would take
turns responding to the actions of an external
event using descriptive writing skills. Separating
students into teams of no more than four, each
student would roll to decide who would play first.
Once students decided on turn order, as a class,
we read the introduction to the assignment--a
descriptive narrative detailing the main
antagonist of our activity. Once students
received instruction, each team member would
decide how they would respond by utilizing a
sentence-building chart. At the end of the
activity, students had collaborated on a final,
descriptive piece that would serve as the basis
for their creative narrative.
Students who were previously disengaged with
the curriculum suddenly found themselves pulled
into practicing their writing skills in a new way.
These students may not have participated in the
classroom environment for a variety of reasons,
whether it was due to language acquisition, lack
of comprehension, or general disinterest. By
utilizing a gamification model for the creative
narrative unit, especially one with a theme
centered around a fantasy-narrative like
Dungeons and Dragons, my students
participated at a higher rate than they did in
previous units. I also found self-motivated
students used this opportunity to collaborate with
their classmates to help guide and teach one
another. The process of working together and
teaching one another enhanced not only their

literacy skills, but also built upon important
interpersonal skills students would need to
flourish.
Utilizing Online Platforms to Gamify Curriculum
Armed with the knowledge the gamification
model could impact student engagement,
especially with students uninterested in the
subject area or curriculum, I decided to try
something new. This year, I took the gamification
model one step further, since interaction
amongst students in the classroom must be
limited due to COVID-19 protocol. I researched
and tested an online platform called Classcraft,
an online education program which allows me to
gamify and personalize lessons I already teach.
This uses the cooperative learning model to
guide students’ interactions and allows them to
learn from one another just as much as they
learn from me. Students help teammates, write
collaborative responses, give peer feedback,
and ask questions about the content in new
ways, working through the curriculum as they
undertake “Quests”. The use of this program,
integrated with Google classroom, has resulted
in academic growth and less fear of failure.
Online tools like Classcraft or the more
popularized program, Kahoot!, allow students to
move through the curriculum at the pace of their
teacher or at their own pace. While both of these
pieces of software differ in structure (one
quest-based, paced instruction, and the other
trivia-based), the use of online tools in the
practice of storytelling generates student
interest, and one study found “ students who
were involved in the cybernated storytelling task
found it to be very interesting” and engaging
(Rosli and Idrus). Student interest impacts
participation of students in the curriculum, but it
can also influence how students approach their
own education. Whether or not students value
their education individually may determine how
they approach learning and, eventually,
challenges or even failure. Taking the risk to
gamify the curriculum led to more students
developing personal autonomy and responsibility
for their own education. The growth I have seen
from students and the engagement online
storytelling tools like Classcraft has helped foster
has proved the importance of focusing on
student engagement in the secondary ELA
classroom.
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Discussions/Implications

personal to students will help them relate to, and
value, the literacy skills taught.

While the recent push in education toward
addressing student engagement and interest in
curriculum has overall proved beneficial to
student learning, there are limitations. Many of
the strategies potentially incorporated into the
delivery of instruction may be dependent on the
technology available to educators in the
classroom. Using storytelling as an instructional
strategy, as well, requires adaptation, depending
on deeply an educator wants to immerse
students in the theme of a unit. Gamification of
instruction, therefore, can potentially incorporate
or motivate these students to engage more with
the curriculum, though there is debate amongst
scholars currently if incentivising lessons
through “leveling” similar to a game would focus
too heavily on extrinsic motivators. After all,
storytelling is built into our understanding of the
world, through our language, actions, and
interpretations of others, and utilizing parts most

Overall, the success of using effective
storytelling strategies within the modern ELA
classroom ultimately hinges on our ability as
educators to establish a safe and inclusive
environment for our students. Students have an
innate desire to tell their story--to feel seen and
heard by others. Giving students room to learn,
fail, and grow, provides a foundation for a
successful future wherein they have the ability to
relate to, and impact, others in their community.
Storytelling, whether through their own personal
narratives, or through a gamified story in the
curriculum, allows students to build important
literacy skills, but also helps them build the
interpersonal skills necessary to contribute to
society. I hope, as an educator, writer, and
reader, students will leave my classroom
knowing their own story--their own voice--can
have an impact outside of my four classroom
walls.
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The Black Girls Must Have Started the Fight: Countering the Default to ‘Othering’ in Education
Jo Flory
Two years ago, I awoke to reports in my news
feed - ranging from local stations to MSN Sports
- about a fight that broke out in the handshake
line following a tense game between the urban
Oklahoma high school where I teach (Big Town
High School) and a team from a smaller district
in a neighboring, predominantly rural area (Small
Town High School). Big Town lost the game at
the buzzer, and as the players were shaking
hands a brawl ensued that ultimately involved
both players and spectators. While both districts
later apologized, no official instigating event was
disclosed beyond the Big Town coach saying
one of his players complained she “was
addressed rudely” by a player on Small Town’s
bench (Brown, 2018), and Small Town’s athletic
director saying, “there was a player in the wrong
spot, and it caused some emotions'' (Oklahoma
high school basketball game ends in brawl,
2018). Both community and media audiences
were left to assume much about the actual facts,
due in part to inconclusive spectator video and
the responses of both districts. As a classroom
teacher I keep returning to this incident and its
residual effects, as both reveal systemic
inequities that manifest themselves so
pervasively in the everyday educational
experience, they’re almost invisible. Envisioning
and activating spaces in secondary classrooms
for conversation about the politically sensitive
topics that swirl around incidents like these is
especially necessary at this moment, as it can
present one path to emergence from a place of
systemic ‘othering’.
How both districts handled the incident, and how
it played out in both the media and the minds of
participants and spectators was revealing. It
showed how conscious and subconscious
assumptions can either support or
de-personalize students, making these biases
important to illuminate, both for ourselves and
our students. For example, Small Town’s district
supported its predominantly White team and
fans, issuing a press release for the morning
news distancing themselves from blame, while
not completely abdicating responsibility. They
sent the message this is not who we are by
saying, “the behavior exhibited at the game was

not representative of our athletic program or our
students and will not be tolerated” (Suspensions
recommended after brawl at Ponca City/East
Central HS game, 2018) and pointing out in an
early statement that student fans, “demonstrated
extreme class during a situation that involved
strong emotions. They exhibited all
characteristics of the [Small Town] Way, which
include the leadership skill of setting a good
example on the field of play, in the classroom,
and in all walks of life” (Johnson, 2018).
By invoking pride in fans’ behavior, the
authoritative discourse of the school district
shielded their program, leaving room for
assumptions that responsibility for the event
must fall predominately on the Big City team and
fans. That narrative was never challenged, even
though later review of video by Big Town
administrators revealed fans and students from
both teams were involved in instigating the
incident. As one student who was present told
me, “[Small Town] was…doing unnecessary
things the whole game that kept getting brushed
off. Then when [Big Town] reacts everyone is
trying to make it seem like they were in the
wrong. [Big Town] had more consequences than
[Small Town] even though [Small Town] started
it…people sometimes see what they want to see
rather than what happened.”
In contrast, Big Town’s district issued cryptic,
apologetic statements, saying in part, “This is
going to be a learning experience for everyone
that was involved, and we will move forward with
a positive attitude” (Bishop, 2018). Two days
later, the districts recommended sanctions.
Players on both teams were required to
complete a good sportsmanship course, but the
Big Town players and coaches involved were
punished more harshly than those from Small
Town, despite additional video evidence Big
Town players and coaches participated in - but
did not instigate - the fight. Should there be
consequences for inappropriate behavior?
Absolutely. But the lack of support shown for Big
Town players, relative to Small Town, and the
assumption, supported by the dominant
narrative, that Big Town players had done
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something to incite the incident (that these
young Black athletes must be troublemakers,
even though the facts revealed the reality was
messier and more complex) left the Big Town
players feeling unsupported, disregarded and
perplexed.
In White Folks, Lensmire (2017) echoes the
observation “One of the ways that racism
works…is by persuading people that something
essential, something deep can be intuited about
others from the color of their skin, from their
surface” (p. 61). In reflecting on my own biases, I
question how I felt about what I read and saw.
When I first heard about the incident, did I
assume certain things based on my prior
experiences, without adequate knowledge of the
event? Honestly, yes. I also believe racial
stereotyping contributed to multiple audiences
making assumptions that led to a lack of support
for the girls, a lack of eagerness to defend them
(in contrast to the support the other
administrators showed for their team), and an
unwillingness to expose the full facts
surrounding the incident. The racial undertones
in this incident, couched, in part, through
assertions of innocence and protection, were
very covert and subtle –not extraordinary at all.
Sports are often framed within an adversarial
‘us’ and ‘them’ dynamic, but ‘othering’ in this
case was framed specifically in terms of
innocence, protection and defense, moving it
beyond simply being on one side or the other.
One of the things that also made the othering in
this incident so subtle was that it wasn’t just an
‘us’ and ‘them’ situation; it was also an ‘us’ and
‘us’ situation. And ‘we’ let ‘us’ down. And we
continue to do it every day when we don’t
acknowledge our interdependence - when we
assume things based on what we think we know
about each other that, in reality, we may or may
not know.
This is only one example of ‘othering’ that affects
students and educational communities, as
issues of social class can also come into play. It
happens whenever we think, or say, well, how
did you expect that kid to turn out, or oh, it’s just
those undocumented students, or you’re so
good to work with those kids, or it’s just that
East/West/Northside school; we’re making
assumptions and othering in a way that can
further separate us as human beings and

perpetuate systemic inequalities. As teachers we
must help ourselves and our students become
more aware of these subtle but powerful
assumptions, in order to move towards truly
equitable learning environments. Otherwise,
when push comes to shove, we can default to
thinking that upholds the current status quo
regarding issues of race, class and punishment
in education.
Even with ongoing tensions between the notion
of equality and the ongoing evidence of systemic
inequality that surrounds us, we can work to
acknowledge and activate openings where
change can emerge. We can create additional
spaces for fostering dialogue around political
issues and exploring multiple perspectives in the
secondary English classroom - in the broadest
sense - through reading, writing, and internal
and external dialogue. Discussion of incidents
and issues, both inside and outside our worlds,
can give students space to think about their
views and form a measured response.
Recently, I shared news stories with my current
students about the basketball incident, including
the statements from each district, along with a
more recent story covering another tense
incident at a local high school boys’ game,
where a Big City player was pictured in the story
but not involved in the incident. This was part of
a Socratic Seminar, focused on analyzing claims
and evidence and discussing how images in a
story can influence the assumptions we make as
readers. The students had differing opinions
about the subject and the reporting. One student
discovered more claims than evidence in both
articles, and observed, “This affects my
understanding in a way that makes it unclear
whose fault it actually was and why the
predicament ensued in the first place”. Another
responded “I felt both districts responded to the
situation appropriately. In the future, I think the
players should learn self-control and be
monitored better”. The lesson also addressed
critical media literacy skills, as students
evaluated how visuals can influence readers’
interpretations and assumptions about the topic
of a story, as “many people who read the articles
could be confused or get misleading information
due to not only the little information given but
also by the pictures that were used in the
articles!”. The lesson concluded with journal
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writing, allowing students to reflect on
implications of what they learned. Many
emphasized the importance of relating different
sides of a story, getting all the details and being
open to different perspectives.
While the potential discomfort associated with
broaching political topics in the classroom can
make it tempting to avoid, addressing them can
lead to increased tolerance of different
viewpoints (Hess & Gatti, 2010). The
vulnerability inherent in risk-taking can also lead
to increased engagement and investment in the

classroom (Callahan & Low, 2004), as teachers
and students navigate the challenging
landscape of critical conversations head-on.
Classrooms are inherently political spaces, as
students’ interpersonal relationships, and their
future lives as citizens, have an essential
political aspect. Through providing opportunities
for both internal and group dialogue on topics
that engage students’ worlds, perhaps we can
begin to better recognize and question
assumptions and interact in a way that promotes
inclusivity rather than separation.
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A Review of Social Justice Literature
Dr. Lara Searcy, Brogan Spears, Kyle E. Foster, Lilac Woodson
English Language Arts educators must have critical awareness and “knowledge of students, community,
and cultural diversity” as well as “an understanding of how to teach all students more fairly and
equitably” (NCTE, 2010). This awareness, knowledge, and understanding is at the core of social justice
work and are necessary components of learning. However, awareness must first come from confronting
one’s own understandings and how they have acquired their knowledge by reflecting on their own
identities and ways they locate and implicate themself in this work (Cherry-Paul, 2020). One can do this
by looking introspectively and understanding their intersectional identities, biases, and ethos to establish
their own “social justice orientations”—which needs to happen before they can effectively and positively
impact social justice in their own classrooms (Sanford, 2020, p. 5).
Bias happens when a “source is one-sided in its description of the event” so educators can work to
develop perspective which is “the point of view that a person sees a historical event from” (James,
2019). For English language arts teachers, in particular, we know how to teach perspective as a literary
tool; therefore, we can easily extend that teaching to show students how to read the world—especially
around issues of race and class and gender. These issues, according to Appleman, “are not beyond the
concerns of literature teaching; they are the stuff of which great literature is made” (2015, p. xvi).
Because teaching is a “political act, a political stance—a stance that advocates for the literacy rights of
everyone, a stance that acknowledges that when you give someone literacy, you give them power”
(Appleman, 2015, p. 8), educators can begin (or continue) this “difficult and ongoing, but necessary”
work by using five steps developed from the work of scholars, teachers, and activists: 1) Listen and
Reflect; 2) Read; 3) Interrogate; 4) Act; and 5) Repeat (Falter, et al, 2020). In addition, educators can
seek to apply four principles for language arts equity, as guided by #DisruptTexts: An Introduction:
(1) interrogating our biases to understand how they inform our teaching practices;
(2) centering the authentic voices and lived experiences of people of color;
(3) applying a critical literacy lens to our teaching practices that is anti-racist, anti-colonial, and
anti-bias; and
(4) working in community with other educators, particularly Black, Indigenous, and educators of
color. (Ebarvia, et. al, 2020)
These steps and principles align with course topics and selected readings from Dr. Lara Searcy’s Social
Justice Literacies course at Northeastern State University. Three graduate students will share book
reviews and reflections as a way to model integration and engagement in pertinent topics related to
social justice, such as:
● identity and action (Sanford, From Thought to Action, 2020);
● equity (Minor, We Got This, 2019);
● literary theory (Appleman, Critical Encounters in Secondary English, 2015);
● anti-racist instruction (Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides, Letting Go of Literary Whiteness, 2019;
Boyd, Social Justice Literacies in the ELA Classroom, 2017);
● young adult literature (Kendi & Reynolds, Stamped, 2020).
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As you read these book reviews and reflections, we hope you answer the call from Kwame Alexander to
“spread [a] love of literacy as empowerment and action, as a tool for social justice—poetically, patiently,
and powerfully grappling with classroom equity, privilege, and prejudice” (Minor, 2019, p. vi).
From Thought to
Action: Developing
a Social Justice
Orientation
(Sanford, 2020)

Kyle E. Foster
In From Thought to Action: Developing A Social Justice Orientation, Dr. Amy
Alridge Sanford begins with her journey toward social justice orientation by
showing why it is important to interrogate biases to understand how they
inform our teaching practices. She introduces the idea of a social justice
orientation, which is a “gradual, ongoing process of learning, experiencing,
and evolving” (p. 9) that involves “recognizing and sympathizing with each
other’s histories or lived experiences” so we can “appreciate other people’s
modern-day truths and implicit biases” (p. 4). Throughout the book, Dr.
Sanford chronicles both her journey and that of the world around her. But, that
journey starts with a three-step process.
In order to start building a social justice orientation, a person must first
embrace their own, personal history (p. 3). Dr. Sanford models her
experiences by reflecting on times in her life when she should have worked to
“improve the quality of life for those who [had] been marginalized” (p. 5). This
aided in building her social justice consciousness—a critical step toward
embracing one’s own history.
After embracing one’s personal history, one must next start “sympathizing with
other people’s histories” (p. 3). Throughout the bulk of the book, Dr. Sanford
explores different ways people have experienced oppression. She starts with
the colonization of the Native Americans—a story she connects to her
Oklahoma history. She then explores the lived experiences of women, People
of Color, and LGBTQ+ people as she delves into the ways in which people
have been oppressed within their histories. This is a crucial step toward
sympathizing with other people’s histories because “it is often very
uncomfortable as [we] learn people’s histories and recognize [our] role[s] in
the oppression of people on the margins (p. 10). If this does not happen,
individuals fail to develop a social justice orientation. Such individuals “may
lack compassion for others because they truly believe everyone has the very
same opportunities for success because America operates as a meritocracy,
where hard work and a good attitude always pay off” (p. 10).
Finally, a person must develop a “desire to end oppression of the
marginalized” (p. 3). Dr. Sanford explores different ways that an individual can
join the cause with their newly developing social justice orientation. She
finishes by stating that “in the end, good would triumph over evil” and there are
many other “benefits of the work experienced by social justice activists” (p.
177). However, this all starts by exploring one’s own lived history because
“until a person becomes conscious of something (e.g., a person, an event, an
idea, or an injustice), they will be oblivious to it” (p. 3). Dr. Sanford’s book truly
does help take an individual from becoming conscious of injustice to wanting
to do something about it.
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We Got This:
Dr. Lara Searcy
Equity, Access, and
the Quest to Be
Minor’s book, We Got This: Equity, Access, and the Quest to Be Who Our
Who Our Students Students Need Us to Be, powerfully demonstrates the first step proposed by
Need Us to Be
Falter, et. al in “Becoming Anti-Racist ELA Teachers”: 1) Listen and
Reflect—“Our journey starts with an understanding that no great good can be
(Minor, 2019)
done for a people if we do not listen to them first. Powerful teaching is rooted
in powerful listening” (back cover). He argues that “teaching is not a
monologue. It is dialogue. After hearing what kids have to say, we have to do
something [...] the teacher is learning from students too” (p.17).
Minor emphasizes throughout the book that education is about two things: 1)
teaching young people to create opportunity for themselves; 2) teaching them
to do that work responsibly. Often, however, our response is dictated by
curriculum or classroom stances that do not honor our students’ multiple ways
of being, knowing, and communicating (p. xv) so he advocates for change,
especially in the “contexts of family, community, culture, power, and
oppression” which aligns to #DisruptTexts, Principle 4.
Using a “teacher-as-hero” narrative and creative, colorful format, Minor
discusses how to: begin by listening, disrupt the status quo in your class, do
your homework, show kids you hear them, make curriculum work for your kids,
and be a good teacher versus a good employee.
Critical Encounters
in Secondary
English: Teaching
Literary Theory to
Adolescents
(Appleman, 2015)

Brogan Spears
“... teaching is essentially a political act, a political stance—a stance that
advocates for the literacy rights of everyone, a stance that acknowledges that
when you give someone literacy, you give them power...” (p.8 ).
Deborah Appleman’s Critical Encounters in Secondary English: Teaching
Literary Theory to Adolescents is a research-based toolkit that provides
secondary English educators a framework for getting students to think critically
not only about literature but about their entire worlds. Appleman’s work aims to
guide educators in understanding the responsibility they have to think beyond
academic standards and delve into the benefits of literary theory. The goal of
the text is “not to [teach educators how to] turn adolescents into critical
theorists; rather, it is to encourage adolescents to inhabit theories comfortable
enough to construct their own readings and to learn to appreciate the power of
multiple perspectives” (p. 8). Appleman’s guide is the perfect handbook for
“applying a critical literacy lens to our teaching practices that is anti-racist,
anti-colonial, and anti-bias” (Ebarvia, et. al, 2020).
“We live in dangerous and complicated times and no one is more aware of it
than our teenagers” (p. 1) and Critical Encounters is the guiding light for
educators as they steer their students through these dangerous and
complicated times. Social justice teaching is possible, and it is important, and
Critical Encounters walks educators through manners in which they may use
literary theory to create more socially just classrooms.
Appleman’s pièce de résistance is the final portion of the text that is comprised
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of tested lessons ranging from theoretical identifications in Star Wars to the
application of literary lenses in The Great Gatsby and beyond.
Letting Go of
Lilac Woodson
Literary Whiteness:
Antiracist Literature Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides’ Letting Go of Literary Whiteness is a
Instruction for
guidebook for future educators to teach their students about racism through
White Students
literature. The authors introduce and situate themselves as white women by
“acknowledging that what has driven [their] work on teaching about race and
(Borsheim-Black &
Sarigianides, 2019) racism via literary study has been their longstanding awareness that, as White
English teachers, [they] were not doing a good enough job addressing race
and racism with [their] own students” (p. 1). Like them, most educators are
white, even as schools grow more diverse (IES, 2020).
With ever-increasing tensions due to unjust race relations, police brutality, and
the defamation of the Black Lives Matter movement by inflammatory political
pundits, anti-racist instruction has never been more relevant. Educators
cannot ignore the important conversations that need to happen in their
classrooms, and English teachers, especially, have the opportunity to facilitate
anti-racist discussion with literature as a catalyst—Borsheim-Black and
Sarigianides provide a framework from which this approach can take place.
Letting Go of Literary Whiteness models opportunities to have meaningful
conversations and expose the self by using examples from both modern
young adult literature selections (such as Kwame Alexander’s The Crossover)
and canonical selections (such as Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, Lorraine
Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun, and Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird). By
learning how to “apply critical literacy lenses to our teaching practices that are
anti-racist, anti-colonial, and anti-bias,” (Ebarvia, et. al 2020) one can
understand how to to use Racialized Reader Response to show how “white
readers sometimes misunderstand texts that represent racial perspectives that
are different than [their] own” (p. 33). Borsheim-Black and Sarigianides
suggest a variety of ways literature can expose whiteness to reflect superiority
in relation to Blackness—such as pairing white-authored texts with
counterstories to help reveal underlying racial messages more visible; guiding
student understanding to critique racism; and exploring the relationship
between canonization and race.
Social Justice
Literacies in the
ELA Classroom:
Teaching Practice
in Action
(Boyd, 2017)

Lilac Woodson & Brogan Spears
Socially-aware educators can see a profound need for social justice literacy in
modern-day classrooms, but often they may find themselves at a loss for how
to put this teaching into action. Boyd’s Social Justice Literacies in the English
Classroom: Teaching Practice in Action provides a framework for how
educators can combat racism and apply critical social justice lenses to
canonical texts, all while trying to adhere to administrative mandates such as
the Common Core State Standards. Boyd illustrates how English educators
can use social justice pedagogies for equity-focused instruction and notes
that educators must be “catalyst[s] for social justice.” Boyd explores the
pedagogical practices of three teachers from a variety of different classroom
settings as they develop relationships with their students to create a
socially-just classroom culture.
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Dismantling every single social issue is not easy, nor does it happen
overnight. Boyd’s goal is to take the student’s learning beyond the classroom
to become “agents of change.” Students can develop social action projects,
which align with standards, to further their learning and prepare them for the
real world as they develop their awareness and advocacy for social justice.
Social justice teaching is possible, and it is vastly important, but Boyd (2017)
notes “merely exposing students to perspectives other [than] their own
without engaging them explicitly in topics of oppression, privilege, and power
is not enough” (p. 8). To some, social justice teaching may look like “knowing
about and engaging youth on topics like racism, oppression, and culture” or it
may look like “caring, especially about people who are marginalized in some
way,” (p. 5) but, ultimately, social justice in and of itself is a “commitment to
understanding, studying, and continuously discerning systems of oppression”
and using that commitment and understanding to “work against those
structures for a better and more equitable society for all individuals” (p. 5).
Social justice is “first and foremost student-centered” and teachers must
enact “critical pedagogies with their student demographics in mind” (p. 11).
Just like advocates for any cause, teachers will face controversy for taking a
stance on social action. Boyd considers these obstacles: pressures from
parents, curricular mandates, fears of controversy, and censorship issues.
The final chapter in Boyd’s book tackles solutions for these challenges by
highlighting the importance of fostering a socially-just community—which
aligns to the equity principle of “working in community with other educators,
particularly Black, Indigenous, and educators of color (Ebarvia, et. al,
2020)—that can help struggling educators by finding allies in parents and
guardians to create a learning community that “think(s) creatively about how
to subvert rather than expunge mandated curriculum” (p. 112).
Stamped:
Racism,
AntiRacism, and
You
(Reynolds
& Kendi, 2020)

Brogan Spears
“To know the past is to know the present. To know the present is to know
yourself” (p.ix ).
Stamped is “not a history book… at least not [a history book] like the ones
[we’re] used to reading in school.” Stamped is “a book that contains history,”
and it contains history that “centers the authentic voices and lived
experiences of people of color” (Ebarvia, et. al, 2020)—perspectives on
history unlike the perspectives found in typical history books or English
textbooks. Stamped uses a conversational tone to appeal to a young adult
audience hungry to discuss things sometimes left-out of conversation in
school.
The texts embedded in many English courses introduce the injustices in the
world (often from a single-sided perspective) but often gloss over the
reasoning behind historical injustices. Stamped dissects injustices and makes
them digestible for modern-day students in a way that is engaging, real, and
easily understood for young adult readers. Reynolds recognizes the need for
understanding and beautifully walks young adult readers through the
historical events while constantly focusing on understanding.
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We can't attack a thing we don't know. That's dangerous. And...foolish.
It would be like trying to chop down a tree from the top of it. If we
understand how the tree works, how the trunk and roots are, where the
power lies, and how gravity is on our side, we can attack it, each of us
with small axes, and change the face of the forest. (p. 253)
Stamped gives educators an opportunity for rhetorical variety, enriched
historical context, and enhanced perspectives. Stamped can be taught as a
stand-alone unit or it can be used as a supplemental addition to the historical
backgrounds given for each piece in a chronologically sequenced literary
curriculum.
“There will come a time when we will love humanity, when we will gain the
courage to fight for an equitable society for our beloved humanity, knowing,
intelligently, that when we fight for humanity, we are fighting for ourselves” (p.
xvi). Kendi and Reynolds’ Stamped is a must-read for moden educators, and
it is the pinnacle of how we can successfully engage our students with
anti-racist education.
Young Adult Literature Recommendations
Oklahoma Library Association (OLA). Sequoyah Book Awards.
https://www.oklibs.org/page/01Sequoyah
This award honors Oklahoma Native American leader Sequoyah for his unique achievement in
creating the Cherokee syllabary as a way to preserve his people's language and culture. Each
Masterlist is created to appeal to children, intermediate, and high school ages in a variety of
situations, interests, and reading levels.
Other Texts for Consideration
Brown, A.C. (2019). I’m still here: Black dignity in a world made for whiteness. Convergent.
DiAngelo, R. (2019). White fragility: why it's so hard for white people to talk about racism. Allen Lane.
Edmin, C. (2017). For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood... and the Rest of Y'all Too: Reality Pedagogy
and Urban Education. Beacon Press.
Jewell, T., & Durand Aurélia. (2020). This book is anti-racist. Frances Lincoln Children's Books.
Kendi, I. X. (2020). How to be an antiracist. Random House.
Oluo, I. (2020). So you want to talk about race. Seal Press.
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Book Review: This is Where it Ends
Eril Hughes
The shooting began three minutes after the principal finished welcoming the students to a new semester at
Opportunity High School, and it lasted for a torturous fifty-four minutes. The lockdown drills had taught the
students to get to safety, but how could they find a safe place when none of the auditorium’s exits would open?
The author adroitly unfolds the actions and the psychological effects of this fictional event through the
perspectives of four high school students. Without their feelings and reactions, this book would be a cold and
factual report of a ”carefully structured plan” (60), and Tyler Browne, the shooter, would be a one-dimensional
inhuman instigator of senseless violence. Claire’s and Autumn’s perspectives are especially important in
making Ty into a fully developed character.
As the shooter’s twin sister, Autumn can understand Ty as a brother and explain Ty’s difficult family dynamics,
and she views all of the deaths and the trauma of the auditorium firsthand. The reader can feel and see this
event through Autumn; however, another point of view from outside the auditorium is also essential. Claire,
who sees her ex-boyfriend Ty as a good person, is outside running track when she learns of the shooting.
After she sees the dead body of the school’s security guard under Ty’s car, she adamantly denies that Ty could
ever be involved, but later she remembers Ty’s telling her that he would “make sure that the world
remembered him” (84). Claire has also seen Ty’s deep anger at the whole world after the death of his mother
in a one-car accident, and she comes to blame herself for her failure to recognize Ty’s explosive nature and to
stop the shootings. This true-to-life survivor’s guilt is a compelling and realistic perspective shared by Autumn,
who thinks that if Ty “wants revenge, he should take it out on me” (102).
Besides these two important points of view, the author also brings in other blogs, social media posts, and texts
to underscore the fact that a violent event in a school affects not only the relatives and friends of the people in
the auditorium, but also the community members, who all are waiting for word of what is happening. The
sudden insertions of these multiple points of view can sometimes be confusing, but the many intertwined and
interesting relationships in the small town of Opportunity become clear as the book progresses.
It’s the very nature of the many complicated relationships within the book that lends optimism to this book. Yes,
there are a large number of killings, and yes, there is the anger and the hatred of the shooter who kills, among
others, a teacher who is beloved by the student body, as well as a 73-year-old school librarian. However, there
are also characters who care about each other and support each other during this event, and there is even one
character who sacrifices himself for another person. There is also a sense of new unity in the beautifully written
ending of the book, when everyone comes together in an event that helps them to look beyond this tragedy. So
in the end, it’s not the shooter who has control of everything. It’s the “victims” who become stronger and
perhaps even more whole than they ever were before the shooting.
For its readers, this ending will leave an enduring memory that provides the ultimate pull of this novel, even
while the whole book challenges the typical views of violent events. Read this work of fiction, but don’t read it
to find the elusive answer to the oft-asked question of why such gut-wrenching and horrifying shootings
happen. Read it to start imagining the unimaginable effects of the many highly traumatic acts of violence that
actually do happen in reality. Also read it to find possible answers to this important question: What can make
this unsafe world safer? As one character in this novel says, “School was always supposed to be safe” (54).
References
Nijkamp, M. (2016). This Is Where It Ends. Sourcebooks.

Dr. Eril Hughes, an avid admirer of the creativity to be found in YA literature, teaches in the Department
of English and Languages at East Central University in Ada, OK.

©2021 Oklahoma Council Teachers of English | 26

Embracing Silenced Identities in the Classroom
Amanda Daniel
It is time that students begin seeing silenced
identities represented in the classroom. Silenced
identities are the ethnicities, sexualities, and
cultures that are not openly welcome in most
spaces. They have been refused and belittled by
both peers and authoritative figures so much
that they have gone silent while others speak
about them or for them. The American Library
Association (ALA) compiled a list of the 10
books that have been challenged the most by
school boards across the United States. ALA
creates these lists for awareness because they
“condemn censorship and work to ensure free
access to information” (ala.org). Books that are
challenged regularly often become banned since
it is easier to remove the books from schools
than to have the hard conversations about why
their content is not welcome. Lists from previous
years show books that have been banned for
drug use, language, and sexual activity, but 8
out of 10 books on the 2019 list (the most recent
list) have been banned for LGBTQ+ content1
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, etc.).
By banning these books, schools are silencing
LGBTQ+ students.

information year after year. Our students
deserve to hear their voices in the classroom. By
making intentional, inclusive decisions, we are
showing all of our students the importance of
learning about other identities while helping
dismantle harmful mindsets.

Education professor Kristen Helmer wrote about
the introduction of queer literature in a high
school setting in her article “Reading Queer
Counter-Narratives in the High-School Literature
Classroom: Possibilities and Changes.” Perhaps
the most important finding of the study was that
this kind of literature can actually be detrimental
towards the LGBTQ+ community. When
teachers were introducing these identities to
students, they would “position their students as
straight and homophobic and allow them to
maintain homophobic positions instead of
positioning them as LGBTQ people or straight
allies” (Helmer 903). Teaching identities does not
inherently mean they are being given voices.
They need to be discussed and respected in
order to refrain from maintaining harmful
mindsets. Creating a classroom where these
kinds of conversations and topics are welcome
is an important step to making a more
accessible and inclusive world. In conservative
states such as Oklahoma, conversations about
inclusion are rarely brought up or even
considered. This can be caused by fear,
ignorance, or simply repeating the same

When introducing these silences identities into
the classroom, it is important to not highlight only
one view of that identity. We are unintentionally,
but actively, silencing these identities even more
when stereotypes are enforced or only one view
is given. There is a difference between
highlighting identities and portraying them as a
generalization. By beginning these lessons and
discussions with an open mindset and sharing it
with their students, teachers can create a
learning environment that encourages
open-mindedness and does not further isolate or
generalize silenced identities.

1

The American Library Association states on their website that
82-97% of book challenges are not documented and receive no
media, so these statistics are only as accurate as they can be with
the information collected publicly.

However, this cannot be taken lightly. If teachers
do not do the proper research or bring works
that do not accurately portray silenced identities,
they are further contributing to the silencing.
Karen Zaino is an openly lesbian educator, and
her unique experience in the world of education
has involved heavy critiques and personal
questions that has led her to being able to
conduct research on the importance of
introducing queer stories to the high school
classroom. She found that in order to make the
pieces of literature impactful, teachers have to
be willing to have critical conversations. “Critical
conversations require a willingness to deviate
from a lesson plan’s objective to pursue an
offhand comment, joke, or question” (Zaino 41).
Teaching diverse works requires openness,
practice, and reflection from everyone involved.

Teachers who are ready to have the impactful
guided discussions with students can begin
implementing these identities in their classroom
by replacing, or adding to, their traditional stories
with similar ones with different kinds of
characters and backgrounds. For example, The
Outsiders by S.E. Hinton is a commonly taught
book. The story follows the main character,
Ponyboy, and his growth from innocence to
maturity while dealing with violence, alienation,
and conformity. The Outsiders is a classic that is
relatable to many students, but there is little to
no diversity shown in the book.
Rubyfruit Jungle by Rita Mae Brown is a
different kind of coming-of-age story that was
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first published in 1973, only 6 years after the
original publication of The Outsiders. The story
follows the main character Molly as she grows
up in a conservative home and never feels like
she can do anything right. We follow Molly as
she deals with accepting her sexuality while also
paying the price for being openly gay in a very
homophobic world. She knows from a young age
that she is different, but she is also aware that
being different is dangerous in a conservative
environment. This internal turmoil represents a
daily struggle for some students. Both of these
books tell a relatable story about growing up, but
Rubyfruit Jungle adds the voice of a silenced
identity.
Rubyfruit Jungle also deals with other themes
and elements that keep it relevant and
meaningful to most students in the classroom.
Molly struggles with the anxiety and pressures of
moving, an abusive mother, and the loss of
loved ones. After she is expelled from college for
being caught with a woman, Molly has a
breakdown over how life would be easier if she
were just “normal.” This identity crisis is
something that many students can resonate
with. The reason Rubyfruit Jungle should be
taught in classrooms is because it follows the
tenets that make works relatable to students
while also diversifying the identities they are
reading about.
The University of Virginia Library has an online
exhibition called “CENSORED: Wielding the Red
Pen” where they provide articles that take an
in-depth look into works that have been
censored throughout history. The exhibition
discusses about how Brown’s striking
coming-of-age story has been left out of
important conversations because the author is
strictly defined as a “gay writer” and that her
book belongs in the “lesbian section” of libraries
and stores (CENSORED). Part of censorship
and banning of books is creating the segregation
between books that are welcome and those that
are not. When introducing these kinds of works
into the classroom, it is important to highlight the
importance of the silenced identities within them,
while also making sure to not take an active role
in continuing to separate the works from other
books.
University English professor R. Dale Smith wrote
a blog to document how his students reacted to
the university’s first-ever queer literature course.
Smith was fortunate enough to have students in
his classroom that wanted to learn about the
specific type of identity in literature, but how they
felt and their reactions to works are still very
important and informative. The class read

Rubyfruit Jungle knowing the historical impact of
the book being written right after the Stonewall
Riots.2 Overall, the class had a positive reaction
to the novel. One student remarked how they
were grateful they got to meet Molly first before
they discovered she was a lesbian, so she was
able to be seen as herself instead of a character
who was written for the purposes of being gay
(Smith). Molly being a lesbian is not an attempt
to diversify the book, but rather Molly being a
lesbian is the reason the book is diverse. She is
able to have her story told in a way that
celebrates the voice she has.
Selecting elements of novels to highlight and
discuss in class is a crucial part of education.
Focusing on a scene that highlights her identity
struggle can add a greater amount of potential
for important discussions. After Molly has been
kicked out of college, she makes her way to New
York in hopes of finding a place she can be
accepted for who she is. A new friend takes her
to a gay bar where Molly has her first experience
with labels and stereotypes within the lesbian
community. She is approached by an openly
butch woman who asks her if she is a butch or
femme, then explains that two butches cannot
hook up. Molly leaves the conversation confused
and a little upset at why one woman would have
to be more masculine than the other since she
thought the point of being a lesbian was for two
women to be together (Brown 132).
This scene brings to light the very real and
important discussion about the complexity of
queer relationships. There are no two queer
people or queer relationships that are the same.
Understanding the history and relevance of this
scene would lead to great discussions in class
where students can unlearn stereotypes while
discovering the importance of understanding
silenced identities.
The goal of literature in the classroom is to
introduce students to different kinds of writing,
themes, and how to become critical readers
themselves. The Outsiders and Rubyfruit Jungle
both offer the important image of societal class
struggle. Since both novels cover this theme,
teaching Rubyfruit Jungle in addition to, or
instead of, The Outsiders can diversify the
classroom by giving a voice to a silenced
identity. Adjustments to curriculum such as the
one just proposed are the steps teachers can be

2

History.com describes the Stonewall Riots (1969) as the event
that brought all LGBTQ+ activists together. The attack was led
by police officers who wanted to criminalize and harm queer
individuals, but queer folks led by trans women ended up
making it a historical event that symbolizes change and unity.
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actively taking to create more diverse and
welcoming classrooms.
Openly queer journalist Anna J. Haynes wrote a
thoughtful critique of Rubyfruit Jungle that can
easily aid teachers in constructing the basis of
their discussions that will create an open and
informative environment. Haynes starts the
article by pointing out the community labels
discussed in the novel, specifically “butch” and
“femme.” These are labels whose meanings and
prevalence have shifted greatly over the past 50
years, so when they are brought up in the novel,
it is important to understand their relevance and
history to the community. Identities shift and
terms change, so we need to understand history
of silenced identities before being able to
effectively teach about them within a classroom.
Additionally, if this book was read and discussed
I Wish You All the Best, Mason
Deaver (2019)
Cemetery Boys, Aiden Thomas
(2020)
Cheyenne Madonna, Eddie
Chuculate* (2012)
Robopocalypse, Daniel H.
Wilson* (2011)
Off the Record, Camryn Garrett
(2021)

with no respect or research, it could easily result
in an incredible amount of misinformation and
further stereotyping.
Pairing books about these identities with music
videos, short stories, graphic designs, etc.
created by other artists who also represent that
identity can help diversify the learning
experience. Researching authors and artists to
understand their backgrounds and works will
help educators choose useful and impactful
works. It is also worth noting that The Outsiders
is a popular book to teach in Oklahoma since
Hinton is an Oklahoman. Below are listed other
works that could help diversify classroom
libraries and discussions, including some more
native Oklahomans, since students should know
that great writer can come from anywhere,
especially their home state.

After coming out as nonbinary, Ben is kicked out of their home for their
identity. They learn to take dark moments as a chance to begin again.
Yadriel is a trans boy, and while attempting to prove himself to his Latinx
family, he finds himself summoning a ghost who takes him on an adventure.
This collection of stories tells readers about coming-of-age experience as a
Native American man.
A futuristic story that experiments with the necessity and use of technology
by highlighting the importance of Native Land.
Following her dreams, a young black writer finds herself climbing the
ladder of success, only to be faced with a moral dilemma.
*Denotes the author is Oklahoman

Schools need to be taking steps towards
including silenced identities because of the good
it can do for their students. In his paper on the
retention of black queer students in universities,
researcher Raphael D. Coleman mentions the
importance of diversifying works taught in
academic settings. The inclusion of diverse
works can help combat classism in education,
which often leads to the presence of other
oppressive mindsets such as sexism and
homophobia (470). Coleman argues that it is the
responsibility of policymakers “to go beyond
single-identity narratives and” examine how
displaying only privileged identities impacts
black and queer students’ willingness to stay at
an institution (471). While the argument made in
the paper above is for universities, it is important
for K-12 educators because their students do not
necessarily have the choice to attend public
schools, so the quality of their education and
their mental health should be improved by going
beyond single-identity narratives. Students’
willingness to go to school and their ability to feel
like they belong can have a positive impact on
their mental health and their self-esteem, which

can possibly lead to better performance in
school. If this inclusion is done correctly, the
positive benefits are worth so much to our
students.
Classrooms are places for learning. Students
need to be exposed to good writing, and it is
time for them to listen to silenced identities.
Strong teaching coupled with strong
understanding and guided discussions will lead
to more students knowing how to respect the
identities of those around them. If students do
not learn this in the classroom, they are probably
more likely to never learn it or to only be
exposed to stereotypes. Inclusion is not
something that can be taken lightly by teachers.
Diversifying works involves hard discussions and
a lot of research, but it will pay off in the end. If
students are not able to see themselves
represented in the classroom, it is much harder
for them to envision themselves succeeding.
Uplifting the voices of silenced identities is the
responsibility of educators and the key to help
our students achieve success.
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Using Alternatives, Advocacy, and Academic Discourse to Engage Adolescents
Jennie Hanna
Glazed eyes and vacant stares as heads,
mouths slightly ajar, lay propped up on hands
and elbows in a feeble attempt to pay attention.
Slowly those eyes drift downward as phones are
pulled from pockets, placed on laps to
not-so-secretly check the series of notifications
that have arrived in the past 10 minutes. Ask any
teacher and they will agree this is the scene in
most secondary classrooms. The struggle to
engage adolescents in their own learning is real.
One goal of public education is to prepare youth
to become active, engaged citizens who
contribute to their communities in a positive
manner. While this generation can share
thoughts instantaneously and connect with
people on a global scale, they remain
disengaged with peers less than three feet away
and detached from the classroom curriculum
(Mikami et al. 2017). Student engagement can
decline each year as nearly 60% of high school
students find themselves bored, unmotivated,
and disconnected from the educational process,
especially among marginalized students (Zeldin,
Gauley, Barringer & Chapa, 2018). If left to
fester, stagnation amid disengaged students can
impact academic achievement and educational
attainment until it eventually morphs into
disengaged adults (Mikami et al., 2017).
Adolescent disengagement results when youth
perceive they have no voice in the classroom or
coursework is irrelevant to their lives (Williams,
Wallace & Sung, 2016). Educators must ensure
students are heard and seen and find ways to
empower them to take an active role in their own
education. The best way to do this is to invite
student choice and voice as a natural
component of your curriculum.
If it were as simple as that, the problem of
student engagement would not continue to
plague us, but educators face multiple hurdles –
both internal and external – in trying to include
student voice in the classroom. One, curriculum
standardization leaves little wiggle room for
teachers to deviate and allow the students to
lead. The focus is on achieving high scores at
the end and not on making the curriculum
engaging and exciting. Second, while skilled at
sharing their opinions via social media,
adolescents have limited experience doing so in
an academic setting (Flanigan & Babchuk,
2015). Saying something and actually having
something worthy of saying are two different
things that unless it is modeled for them and

practiced in a classroom, adolescents will
continue to believe they are the same things.
Third, the model of discourse in classrooms still
follows a monolithic format, where the teacher’s
voice is the main one heard and supposed to be
followed without contradiction, instead of a
dialogical one where the teacher shares
authority so the student voices are
valued. Finally, a lack of cultural awareness and
empathy as most teachers avoid teaching topics
out of fear of making a mistake (Palmer, 2007).
Fear, from both students and teachers who
dread looking foolish in front of one another, can
hold back authentic learning opportunities if
disconnecting to reduce vulnerability becomes
the modus operandi in the classroom.
Teachers willing to address these barriers will
find weaving student choice into their classroom
an easier feat. Finding ways to promote diversity
and student voice as a staple of the classroom
curriculum will allow students to become more
invested in their own learning. One way to do
this is by using a “Triple A” approach of offering
alternatives, promoting advocacy, and
encouraging academic discourse to engage
adolescents.
Providing Alternatives
Despite being more than a century old, John
Dewey reminds us that inquiry and experience
are paramount for quality learning. Yet this will
not happen if the only thing students encounter
is a cycle of lectures and worksheets. The
indefatigable truth is students must be allowed to
develop co-responsibility for their own learning
(Mameli, Molinari & Passini, 2019). An easy way
to do this is to find occasions for student choice
by providing alternatives in your classroom.
Student choice can be presented in multiple
ways and at multiple levels. Teachers often start
off the year by having students collaborate and
vote on rules or a classroom creed or they can
let students decide if they want to work by
themselves or with peers on assignments or
projects. While these options do include student
choice, it is more to build up student buy-in and
less about encouraging students to take
ownership over their own learning. To better
engage students, especially adolescents,
authentic choice needs to be offered.
The most effective unit that involves student
choice has to be 20Time projects. Built upon the
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principles of autonomy, mastery, and purpose by
author Daniel Pink, 20Time asks teachers to
give students one day a week in class for a set
period to work on a project of their own choice.
By giving them a chance to explore their own
interests and ideas, teachers are helping them to
build up the resiliency needed to set goals and
take risks, both in their personal and
professional lives, in the future.
In our classroom, students come up with their
idea and create a sales pitch to present to their
classmates for approval (Randazzo). I have had
students attempt to learn new languages, draft a
children’s book, write poetry, work with 3D
modeling, create hip hop beats, improve their
bowling scores, try pescetarianism, and even
work to increase their Tik Tok followers. Once
approved, students develop a tentative 12-week
timeline of how they are going to explore their
idea, create their product, or learn their new skill.
While I have presented this unit in my classroom
of high school juniors for the past four years, I
think almost any secondary classroom could find
success with this type of activity. Goals and
timelines might need to be adjusted as I could
easily see middle school students lose focus if
the project is longer than a few weeks, but units
like 20Time can help to engage students by
giving them independence and choice over the
path they choose to follow. Personally, I think
high school is the sweet spot for this type of unit
as we ask those adolescents to focus so much
on their future without really giving them the
tools to make good choices and prepare for
long-term goals. By using a 20Time unit,
students will begin to build those skills to set
aspirations and understand the sequential steps
needed to work toward that desired outcome.
Communication and support are vital with this
project as students overseeing their own
learning is a foreign feeling for many. Each
Friday during our 12-week project, students
complete an ELA reflection over their progress
and plans for the next week. This way I can
quickly gauge if they are on track or need my
help. Halfway through the project, students also
meet with me one-on-one to discuss their
progress and to adjust their timeline accordingly.
To close out the unit, the students share their
progress by presenting artifacts or showcasing
their new skills either live or through the creation
of a video or slideshow presentation.
The best way to engage students in this project
is for teachers to participate in their own 20Time
project. Over the years I have learned to make a
basketball layup (well, I got it to go in the hoop a

few times), brushed up on my Spanish (enough
to order in a restaurant without the waiter
wincing … too much) and last year, I built an
elevated garden bed and planted some
vegetables that I, thankfully, did not kill and plan
to expand next spring. This year’s focus: learn a
dance with our high school dance team, which
could either be amazing or be a complete
disaster. Either way, it is destined to be a good
example of taking risks and trying something
new. Weekly reflections and videos showcase
progress synchronously with students so they
can view my successes and failure, as I had
several weeks that were considerably harder
than others. If students see their teacher is
willing to attempt the same work that he or she is
asking of them, they are more likely to try
themselves.
While 20Time has worked successfully in my
English classroom, this is a project that could be
successful in almost any subject matter if done
right. Teachers can find more information at
www.20time.org or at www.laurarandazzo.com.
Igniting Advocacy
In just a few short years, high school students
will be adults. Paying adult bills, making adult
decisions, and recovering from adult mistakes.
Most states have courses like personal financial
literacy classes and CPR training as a high
school requirement (“State law,” 2014), yet,
there is still tremendous pressure to protect
students from the hard knocks of life while
forgetting that being a well-informed citizen
starts by being aware of the events of the world.
Studies suggest that engaging in civic activities
during adolescence is associated with greater
academic achievement, social and emotional
adjustment, and civic development (Chan, Ou &
Reynolds, 2014). Therefore, a strong civics
strand in schools is needed to develop
self-advocacy and advocacy on behalf of others.
Global diversity and current events are standard
in most history classrooms, but English
classrooms provide the opportunity to teach
history through the lens of literature. While
reading Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr’s words from a
jail in Birmingham are important, helping
students see the enduring relevance of his prose
is better. To which I have adolescents identify an
injustice they see in the world and apply his
four-step approach to develop their own means
to nonviolently address their injustice. Students
use their research skills to prove the injustice
exists and come up with ways to address the
issue, including who to ask for help and the
concessions and compromises they would be
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willing to make, all of which happen before a
protest is even thought about. This unit allows
adolescents to shed light on an issue that is
important to them but gives them a path to
peacefully advocate on its behalf.
A focus on advocacy also opens the doors to
read fiction from a variety of perspectives,
because while students like to read about
characters like themselves, they also report a
desire to read about others (Stewart, Walker &
Revelle, 2018). Many of the classics in American
literature come from white, male authors, so I
developed an American Voices unit where we
read texts from a variety of different perspectives
and viewpoints. As such, the goal with the unit
is twofold: to allow students to have at least one
thing read in class that mirrors their reality and
the hope that looking at life from the viewpoint of
others will help to create awareness and
empathy for others (Bishop, 1990). I include
short stories, poetry, personal narratives, and
novel excerpts from Asian-American, Latinx,
Native American, African American, biracial,
immigrant, feminist, and LGBTQ authors in this
unit. In a post-September 11th world, theorist
Judith Butler claims people reclaim ethics when
they dare to realize they still have much to learn
about others and this unit helps adolescents to
start down that path.
Encouraging Academic Discourse
As stated before, students are well versed in
dialogue using technology, but when asked to
share something in person, they act as though it
is a heinous crime. While they have their uses,
cell phones are slowly eroding the academic
attention span of this generation who know
distractions are “always just a click or Tweet
away” (Flanigan & Babchuk, 2015). And I get it –
how could my lesson on the cultural implications
of Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun
possibly compete with the latest Snapchat story?
Yet, adolescents must remember that until life is
lived in a digital reality, people must know how to
have face-to-face conversations. Classrooms
are a great place to practice this skill so that they
can see it is not just about getting a grade or
receiving credit, but for a bigger purpose.
Using Socratic Seminars is a great way to help
develop academic discourse skills in any
classroom setting. A Socratic Seminar is a
formal discussion lesson where students read
the same piece of text and come ready with
open-ended questions to pose their peers for
discussion while also answering their peers’
questions. Using this format, students develop
critical thinking skills and learn how to work

together to analyze a subject and discuss it
intelligently and civilly. Facing History and
Ourselves breaks down the steps for a Socratic
Seminar into easy-to-follow steps
(https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/te
aching-strategies/socratic-seminar), but there
are multiple other resources to help start a
seminar novice.
Another way to help develop academic
discourse and create better-informed students
includes opening their eyes not just to the events
of the past but the history we are creating today.
One way to do this is by including Kelly
Gallagher’s Article of Week
(http://www.kellygallagher.org/article-of-the-week
). Designed to help build prior knowledge and
background on certain issues, each week
students are given a current event article to
read, annotate, and write about. This can help
students learn to develop opinions based on
facts and research and not just gut reactions and
personal preferences. Not only are students
building up their critical reading and writing skills,
but the exposure to the world around them can
help students develop the civic-mindedness we
are looking for with advocacy as well.
However, with a lesson like these, they are not
ones that educators can simply implement one
day. Teachers will want to make sure their
students are well-prepared and feel comfortable
and confident in the classroom. Students know
how to “play school.” They are good at parroting
back what they think the teacher wants them to
say instead of learning to speak for themselves
while also showing deference and respect for
those who do not agree with them. They need to
have the respectful give and take of ideas
modeled for them to better help garner their
attention, give them a roadmap of how to
proceed, and increase their motivation in their
own academic learning.
Final Thoughts
Empowering students to find their own voice
should not “just be a luxury for the most
fortunate, but a necessity for all” (Zeldin, Gauley,
Barringer & Chapa, 2018). Giving students
control over themselves, their choices, and their
learning can help them feel powerful and less
likely to rebel against educators or learning in
general.
By seeking ways to include alternatives, spark
student advocacy, and expand academic
discourse, we are not only “more effective in
engaging students, but we send the message
that their voices matter. Essentially, we are
©2021 Oklahoma Council Teachers of English | 33

telling them that they matter” (Stewart et al.,
2018). Schools, where students perceive
principals, teachers, and other staff value their
contributions, provide genuine opportunities for
collaboration, cooperation, and communication.

ignorance in the world, but they will struggle to
pick up that armament if they are taught their
voices are not welcome. Educators who take the
time to create this form of learning environment
will find not only do their students come to class
eager and ready to learn but so will they.

Student voice, once realized, can become a
powerful weapon in fighting injustice and
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Supporting Bilingual Writers: Bridging the Separation of French and English in a Dual Language Classroom
Elizabeth Morphis
Introduction
Dual language education in the United States
has increased exponentially as more schools
adopt non-English language programs
(Sánchez, García, & Solorza, 2018). These
programs vary based on the location and the
population of families and students who attend
the school and program; however, they share
the commonality of teaching two languages,
usually separately from one another. The
objective is to support students’ development of
the two languages through formal instruction in
each language (Gómez, Freeman, & Freeman,
2005). Therefore, an aspect of many dual
language programs is the policy of language
separation, which keeps the languages distinct
from one another (Palmer & Martínez, 2013).
Language separation in dual language programs
has been critiqued because it does not allow or
encourage students to engage in everyday
bilingual language practices (Cummins, 2007;
Fitts, 2006; Palmer, Henderson, &
Garcia-Mateus, 2014; Sánchez, García, &
Solorza, 2018). This article addresses a
perspective on bilingual writing that integrates
two languages rather than keeping them
separate. I explore how one elementary teacher
challenged the separation of languages in the
dual language school where he taught second
grade and highlights the impact on one student’s
writing work.
Conceptual Framing
This article is framed by socio-cultural
conceptions of literacy, specifically New Literacy
Studies (NLS), a theory that addresses the role
that context plays in literacy learning. Street
(1984) distinguished the different perspectives of
literacy by the autonomous model and the
ideological model.
The autonomous model of literacy views literacy
as a set of neutral skills typically taught in
schools and learned by students in order to read
and write. These skills such as identifying the
main idea and supporting details when reading a
short passage, writing a four-paragraph essay
with three details in each paragraph, or
completing generic vocabulary and spelling
worksheets are considered to have a positive
effect on a person’s cognitive abilities (Street,
2005b). Though the autonomous model
dominates normed understandings of literacy,
literacy is in fact an ideological construct, that is

intimately dependent on context and sheds light
on the various ways that people participate in
reading and writing. Through this ideological
model, literacy is more than discrete reading and
writing skills, rather it is a way of taking meaning
from an environment (Street, 2005b). This
means that literacy can vary from one situation
to another situation (Street, 2005a).
Writing in bilingual contexts
The ability to apply native language (L1)
knowledge to a second language (L2) is a
positive skill for students learning to navigate
two languages. Proficiency in a student’s L1 will
transfer to an L2 (Cummins, 1979, 1991;
Edelsky, 1982). Bilingual students do not keep
their language registers separate. Instead
languages are interconnected for bilingual
students. When engaging in writing, if a student
is able to navigate and write in the L1, they can
draw upon a similar approach using the same
cuing system when writing in the L2. Including
both languages in the classroom during writing
instruction, therefore, will support bilingual
students. Translanguaging, or the practice of
bilinguals moving between languages (García,
2009) allows bilingual students to select certain
pieces of their linguistic repertoire when
communicating. For example, a bilingual student
may read a passage in English, speak about the
passage in French to a peer or the classroom
teacher, and then write about the passage in
English (García & Wei, 2017). Bilingual students
are, therefore, able to select from the languages
they speak in a strategic manner in order to
communicate with others (García, 2009; García
& Wei, 2014, 2017; Hornberger & Link, 2012). In
addition to encouraging students to write using
both languages, providing students with choice
over the topic and content of their writing pieces
allows students to share their background
knowledge and interests while increasing their
knowledge of the writing process (Ghiso, 2013;
Laman & Van Sluys, 2008; Zapata & Laman,
2016). The following research question guided
this study: How does a writing unit that
integrates two languages impact a student’s
writing?
Methodology
This is a qualitative case study of one second
grade student’s writing work during a bilingual
writing unit. Case study research involves
collecting detailed and in-depth data through
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multiple sources and then reporting on the larger
themes from the case (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Setting and participants
The site for this study is The Francophone
American Bilingual School (FABS)3, which is a
K-5 bilingual French-English public charter
school. FABS was founded by parents in the
community to provide a free bilingual
French-English education to the Francophone
community in its neighborhood in New York City.
FABS offers instruction in both French and
English, and like many dual-language schools,
French and English operate under different
standards and literacy practices. Specifically, the
French curriculum is established and maintained
by the French Ministry of Education, located in
Paris and the English curriculum is from the New
York State standards as established by the
Common Core State Standards.
The second grade classroom featured in this
study was made up of 22 students. The
homeroom teacher and French teacher was
Monsieur Pierre (M. Pierre), and this was his
second year teaching second grade at FABS. M.
Pierre was born, raised, and educated in France.
The English Language Arts (ELA) teacher, Ms.
Nancy, was born and raised in suburban New
York City. She pushed into the second grade
classroom for 45 minutes each day and was
responsible for planning and implementing the
ELA curriculum. Adrien was a seven-year old
second grade student who was born in New
York City to parents of French West-African
heritage. Adrien had attended FABS since
kindergarten. He speaks both French and
English; however, French is exclusively spoken
in his home and he speaks a particular type of
French, closer to standard Parisian French,
which labeled him as a strong French speaker
by M. Pierre and his peers. Though his mother’s
family is originally from Morocco, his mother was
born and raised outside of Paris, where her
parents and siblings live. Adrien’s father is from
Côté d’Ivoiré and he has extended family living
there.
Data collection and analysis
Participant observation was the primary method
of data collection for this study. I observed the
writing work taking place in the classroom,
participated in the daily classroom routines, and
documented my observations through fieldnotes.
Multiple forms of data were collected and
included fieldnotes, student writing samples from
3

Pseudonyms have been given to all participants and as well as
the school site.

French class and English class as well as writing
work from M. Pierre’s bilingual All About Me
writing unit, formal interviews with the student
(Knupfer, 1996; Swadener, 2005) and classroom
teachers (Glesne, 2011).
Data analysis began at the same time as data
collection (Maxwell, 2013). The data were
organized into digital folders by month, then
week, and finally by the date that they were
collected. Codes, which were informed by the
theoretical lens and research questions were
assigned to the data.
Findings
Adrien speaks French and English proficiently,
and he was considered a strong writer in French
class. He was, however, labeled by the English
teacher as a struggling writer because his
essays did not respond to the assigned prompts
nor did he always follow the four-paragraph
essay format that was expected. After observing
Adrien during English writing class and noting
the drastic difference between his writing in
French and English, M. Pierre decided to create
an All About Me unit. He implemented this unit to
align with the students’ worlds outside of school.
He explained, “they are bilingual. Their worlds
outside of school are in French and English. The
languages blend for bilingual students.” This unit
was M. Pierre’s attempt to connect French and
English for his second grade students. M. Pierre
implemented an All About Me writing unit into his
teaching, where he offered the students the
opportunity to blend the French and English
languages and curricula through writing about
their lives, interests, backgrounds, and
experiences. M. Pierre planned lessons around
the All About Me writing, which were intended to
support the students when they were writing. For
example, in order to support the students with
their French writing, M. Pierre reviewed verb
tenses, subject-verb agreement, and a variety of
vocabulary words, which are part of the French
curriculum. His ELA lessons included reviewing
details, the four paragraph essay structure, and
vocabulary words to support the students’
writing, which were stressed in the ELA
curriculum. When modeling examples of French
and English writing to the second graders, M.
Pierre wrote in a variety of formats - essays,
paragraphs, and sentences, which allowed the
students to see that French and English can be
written in multiple formats.
M. Pierre created the All About Me writing unit in
order to provide the students with a learning
context that matched their bilingual lives outside
of the school. He wanted them to be able to
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write in either or both languages for this unit,
meaning that Adrien had the opportunity to write
essays, single paragraphs, or sentences and he
was able to write about topics of his choice. In
the writing piece below (Figure 1), which was the
first page of Adrien’s All About Me book, he
decided to begin writing in English, and he
chose to write about his family. When Adrien
began his writing piece, M. Pierre observed the
struggle Adrien had when approaching English
writing. Immediately, Adrien called M. Pierre
over to his desk and asked for help, “[h]ow do I
start the paragraph about my family? I don’t
know how to start. Like, what should my first
sentence be?” M. Pierre was surprised to hear
Adrien asking these questions, questions Adrien
did not typically ask during French writing. In
order to support Adrien’s writing, M. Pierre
began speaking to Adrien in French and asked

him questions about his family. Adrien
responded in French and shared, “I have a big
family. I have lots of aunts and uncles. But, my
mom’s family only has two aunts and one uncle.
Only one aunt and uncle live in Paris.” M. Pierre
looked at Adrien and in English said, “There you
go! You can write about your big family and your
aunt and uncle. You can tell us about what you
like to do with your family when you’re in Paris.
On y va! (Go ahead!).” Adrien hesitated before
beginning to write and confirmed his idea with M.
Pierre once more, “I can say ‘I have a really big
family. I have a lot of aunts and uncles?’ I can
start with that?” M. Pierre encouraged Adrien to
“just begin writing.” In this exchange, M. Pierre
was able to support Adrien and his hesitancy to
begin his writing piece in English by speaking
with him in both English and French.

Figure 1
Adrien’s All about Me writing about his family.

My family is a big family a very big family. My mom’s family has 2 girls and 1 boy that does a lot of
mischiefs. And if my mom has 2 girls and one boy that means that I have 2 aunts and 1 uncle. Last
summer I saw only my first aunt and My uncle which is the oldest and he has a son only one son his
is called Louai he has lots of toys and other things because he is an only child he is nine years old
every morning me, my cousin and my grandfather to get exercise we went to jardin du parc palais
Royal and sometimes my sister comes with us.

Adrien began the piece about his family (Figure
1) by discussing his mom’s family, her brother
and sisters, and then goes into more detail about
his uncle and his cousin. He ends the piece by
focusing on a routine, a daily exercise, he and
his cousin do every summer morning with their
grandfather when in Paris. When discussing his
morning routine with his cousin and grandfather,
Adrien demonstrated his translanguaging
abilities. By writing the location where they
exercise, the jardin du parc palais Royal, in
French rather than translate it into English, he

made the decision to keep the location, a
well-known Paris landmark, in French.
After completing this writing piece, Adrien
shared with me, “I added a lot of details to this.
See, ‘Louai he has lots of toys. He is an only
child. He is nine years old.’ Those are my
details! Ms. Nancy would be happy.” The
bilingual writing context enabled Adrien to draw
on his L1 (French) when writing in English, and
thus, show his understanding of the English
writing curriculum (Cummins, 1979, 1991;
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Edelsky, 1982). When Adrien was able to draw
on his full linguistic repertoire and select the
topic of his English writing piece, he showed his
knowledge of and ability to include details into a

piece of writing. In the piece below (Figure 2)
Adrien chose to write about a time when he was
little, a time he spent in Paris with his extended
family.

Figure 2
Adrien’s All About Me book about a time when he was little

Translation of Adrien’s All About Me writing piece, When I was Little:
When I was little I was very mischievous. I was also hyper and chubby. I ran so so so much that now I
am skinny and boney so much that my sister says she can see my bones. Also when I was little one
time I ate in a restaurant that served only seafood it also served whale oil. In the restaurant I ate shell
fish, clams, shrimp, calamari, I drank from a wine glass [and] they put a lemon on the side. I went with
my one-year old cousin. Me and my sister passed the baby chair to play with him. I also went to
Paris.

Adrien chose to write this piece in French and he
deliberately made the decision to write it as one
long paragraph rather than construct individual
sentences around this time in his life. He was
excited to write more than one sentence about
his family in France and develop more of a story,
which is something that he did not do in his
typical French writing. This piece demonstrates
Adrien’s command of the French language. For
example, Adrien is writing in the past tense, and
his verbs, [q]uand j’étais petit (when I was little)
and j’ai mangé (I ate), are accurate. After
reading this piece, M. Pierre commented on
Adrien’s strengths as a French speaker and
writer, specifically his use of the correct verb
conjugations and his knowledge of specific
vocabulary, “[y]ou see, Adrien knows French
well. Look, you see his extensive vocabulary.”
In addition to fulfilling the requirements of the
French curriculum, Adrien was also able to meet
some of the requirements of the English writing

curriculum. Specifically, he was able to focus on
a moment when he was little, eating in a
restaurant with his family, and include details
such as, “the restaurant that served only
seafood, I ate shell fish, clams, shrimp, calamari,
and I went with my one-year old cousin.” The
implementation of this level of detail was a skill
that Ms. Nancy was teaching in her writing
lessons.
M. Pierre’s re-designed writing unit created a
bilingual writing space that enabled Adrien to
show his understanding of French and English
writing. The All About Me writing unit was a
powerful teaching moment for Adrien because it
disrupted the separate nature of French and
English writing at FABS (García & Wei, 2017)
and instead mirrored the way that Adrien and the
other students spoke outside of the classroom.
Finally, the All About Me unit highlights the
power of agency and choice for bilingual
students when engaging in official writing work.
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For instance, when Adrien had the ability to
choose the language to write in and what topic
to write about, he was able to demonstrate his
knowledge of the writing curricula as well as his
strengths as a bilingual writer.
Towards dynamic bilingual writing spaces
As schools across the country educate
increasing numbers of bilingual students, this
study highlights one approach on how to support
their writing work. This study demonstrated that
even in dual language schools that separate
languages, spaces can be created that allow for
dynamic bilingualism and student agency. The
All About Me writing unit was M. Pierre’s attempt
to bridge the gap between French and English.
He provided a space for the students to write in
both languages where Adrien demonstrated his
capability to transfer his French language skills
into his English writing. In addition, this work
extends previous arguments that teachers of
bilingual students can thoughtfully re-structure
the context of their writing curricula to encourage
students draw on their multiple languages as
well as their backgrounds and experiences when
crafting writing pieces (Palmer et al., 2014;
Zapata & Laman, 2016).

This study also highlights the critical role power
plays in bilingual teaching, which carries
important implications for practice. While the aim
of dual language programs like FABS is to grant
equal power and prestige to both languages,
often this does not occur (Palmer, 2007; Street,
2005a). Curricula that bilingual teachers use, or
are required to use, guide instruction, but have
inherent power hierarchies. Bilingual teachers
must disrupt these power hierarchies by
intentionally placing value on students’ biliteracy
practices by encouraging them to use their
valuable native and second language resources
when constructing texts. M. Pierre
conscientiously did this with his second grade
students and his instructional choices provided
Adrien an opportunity to express himself through
writing in ways he was not able to do before.
While it is not possible for bilingual teachers to
re-structure certain elements of a dual language
program at their school, they can strategically
create moments for students to write using both
languages, which will provide important benefits
for bilingual students.
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Teaching Apocalyptic Literature Through a Pandemic
Janine Chitty
My experience with the apocalyptic text began in
Spring 2019. The university in which I teach adopted
Station Eleven by Emily St. John Mandel as the
campus Read This! initiative. This novel portrayed a
society that overnight was struck by a devastating flu
pandemic and within weeks civilization as they knew
it no longer existed. To support student engagement
with this novel, several student events were
organized that included the Old Tech Museum,
Sustainable Living, Pandemic Preparedness, Music
and National Trauma, Self-defense training, and a
guest appearance by Emily St. John Mandel. Little
did any of the faculty realize that in selecting this text
and organizing the student events, that a year later
we would all be entering a global pandemic.
Station Eleven as anchor text
Apocalyptic literature encompasses tales of
supernaturally inspired cataclysmic events that
transpire at the end of the world. This type of
literature addresses issues of what it means to
survive during and after events that ravage life and
society; what it means in terms of reconstruction of
society, government, and culture as known by the
modern human.
Using the apocalyptic literature as an anchor text
supports various genres of writing (narrative,
expository, argumentative, research) and promotes
authentic student learning experiences. Apocalyptic
literature lends itself to dynamic discussions and
exploration of ideas and research relevant to
social/societal environments, the nature and
reconstruction of government, science and research,
and issues of race, gender, and culture.
Teaching Station Eleven in pre-pandemic times
During the Spring 2019, students in my Composition
II courses engaged with the text Station Eleven as
the anchor text to all writing experiences during the
semester. To begin the journey through apocalyptic
literature, the students conducted a close reading of
the text Station Eleven. Students engaged with the
text by recording responses in a dialectical journal.
An analysis of the dialectical journal responses
showed an emerging Reader’s Response critical
approach to the literature. In this exploration phase,
students practiced critical thinking through Socratic
Seminars that promoted an open-mind and produced
evidence to integrate into a personal response to
literature, a collaborative written debate, and a
researched topic of their choice (relevant to the text);
thus, a common thread connected the anchor text
and every written response. When working on the
various written responses, the students used Google
Docs and other collaborative tools to craft their
responses. Students also practiced effective
embedding of credible textual evidence from the
anchor text and scholarly research using databases

and credible internet sources. The responses of
Spring 2019 appeared to be very typical of
Composition II responses from previous years.
Teaching Station Eleven during a pandemic
The Spring 2020 began as any other spring term with
the close reading of the selected anchor text. Since
Station Eleven had been so popular with the
previous students, and they had demonstrated such
growth in their critical thinking and writing skills, I
decided to follow my previous plans with Station
Eleven. The close reading and dialectical journal
responses began as usual, however mid-way
through the text, word of a global pandemic began to
be part of the responses and discussions. A shift in
the dialectical journals went from a Reader’s
Response critical approach to sociological,
philosophical, political, and psychological critical
approaches to the text. Students began to make
connections between the text and real-life
experiences happening around the world in
responses to the pandemic. Discussion in the
classroom addressed such topics as the ethical
issues associated with forced quarantine and
isolation, increased mental health issues, and the
overall health and welfare of a society through
preventive measures of transfer and contamination
of COVID-19. The students’ Response to the Text
was far more dynamic and personal than responses
from the previous year. From the engagement with
the text, the students were prepared for the next
major writing experiences: a written debate and the
research report.
At the end of February 2020, students selected
topics for debate. This debate would be a written
debate with a partner. Guidelines of the written
debate were given to the students to organize the
written debate. The written debate was conducted in
Google docs and all communications were to be
done in writing in the debate document. This debate
required students to take a position, develop an
argument, and support said argument with textual
evidence from the anchor text Station Eleven and/or
supplemental research texts. The topics from this
cycle of written debates differed from the previous
year’s written debates as students were debating
real-life, real-time events and issues of the
pandemic. This time around the students
demonstrated true ownership in presenting their
position and argument in the written debate. By
mid-March students were sent home to finish the
semester remotely. This added fuel to the passion as
students wrapped up the written debates.
By this time, the world around the students began to
shut down, and illness and death was prevalent in
the daily news. Research on COVID-19 was in full
force and thus, it was time for students to embark
upon their last major writing experience for the
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course – the research report. Topics relating to the
pandemic took priority for these students, whereas in
prior semesters it had been a repeat of the same
social, economic, and political issues. Topics
presented in Spring 2020 included healthcare,
essential worker status, pandemic mortality rates,
economic impact during a pandemic, mental health
concerns during a pandemic, and many more such
topics. Where these research reports differed from
the previous year’s, the Spring 2020 research reports
demonstrated student ownership of the topic with an
urgency to address the topic and issues of the
pandemic.
The Spring 2020 term ended with a reflective
response about what students learned this semester
and how it may have impacted their writing. This is
what some students had to say:
“If there was information in the novel I did not
understand or wanted to know more about, I
wrote it down. Annotating what I was reading
allowed me to make personal connections
with the novel.”
[The written debate] “made me question my
own stance because my partners included
resources on why the stance chosen was
right.”

“The written debate was so educational… I
was so drawn to this assignment because of
the way it forced me to use critical thinking
skills, research databases, and rhetorical
strategies.”
“By the end of the semester I was a confident
writer.”
Teaching Station Eleven post-pandemic
Even most apocalyptic literature ends with hope, as
does Station Eleven when light is seen on the distant
horizon. This is how I plan to use Station Eleven in
future Composition II classes, as a healing text of
hope. The issues and topics presented in this text
are still very real to this generation of students with
the traumas of a pandemic, along with the social,
political, and racial unrest during this time. I
anticipate the critical approaches to this text will
provide ample reflection and dynamic discussion to
fuel the future writing experiences of the Responding
to the Text, the written debate, and the research
report. I further anticipate the social emotional
pedagogy will become an integral investment in my
pedagogical approaches for the future in addressing
such volatile topics, issues, and real-life experiences
left over from the pandemic.

“My writing experience has grown like a
spring flower. …my writing skills have
bloomed like a gardener’s flower patch.”
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The #MeToo Movement and the Literary Canon
Jennifer Williams
TW: sexual and gendered abuse, many examples of violence, molestation, rape

Introduction and Rationale
A man with intellectual disabilities brutally breaks a nameless woman’s neck. A man and woman drive home
drunk and violently kill another woman in a hit and run accident. A teenaged girl works as a servant for a
married couple; the man has an affair with her, but the blame is placed on the girl’s head. A young woman
marries an older man, who later accuses her of adultery and kills her. A desperate woman moves in with her
sister and brother-in-law; one night the brother-in-law assaults and rapes the woman while the sister is in the
hospital in labor with his child. A stepfather molests a 12-year-old girl, but claims the girl seduced him. A father
molests and impregnates his daughter—more than once. A girl’s boyfriend cruelly breaks up with her and
murders her father; in her grief, she drowns herself and is quickly forgotten. A woman has an affair with an
unnamed man. She gives birth to their child and is branded an adulterer and ostracized by her community. A
woman is forced into marrying a man she barely knows. To break her strong will and force her into
submission, the man devises a plan of systematic abuse, which other men want to duplicate in their own
households.
Harassment. Abuse. Rape. Murder. The pages of the literary Canon are strewn with women who suffer abuse
of many types. Men pen most of those stories. When women do have voices in the Canon, it is a voice usually
written by a man. For those rare women authors allowed into the Canon, most of their stories rarely have a
happy ending—they are more about a woman’s life ruined by the abuse she suffered at men’s hands.
Throughout high schools in the United States, students encounter many stories of men abusing women.
Students either read them as a class or outside of class for homework. Some teachers will handle the issues
responsibly by acknowledging the abuse and allowing students to discuss the issues and maybe even explore
ways to help or stop the abuse. Why care? Are we not simply talking about fictional characters suffering
fictional abuse in fictional lives? Yes and no. The characters and situations are not real, but there is a real
reason teachers ask students to read and study fictional works. Words have power, and even if the works did
not actually happen, they can mirror real life. Teachers ask students to learn from the works, to empathize and
sympathize with the characters, to find connections to their own lives. Many students relate to the characters
or situations, or students see themselves in those characters. We read about and teach works that could act
as mirrors, windows, or sliding glass doors (Bishop, 1990). This becomes harmful to all genders of students
when they mainly see women as victims, as marginalized, as voiceless, as others. Using Bishop’s idea of
literature acting as mirrors, windows, or sliding glass doors for students, teachers must make themselves
aware of what literature they use and whose voices are centered and marginalized. Because of the possibility
of students seeing themselves in the literature, teachers need to rethink what and how they teach works with
scenes of sexual assault and characters who are victims of abuse, harassment, and/or rape or murder.
Through their continued reliance on and use of the literary Canon, unless teachers learn to handle literary
works carefully and responsibly, teachers perpetuate the violence and become complicit in the silencing of
victims.
Examples
Most high schools in the United States continue to use the same novels or plays they have used for decades.
Those pieces show up year after year as whole-class reads, as homework, or on lists of approved works for
independent reading (especially in Advanced Placement classes). For decades teachers have shared the
same stories of abuse with their students. People laud these works that end up on countless “Must Read” lists.
Most “experts” consider these works to exemplify “literary merit,” and are what other works should be
measured against. Too many times, the problematic nature of these works is overlooked because they have
that “merit.” Many people continue to teach/read them because they are part of the United States’ and the
Western hemisphere’s common literary heritage. More colloquially, they are works “everyone should read so
we can all refer to them.” But what are we imbedding in our nation’s collective conscious with these works?
What are we teaching our future with these works? What hidden curriculum do students learn from these
works? What, and who, becomes null curriculum in these works?
Taming of the Shrew
Taming is one of Shakespeare’s most famous comedies. It is often taught at the senior English level alongside
Othello and Hamlet (which have their own gender issues). Taming tells the story of two sisters: Katarina (Kate)
and Bianca. Bianca is all that is “good” about women; Kate is the “shrew” in the title. For the most part, both
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women are stereotypes and archetypal. All the men want to marry Bianca, and no one wants Kate. Anxious
about this, Senor Baptista (their father) decides Bianca cannot marry until Kate marries. Two sub-plots
become intersected with Kate and Bianca: 1. Lucentio comes into town to study at the university, but within a
few minutes of arriving, he sees Bianca and falls instantly in love; 2. Petruchio (a man’s man: harsh, arrogant,
rough) comes into town to find a wealthy wife; he does not care what she looks like or how she acts—he
wants a rich woman. All Bianca’s suitors convince Petruchio to woo Kate, then they can be free to win Bianca.
Since this is Shakespeare, everything is done with much confusion and hilarity; however, once Petruchio
meets Kate, the abuse begins.
Petruchio speaks to Baptista before he evens sees or meets Kate. Baptista and Petruchio settle the dowry
without Kate saying anything. Typical of the time period, but also a concerning example for teens; however, it
is a comedy, so it is all just for fun, right? Baptista worries Petruchio will not convince Kate, but blustering
Petruchio states, “Yet extreme gusts will blow out fire and all./So I to her and so she yields to me,/For I am
rough and woo not like a babe” (Shakespeare, 2018, 2.1.127-131). Thus, begins a wild scene where Kate
continually says, “No!” but Petruchio refuses to listen. He makes sexual jokes and does not care about her
consent. He shows up late for their wedding, to which Kate replies, “No shame but mine. I must, forsooth, be
forced/To give my hand, opposed against my heart” (3.2.6-9). When he shows up, Shakespeare depicts her as
angry but grateful—without marriage, she has no purpose. After they are married, he demands they leave the
wedding party early. Kate asks him to stay, but he shouts his refusal and tells everyone not to interfere, “I will
be master of what is mine own” (3.2.204). Once they reach their new home, he will not let her eat or sleep. He
states nothing is good enough for her. In a soliloquy, he tells the audience, “This is a way to kill a wife with
kindness” (4.1.143-144). By blustering and swearing and denying her the basic necessities, he intends to
break her spirit and bend her to what he wants in a wife. The play ends with the men wagering on whose wife
will be most obedient. Kate wins by coming when Petruchio demands it. She drags in the other wives and
makes a speech about the importance of husbands and how women are indebted to men (5.2.145-191). She
ends with a call to action for wives, “And place your hands below your husband’s foot:/In token of which duty, if
he please/My hand is ready, may it do him ease” (187-191). The audience is left to interpret whether Kate has
truly been “tamed” or if she is being ironic.
Ultimately, this play sends harmful messages about consent and the roles of men and women in marriage. By
“taming” Kate, Petruchio effectively silences her true opinions, leaving the audience confused by her final
speech. Over the years, many of my male students (and those women who accept stereotypical societal roles
for husbands and wives) interpret Kate as earnestly submissive, as learning her true role in the marriage.
Many of my female students who want to fight those roles think Kate speaks sarcastically. As much as many
ELA teachers worship Shakespeare, he does tend to erase or silence his women, leaving a few female
students to try to reclaim Kate’s voice—and maybe reclaim their own. Unless students speak up for Kate, she
faces the same fate as many other classic female characters: doomed to remain misunderstood and
misinterpreted.
The Great Gatsby
Gatsby remains a staple of American Literature courses. The novel focuses on Gatsby and his undying love
for Daisy, who is married to another man (Tom). Tom is having an affair with Myrtle (who is also married).
Daisy obliquely states Tom physically abuses her, but women of her socioeconomic and historical status get
married—and stay married. There are rarely other choices. Years ago, she did not marry Gatsby because he
was poor. So Gatsby spends several years working to make money and reclaim Daisy. Daisy does begin an
affair with Gatsby, but she chooses her husband over Gatsby when Gatsby issues an ultimatum. Daisy cannot
do that because she loves both men for different reasons; however, Gatsby will accept nothing less than
everything. The book ends with Myrtle dead because Daisy accidentally hits her while driving drunk, with
Gatsby dead, with Wilson dead, and with Daisy and Tom driving off into the sunset (to borrow a cliché).
I have taught this book several times. My students never fail to sympathize with Gatsby. We are supposed to.
The narrator, Nick, paints Gatsby as grandiose and romantic: Gatsby risks all for the woman he loves. His love
never fails. Up to his death, he believes their relationship will work—even though Daisy has already run off
with Tom. My students love Gatsby and everything about him. They hate Daisy and feel condescendingly
toward Myrtle. Yes, Nick does not paint Myrtle in a flattering light; however, both women are products of their
time. Really the only difference between them is money and what little freedom money can give. Myrtle is
trapped because she does not have money. Daisy is trapped because women of her status really did not
divorce—without facing ostracizing and scandal—and for many women, the husband controlled all the wealth,
even what the woman brought to the marriage.
Over the last few years, I have come to feel sympathy and pity for both women. Their existence is defined by a
man’s desires: Gatsby and Tom for Daisy and Tom and Wilson for Myrtle. Like so many women in books, and
today, their worth is measured by how they are related to men: wife, daughter, mistress, mother. I have tried to
help students see the world from Daisy’s and Myrtle’s perspectives. Very few students understand, or they
shallowly understand. Daisy and Myrtle are simply cogs in the patriarchy machine. Yes, they are both
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careless, but they are treated carelessly. Yes, they are both cruel, but they are treated cruelly. Unfortunately,
too many students see Gatsby as the sympathetic figure and are fine with Daisy and Myrtle being silenced.
Myrtle deserves it because she is a “trashy whore.” Daisy deserves silence because she did not choose
Gatsby. Few students question these conclusions and what they represent: two women following the path of
least resistance because they do not know any better. Sadly, many students also do not know any better.
Of Mice and Men
Of Mice and Men is taught anywhere from 8th grade to 11th grade. The reading level is fairly low, so many
teachers think younger students should read it; however, the situations and themes were written for adults.
The novella follows two migrant workers during the Great Depression. Lennie has mental disabilities, and
George takes cares of him. Their dream is to save enough money to own a farm of their own, to grab a piece
of the American Dream. This Dream (and the loss of the Dream) is why the book continues to be taught
throughout the United States. Yet it is another book that only focuses on women in their relationship to men.
The book mentions about three women: Lennie’s aunt, a woman Lennie assaulted in the recent past, and
Curly’s wife. The two men find work at a farm owned by Curly’s father. And that is where the rising action
begins.
Throughout their short time at the farm, George and Lennie have a few interactions with Curly’s wife, who is
given no other name than the derogatory ones the men call her behind her back (like “tart”). Steinbeck writes
her with little sympathy: she is “painted up,” has ample curves, and likes to cause trouble (according to the
men). The reader is not meant to like her, but to engage in “slut shaming,” which is “the practice of criticizing
people, especially women and girls, who are perceived to violate expectations of behavior and appearance
regarding issues related to sexuality” (“Slut Shaming,” 2018). Curly’s wife causes trouble for men—no thought
is given to what trouble men cause her, and young readers interpret her exactly how Steinbeck intends. I have
been guilty of making jokes about her being a “tart.” One year, students even made me a shirt with a Pop-Tart
on it—our little inside joke about Curly’s wife. So, when Lennie accidentally breaks her neck by “petting” her
hair too hard, students rarely feel more than a moment of sadness. Their emotions go toward Lennie (which is
what Steinbeck intended and is fine), but they display nothing for Curly’s wife. Partway through the book, we
learn about another woman who caused Lennie problems. He wanted to “pet” her soft dress, but he did not
know to stop. He scared her, and she yelled. Lennie and George had to run from town and hide in a drainage
ditch to avoid lynching or arrest. After Lennie kills Curly’s wife, he faces the same consequences. George
shoots him in the back of the head rather than give Lennie over to the mob. The reader is left with the clear
message of whom to pity and who to blame. Yes, Lennie is a sad figure, but there does not need to be an
either/or situation, where readers can only feel sad for Lennie OR Curly’s wife and the other woman. Rather,
students need to be taught past the dichotomy—even young readers who tend to see the world as binary. It is
okay to discuss Lennie’s limitations in fully understanding what he is capable of AND discuss consent, slut
shaming, and women’s roles in the patriarchy. There is no need to choose sides or pick a winner and
loser—except within the patriarchy. And then we should discuss how everyone suffers/loses under patriarchy.
The Crucible
The Crucible is another of those American Literature pillars. Most teachers tend to focus on the big topics and
themes (McCarthyism, historical and modern witch hunts, forgiveness, reputation), but many fail to really give
the female characters a voice, even though they are the catalysts in the play. The play is loosely based on the
Salem Witch Trials, with Miller changing some people and events to create his own story: the story of
McCarthyism and Miller’s trial as an accused Communist. Historically, much work has been done over why the
girls “cried witch.” Some historians think the girls were used to being overlooked and silenced, so when adults
began paying attention, the girls took full advantage of the situation to make their voices heard. Rather than
look at all the girls, though, I want to focus on Abigail Williams (Abby), an actual person who Miller changed for
his own purposes—and who has become one of the most hated figures in American Literature.
Abby is the niece of Reverend Parris and the former servant of John and Elizabeth Proctor. When the play
opens, we learn Abby and the other girls were caught engaging in forbidden activities in the woods. Parris also
questions Abby about her reputation. She responds there is no “blush” about her name. Obviously, there has
been some gossip about why the Proctors fired Abby. Before Act I ends, we discover John and Abby had an
affair. Elizabeth found out and fired Abby.
Students are immediately drawn in by the drama of the affair and how Abby still wants John, but he is trying to
do the right thing. It never fails: students immediately jump to John’s defense and slut shame Abby. Everything
is her fault, even though John is much older than her 17 years. I try to weave a narrative of John’s fallibility in
the situation. All students see is John attempting to rectify his past. It does not help that Abby becomes one of
the main girls to cry witch and sends many innocent people to their deaths. The play even talks about how
Abby wants Elizabeth dead so Abby can marry John. Students read that, see how events play out, watch John
grapple with redemption, and they unfailingly cry “witch” against Abby. I have heard students call her “whore,”
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“slut,” “skank,” and many other epithets throughout the course of reading and watching the movie. I ask, “But
what about John?” Well, he comes out of the entire situation looking like the good guy. I admit I have
sympathy for John; however, I also feel empathy toward Elizabeth and Abby. Again, too many classes, and
authors, seem to set up a dichotomy, where readers must choose sides, with the white man always coming
out as the winner and the women left in the ditches where we cast them.
Trifles
Trifles is one of the few works used in classrooms that truly gives women and their situations a voice and is
often taught in American Literature classes. Some teachers focus on the short story, others on the play
version. Because of the subtleties, it can be difficult to help students understand the power and gender
dynamics. This has been one of the hardest pieces I have taught because students miss so much of the body
language and misinterpret the silences between the women.
The play is about a woman accused of murdering her husband. Two men are tasked with examining the crime
scene (the couple’s home) and finding evidence and a motive. Two women (Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters) are on
the scene to gather items for the accused woman, who is currently in jail. Thus, begins an intriguing look at
gender and power and how those play out differently with men and women. The men drift in and out of the
scene, making stereotypical and condescending remarks to the women. They also speculate about the crime.
The focus of the play is on Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters as they more accurately read the scene and interpret
what happened. They find the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back: a dead canary. The women
correctly imagine the actual and symbolic events. The canary was like the accused wife. When the husband
killed the bird, he killed what joy there was remaining in his wife’s life. Rather than succumb to the silence
(literal and figurative), the wife strangles—silences—the husband. Ultimately, the women decide to hide the
bird, seeing it as evidence against the wife. They understand what hell her life was, how the husband
systematically worn her down and stole her voice and her joy. Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters choose civil
disobedience in a show of female solidarity fighting the patriarchy, which would have simply sentenced the
woman to murder rather than try to understand and help her.
Yes, this play has much moral and ethical ambiguity, but it can disrupt conventional thinking and force
students to think past the binary. This simple, one-act play is one small step against the patriarchy. However, it
is only one small example and is not nearly as popular as the other pieces. One piece against the four
aforementioned is not enough to show students equality and equity, nor is it enough to fight the patriarchal
message spread by the other works.
The #MeToo Movement Against the Patriarchy
Before educators can fight against the patriarchy, they must first try to understand what it is and what tools it
uses. Patriarchy is a system, not simply a few men behaving badly. Systems are made up of individuals, but
those systems are also bigger than any individual. Collectively, we make social systems happen, and “as we
participate in systems, our lives are shaped by socialization and paths of least resistance” (Johnson, 2014, p.
30). In The Gender Knot, Johnson uses the analogy of a Monopoly game to help make sense of the system of
patriarchy. He cautions it is “a mistake to assume that we can understand players’ behavior without paying
attention to the kind of game they’re playing” (p. 34). Patriarchy’s “defining elements are its male-dominated,
male-identified, male-centered, and control-obsessed character” (p. 37). Those characteristics would also
define most of the literary Canon: dominated by men who identify as “real men” and write stories that center
around men and their control over themselves or others. But, as all-encompassing as those characteristics
seem, they do not make up the totality of patriarchy. There is also a binary with cisgender men on one side
and everyone else on the other side as an “other.” “It is about defining women and men as opposites, about
the ‘naturalness’ of male aggression, competition, and dominance on the one hand and of female caring,
cooperation, and subordination on the other” (p. 37). Overall, “patriarchal culture is about the core value of
control and domination in almost every area of human existence” (p. 37). Patriarchy also forms our
understanding of power “in terms of ‘power over’—the ability to control others, events, resources, or oneself in
spite of resistance” (p. 37). Patriarchy has infiltrated literature enough to create a meta-situation: patriarchy
exerts its control and dominance through the Canon, which also depicts situations of men exerting their control
and dominance over others. While students see this type of power repeatedly in the Canon, they form bonds
with the male abusers and feel compassion and sympathy for those perpetrators. This is why the #MeToo
movement needs to sweep over the field of education—to help give voice to those made voiceless.
In 2006, Tarana Burke created the phrase “me too” while “working at Just Be Inc., a nonprofit she founded in
2003 that focused on the overall well-being of young women of color” (“Tarana Burke Biography,” 2018). Burke
was working with a young woman who stated she had been sexually abused. Burke did not know what to say
and was “left searching for the right words to help empathize with the countless women and young girls who
have disclosed their experiences to her. Ever since, Burke has shared the message with survivors
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everywhere: ‘You’re not alone. This happened to me too’” (“Tarana Burke Biography,” 2018). In an interview
with CNN, Burke stated:
On one side, it's a bold declarative statement that 'I'm not ashamed' and 'I'm not alone.' On the other
side, it's a statement from survivor to survivor that says 'I see you, I hear you, I understand you and I'm
here for you or I get it.'" (“Tarana Burke Biography,” 2018).
In recent years, many women (and a few men) have come forward with their own #MeToo stories. Many high
profile and powerful men have been temporarily brought down. I say “temporary” because powerful white men
tend to find forgiveness quicker than any other demographic—like John Proctor. But forgiveness does not
mean those men have changed their behavior. They are, many times, simply sorry because they were caught.
This situation also plays out in the Canon…and our students are as quick to “forgive” fictional men as they are
real men. This implicit message needs to end.
The #MeToo movement is another important step in disrupting the patriarchy’s control, but its power must also
be felt in a place where adults have a major influence over younger people: schools. Education needs its own
reckoning and its own #MeToo movement. A natural place to begin would be curriculum. Educators at all
levels and in all subjects must take a hard, critical look at what is explicitly being taught—and what messages
are explicitly and implicitly sent through those choices. Maybe then we can begin making a difference in
students’ lives and, by extension, society in general. All students should know they have a voice in schools,
and they can feel safe from sexual assault, harassment, and other types of abuse.
Making a Difference
While schools should be safe places, they are not free from sexual harassment and assault—nor are they free
from silencing victims and perpetuating these issues. Sometime in last couple of years I shared my own
#MeToo story on Twitter: I briefly summarized years of dealing with men harassing me at school. Those men
took the form of administrators, colleagues, and students. I have had male students text me inappropriate
messages or send me pictures and ask me on dates. I have had students’ fathers make jokes like, “I wish
there had been teachers who looked like you when I was in school. Maybe I would have paid attention.” I have
had a few fathers make menstruation and “emotional women” jokes. I have had male colleagues touch me
when they had no right to or any invitation. I have engaged in gaslighting myself and letting others gaslight
me: “Well, that male coach pressed his crotch up against my backside, but surely I’m overreacting. It was just
a silly joke. Plus, I did have the last word by saying something sarcastic. Yeah, I should let this go because the
guy does have a lot of power in this school.” That was just one incident I endured.
I am also guilty of perpetuating the patriarchy within my classroom. I have engaged in slut shaming, using
current events and literature as examples. I have blamed victims for their own assault (“Well, maybe you
shouldn’t have worn that outfit”). I have had “fun” in class making jokes about Daisy and Abby and Myrtle and
many other fictional women. I have harmed all my students with my words, actions, and unspoken messages.
No more.
It is past time for educators to learn more about the patriarchy and for educators to fight its suffocating and
choking power. With the patriarchy, men and women and all people will never find the freedom to fully be
themselves. Patriarchy dictates and delineates the roles for a binary man and woman. By teaching the same
novels, with the same male-centered messages, educators become tools of the patriarchy. To disrupt the flow
and begin changing gender issues, educators must educate themselves and examine their curriculum with a
more critical filter. Educators must ask whose voices are centered and whose voices are silenced—or erased.
When educators make choices about curriculum, they send messages to students and society. Pinar (2012)
asked, “What knowledge is of most worth?” (p. 31). Right now, we tell students the male perspective has the
most worth. We tell students the female perspective does not matter, except in how she relates to, interacts
with, or “causes” harm to men. We tell students all other genders do not even have a voice. When people
“step off paths of least resistance, they have the potential not simply to change other people but to alter the
way the system itself happens” (Johnson, 2014, p. 31). It is time for educators to stop participating in violence
against women. It is time for educators to create places for all voices. It is time for educators to stem the tide
of the patriarchy. It is time for educators to begin the end of the #MeToo movement by helping create a society
where people feel safe and free to be whatever and whomever they want to be.
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