
 

 
 

The English Record 
The New York State English Council 

 

Editor 
Kjersti VanSlyke-Briggs 

Associate Editors  
Lou & Sally Ventura 

 
Volume 66 Number 2 

Spring 2016 



 

The English Record 
 
 

 
New York State English Council 

 
Aims 
The English Record publishes original peer reviewed contributions that 
focus on the field of English education.  The English Record features articles 
on pedagogy, essays, commentaries, program descriptions, reflective 
narratives, book reviews and occasional student work.  Please check the 
website nysecteach.org for more information.   
 
Submissions 
Manuscripts should be submitted electronically to Dr. Kjersti VanSlyke-
Briggs via e-mail at englishrecord@oneonta.edu   
Manuscripts should be prepared using MS Word.  All parts of the manuscript 
should be double spaced.  Please number all pages consecutively.  Each 
manuscript should include a cover sheet with the author’s name, affiliation, 
position, a short two or three line author bio, preferred mailing address, 
telephone and e-mail address.   
Identifying information should not appear elsewhere in the manuscript.  
Please include an abstract on the cover page of no more than 100 words.  
Manuscripts must conform to APA standards.  Manuscripts that do not utilize 
APA will be returned.   
All images, tables, figures and additional materials should be sent as separate 
files with a figure heading and notation within the manuscript for preferred 
placement. 
There is an open deadline and manuscripts can be submitted at any time.   
 
Permissions 
As the author, you are required to secure any necessary permissions to 
reproduce any student work or materials from other sources. 
 
Complimentary Copies 
Each corresponding author will receive a copy of the issue after publication. 
 
  

 



 

Table of Contents 
 

From the Associate Editors 
 Lou & Sally Ventura   
 
Big Ideas for Little Kids 

 Mitchell Bickman    1 
 

Seven Years in the Making: Living INK   
The Evolution of Monroe-Woodbury High School’s 
festival in honor of NCTE’s National Day on Writing  
 michelle g. bulla    7 
      
Listening to the Sound of Silence: Learners of English in 
College Classrooms in China   
 Yumei Li      32 
 
A Cross-Curricular Approach to Develop Students that are 
Motivated Readers and Writers 
 Darrin J. Renner    38 
 
Poetry Out Loud (and Up Close) 
 Sally Ventura     54 
 
Creating Interest for Historical Fiction with Middle-Grade 
Readers using Close Reading 
 Justin Stygles     70 
 
Aesthetics Across the Ages: A Secondary Teacher’s 
Journey through Thought and Emotion 
 Jennifer Jackson Whitley   86 
 



 

 
Close Reading for Adolescent Voices 

Elizabeth Yanoff    104 
 
MLA 8th Edition Review 
 Lou & Sally Ventura    128 

 
New York State English Council 

66th Annual Conference 
 

Literacy: At the Intersection of Story and 
Information  

 
October 19 – 21, 2016 

Albany Marriott 
 

For information and registration go to 
www.nysecteach.org 

 
Keynote Speakers: 

  Alice   Lester     Kyleen    Ernest 
Hoffman   Laminack   Beers   Morrell 



 

Letter from the Associate Editors 
Lou & Sally Ventura 

 
In chapter two of The Great Gatsby, Nick Carraway 

considers leaving an impromptu party at Tom and Myrtle’s 
Manhattan apartment in an attempt to make some sense out of 
his experiences, everything from confronting post-war 
America, to engaging in conversation at this most recent social 
gathering.  Nick eventually realizes that the understanding he 
seeks requires him to be both a participant in the world around 
him as well as a “casual watcher in the darkening streets . . . 
looking up and wondering.”  He must be “both within and 
without.”   

We, as teachers, have a sense of how Nick feels.  We 
too must reflect, and reconsider, not on the riotous 
machinations of the Jazz Age, but on our methods, our 
curriculum, and our delivery, all while meeting those classes 
which will be impacted by any changes we deem necessary. 
This dynamic is at the very core of all of our interactions with 
our students, or at least it should be. 

However, the rhythms of the classroom, or more 
precisely of the academic year, don't necessarily lend 
themselves to the kind of constant self-reflection on methods 
and goals that the initial implementation of the Common Core 
and its corresponding testing required.  Those changes, 
happening at the same time as changes in the evaluation 
system, (the two were inextricably linked, of course) made 
responding to the needs of actual students in actual classrooms 
more difficult than it should have been and, therefore, less 
effective than it could have been.  The state rolled out all these 
changes with varying degrees of transparency, efficiency, and 
accuracy, and disrupted the educational process for teachers, 
students, and parents alike.   



 

Major revisions to curriculum or testing or both, need 
to be addressed when teachers can actually address them: when 
the natural rhythms of the school year allow. What that means 
may be different from district to district.  Certainly the summer 
is an obvious option for those who would like to use that time 
in that way, and the state needs to make funding for this kind of 
work available.  However, taking large numbers of teachers 
from the same grade levels out of their respective buildings 
several times during the school year for training and updates 
leaves teachers frustrated and students under-served.  

Ultimately, one thing is certain: any changes must be 
presented slowly, deliberately, and precisely when educators 
have the time and perspective necessary to do the job right.  
This did not happen the last time, and we paid a significant 
price in terms of student performance, educator credibility, and 
new teacher recruitment. 

All the selections in this issue of The English Record 
describe the development of innovative, collaborative, and 
student-centered activities and approaches over time.  From 
Mitchell Bickman’s “Big Ideas for Little Kids,” an article that 
presents the development of reasoning skills through the use of 
picture books with early learners, to Michelle Bulla’s “Seven 
Years in the Making,” an essay that details the evolution of the 
Living Ink Festival at Monroe-Woodbury High School, all of 
the work present in this issue suggests years of observation, 
development, experience, and trial and error.  Nothing here is 
consistent with a model that would suggest significant changes 
in instruction or instructional methods happening from 
September to June. 

Over the last few months, education leaders across the 
state have taken a long, politically inspired, look at all things 
Common Core.  As a result, we will clearly be asked again to 
digest and implement changes to what we do and how we do it.  



 

Decision makers must avoid the same mistakes of the previous, 
flawed rollout.  Time and timing is everything. None of this 
needs to done quickly; it simply needs to be right.  This is one 
time when we certainly don’t need to be “borne back 
ceaselessly into the past.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The English Record is a blind review journal. 
Peer Review Panel 

 
Vicky Giouroukakis  Paul O’Brien 
Louisa Kramer-Vida  Sandi Jennison 
Carol Mikoda   Michelle Kaprinski 
John Harmon   Christine Zandstra 
Julene Waffle   Danielle Matthews 
Christopher DiLeo  Dorothy Grecco  
Cherieth Vincent  Joanne Stiles 
Maria Hopkins   Brian Fronckowiak 
Bob Dial   Matthew Coleman 
Joanne O’Brien   Kim Young 
Heather Matthews  Jessica Samplaski 
Susan Murphy   Jennifer Giambruno 
Stephen Sorensen  Duane Richetti 
Mabel Okojie 

The English Record is looking to expand our review panel. 
If you are interested in serving as a member of the review 

panel, please forward a letter of interest and a copy of your 
curriculum vitae to englishrecord@oneonta.edu 

 



Bickman 

1 

 
Big Ideas for Little Kids 

 Mitchell Bickman 
Oceanside School District 

 
Abstract 
Big Ideas for Little kids is a unique program where students 
visit elementary classrooms using picture books to tap 
into children’s natural abstract thinking and begin to provide a 
framework for helping students to develop reasoning 
skills.  Picture books provide a natural point of entry where 
students can begin to dissect, wrestle with, and 
discuss big ideas and questions that surround students in their 
lives.  The goal is for students to build a framework for 
questioning and thinking about things more critically by asking 
questions to better understand their world.   
 
Big Ideas for Little Kids 

At the earliest stages of schooling children are ripe for 
philosophical inquiry. In the Vertical Articulation and 
Progression of Social Studies Practices within the New York 
State Social Studies Framework under the Social Studies 
Practices of Gathering, Interpreting and Using Evidence, 
kindergarten students are expected to simply “ask questions.” 
As children develop, they are trying to make sense of the world 
as they experience things for the first time, so to them asking 
questions is a natural part of their development.   

How often have we witnessed children, perhaps our 
own, asking questions almost to the point of annoyance? This 
was recently on display for me with my three and half year old 
son on the way to the American Museum of Natural History. 
On the train ride into Manhattan we began discussing the 
dinosaur bones we would see at the museum. It spurred no less 
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than fifty questions on why dinosaurs are extinct. After sharing 
a somewhat sanitized version of the dinosaur’s extinction with 
my son, he asked several additional questions and then turned 
his attention to meteorites. 

I presumed, given the nature of the previous 
discussion, that this new topic would lead to twenty new 
questions, but, to my surprise, he knew what meteorites were 
from one of his most beloved teachers, Doc McStuffins, a 
Disney Junior character. My son, like your students, especially 
elementary school-aged students, is a divergent thinker whose 
natural sense of wonder is something we often take for granted. 
Through philosophical questioning, we can tap into children’s 
natural abstract thinking and begin to provide a framework for 
helping students to develop reasoning skills. 
 
Philosophical Inquiry with Children 

To engage in philosophical inquiry, children do not 
need to understand the ideas of history’s greatest philosophers. 
What they do need is their natural inquisitiveness and the 
willingness to take part in an ongoing dialogue. The best place 
to start is with something that they have already had great 
exposure to - picture books. Picture books provide a natural 
point of entry where students can begin to dissect, wrestle with, 
and discuss big ideas and questions that surround them in their 
lives. 

The philosophy program in the Oceanside School 
District was most inspired by the work of Thomas Wartenberg 
of Mount Holyoke College, especially his latest book, Big 
Ideas for Little Kids. Wartenberg has worked with children of 
all ages, but his research resonated most with me for our 
kindergarten students. 

After holding several meetings with a focus group of 
kindergarten teachers and the principal of the Kindergarten 
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Center in Oceanside, we began an ambitious and exciting 
program that we were confident with in theory but not sure 
how it would work in practice. The first step of this process 
involved visiting kindergarten classes. In the first session 
students shared with us something about themselves, and we 
reviewed the rules of what Wartenberg calls “The Game of 
Philosophy.” 

Like any game, our philosophical discussions were 
governed by a set of ground rules which allow the students to 
play “The Game of Philosophy.” These included how to 
conduct oneself, how to make a contribution to the discussion, 
and how to appropriately agree or disagree with classmates. In 
going over these rules, we modeled an example of how to 
disagree respectfully with each other on a simple topic such as 
the color of grass. After reviewing ground rules, we posed an 
introductory philosophical topic that students could debate. The 
topic can be any short scenario that allows the students to 
engage in philosophical discussion while practicing the rules. 
Our first session ended by having a “go round,” where each 
student shared something he or she learned from our time with 
them. 

The following week, we visited the same classrooms 
with picture books in hand. After reviewing the rules, we read 
them a story from the Frog and Toad series, “Dragons and 
Giants.” This story centers around what it means to be brave. 

Our questions for this book started with foundational 
questions, leading up to more abstract questions that students 
discussed with us, and ended with the closure question “What 
does it mean to be brave?” This question is philosophical in 
nature as it cannot be answered empirically and it focuses on 
reasoning over hard facts. The questions we asked did not have 
a single right answer and were largely open ended. This is an 
important part of our process because we want children to use 
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reasoning in formulating their ideas. In this process, their 
reasons and justifications for supporting an idea move the 
discussion forward. What was interesting for us was that in 
each session there was a mini breakthrough where at least one 
(or more students) made an insightful contribution that changed 
the tenor of the discussion and illustrated the evolution of that 
students thinking and reasoning within the time we were 
together. For example, students’ definition of bravery became 
much more expansive and their perception of this term evolved 
over the course of the discussion.  During the discussion, it was 
difficult, but important for us not to provide students with 
positive or negative feedback as we did not want to influence 
future contributions. We furthered the discussion by asking 
other students what they thought about the previous student’s 
contribution. 

During our visits to the kindergarten center, I was also 
working with two high school teachers and their students in the 
tenth grade integrated AP World and 10H ELA classes. The 
work we piloted in the Kindergarten center was a “test run” to 
see what potential modifications were needed before we trained 
high school students in this process. The high school students 
would turnkey this work and lead similar philosophical 
discussion on their own with students. 
 
Training Philosophical Facilitators 

Over the course of the next two weeks, we worked 
with sixty tenth graders to prepare them to facilitate 
philosophical discussions with kindergarteners. After providing 
a basic overview of the field of philosophy, we began modeling 
the process, going over the rules, and then reading “Dragons 
and Giants” with them. This was followed by a philosophical 
discussion, closing with a “go round.” The next step involved 
having a fish bowl where one student read the book to a small 
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group of students in the middle of the room, followed by the 
same discussion, and then having their classmates on the outer 
circle provide constructive feedback on how to strengthen the 
discussion. In the last session we held with our high school 
students, we broke them up into groups of six, the same groups 
for their future visits to the kindergarten center, to model this 
process in a small group setting and to strengthen their comfort 
level with this process. As they worked in groups, their 
teachers and I provided feedback to students. The students 
primarily practiced with two texts, Frog and Toad and The 
Important Book. 

In addition to the questions we utilized, we had 
students create their own questions to ask kindergarteners.  
This helped to make strong connections between the content of 
the text and the lives of our youngest students. 

The next week we took our army of newly minted 
philosophers over to the kindergarten center to work with every 
class (18 in total) to teach philosophy to five and six year olds 
through picture books. Over the course of two weeks, we made 
several visits reading a new book each time. While we 
experienced some difficulties in this process, such as keeping 
the attention of a five year old for forty minutes, we overcame 
each minor obstacle. The overall program was met with 
tremendous success and an open invitation from teachers to 
continue the program in the future. In just a few short weeks 
and several sessions with kindergarten students, we began the 
process of building a framework for philosophical inquiry for 
students to become critical consumers and for them to use 
reasoning to support and justify their ideas and thoughts. 
Likewise, our high school students were asked to take on 
leadership roles, facilitate discussions, and craft questions that 
would lead to true philosophical inquiry, and, in the process, 
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have a healthy respect for the difficulties and challenges of 
being a classroom teacher. 

Moving forward, we plan to expand this process 
through professional development for our elementary school 
teaching staff. We will also continue to have our high school 
students remain an integral part of this process, working with 
students in other in grade levels as well as in kindergarten. 
While I believe any parent or teacher can teach philosophy to 
children through picture books, the true power of Oceanside’s 
program was recognized by putting it in the hands of high 
school students. Having the ability to interact with children at 
the other end of the K-12 spectrum is unique and adds an 
element to this program that strengthens the process of learning 
at all levels. I would like to thank Professor Wartenberg for his 
contribution to this field and for inspiring us to put his work 
into action in the Oceanside School District.  
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Listening to the Sound of Silence: 

Learners of English in College Classrooms in China   
Yumei Li  

University of Houston 
 

Abstract 
This article is a reflective narrative of how I approached quiet 
learners of English in college classrooms in China. In contrast 
to the stereotyping of Chinese learners as silent and passive 
recipients of knowledge, my article offers a different lens into 
the inner passion of Chinese learners of English based on my 
own nine years of teaching experience. It also unfolds the way 
I attended to the silence of my Chinese students and eventually 
got them to speak out.  
 
Listening to the Sound of Silence 

I had taught English to a class of students at Tianjin 
University of Science and Technology in China since the first 
week of their college lives. Now, two years later, I was on my 
way to the classroom, going over the last teaching plan in my 
mind. After this class, they would embark on their own English 
learning journey.  

Then I got a text message from the best student in the 
class: “Miss Li, the class has been moved to Room 906. We’re 
right here waiting for you.” I smiled. I remembered how this 
student had sat in the back corner of the classroom during the 
first semester and never lifted his head to answer any of my 
questions. Now he was the very vocal leader of the class. I was 
still laughing to myself about his past obstinate reticence when 
I found myself opening the door of Room 906.  

Then I saw their sly smiles, the desks arranged in a big 
circle with piles of snacks and flowers in the center, and a big 
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“Thank you, Miss Li!” on the board. I am not usually a 
sentimental person, but at that moment I was overwhelmed 
with happiness. These were my students. We had been through 
a lot together in their two years of English learning. 
 
Getting to Know Every Student 

This “getting well-acquainted” is surely the first step 
for every teacher, but it could be an especially daunting task for 
a college English teacher in China. I usually had three to four 
different classes each semester, with around sixty students in 
each section.  

At the first meeting, I would arrange small group self-
introductions to help them get to know each other. After that, 
they were required to write a self-introduction, telling who they 
were, what they expected of my class, and whatever else they 
wanted me to know about themselves. Students usually came 
up with a lot in their writing as they found it more comfortable 
than speaking.  

After class, I would read their pieces and jot down 
some keywords beside their name on the roll, including notes 
about their hobbies and their personalities. Based on the 
information they provided, I could also have an idea of their 
English proficiency and could design my classroom activities 
accordingly. Generally, it would take me about a month to get 
to know every student in my class. I could also call students by 
their nicknames with their permission. I felt very proud when 
some students claimed I was the only college teacher who 
could address every student by his or her name. 
 
Allowing Students Time for Their Silence 

Silence is considered an attribute of Chinese learners. 
It has long been believed that Chinese learners are passive 
recipients of knowledge and are seldom encouraged to voice 
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their opinions (Zhu, 2003). Some research has also pointed out 
silence is culturally attributed (Cortazzi and Jin, 1996). 
However, more recent studies demonstrate that contemporary 
Chinese students are embracing communication-oriented 
pedagogy (Littlewood, 2010). This pedagogy is characterized 
by the involvement of learners in various communicative 
learning activities such as group and pair work, to pool 
information and to solve problems based on learners’ 
backgrounds, language needs, and goals (Widdowson, 1978; 
Hu, 2005b).  

From my nine years of teaching experience in a 
Chinese university, I could see that students’ voices were 
increasingly heard in Chinese college classrooms. I was always 
aware of the well of emotions beneath that occasional silent 
look. For Chinese learners of English, the fact that they don’t 
speak up does not mean they have no ideas and are passive 
recipients. Everyone has an inner voice and desires to be 
heard.   

When I first noticed the reticence of the current leader 
of my class, I revisited his written self-introduction and had a 
talk with him in private.  It turned out he was depressed 
because he failed to be admitted to a much more prestigious 
university. After several meetings, he gradually overcame his 
depression and became an active participant in class. Generally, 
I wouldn’t push hard if students were not ready, but I would 
manage to let them know that I was always waiting for the 
moment when they were ready to speak up.  
 
Dealing with Latent Prejudice  

There were many reasons behind the silence of English 
language learners. Some students keep silent simply because 
they don’t have the right English words at hand. I have always 
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allowed students to switch back to Chinese and I would work 
out the English equivalent with them.  

It has been pointed out that fear of “losing face” is a 
major obstacle to English language learners in China (Li & Liu, 
2011). Behind that fear would be teachers’ bias, their 
intolerance of errors or preference to some specific students.   

Besides, peer prejudice against students from different 
backgrounds also exists. Students from less developed areas 
always carry a much heavier accent than those from affluent 
areas. It was funny, in a way, that although most Chinese speak 
English with a Chinese accent, people with a northern accent 
might laugh at those with a southern accent.   

Once in my class, students laughed when a boy from 
southern China pronounced the letter “C” as [ʃiː]. While they 
meant no harm, the boy’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. I 
grabbed the opportunity and stepped in: “To English native 
speakers, we are all speaking ‘Chinese English.’ It’s like the 
pot calling the kettle black if you laugh at him!” They nodded 
ruefully and the student felt at ease.  
 
Highlighting Progress and Achievements 

The effect of praise can never be underestimated. It 
would be normal for teachers to praise those already expressive 
students.  However, for those who seldom get credit because of 
their silence, encouragement is more than necessary (Lee, 
2013). I would locate any evidence of students’ progress, and 
give them immediate feedback to show that I was watching 
them.  

Besides, I also showcased their work through social 
media. Every time I located some beautiful sentences or good 
ideas in a piece of writing, I would share with the whole class 
through our online group chat. I took pictures, videotaped their 
presentations and uploaded them to the “cloud” for them to 



Li 

36 

review after class. Students were quite enthusiastic and proud 
to know that their photos or performances had been viewed by 
their peers.   
 
Teaching Like an Actor 

Teaching is like a play. Once the curtain is pulled open, 
it is time for the teacher and the students to perform on stage. 
Every teacher has his or her personality traits. While I am not 
among those eloquent, expressive or very extroverted teachers, 
I have tried to come to grips with my inner passion and 
challenge my somewhat introverted personality. As a teacher, I 
wanted to ignite the spark of students’ hidden passion.  

We designed comic plays, simulated job interviews, 
and initiated conversations on various topics. These were 
reminders for both my students and me that we still had our 
inner voice and that voice should be heard by others, at least on 
a small scale. In a sense, teaching requires me to find a better 
self. Perhaps my feeling is shared by many ELL and ELA 
teachers who struggle with "quiet" students. If so, perhaps my 
methods could be useful to classroom teachers looking for 
methods in this area. 

As a non-native English speaker, I (like my students) 
lacked self-confidence when it came to English pronunciation. 
I managed to be open with my students and explored these 
issues with them. I tried every means I could find to encourage 
them about speaking English, but I also understood that silence 
was their temporary strategy before they came out orally. When 
the class leader and the other students celebrated the last class 
with me, I felt glad that they would remember my call for them 
to come out and SPEAK.  
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A Cross-Curricular Approach to Develop Students that are 
Motivated Readers and Writers 

Darrin J. Renner 
Schuylerville Central School District 

 
Abstract 
Shortly after beginning to teach at Schuylerville Central School 
District, Darrin Renner, a Social Studies teacher was 
approached by the English Department about working 
collaboratively. Fifteen years later this relationship has 
blossomed to include the cross-curricular use of literacy 
strategies, historical fiction, short stories, and Lucy Calkins 
writing strategies. The relationship has inspired the creation of 
district wide AIM High Literacy strategies and a published 
historical fiction book for use in the classroom. Classrooms are 
now full of motivated readers and writers that show an 
appreciation for learning connected material in multiple 
classrooms. 
 
Where it began 
 It started when a veteran English teacher named Leslie 
Kunz, only a few short years from retirement approached a 
new, 30 year old, Social Studies teacher about some old 
historical fiction novels she had stacked on shelves, long-
ignored, in her classroom. A few planning periods later they 
had developed a project and a plan. The Social Studies teacher 
would read each book over the next month, chose five that 
were good literature and responsive to the various reading 
levels of the students they shared. (All related to The 
Revolutionary War.) He would then prepare to give his best 
sales pitch about the books to the students the two teachers 
shared. The pitch included brief reviews of each book, what 
type of individual the book would be suited for and a five-
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fingered rating system he had devised. When the English 
teacher burst into his room at the end of that much anticipated 
pitch day flashing a huge smile they both knew they were onto 
something. “Never in my career have students come in 
demanding that I give them books,” she crowed. “What did you 
do?” We later reflected and realized it likely wasn’t just my 
experience as a salesman in a previous career. We had 
connected ideas and a project between two classrooms and the 
students loved it! The paper they wrote required students to 
review the book, recognize and explain two literary themes, 
and recognize and explain two historical themes in the book 
they chose. Over the next few years, each new group of 
students became engaged in the project, and year after year 
proved to be energetic when sharing ideas from their papers in 
both classrooms.  
 A few years later an experienced English teacher filled 
the position of the retiring veteran, coming to a new district for 
a fresh start. Afraid of losing the effective project, the Social 
Studies teacher approached the new English teacher. She was 
very excited to continue the project and over the years this 
collaboration has inspired numerous changes to each of their 
curriculums and teaching approaches. Their support for one 
another’s programs has grown and evolved.  

The existing project was fine-tuned and new projects 
were adopted to link the ELA and Social Studies classes more 
closely. By working together often we began to constantly 
reflect on ways to make the projects we were creating more 
effective. We became more aware of the challenges we each 
faced with our curriculum. The chronological approach to 
Social Studies and sheer amount of material that needs to be 
covered in a year created an obstacle. The flexibility of my 
colleague to choose her own literature turned out to be a huge 
advantage. Several parts of her curriculum are now built to 
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support my classroom through the use of time period 
appropriate literature. In return, we constantly use literacy 
strategies and re-visit writing themes and activities that were 
originally introduced in the ELA classroom.    
 We also became more aware of the struggles of our 
students and the challenges we faced teaching the students we 
shared. Two major problems we identified were a growing 
number of unmotivated readers, and that many students lacked 
the skills and strategies to read and understand a Social Studies 
textbook, other textbooks or grade level pieces of literature 
effectively. “Amy” had come to my room several times 
frustrated about failing grades on homework assignments and 
quizzes and tests. We worked together to read through the text 
on a few occasions and it became apparent she was struggle 
with comprehension. After contacting home, her mother made 
it clear that this had always been a problem and she this was 
not her first time speaking with a teacher about it. After the 
conversation with her mom, I gave Amy some organizational 
charts to use and an Active Reading Notetaking Guide that 
came with the textbook we used. She tried both and still 
nothing worked to improve her reading. We had a little more 
success with improving her test grades by introducing her to 
study strategies. She was working hard and clearly cared about 
her grades. I became determined to find new ways to address 
her reading problems and help students like Amy who had the 
desire to learn but lacked necessary skills.   
 
Addressing our Student’s Needs 

Ten years ago, the type of collaboration we were 
beginning was rare. With the implementation of Common Core 
and the C3 Framework for Social Studies it’s now becoming 
necessary and even expected. I can’t even count the number of 
times that frustrated colleagues at our school or conferences 
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have uttered the following words, “they expect us all to be 
English and Math teachers now.” The main goals we adopted 
for our classrooms, was the development of motivated, 
competent, insightful readers and passionate, organized writers.  
It took us awhile, but we eventually began to meet some of our 
goals and continue to work together to reach them all. One 
major challenge we faced was when our school, like many 
other schools, were considering the adoption of the ELA 
modules. Fortunately, through several meetings we were able 
to convince our school leadership that the approach we had in 
place was effective and sound pedagogy. The obvious question 
is: How did we work together to address our student’s needs? 

 
Seeking More Information 

The first step in finding a solution was to take an on-
line course about content area literacy. We enrolled for an on-
line course at Indiana Wesleyan University and took Improving 
Reading in the Content Area: Grades 6-12. We were able to 
work at our own pace with all materials due at a pre-
determined deadline. We did the readings and watched the 
videos independently but compared notes and had discussions 
before completing the evaluation pieces for each chapter. The 
class was great, but the tremendous number of reading and 
writing strategies we learned was overwhelming. We struggled 
briefly after the class with where we should begin. The class 
had also taught us the importance of creating a common 
language and approach for our learners.  

One of our colleagues came across an article by Amy 
Goodman, “The Middle School High Five: Strategies Can 
Triumph” (2005) and shared it with us after hearing our 
discussions about figuring out what strategies to introduce first. 
The article discussed the problems a newly hired literacy 
specialist faced when attempting to introduce strategies to a 
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new district. The specialist decided to introduce one strategy at 
a time and build up to five total strategies that would be used 
district wide. With the support of our principal we soon formed 
a committee of four teachers and got to work. We worked to 
change some of the approaches in the article to include 
strategies some of us were already using, created examples for 
various subject areas, and blank worksheets to be easily used 
by teachers that introduced the strategies in their own 
classrooms. We wanted the strategies to be easy to use and 
implement quickly.  

We found that with whatever literacy strategies we 
used it is important to model the use of the activities in a whole 
group setting to the students initially. Once the students 
become familiar with the strategies they can then work 
effectively in small groups or independently. The strategies we 
used were gathered from various sources that are cited at the 
end of this article. 

 
Aim High Literacy Strategies 

• TOAST (Test, Organize, Anchor, Say, Test) 
Vocabulary (Dana and Rodriguez, 1992) - our 
version contains four different strategies students are 
taught to organize words and definitions prior to a unit 
of study. Followed by strategies involving the use of 
key words, images, and acronyms to use when 
reviewing previously defined vocabulary to more 
easily remember definitions. The goal is that students 
transfer information from short-term to long-term 
memory creating long-lasting connections with 
definitions by grouping definitions in categories, 
connecting definitions to pictures, or creating games.  

• Read around the Text- teaching students to preview 
material before reading. Creating predictions, images, 
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questions they hope to answer that give them a reason 
to read a text. Students are taught to read section by 
section stopping to summarize main ideas after each 
section. (see Figure 2) 

• Two-Column Notetaking- an organizational chart 
with similar goals of Read around the Text. 
(see Figure 1) 

•  Reciprocal Reading- Teaching students to take on 
roles as they read and collaborate with peers in a group 
setting to share their findings and gain deep 
understandings of the material they read.  

• VIP/Sum It Up- The students use sticky notes to read 
textbook material and select the six most important 
themes in the section. They learn to move the sticky 
notes as they come across more important themes 
throughout the reading. The Sum It Up writing 
component helps students narrow down and organize 
themes into a summary. 

 
Figure 1 
 
Main Idea  Subtopic and Supporting Details 
1.  
 
 
 
2.  

• _______________________ 
• _______________________ 
• _______________________ 

 
• ________________________ 
• ________________________ 
• ________________________ 
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Figure 2
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Historical Fiction Novels and Short Stories 
 The project that started the departmental collaboration 
linked the courses together through historical fiction novels 
that were relevant to the Social Studies content for the grade 
level. I would estimate that we have read around 50 books in 
constant search of great literature that displays a historically 
accurate depiction of the time periods taught in our grade level. 
We teach and use the Reciprocal Reading strategy to help 
improve student understanding of the books we read. We 
currently use My Brother Sam is Dead (Collier) and Woods 
Runner (Paulsen) to examine The Revolutionary War era, The 
Adventures of Silas Freethorn: A Puritan Tale (Renner) to 
understand early colonization, and short stories The People 
Who Could Fly (Hamilton) along with Frederick Douglas: The 
Last Days of Slavery (Miller) to examine slavery and the pre-
Civil War period. Some of the books are taught in Social 
Studies and some in the ELA classroom. We offer support for 
each other’s classrooms whenever a reading is taking place. 
Support ranges from in-class reading time to discussion of 
Social Studies themes present in the books being read.  

It’s the day before winter break and the period 7 Social 
Studies classroom is humming with the sound of enthusiastic 
student voices. At first glance, it may appear the students are 
discussing vacation plans. A closer listen clarifies that the 
students are preparing to ask questions they developed in their 
English classroom the previous day. They ask questions like, 
how long did it take to write the book, are the characters based 
on real people, how did the cover get created, what’s the 
hardest part of writing a book. Dozens of students each year 
comment about how surprised they are that they really enjoy 
reading historical fiction. A feeling they repeat after each of the 
several books they read each year between the two classrooms. 
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Most explain that it teaches them about history in a much more 
exciting way.  
 Early in 2013, after many years of desire, a concept for 
a book project came to me. We had been searching for an 
adventure story to help our students remember the early 
colonization period in North America. Over time, we 
recognized students gave much more positive feedback about 
historical fiction books that took the main character on an 
adventure. We wanted a story not specific to just one culture. 
After two and half years of writing, editing, and learning much 
about publishing, The Adventures of Silas Freethorn: A Puritan 
Tale was released in May of 2015. The book follows a Puritan 
boy as he grows and ultimately embarks on a grand adventure. 
The book contains four sections. Young Silas leaves behind his 
Puritan community at the end of section one. In the next three 
sections, he is thrust into the world of Northeastern Native 
American Indians, French fur trappers, and Spanish soldiers 
determined to set up missions to better establish their presence 
in southeastern parts of North America. The book has become a 
favorite of many of our students. Our students do Emotional 
Timelines (Calkins & Robb, 2014) as they read the book and 
later we develop questions for the activity mentioned in the 
previous paragraph.   
 
Support for ELA Writing Program 
 As the educational landscape has shifted to Common 
Core, we have responded by looking for ways to support the 
ELA classroom. We communicate constantly about what is 
being read and the types of writing assignments the students 
are doing in the ELA classroom. Our new focus is support for 
ELA by adapting Social Studies assessments to revisit types of 
writing the students have done previously. The ELA 
department’s recent shift to the Lucy Calkins writing program 
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has provided greater guidance to this process. For example, 
students now take a Social Studies test for Chapters 8-10 in 
which they create an emotional timeline for one of the first 
three United States Presidents and write a paragraph to 
summarize how the president would have reacted to two of the 
events on the timeline. Another example, involves students 
creating a hero and a villain during the Age of Exploration. The 
students then have to write a scene in which the character has 
an experience that is either positive or negative during the 
assigned time period. As a Social Studies teacher, most of the 
writing we do for class is fact based and focused on 
organization of ideas. The hero/villain writing has been very 
eye-opening. I gain valuable insight into the amazing creativity 
of some of my writers that struggle with the organizational 
aspects of writing.  
 
Educational Benefits 
 How do we know if the students were benefitting from 
this approach? The content area literacy class we took had a 
chapter on collecting data and measuring outcomes. We created 
an interest survey to be administered in Social Studies class at 
the beginning of school and half way through the year to look 
for growth. We included questions about favorite books, 
movies, and songs. We also intertwined questions about their 
use of reading strategies, writing strategies, and study 
strategies.  The percentage of students familiar with and able to 
list specific strategies they could use to be more successful 
readers and studiers increases dramatically by January of each 
year. 
 We also saw a lot of other evidence in the classrooms. 
Unmotivated readers became more motivated to read. Students 
recognized Social Studies themes better than ever before. 
Student writing improved with more expression and depth. 
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Students demonstrated their ability to use strategies to extract 
the key ideas from textbooks.  Students showed the ability to 
make deeper connections in class discussions and work with 
peers to interpret material effectively. Most importantly, 
students were excited that the material they were learning in 
one classroom was important to and related to their learning in 
another classroom. They get excited about the connections and 
as a result are more engaged learners. The greatest challenge is 
having the flexibility to make it work. Student needs change 
each year. Some of the projects remain constant while others 
are adapted to meet those needs. We are constantly searching 
for new ways to improve student learning by connecting the 
material in our classrooms.  
 
Getting Results 

Some of greatest frustrations early in my teaching 
career came from student homework completion. I tried having 
the students answer questions at the end of their readings. Next, 
I created guided reading sheets to help them recognize the key 
themes and ideas. There were two huge problems with each 
approach. First, students were not reading their textbook, they 
were searching and finding the answers. Second, cheating was 
rampant. Over and over multiple homework papers would be 
handed in that contained the exact same answers, most 
noticeable when the answers were wrong.  

My solution to the problem was something called 
homework checks. Ironically, a solution that helped me gain 
tremendous insight into the struggles some of my students had 
with reading texts. Students are required to read an assigned 
section of the text. They are given a slip with three questions 
about the reading to answer when they enter class the following 
day. If they take notes from the reading the previous evening 
they can use them on the homework check. The homework 
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checks are worth ten points. They take 2-3 per week. If 
students take notes (they are not mandatory) they receive three 
extra credit points added to their score. The notes students take 
for these homework checks provides excellent opportunities for 
me to connect with students. Struggling readers frequently 
come in for help, sometimes with parent prompting after a call 
home, and we work together using one of the literacy strategies 
aimed at organizing reading (Two Column Notetaking, Read 
Around the Text, VIP/Sum It Up). Watching them discover that 
these strategies lead to their success the following day provides 
some of my favorite moments each year. Watching some of 
them continue to use the strategies week after week with new 
found determination is one of the reasons I love our profession.        

Creating an environment where teachers use the same 
terminology for reading strategies, study strategies and 
planning essays ensures each teacher receives students ready to 
hit the ground running. The most recent flurry of changes to the 
New York State curriculum, prove the ideas presented in this 
article to be more relevant than ever. The most current changes 
being considered for APPR, the possible use of schoolwide 
testing averages to demonstrate teacher effectiveness, only 
serves to confirm that collaboration is a key to effectiveness in 
the age of Common Core. If the most recent flurry of changes 
in education taught us anything, it should be that we are all in 
this together no matter what subject we teach.   

 
Annotated Bibliography 
Collier, J. L. & Collier, C. C. (1974). My brother Sam is dead.  
 New York, NY: Scholastic, Inc. 
 
The book features the story of a Connecticut family torn apart 
by The Revolutionary War. The oldest son Sam defies his 
loyalist father by joining the Continental Army to become a 
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patriot. The younger son Tim and his mother struggle with their 
loyalties as they try to survive the challenges of war. 
 
Hamilton, Virginia. (1985). The people who could fly. New  
 York, NY: Random House. 
 
An American black folktale that presents a story of how long 
ago in Africa, some of the people knew magic that allowed 
them to fly. But when they were brought to America as slaves 
they forgot the magic. One old man named Toby remembered 
the magic. When he could no longer tolerate slavery he 
whispered the magic and some slaves fly to freedom. Clarifies 
some of the horrors of slavery and how slaves felt in slavery. 
Miller, William. (1995). Frederick Douglas: The last days of  
 slavery. New York, NY: Lee & Low Books. 
 
The story chronicles the life of Frederick Douglas while he was 
still a slave. His responsibilities and the treatment he received 
are explained. The feelings of the main character while 
enslaved provide many opportunities for discussion. 
 
Paulsen, Gary. (2010). Woods runner. New York, NY:  
 Scholastic, Inc. 
 
The Revolutionary War also had a huge impact on the frontier 
settlers. Thirteen-year-old Samuel is thrust into the conflict 
when British soldiers and Native American Indians attach and 
burn the settlement he lives in. Samuel’s parents are taken 
prisoner and it is up to him to get them back. He faces many 
obstacles along the way and meets a host of interesting 
characters that are all being affected by the war in their own 
ways. 
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Renner, D.J. (2015). The adventures of Silas Freethorn: A  
 puritan tale. Manchester,VT: Shires Press. 

The story of a Puritan boy in the mid 1600’s, who realizes he 
doesn’t fit into the strict Puritan society. Despite befriending 
pretty and mysterious Abigail Reed who helps Silas learn to 
tolerate the world they live in, a shocking betrayal eventually 
forces him to flee the only home he has ever known. Silas 
embarks on an adventure that takes him to a Wyandot (Huron) 
Village, into the Appalachian Mountains with French fur 
trappers, and eventually to the Spanish mission, San Luis 
Inhayea, being built in the southeastern parts of North America. 

Books We Have Used in the Past 
Bruchac, Joseph. (1996). Children of the longhouse. New  
 York, NY: Puffin Books/ Penguin Books. 

Story of Mohawk Indian life and culture in which main 
character Ohkwa’ri must betray others to do what he thinks is 
right and face the consequences in a brutal game of lacrosse 

Cooney, Caroline B. (2001). The ransom of Mercy Carter. New  
 York, NY: Random House 

Early 1700’s, Native American Indian culture, French and 
English colonization 

Elliot, L.M. (2006). Give me liberty. New York,NY: Harper  
 Collins. 

Beginning of the Revolutionary War through the eyes of a 
young indentured servant in Virginia 
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Forbes, Esther. (1971). Johnny Tremain. New York, NY:  
 Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group. Inc. 

Just before the beginning of the Revolutionary War apprentice 
silversmith becomes in embroiled in the world of famous 
historical figures 

Howard, E. (2009). The crimson cap. New York, NY: Holiday  
 House. 

Ten-year-old Pierre Talon joins French explorer LaSalle 
through the interior of the North American continent in the late 
1600’s looking for help foe their embattled settlement 

Jensen, D. (1989). The riddle of penncroft farm. New York,  
 NY: Gulliver Books/ Harcourt, Inc. 

Lars Olafson moves from Minnesota to Valley Forge, PA in 
modern times. He meets a Revolutionary War era ghost who 
tries to help him solve a mystery by telling him about the past. 

O’Dell, S. (1980). Sarah Bishop. New York, NY: Scholastic,  
 Inc. 

Fifteen-year-old Sarah isn’t a patriot or a Tory, but the British 
army is after her for a crime she didn’t commit forcing her to 
flee into the wilderness to face the dangers that lurk there 

Reit, S. (1990). Guns for general Washington. New York, NY:  
 Gulliver Books/ Harcourt Inc. 
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Will and Henry Knox hatch a daring plan to carry 183 cannons 
from Fort Ticonderoga to Boston to help General Washington 
drive the British out 
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Poetry Out Loud (and Up Close) 
 Sally Ventura 

Olean City Schools 
 

Abstract 
Ever since ELA teachers in Olean High School first began to 
use Poetry Out Loud resources, they have discovered new 
reasons to get excited about the time of year when they ask 
their students to choose, memorize and recite poems from the 
Poetry Out Loud anthology.  Poetry Out Loud, according to its 
website poetryoutloud.org, identifies its mission as 
“encouraging the nation's youth to learn about great poetry 
through memorization and recitation.”  The program is 
sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts and the 
Poetry Foundation, and is administered in New York by the 
New York State Council on the Arts and Teachers and Writers.   
 
Poetry Out Loud (and Up Close) 
Any doubts regarding the value of including poetry recitation 
in an English Language Arts curriculum are dispelled by a 
statement made by high school student Zayba Chauhdry, one of 
18 students in Olean, New York chosen this year by their 
teachers to participate in the school’s local Poetry Out Loud 
recitation contest: “When I am reciting, not only do I connect 
with the poem, I want the audience to connect with it as well. I 
want to tell the audience a story that they will never forget.”  
 Our efforts to help students connect with poetry as a 
personal, aesthetic experience have culminated in our adoption 
of Poetry Out Loud.  Our resolve to achieve this goal, however, 
was inspired several years earlier with the launching of the 
website Poetry 180.  

Billy Collins, as poet laureate in 2001, created Poetry 
180 to offer a wide selection of engaging and appropriate 
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poems for high school students, one poem a day for the 180 
days of the academic calendar.  “The most important thing” 
about the program,” he said, was “that the poems be read and 
listened to without any academic requirements.” The very first 
poem in the series was his own “Introduction to Poetry,” a 
poem which offers some insights into his mission. 

In “Introduction to Poetry,” Billy Collins presents 
students seeking to “torture a confession” out a poem, beating 
it to “find out what it really means.”  We were familiar with 
this response to poetry in our classrooms, despite our desire to 
encourage students to “take a poem / and hold it up to the 
light.”  Our challenges were the result of our conscientious 
attempts to help our students prepare for state assessments and 
our students’ conscientious attempts to perform well on these 
exams.  Torturing a confession is just the kind of response to 
poetry that state exams not only encourage, but require of 
students.   

Although we read many Poetry 180 poems purely for 
the moment of suspension above our high school routines that 
they afforded us, our lessons plans never included the objective 
“students will discover poetry as a vital source of pleasure.”  
Designing lessons with quantifiable objectives is regarded as 
sound pedagogical practice, and “discovering poetry as a vital 
source of pleasure” is not measurable.  Ultimately, we adopted 
Poetry 180 not as a program, but as a free on-line anthology of 
engaging and appropriate poems for adolescents.  Many Poetry 
180 poems found their way into our lessons related to 
figurative language, theme and imagery. 

When we discovered the Poetry Out Loud website, 
initially we regarded it merely as another great free on-line 
anthology.  Even though we’ve since embraced its aim to 
encourage our students “to learn about great poetry through 
memorization and recitation,” our reliance on its poetry 
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selections throughout the school year remains significant.  
Poetry 180 selections are wonderful for their immediacy – a 
topic, a line, a voice to which adolescents are immediately 
attracted; whereas Poetry Out Loud offers poems with 
exceptionally strong speakers and appealing musicality.   The 
Poetry Out Loud collection spans several centuries, and each 
time a student chooses to learn a poem by Gerard Manley 
Hopkins or Walt Whitman or Anne Bradstreet or Robert Burns, 
I feel as though the collective spirit of ELA teachers 
everywhere sings!   

The publication in 2010 of the New York additions to 
the Common Core Standards included in the Responding to 
Literature strand that students “interpret, analyze, and evaluate 
narratives, poetry, and drama, aesthetically and philosophically 
by making connections to other texts, ideas, cultural 
perspectives, eras, personal events and situations.”  Our 
decision to incorporate the Poetry Out Loud program into our 
classrooms was consistent with this standard, although the 
extent of that incorporation varied among individual teachers.  
Some used the recitation exercises as part of a public speaking 
unit, some promoted the competition as an extra credit 
opportunity, and some explored other resources that the 
program has to offer, such as the poem a day, lesson plans for 
poetic form, poetic technique and creative writing (how can 
anyone resist lesson plans named “line dancing,” or “golden 
shovel”!).   

 However, at the same time we were learning how to 
incorporate foundational texts, adjusting to the pedagogical 
shifts that the Common Core standards demanded, and 
navigating through new evaluation procedures and new 
assessments for our students.  It took a few years for us to start 
noticing the accumulation of Poetry Out Loud success stories.   
Teachers reported, usually at our department meetings, that 
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some of our most challenging students, students who were 
disengaged, students with high absenteeism, students with 
special challenges and students who were exceptionally quiet, 
had memorized a poem and had given impressive recitations.  
These students had demonstrated a command of the poems they 
had chosen in a way that conventional assessments, such as 
short response assessments modeled on state test questions, 
could not have.   Energy and passion are more easily rated on 
the Poetry Out Loud recitation rubric than on the Common 
Core exam rubric (see Figure 1). 

Despite the current data-driven climate, this kind of 
anecdotal evidence was compelling enough to change our 
emphasis.  I had a very moving experience in my own 
classroom.  One of my students was a senior who was not on 
track to graduate.  He was doubling up in English classes and 
planning to retake the Regents in January because his previous 
June score would have been pretty close to freezing if it had 
been measured in degrees Fahrenheit.  He spent a lot of time 
outside of school hours working a minimum wage job and 
unabashedly identified his distaste for any academic 
responsibilities that detracted from the time he could spend on 
more practical endeavors, particularly the upkeep of his truck.   
He found himself in trouble from time to time for being 
unguarded with his speech and consequently missed class 
every once in a while as he made his apologies in the 
principal’s office about some transgression.   

During one of those heart to heart discussions he and I 
had, the kind that teachers who teach seniors in jeopardy of 
failing their courses dread, my student promised to memorize 
and recite his poem, even though he had steadfastly refused to  
present it in front of his peers. 
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He stopped by after school to recite it for me.  There 
were no errors in his memorization.  Afterward, he told me that 
he “kinda liked” the poem he memorized.  And then he told me 
about the job that he hoped to get after high school and how he 
wanted to save some money so that when he had kids, if any of 
them wanted to go to college, he might be able to help them 
afford it. I believe he was confident enough to share these plans 
with me only in his state of poetry recitation euphoria.  I had 
one of those moments that we teachers know to put in our back 
pockets for those days when things don’t go so well. 

When he came to class the next day he said, “I’ll say 
that poem today,” and he again recited his entire poem without 
error.   It seemed that there was a long pause between the 
conclusion of his recitation and the finger snapping I and my 
colleagues encouraged instead of clapping.  A monumental 
unspoken rule had been broken – a rule the student himself 
insisted upon, the rule which said students like him didn’t 
memorize poetry.  

Other teachers in my department were also sharing 
their stories and, over the years, the pattern emerged.  We 
noticed that the timing of the Poetry Out Loud competition is 
perfect.  By October we have identified our reluctant readers, 
and Poetry Out Loud offers opportunities to establish the 
necessary triangle of trust among teacher, student and content 
that precipitates progress.   Students who struggle in their ELA 
classes, or in academia in general, feel particularly vulnerable 
when asked to speak before their peers, so a positive 
experience in the beginning of the school year provides a 
strong foundation upon which teachers can build.  The 
exercises we include to help our students learn memorization 
skills and close reading skills allow us to easily identify their 
learning strengths.  Furthermore, because we give credit to 
assignments simply for their completion, the Poetry Out Loud 



Ventura 

60 

unit helps us establish a culture in our classrooms where all 
student effort is rewarded (see Figure 2). 
 
25 points Why This Poem paragraph week 1 
10 points write, from memory, the first 20 words week 2 
15 points copy poem 3xs on origami paper week 2 
20 points label and annotate for literary device and 

technique 
week 2 

20 points Who is the speaker?  paragraph week 2 
25 points emulation exercise week 3 
25 points prose and syntax exercise week 3 
25 points  audio recording and upload week 4 
25 points visual representation exercise week 4 
50 points write, from memory, the entire poem week 5 
50 points recitation using POL rubric* week 5 
extra 
credit  

choose a challenging poem, volunteer to 
help organize or emcee the local 
competition 

 

* all students who recite their poem from memory will receive a 
score of at least 75.   
Figure 2:  Poetry Out Loud point spread using a grading system 
in which a test is typically worth 100 points. 
 

The following principles guided the development of 
our Poetry Out Loud unit:   
 some students already excel at memorizing, and 

welcome the opportunity in their ELA classes, classes 
which typically don’t require a lot of memorization, to 
show off their skills 

• although many of our units include a consideration of 
poetry, poetry would be the focus of the Poetry Out 
Loud unit  

• memorization builds confidence 
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• brain exercises, like the memorization of poetry, can 
play a role in neuroplasticity (Eric Jensen [2003] 
addresses the relationship between neuroplasticity 
and the classroom in Engaging Students with Poverty 
in Mind) 

• many students groan about poetry because they feel 
they are expected to groan about poetry; however, 
many students harbor a secret fascination with 
poetry, and many students secretly write it 

• poetry recitation provides an opportunity for students 
to receive positive recognition, and often the students 
who possess talents in recitation are not otherwise 
recognized for their academic achievement 

• however, for some students pubic speaking can be 
very painful, so differentiation tactics are especially 
important 

• some students (and many parents) welcome the 
public speaking component.  Frequently parents will 
tell us that they wish they had had more public 
speaking instruction in high school 

• the Poetry Out Loud competition presents many 
opportunities for community involvement, most 
obviously in recruiting judges for a local competition.  
Many local and regional competitions are held on 
college campus venues.  For potential first-generation 
college students the participation in any event on a 
college campus can be very important as it allows 
them to see themselves in a college environment  

• Poetry Out loud facilitates the study of poetry as an 
art form, particularly in its oral tradition 
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This year our focus was on collaboration, so we began 
by choosing a “launch date” to help create a Poetry Out Loud 
culture at the school.  On the selected day, students in every 9-
12 grade ELA class were given time to read through poems on 
the poetryoutloud.org website and to talk about poems with 
which they might want to work.  We had hoped to have a 
promotional film ready for the televised announcements that 
morning; a couple of students had filmed candid responses to 
the question “what do you remember of the poem you 
memorized last year for POL”?   However, despite the 
excellent footage they collected or maybe because of the 
amount of excellent footage they collected, we extended our 
target production date until next year.  After the launch date, 
we gave students about a week to choose their poems, (Poetry 
Out Loud runs concurrently with other units) and to write a 
reflection composition.  The composition prompt asked 
students to identify what drew them to the poem they chose, 
offering students an opportunity to reflect on those subjects 
they are passionate about.  This exercise consciously drew 
from Sue Engel (2015) who in her compelling book, The End 
of the Rainbow, claims that schools should be a place where 
children build up their sense of purpose, learn how to identify 
their own goals, and acquire ways to meet those goals (p. 109).  
She argues that  

what happens in school should and can enable children 
to live thoughtful, satisfying, and meaningful lives.  
What students do, say, feel, think, and attempt each 
day should prepare them to create happy lives, not train 
them to work … Happiness is not a dirty word, and it’s 
not icing on the cake.  It should be the pot of gold at 
the end of the rainbow.  It can be the goal of education 
(Engel, 2015, p. 87). 
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Among the important components of a program which fosters 
self-actualization, the highest need in Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs and a need which must be addressed in the pursuit of 
happiness, would be the provision of ample opportunities to 
encourage students to explore the nature of their own interests 
with the goal of discovering ideas, talents and topics for which 
they could develop a passion.  

After students have had the opportunity to analyze the 
personal appeal of the poems they have chosen, we focus on 
various techniques to help them memorize their poems.  
Students see the immediate value in learning memorization 
skills.  These skills transfer from academic discipline to 
discipline as well as to their extra-curriculars: football players 
memorize plays, musicians memorize music, and actors and 
actresses memorize dialogue.  Although memorization is low 
on Bloom’s taxonomy, it is nevertheless the foundation upon 
which all other learning rests.  Certainly understanding a poem 
facilitates memorization, but it is also conversely true that 
memorizing a poem facilitates the understanding of it.  
Ultimately, it is not so much the memorization skills that turn 
out to be most useful, but the close reading skills that 
memorization makes possible. Brad Leithauser (2013), in his 
New Yorker article “Why We Should Memorize” offers several 
rebuttals to the argument that in the modern world it is 
unnecessary to memorize a poem which could easily be 
retrieved from a variety of technological devices.  He asserts, 
“the best argument for verse memorization may be that it 
provides us with knowledge of a qualitatively and 
physiologically different variety; you take the poem inside you, 
into your brain chemistry if not your blood, and you know it at 
a deeper bodily level than if you simply read it off a screen.”   

Of all the memorization techniques we have 
implemented, both students and teachers have identified the 



Ventura 

64 

origami lesson as their favorite.  This lesson grew out of our 
practice of having our students copy their poems three times as 
a first step toward memorization.  Repetition, of course, has 
long been regarded as a fundamental memorization technique.  
Last year one of my students submitted her copied poem to me 
as a beautiful crane, and I was struck by the impression of 
texture – feathers! - created by her lovely cursive handwriting.  
This year, we asked our students to copy their poems on 
colorful origami paper.  I shared Konnikova’s article (2014) 
“What’s Lost as Handwriting Fades,” so my students might 
understood why, in addition to aesthetic appeal, I was 
encouraging them to copy their poems in cursive.  Konnikova 
presents research that suggests cursive writing activates more 
areas of the brain than printing or typing, and so may 
significantly impact our memory and learning ability.  (A 
natural extension of this research would suggest that the arts 
are more important in cognitive development than is reflected 
in the current educational climate).  We invited a local origami 
enthusiast to work with our students and he very generously 
taught a lesson to every ELA class – all 653 students in our 
high school.   He taught students how to turn their 
memorization exercises into beautiful artwork.  We displayed 
much of this student work at our local contest.   

Another memorization exercise we initiated this year, 
for which we received very positive feedback from both 
colleagues and students, involved collaboration with our 
physical education department.   We received a grant allowing 
us to purchase a class set of MP3 players.  Students recited 
their poems using the free software Audacity, downloaded their 
files onto iTunes and listened to their recitations during the 
warm-up period of their physical education classes.  Studies by 
Esteban-Cornjeho et. al (2015),  Ratey (2013),  and, 
interestingly, an overview of the research regarding the 
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memorization of music (Mishra 2010), support the positive 
correlation between cognitive skill and physical activity, but 
our students, undoubtedly, were simply enticed by the novelty 
of being allowed to use their ear buds during class time.  
Unfortunately, our timing didn’t allow for all students to 
participate in this exercise, but we had enough students try this 
so that we are ready for full implement next year.  Some 
students transferred their files to their personal devices and 
memorized their poems by listening to them repeatedly.   
Students who have identified their learning strengths as 
auditory easily saw the potential for transfer to other disciplines 
using this technique. 

To appeal to visual learners, we asked students to 
create some sort of visual representation of their poems.  
Although students reported that the creation of a story board or 
graphic poem (formatting the poem like a graphic novel) was 
most helpful in memorization, many students took advantage of 
the opportunity for creative expression, and we received many 
wonderfully inspired projects including sculptures, masks, 
power point presentations, and beautiful drawings in a variety 
of media.  One student submitted a sculpture created using 3D 
printing.  Like the origami creations, we displayed many of 
these works of art at our local Poetry Out Loud competition 
(see figure 3). 

A creative writing exercise incorporated into our 
collaborative Poetry Out Loud unit this year provided us with 
another opportunity for sharing students’ work.  We learned the 
exercise at a workshop presented at the 2015 NYSEC 
conference.  The consultants from the Empire State Writing 
Project Network (an affiliate of the National Writing Project, 
an organization devoted to the improvement of teaching and 
learning in schools and districts) asked participants to examine 
a poem and then to create one, emulating the poem’s tone, 
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style, theme, cadence -- to use the poem as a spring board to 
create our own poems.  We used this exercise as a method to 
teach close reading skills, and we submitted several students’ 
emulation poems to a local poetry writing contest.   

 
Figure 3:  “The Obligation to be Happy” by Emily Gayton 

 
An aspect of close reading complementing the 

emulation exercise is grammatical analysis.  Lessons in 
grammar are most fruitful in context, a concept supported by 
the meta-research Writing Next (Graham and Perin 2007).   We 
asked students to begin their examination of grammatical 
constructs by transposing their poems into prose.  This step 
often facilitated conversations about syntax, line breaks, 
cadence, and the very definition of poetry itself.   Next, 
students labeled basic grammatical elements (using traditional 
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grammar terminology, given that linguistic grammar has not 
yet found its way into most elementary and secondary schools).   
This exercise easily allows for differentiation: some students 
were able to discern syntactical rhetoric, but all were able to 
observe patterns and discover something about the relationship 
between structure and idea.    

All of the lessons in our Poetry Out Loud unit offer 
plenty of alignment with common core standards (especially 
Reading Literature 1,2,4-6 and Language 3-5 strands, but, 
interestingly, not any of the Speaking and Listening standards), 
and these skills are easily assessed and monitored, but the 
possibilities for student growth extend beyond that which is 
evidence based.  The “arts” in English Language Arts classes 
implies at least some immersion in aesthetics, in the pursuit of 
ideas and concepts not easily or even possibly measured by our 
mundane instruments, an immersion offered by the Poetry Out 
Loud program.  

No number could represent this year’s experience of 
having several very talented student musicians volunteer to 
come together as a small band to entertain the audience before 
our school Poetry Out Loud competition began and while the 
judges’ scores were being tabulated.  The audience was treated 
to an amazing performance! 

In our desire to create a culture in our classrooms and 
in our school of vibrancy, diversity, engagement, we found a 
lot of inspiration in the Poetry Out Loud program.  The 
inspiration to continue to build on our Poetry Out Loud unit 
comes from our students, and our students are inspired by great 
poets.    

When I listen to my students’ recitations, and when I 
read the exercises they submit as they prepare for their 
recitations, I am certain that poetry has found its way into their 
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bones.  Consider, for example, a poem I received this year from 
one of my students, junior Emily Gayton: 

 
 
 

Auth
or’s 
Note 
We 
are 
very 
gratef
ul to 
our 
origa
mi 
enthu
siasti
c, 
Rober
t 
Taylo
r, 
Olean 

Public Library Art Coordinator, for all his help and to the 
Olean Public Library for making it possible for Robert to spend 
time with us.  We are also very grateful to the Olean 
Foundation for the grant that made the purchase of MP3 
players possible.  
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Creating Interest for Historical Fiction with Middle-Grade 
Readers using Close Reading 

Justin Stygles 
Guy E. Rowe School 

 
 At the middle-grade level many students have affinities 
for certain genres and avoidances to others.  This scenario 
emerges as students learn to balance reading for themselves 
(pleasure reading) and the necessity of assigned reading.  
Research has shown students will read more if they read 
something they are interested in.  However, middle-grade and 
high school teachers are often required to teach canonical texts 
(often historical in nature). For developing readers, imposing 
reading on students without understanding how books work or 
what can be taken away may potentially create detrimental 
learning experiences. Consequently, readers are disengaged 
before reading begins. 
 If we want students to develop new reading interests, 
we have to teach readers what a text is designed to do for them 
that permit access to otherwise foreboding texts using specific 
skills. Close reading, then, becomes a necessary scaffold for 
pleasure reading opportunities that readers might otherwise 
avoid. As Lehman and Roberts (2013) declare, “close reading 
takes clear, engaging, transferrable, and responsive instruction. 
Close reading instruction must lead to students' own thoughtful 
reading” (p. 4). I propose, if students are taught to closely read 
texts, as a means to gather information and understanding, 
rather than read and respond (e.g. read a text and answer 
questions, perhaps discuss the reading) interest genres, like 
historical fiction, will increase. Additionally, I contend, at the 
middle school level, when readers adopt and apply close 
reading strategies to monitor their understanding independently 
(following appropriate instruction and scaffolds) they become 
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engaged readers, choosing to read out of interest rather than 
prescription.  
 
Teaching Historical Fiction 
 Historical fiction, as a genre, can be challenging to 
teach.  Many students I've taught over the years find the genre 
boring and complex.  Students claim historical fiction books 
lack the compelling hook that adventure books have or the ease 
of reading that graphic novels offer.  Occasionally, a student 
notes the depth of vocabulary historical fiction books contain 
as the prohibitive factor preventing further reading.  
 Perhaps teachers empathize with the sentiment of 
middle-grade readers. From an adult perspective, books like 
My Brother Sam is Dead and Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry 
(Taylor, 1991) are substantive. We successfully navigate texts 
and glean information, such as historical facts, in an effective, 
efficient manner that furthers our interest. I recall the first time 
I read My Brother Sam is Dead (Collier & Collier, 2005), I 
wondered: 
 How I would present the book?  
 How can I keep kids interested in reading? 
 What will make the content interesting? 
 What can readers take away from the reading that will 
 encourage them to think about life? 
I felt overwhelmed by what I had to or could teach. Even 
though both books are considered to be grade-level appropriate 
(grades five and six) by many reading lists, a book's placement 
on lists seldom guarantees reader interest or success with a text. 
I had to find ways to entice readers to engage with historical 
fiction during instruction before they would feel comfortable 
enough to incorporate such reading into their pleasure reading. 
  Readers approach such readings with apathy.  
However, intermediate students express disinterest in historical 
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fiction by disguising incapability. “Boring” most often means 
students cannot discern the plot, cannot connect with 
characters, or gain a sense of the larger setting/content.  
Readers are not captivated on an “entertainment” level. To find 
interest in historical fiction, I have found that readers must 
utilize tools available and realize opportunities, access 
resources, and capitalize on pathway to uncover and expand 
upon newly discovered learning beyond the current or 
forthcoming assignments.  In other words, reading to exhume 
facts from fiction within historical fiction is an entry way into 
developing undiscovered reading interests.  
 Historical fiction is a genre that is due respect, if not 
for the narrative, but for the interwoven facts and nostalgia that 
authors present. Despite great texts like A Long Way from 
Chicago (Peck, 2000), Fever, 1793, and Mr. Tucket (Paulsen, 
2005), students avoid reading historical fiction because of their 
unfamiliar contexts, perplexing plot lines, and rich vocabulary. 
Observations of obstacles intermediate students face when 
reading historical fiction include: 

• Construction of the historical narrative often deters 
readers because the familiarity with preferred texts (i.e. 
realistic fiction) is lacking. 

• Readers inadvertently omit (or ignore) the historical 
substance driving a historical fiction narrative. 

• Vocabulary of the time or phrases (idioms, slang, etc.) 
confuse students because they read historical fiction 
like realistic fiction.  

• Readers require a skill set that must be deliberately 
applied, differing from the skill set readers apply when 
reading texts (i.e. preferred, self-selected, pleasure) 
independently.   
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 In working with historical fiction, scaffolding is an 
opportunity to invite students to reading  such texts, 
independently.  
 Books like Fever, 1793 (Anderson, 2002), Chains 
(Anderson, 2005), and Elijah of Buxton (Curtis, 2009) are 
missed opportunities if students are not taught to handle text 
structure appropriate and use the structure and author bias to 
navigate text. In order to reverse this trend, students require 
mechanisms, like close reading, to navigate historical fiction 
and overcome the challenges noted above.  When students 
respond positively to instruction and gain a sense of historical 
fiction as a genre, they gain a sense of an efferent (Rosenblatt, 
1995) nature of reading, which for many readers stimulates an 
interest in the genre and history they may not have experienced 
previously. 
 
Modeling Close Reading 
 When teaching readers to decipher historical fiction 
modeling is key.  Best practice models continually support 
desired reading behaviors in the development of maturing 
readers. (Cambourne, 1988; Routman, 2003; Oczkus, 2010).  
As readers mature through primary grades into the intermediate 
grades, many internalize reading and develop a love for 
pleasure reading that is their own.  Close reading, unlike the 
interest and attentiveness displayed in early childhood, is not a 
preferred method of reading for maturing readers.  Rather, 
many young readers are content to relax and read for pleasure, 
perhaps assuming more of an aesthetic style of reading. 
Therefore, closely reading to glean information from text must 
be modeled (Fisher and Frey, 2008). When readers begin to 
read for astutely for information, interest in reading improves 
and expands. 
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  Comprehension is contingent on a reader's exposure, 
experience, and environment (Rosenblatt, 1978). In the 
classroom, comprehension, unlike close reading, is difficult to 
model because transaction between reader and text is unique.  
However, many maturing readers assume they have to think 
like the teacher.  Asking readers to think in a particular manner 
limits the capacity in which a reader comprehends or imposes 
an unfair expectation of reading.  Such an act positions a sense 
of shame because readers cannot own their thoughts or 
expressions, stifling self-manifestation (Kaufman, 1992) in a 
comprehension sense. As the teacher, the model thinkers, we 
have to focus on the comprehension process rather than 
product; that is, not an exact answer, but the reasoning behind a 
response or reaction to text. Otherwise, readers develop a false 
idea of reading. Comprehension responses and strategic 
reading becomes generic. Conversely, if students are permitted 
to engage or respond to a text without boundaries, a teacher 
must accept a wide-range of responses reflective of a reader's 
thinking.  This is commonly seen with readers who read to 
complete books and answer questions after reading.  Modeling 
close reading then becomes a necessary scaffold to help focus 
reader on content that enhances comprehension and supports 
reading engagement. 
 
Modeling in Action 
 When I model close reading, students sit around the 
“magic desk of thinking.” In subsequent lessons, students 
model close reading to show various interpretations. The 
premise for a close reading lesson is provided, “Find 
information that reflects the historical period.”  Students realize 
that the premise poses two questions, “What is historical fact?” 
and “What could be true of the time?” By reading aloud, I 
shared what I highlight and provide a rationale. Before the 
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lesson, students receive a photocopied version of the chapter 
six of My Brother Sam is Dead to follow along with. Two 
pages of the text fill one photocopied page, while still 
providing room for annotation.  
 In my reading, I underline the following facts: 

• ...Food was short... 
• ...me who had their guns had trouble getting powder 

and shot. 
• Cloth was getting scarce, and leather, because the 

Continental troops needed them for clothing and shoes. 
• The Rebel troops had been beaten [in New York City] 

and the British had taken over the city.   
• Rebels... retreat... 
• Encamped someplace in New Jersey and probably 

would stay there for the winter 
 
The modeling is designed to show apprentice readers that 
authors weave historical facts throughout their text to 
substantiate the narrative, revealing the perspective.  This is 
important with My Brother Sam Is Dead because the narrative 
is told from the Torry perspective. Readers automatically 
assume the Colonial viewpoint as taught in class. The Collier 
brothers provide more than enough opportunity to lead the 
reader to believe that Tim is a Colonist. (Tim's discovery of his 
identity is a metaphor for the newly emerging nation.) 
Subsequently, readers have to alter their schema, negotiate a 
variety of terms associated with British and Colonial armies, 
and approach the literature through a critical lens to determine 
the struggles Tim faces throughout the narrative. Modeling this 
process scaffolds maturing readers' involvement with the text.  
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Whole Class, Different Evidence 
  Next, students transition to collaborative guided 
practice. This exercise utilizes two pages of the whole class 
text. When learning with My Brother Sam is Dead, the 
discussed instruction might span pages, 88-91. One student 
reads aloud and highlights while the other participants listen 
and highlight. When complete, the group shares and compares 
highlighted evidence. 
 During this segment, many students will highlight 
similar information. Students who highlight other facts should 
be encouraged for their efforts, since these students are 
showing signs of autonomy and acknowledges that students 
processes text uniquely.  When students discover they have 
similar findings, students gain confidence, appeasing their 
desire to be correct. More importantly, when students take note 
of their differences in their highlighting, conversation is 
generated. After the reading exercise, students discuss their 
rationales for highlighting select evidence.  
 At this point, readers reach the point where they can 
discuss the premise of the lesson: “What is genuine fact?” and 
“What could be potentially real?” Almost immediately, readers 
are immersed in the intricacies of the text. Their consciousness 
of reading changes, almost in the blink of any eye.  This 
process is repeated, as readers move through the chapter.  
  During cooperative small group practices (Fisher, 
Frey, & Everlove, 2009), students alternate roles as readers, 
highlight with each turn, and discuss findings, as they build off 
one another's learning. Multiple opportunities to read, 
highlight, annotate, and collaborate builds confidence in 
student's thinking, improving comprehension before launching 
into independent practice. At this time, students are apt to 
follow the lead of the students who is reading. For example, 
when the reader stops, highlights, and annotates, peers mimic. 
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Addressing this scenario through teaching points during group 
conferences creates capacity for students to take initiative 
highlight and annotate, discerning fact from fiction, 
autonomously. With that said, one round of guided practice is 
seldom enough. I find readers need a few rounds of practice to 
build up enough confidence and autonomy before they 
comfortably proceed with independent practice, even if several 
days, or attempts are needed. 
 To complete the gradual release model (Fisher and 
Frey, 2008) students read segments of My Brother Sam is Dead 
independently.  At this point, I disengage with students in an 
attempt to promote independence, moving towards autonomy. 
During independent practice, students read and highlight the 
remainder the chapter.  I confer with readers who require or 
seek additional support.  
 Throughout the reader's independent practice, we must 
recognize that determining facts without strong background 
about the topic can cause confusion for students. During this 
time, readers transfer learning, or autonomously deploy skills, 
to reinforce their reasoning and clarifying applications.  For 
example, students can learn to use time transitions to determine 
dates, times, and places of actual events. Some students will 
research locations such as Verplanks Point, NY or Readfield, 
CT online or in related texts found in the Colonial Era and 
American Revolution text baskets to affirm or dispute the 
existence of a location and specifics regarding the location. In 
time, students find themselves immersed in self-driven micro-
research initiatives, wishing to learn more, which symbolizes 
their motivation to reading and engagement with the subject 
matter apparent through their affect – a visible joy and love for 
the reading and learning.   
 Students perform “micro-research” during their 
independent reading time. Independent reading differs from 
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independent practice because independent practice is part of the 
gradual release model; a controlled setting, where in 
independent reading students are reading autonomously; 
applying skills on their own volition. 
 
Close Reading Revelations: Interest beyond the Task 
 Towards the end of their assignments, readers move 
away from parsing fact from fiction to empathizing with 
characters. In a relatively short time period, readers begin to 
realize that authors of historical fiction front load chapters with 
historical facts as a staging point for the narrative. When “facts 
run out,” readers readily shifting their focus to anticipating how 
characters will change in the narrative, based on their 
knowledge of plot and history, as well as the authors 
sequencing of historical events and incorporation of facts. This 
response to text reveals the interest of readers and their push 
for higher order thinking. For instance, readers wind up 
speculating how a character, like Tim, will adjust as a character 
in response to the context posed by the author and history more 
so than personal feelings (text-to-self connections).  
 Other “nuggets” of information appear throughout the 
reading that capture reader interest and challenge their 
background knowledge.  Cowboys, for example in My Brother 
Sam is Dead, challenged readers' visualization of cowboys. 
Collaboration and evidence-based discussions aided student as 
they shifted their perceptions from stereotypical gun-toting, 
Stetson-wearing gangsters of the Wild West to “modest” 
colonial era cattle thieves.  This “clarification” assisted reading 
comprehension and drew attention to a little known fact that 
contributed to the American Revolution.  
 When students spend too much time clarifying text to 
figure out what is happening, they lose interest in their reading 
and often declare a book boring.  By implementing a purpose 
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for close reading, students became more interested with My 
Brother Sam is Dead through modeling, collaboration, and 
independent discoveries, when sustained throughout the course 
of the text. 
 
Integration Opportunities 
 Reading of the text can be supported by content 
instruction if time allows. Connecting historical timelines to 
plot maps links events of the American Revolution, in this 
case, to events in the text. Discussing attitudes and feeling of 
the Tory and population concentration helps define the tension 
behind the war.  For example, we discuss how colonial Maine 
housed loyalists, primarily, who sought sanctuary from Mother 
England in Canada. Revealing war becomes more than just 
battlefields, or fact, but how the war existed in streets and 
homes, where kids now lived (conceptual learning).  
 For example, as the Continental Army gained more 
traction in the Northeast (as indicated on maps) students sought 
to anticipate what would become of Sam. As the war dragged 
on, reflecting on  journals of starving soldiers, and recalling the 
importance of beef from chapter six, readers could anticipate 
how Tim's family would be violated as a Crown-loyal tavern 
owner.  Additionally, students find themselves in a place to 
discuss fairness, including ethical and moral treatment of 
people who possess different loyalties or beliefs, which bores 
down into the heart of whose point-of-view from which stories 
are told. 
 
Student Learning Reflections 
  Since authors embed so many neat facts and nuances 
in historical fiction, readers have several enlightening 
opportunities to display affective responses (surprise, 
happiness, astonishment, etc.) when reading. However, 
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students must possess a skill set that unlocks information 
camouflaged with the narration. Checking in with students and 
using exit slips as formative assessment to monitor engagement 
with the reading process is important to determine the success 
of the lesson and if students find value in the learning.  
 As we complete our learning sequence, we gather as a 
whole class. Students share feedback on the process. Students 
are asked the following questions reflecting on the learning and 
experience: 
 What did you notice about the author's inclusion of 
 historical facts in the chapter? 
 How does finding the historical facts help you want to 
 read about history more? 
For the former questions, readers replied: 

• The author usually puts the facts all stuffed at the 
beginning, but still puts facts scattered around. He also 
puts the facts in as though they are just part of the story 
and you have to twist the sentence to see the facts. 

• I noticed that they wrote the historical facts on the ages 
in sentence to make them blend in the story. For 
example, when the author said cowboys dressed in 
brown shirts and trousers with muskets, swords, and 
pistols, he made the fact blend into the sentence. 

• He used the facts in the beginning of chapters and put 
little facts in the middle and end of chapters. 

• I think the author maybe found Sam's journal that he 
wrote like in My Brother Sam is Dead. Sam's brother 
really did die, so Sam wrote about it. Like making a 
copy of it, only its different words and phrases that the 
author could use in different things from different 
books and some or most of the words that he thought 
of. 

• I noticed that the author's way of including historical 
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facts is that their note only about the war at the time, 
also about what happens at the time. Example: cowboy 
carried around old muskets, swords, and pistols.  

 
Student feedback indicates that the instructional model worked.  
Students found that facts about the American Revolution 
existed within the text, as part of the narrative and to discover 
information they had not known previously. Students were able 
to successfully explore how the Collier brothers incorporated 
fact to front load the narrative create a context for the story to 
occur.  Also, by noting location of the facts, students were able 
to clarify what they read and created visualizations that 
scaffolded their comprehension. 
 
For the latter question, readers replied: 

• Finding the historical facts in historical fiction helps 
me want to read more about history because I feel like 
I'm actually getting something out of reading historical 
fiction and I will know more about the time period if I 
went to read another book. 

• It makes me want to read about history more because it 
gives me something to research about like if the 
cowboys were really read. By reading it, it gives me 
more understanding about the time period. 

• Because stories have mixed info so if you read, you 
separate what is made up and what is true. You can 
also learn new info if you read about the topic. 

• It makes me think that history is grabbing true facts 
from book. 

• Its gets me thinking about realistic fiction, how it is 
just all facts. It is also a good thing for me because I 
have just read fiction all year and I actually want to 
read more about the Revolutionary War next year. 
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As desired, student's attitudes towards reading historical fiction 
positively changed through close reading.  By using guiding 
questions to help readers explore the function of historical 
fiction (i.e convey facts and tell a story), readers successfully 
found reasons to be interested in My Brother Sam is Dead and 
the American Revolution. The student responses also suggest 
that readers have begun generalize the traits of historical fiction 
found within My Brother Sam is Dead to other books within 
the historical fiction genre. 
 
Conclusion 
 When looking back on the exercise, one of the primary 
troubles middle-grade readers faced is inexperience with the 
genre and understanding of how authors incorporate fact into 
fiction. Caden, for example, a vivacious, inquisitive young man 
piped up during one of our wrap arounds and asked, “Why has 
no one taught us to read like this before?”  In light of the 
backhanded compliment, for students to be engaged in reading 
they need authentic purpose to read.  The exercise consumed 
considerable amount of time due to inexperience. Slowing 
down to read and ponder fact from fiction repurposes thinking.  
Students find themselves immersed when looking for fact.  The 
readers enjoyed the reading experience, but were not 
completely ready to adjust their independent reading habits to 
accommodate the new skill. Not from a single chapter. The 
sequence required repetition, over several chapters. Amidst the 
increasing demands to teach more, providing readers adequate 
“use” time is an investment in their reading.  
 Other concerns may be the belaboring of a chapter 
book, a concept some educators are opposed to because of 
killing interest in reading. With this instruction, the entire book 
is not taught.  In other words, readers are only considering fact 
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from fiction in connection with the plot and characters' actions, 
which paves way for stronger predictions, improving the ability 
to clarify, and asking questions to inspire further reading.  The 
text, in a sense, is an anchor text; a gateway to other texts.  
 Under the premise of the ascribed learning sequence, 
using a book like My Brother Sam is Dead as an instructional 
vehicle (an assignment) promotes interest within the subject 
area and the genre.  The dedication and study of a singular text 
creates competency that readers can apply, independently, in 
other historical fiction texts, scaffolding and expanding reading 
interest. Dedicating time to supporting students’ 
“approximations” boosts confidence and thinking in their own 
reading.  This privilege, or right, acquiesced from the teacher 
and gifted to the reader – acknowledgement of a readers' 
control over their own reading – allows readers to engage with 
reading on their own. 
 Teaching close reading skills, like discerning facts 
within fiction in a learning sequence, such as the model 
described is enhanced when students are invited to practice 
such reading within assigned reading, and hopefully, 
independent reading. Close reading helps students find a reason 
to be curious with historical fiction. As curiosity increased, 
students demonstrated a desire to learn more. Instruction 
around close reading, as a means to differentiate fact from 
fiction stimulated reading and expanded reading interests.  
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Abstract 
Aesthetics Across the Ages: A Secondary Teacher’s Journey 
through Thought and Emotion traces aesthetic theory from 
Plato to Rosenblatt, analyzing the beauty of aesthetics in 
relation to the high school classroom. Through a 
combination of personal narrative and a review of literature 
related to aesthetics—including Adorno, Aristotle, Dewey, 
Kant, and Marx—the author translates aesthetic theory into 
something applicable for the classroom through the lens of 
Rosenblatt’s (2001) transactional theory. The author notes 
that, by creating an aesthetic atmosphere in one’s classroom, 
students are able to engage critically with texts, thus 
improving their educational motivation and experiences. The 
implications of this piece are grounded in aesthetic theory, 
but reach toward the implementation of Bakhtin’s (1981) 
dialogism in order to sustain a balanced curriculum for 
secondary school students.  
 
Aesthetics Across the Ages 
 When I read, I become lost in the text—I lose myself 
and gain the characteristics of the text’s hero or heroine. I 
lean on his or her understanding. I dissemble my reality and 
build the walls of the text around me, living in its moment 
until I break myself free, or until someone distracts me. I do 
not merely read texts; I interact with them, speak to them, 
and involve myself in a dialogue with them, their words, 
their authors, and their characters. I suppose my intense 
response to texts explains why the first time I encountered 
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Louise Rosenblatt and her transactional theory, I 
instantaneously became enamored by the complex simplicity 
of it. On one hand, it is simple: every time we read, we enter 
a transaction with the text where both reader and text 
respond, creating a unique text based on the event 
(Rosenblatt, 2001). On the other hand, she offers a heavy 
claim. This assertion, then, means that every person who 
reads creates a distinctive text in response to a reading. 
Meaning: there are millions (billions?) of texts floating 
around in meta-space, offering innumerable responses that 
speak some sort of “truth,” even if it is a truth understood by 
only ourselves and our contexts. 
 Rosenblatt stuck with me; I could not shake her 
claims, as they spoke so closely to my heart. Being an 
involved reader, I loved the idea that each textual interaction 
created a unique reaction—I have even experienced this 
reaction firsthand—but, I also loved Rosenblatt’s (2001) 
definition of response: all reading falls somewhere between 
aesthetic and efferent poles. When reading aesthetically, we 
“may be so completely absorbed in living through a [text] or 
may so completely identify with a character in a story that 
nothing else enters consciousness” (p. 270). An efferent 
reader responds to what he or she is “calling forth in the 
transaction with the text” (p. 269). Therefore, an aesthetic 
response is a lived-through experience, while an efferent 
response is one where the reader hopes to gain something 
from the text, or is looking for specific things within the 
text. I think it is safe to say I am generally an aesthetic—or 
emotional—reader.  
 While I was thankful to discover Louse Rosenblatt 
and her theory, as it helped explain my own responses to 
literature, she led me down a rabbit hole of mixed emotions. 
I sometimes had a hard time differentiating between 



Whitley 

88 

aesthetic and efferent reading, or placing things on either 
side of the continuum. Of course, now I realize that one can 
read both aesthetically and efferently—possibly even 
simultaneously—but this conflict consumed my mind. I 
could not read or write anything that did not involve 
Rosenblatt in some way (no matter what theory I should 
focus on). I needed to figure out what exactly is “aesthetic,” 
and what is “aesthetic theory?” As I sought an answer to 
these questions, I encountered many scholars, both ancient 
and modern. I set out to answer what I thought would be a 
simple question, but what turned into a journey from Plato 
and Adorno (or, really: Socrates to Cahnmann-Taylor, but 
not for the purposes of this paper). This journey served its 
purpose, as I now have a sense of personal aesthetic 
enlightenment.  
 However personally influenced, though, I did not 
merely delve into aesthetic theory to satiate my desire for 
knowledge. The more I learned about aesthetics and 
aesthetic theory, the more apparent it was how important 
aesthetics are to the classroom. Aesthetics, in short, are “a 
basic mode of intelligence enhanced and developed through 
the symbolic forms of the arts” (Anderson, 2016). When I 
was a high school English and special education teacher, and 
now as a middle school English/language arts teacher, I was 
and am always looking for ways to relate to my students and 
get them excited about their education. Aesthetic, emotional, 
and artistic responses too often are missing from English 
classes, as students often find the standards-based content 
boring and unattainable. Therefore, aside from selfish 
reasons, I needed to know what aesthetic theory was in order 
to apply it to my classes, in hopes of improving my teaching 
as well as my students’ engagement. In the overabundance 
of literature I found, I looked for ways to invoke aesthetic 
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responses in students—of ways to create an aesthetic 
environment in my classroom. As aesthetic response is based 
on personal feelings, schemas, and reactions, it is impossible 
to force this reaction; however, I did not leave my research 
empty-handed.  

During my aesthetic inquiry, I discovered that, 
though Rosenblatt’s theory is limited, it is merely a fraction 
of theories out there involving aesthetics. While one cannot 
forcefully influence another person to have an aesthetic 
response to texts, one can invite aesthetic response by 
creating an aesthetic atmosphere in his or her classroom. I 
also learned that, although aesthetic theory began as a 
philosophical exploration, it relates to education immensely. 
Aesthetics, while an exploration of all things beautiful, do 
not merely relate to art in a physical sense. It involves 
beauty, emotion, the mind, texts, and the unknown. 
Aesthetic theory weaves past philosophy and finds a home in 
education, allowing for curious students and teachers like 
myself to partake in an individualized study of self, beauty 
and art in the classroom.  

 
Aesthetic Theory and Classroom Application: From the 
Ancients to the Moderns 
 Aesthetic theory—and its subsequent theories—
arguably began with Socrates and continues evolving today. 
In a general definition, aesthetic theory is derived “from its 
preoccupation with a set of concepts that play an important 
role in reasonable discussion of works of art” (Beardsley, 
1970, p. 4). Specifically, it is the study of art and 
appreciation of beauty. However, just as any concept 
changes with each new generation, aesthetics and aesthetic 
theory, too, have changed across the ages. It first began as a 
discussion of artistic beauty, but now surpasses that 
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definition and has made its way into many disciplines. When 
seeking answers as to what devises this complicated school 
of thought, one will encounter theorists who appreciate 
aesthetics and their enlightening qualities; one will also 
encounter skeptics who believe aesthetics do not belong in 
the literary canon. No matter the controversy surrounding 
the topic, aesthetic theory can be found in art just as in 
education—in Plato and Rosenblatt. It is everywhere.  
 
Plato and Aristotle’s Aesthetics 

The idea of aesthetics developed long ago most 
arguably with Socrates’ apprentice, Plato. According to 
Plato (1928), “Beauty of style and harmony and grace and 
good rhythm depends on simplicity.” By “simplicity,” he 
insinuates that beauty can be found in many naturally-
occurring things, and does not need to be created. In 
concordance with aesthetics, Plato also spent a lot of time 
discussing pleasure in his work, as beauty is a form that 
instills pleasure in its beholder. The true aesthetics of beauty 
and pleasure cannot be manufactured; instead, it must be 
natural and immediate (Anderson, 2016).  

Because of his interest in simplistic beauty, Plato 
was even reluctant to associate poetry with beauty. He 
claims poetry has a certain “deceptive attractiveness” 
(Pappas, 2012). Meaning, poetry seems beautiful because of 
its attractive words and form, but it is merely a farce. This 
point is probably where Aristotle and Plato most disagreed, 
causing many scholars to side with Aristotle’s views of 
aestheticism over his predecessor. According to Pappas 
(2012), “A clear opposition between imitation and 
inspiration, or any clear relationship between them, would 
suggest a coherent whole that can be titled ‘Plato’s 
aesthetics.’ In the absence of such a relationship, it is hard to 
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attribute an aesthetic theory to Plato as one can so 
straightforwardly do with Aristotle.” Plato views poetry as 
an imitation of beauty, while Aristotle praises it for its 
beautiful nature.  

Essential to Aristotle’s argument for beauty is 
imagination. His “accounts of action, memory, dreaming, 
and perception, as well as thought, make essential use of 
[imagination]” (Wedin, 1988, p. 23). It is in his argument for 
the value of imagination where Aristotle’s aesthetics shine, 
however limited. He places almost too much emphasis on 
the imagination, where emphasis could be placed on texts 
and objects themselves (Wedin, 1988, p. 45). While 
imagination does not occur without perception and thought, 
supposition does not occur without imagination; thus, 
imagination is important, but it is not the end-all to 
aesthetics and beauty (p. 100).  

Both Plato and Aristotle offer unique views on 
beauty and aesthetic appreciation. While their arguments do 
not define aesthetic theory, they presuppose it. It is in the 
appreciation for beauty where aesthetics thrive—and maybe 
even exists. Both Platonic and Aristotelian aesthetics make 
way for future theorists (like Rosenblatt). If an aesthetic 
response is inspired by personal experiences and feelings, 
then one’s appreciation for beauty in all things creates that 
response. Though ancient ideas, they still apply today. My 
students appreciate beauty, but their definitions of what 
constitutes as “beautiful” surely are different than past 
philosophers’ ideas. However, without imagination or 
personal virtue, my students would find it difficult to 
respond to some of the classical literature enforced by 
standards-based classes. Thankfully, my imagination has 
been influenced by three decades of literature, so they’re in 
luck if theirs is lacking.  
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Kant and Adorno’s Aesthetics 

Immanuel Kant revolutionized the philosophy of his 
time. According to Kant (1793), “The attainment of any aim 
is coupled with feeling of pleasure” (p. 287). Much like the 
notions asserted by Aristotle and Plato, Kant’s aesthetics are 
grounded in beauty and pleasure. He continued his 
discussion when he argued, “The judgment of taste is not an 
intellectual judgment and so not logical, but aesthetic—
which means that it is one whose determining ground cannot 
be other than subjective” (p. 293, emphasis in original). The 
subjective nature of aestheticism is the key here; before 
Kant, most of the arguments surrounding aesthetics 
discussed the divine and the beautiful; here, though, he 
discusses the subjectivity of it. In relation to current 
classrooms, subjectivity is a hot topic; teachers have 
standards to guide the instruction of their students; however, 
especially in English/language arts classes, it is difficult to 
remain objective, as English is a subject of subjectivity. 

According to Kant’s (1793) implications of 
judgment: “Even if the given images are rational, but 
referred in a judgment solely to the subject (to its feeling), 
they are always aesthetic to that extent” (p. 293, parentheses 
in original). One’s judgment, or experience, is what leads to 
response. As we judge a work of art—or a text—we 
experience it and therefore respond to it. According to 
Ginsborg (2008), “An aesthetic judgment, in Kant’s usage, 
is a judgment which is based on feeling, and in particular on 
the feeling of pleasure or displeasure.” The similarity to 
Aristotle and Plato is seen here with modern influences. In 
fact, this idea is the most distinguishing part of Kant’s 
theory, as “Judgments of beauty are based on feeling, in 
particular feelings of pleasure,” wrote Ginsborg (2008); “the 
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pleasure, however, is of a distinctive kind: it is disinterested, 
which means that it does not depend on the subject’s having 
a desire for the object, nor does it generate such a desire.” 
Kant influenced aesthetics tremendously, bringing to light 
the subjective nature of this school of theory, while also 
confirming past views of imagination.  

While Kant relates more to Aristotle, Adorno 
embodies much of Plato’s principles. According to Adorno’s 
(1984) aesthetic theory, “The autonomy art gained after 
having freed itself from its earlier cult function and its 
derivatives depended on the idea of humanity” (p. 1). While 
Adorno bases his aesthetic theory on beauty and 
appreciation, he differs from previous scholars in his 
relativity of aesthetics. Specifically, he does not agree with 
Aristotle’s focus that beauty is always there; instead, 
Adorno’s aesthetics are relative and contextual; they change 
with the eye of the beholder instead of remaining the same. 
Modern aesthetics have suffered as such, according to 
Adorno (1984): “Aesthetics today is powerless to avert its 
becoming a necrologue of art” (p. 5). As humans lose their 
humanity, they lose their ability to enjoy and appreciate art.  

Both Kant and Adorno offer ideas useful in a high 
school classroom. With the amount of value Kant placed on 
the feeling of pleasure versus displeasure, and the judgments 
one undergoes when experiencing art, the implications here 
are in the activities one does with his or her students. If 
students document their reactions to certain activities and/or 
texts, teachers will be more apt to suggest readings that 
inspire similar, aesthetic responses. Kant’s theories allow for 
positive, innate, emotional experiences in the classroom to 
become the focus; however, Adorno offers a unique stance 
on aesthetic theory. In his definition if its relativity, one can 
assume that the rowdier the class is, the less likely it will be 
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for students to experience aesthetic responses during that 
class. However, if consistent rules are implemented, teachers 
and students agree on acceptable behavior, and especially if 
students are engaged, those responses will come more often. 
The purpose of an aesthetic response, then, is for the student 
to experience the subject personally, and preferably in a 
positive way, invigorating his or her mind while allowing 
that student to learn more from—and become involved more 
in—the class (Anderson, 2016).  

 
Deweyan Aesthetics 
 Although his predecessors founded aesthetic theory, 
John Dewey reformulated it and made it relevant for modern 
scholars and teachers alike. He demonstrated the difference 
between aesthetics (a field of study) and aesthetic theory (a 
specific theory). Dewey (1994) elaborates upon this concept: 
“The poetic as distinct from the prosaic, esthetic art as 
distinct from scientific, expression as distinct from 
statement, does something different from leading to an 
experience. It constitutes one” (p. 210). Before Dewey, 
aesthetic theory relied solely on art and philosophy; 
however, he opened the door for all schools of thought to 
participate. Additionally, according to Beardsley (1966), in 
reference to Dewey,  

Aesthetic experience can assimilate any intellectual 
and emotional elements, provided quality is in 
control; yet there is a fundamental difference 
between the way aesthetic experience restores unity 
by squeezing meanings and qualities together, and 
the experience of cognitive inquiry, in which 
qualities and their meanings are set apart for study. 
(p. 340) 
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This statement summarizes much of modern aestheticism—it 
is not merely about beauty anymore; one can also learn from 
aesthetic response, gaining cognitive insight about the object 
viewed as well as his or her inner self. These modern ideals 
open the doors for future theorists like Rosenblatt (2001), 
Iser (1980), and Langer (1984), thus birthing reader response 
among other theories.  
 Dewey had a vast view of aesthetic experience. 
According to Stroud (2011), “Aesthetic experience is a way 
that experience can be, and Dewey makes this off as the 
highpoint of experience” (p. 73). There are many types of 
experiences, but the most esteemed, said Dewey, are the 
aesthetic ones, as they promote valued learning and 
authentic emotional responses. Aesthetic experience leads to 
an artful life, one filled with the experience of Aristotle’s 
virtuous man or woman; one filled with happiness. Dewey’s 
aesthetics urge humankind to appreciate the beautiful, yes, 
but what could be more beautiful than life itself? Therefore, 
in order to demonstrate Deweyan aesthetics, one must first 
appreciate and see the beauty in the life he or she lives; then, 
aesthetics of innumerable kinds follow thereafter.  

Dewey’s theories apply most closely to the 
classroom than any of his predecessors, as he analyzes the 
aesthetics of all things, instead of mere physical art. In fact, 
his clarification of aesthetics and aesthetic theory is 
referenced in many reader response theorists’ works, 
including Louise Rosenblatt’s and her transactional theory. 
A Deweyan classroom focuses on experiencing texts (and all 
other things). However, this action is difficult, as aesthetic 
experience is personal and changes for every student. 
Therefore, to have an aesthetics-based classroom, teachers 
must personalize their lesson plans for each class (and 
possibly each student). Though a daunting task, the increase 
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of technology in schools allows for more students to 
complete and perform individualized tasks—more and more 
texts are being offered online for free, and countless 
software programs allow students to respond to texts 
creatively and authentically. Aesthetic experiences are not 
foreign to a traditional classroom setting; however, the more 
opportunities a student has to respond to a text uniquely, the 
more chances he or she will undergo an aesthetic response. 

  
Discussion: Aesthetics and the Secondary Classroom 
 One reason why so many theories have branched 
from aesthetics is because undefined beauty speaks to 
people. Beardsley (1970) offers a working definition 
applicable to an interdisciplinary audience: “Aesthetics, as a 
branch of philosophy, is essentially metacriticism. It deals 
with philosophical problems that arise when we make 
statements about works of art and other aesthetic objects” (p. 
3). By mentioning art “and other aesthetic objects,” 
Beardsley refers to the beauty contextually found in 
anything.  Although aesthetic theory cannot be defined 
easily, I do feel a sense of understanding of it in relation to 
my craft. Who would have thought that Louse Rosenblatt’s 
transactional theory could be traced back to ancient 
philosophers? It speaks to Bakhtin’s (1981) theory of 
dialogism and Kristeva’s (1986) implications of 
intertextuality—every utterance speaks to another, creating a 
mosaic of interconnectivity that spans across all texts. With 
this idea in mind, aesthetic theory makes universal sense: 
there is a kind of beauty in everything, as everything is 
connected and therefore a representation of life.  
 Now that I feel like I have a working definition of 
aesthetic theory in relation to education, my next question is: 
so what? What does this theory have to do with reader 
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response and a high school classroom? I recently did a 
thorough study of Bakhtin, Kristeva, and Derrida and the 
implications of intertextuality on a high school curriculum. 
My findings resulted that physical intertextuality, indeed, 
exists; however, the most important part is that it becomes 
an asset to teachers and students. Keeping this idea in mind, 
teachers can play with the function of intertextuality in 
relation to aesthetic theory. Although one cannot force 
aesthetic response, teachers may be able to create an 
aesthetic environment that opens the door for these 
experiences. In this environment, teachers will give students 
ownership of their education, allowing them to have a say in 
the texts they read, demonstrating the strands of 
intertextuality streaming through each text’s pages and 
encouraging personal, aesthetic response in their students.  
 Although aesthetic theory throughout history applies 
mostly to art, as Dewey observed, it easily transfers to other 
disciplines. As far as aesthetic theory in the classroom, I am 
mostly interested in aesthetic response. Aesthetic theory, 
though, allows for many modes to get to that response. 
According to DeGarmo (1913), “An aesthetic sense can…be 
cultivated by creating mental images that are charged with 
emotion” (p. 9). Additionally, Anderson (2016) wrote, “As 
the arts became more customary, wider ranges of processes 
and approaches for teaching and learning came into 
prominence” (p. 6). In order to achieve an aesthetic 
experience, teachers can emphasize art in their classes—
have students respond to art, and then present literature in 
the same way to evoke similar responses. One way to gain 
student interest is through pop culture. Personally, it is 
easier for me to lose myself in a book I read for pleasure 
than one I read to analyze in order to achieve some goal or 
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purpose. If it is easier for me, an educator, then of course it 
will be more attainable for my students. 
 Pop culture can be integrated into the classroom in 
numerous ways. If students had the ability to choose their 
texts, and if current, popular novels were part of that choice, 
then that gives them ownership of their lessons, empowering 
themselves to learn in a more relevant way. Not every 
student will jump up and down at this opportunity, but the 
more emphasis placed on aesthetic, personal responses—the 
more emphasis placed on choice and autonomy in the 
classroom, the more students will open up to the idea. This 
implication for an aesthetic classroom or “aesthetic 
environment” asserts that students will work better—learn 
better—if aesthetics are openly appreciated. DeGarmo 
(1913) also argued, “All great teachers of art insist that, to 
evoke aesthetic images and to intensify aesthetic emotion in 
the student, one must not only permit him to objectify his 
emotion-charged image, but must encourage and aid him to 
do so” (p. 10). If practice makes perfect, then students can 
more easily practice aesthetic response within themselves 
before trying it on and with an external source. Moreover, if 
students respond positively to aesthetic-based assignments 
as compared to efferent-based ones, then allowing more time 
for aesthetic projects in the classroom will further build that 
environment.  
 Another way to promote creative learning, and 
therefore build an aesthetic environment in one’s classroom, 
is to utilize the thousands of resources offered online in 
one’s lessons. The days of reading a book and writing a 
detailed book report are over. While there may still be some 
room for assignments as such, one would be remiss to 
disregard incredible—free—online programs for similar use. 
For instance, when my past high school students finished the 
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first selection of Beowulf in my class, I wanted to ensure 
they knew the definitions of “epic hero,” “epic journey,” and 
“epic poem,” since those vocabulary terms are listed in our 
mandated state standards. Therefore, I had them write their 
own (much shorter) epic poems and then use them to narrate 
a ToonDoo (www.toondo.com). This free program allows 
students to build comic-like characters and place them in 
comic strips along with personalized text. Once students 
made all the comic strips they needed to, they put them 
together to create a ToonBook of their own.  

Activities like this one hold students’ attention, 
while also assessing the state standards of vocabulary and 
demonstration of knowledge. This assertion relates to 
aesthetic theory in that it allows students to judge a work of 
art (or a text) in a personal, creative way. While the response 
is assigned, and therefore not wholly aesthetic, it opens the 
environment of the classroom to receive aesthetic responses 
positively. It, then, makes learning and reading personal, 
something Rosenblatt would appreciate. Not only does this 
assignment attempt at engaging students and making 
difficult knowledge relevant to them, but it also meets the 
requirements of our state-mandated standards, as students 
are working with relevant vocabulary through the use of 
various technological modes.  

 
Conclusion 

Undergoing a quest to understand aesthetic theory 
took me down a path I least expected, beginning with Plato’s 
ancient aesthetics and, well, never ending. Among some of 
the most important things I learned is that “learning does in 
fact result from experiences that can properly be described 
as aesthetic in character, and that if learning is what teachers 
are after, the promotion of experience having aesthetic 

http://www.toondo.com/
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qualities is an important way of promoting learning” 
(Arnstine, 1970, p. 22). Even if I cannot push my students 
toward aesthetic response, I can allow them to experience 
texts. I can teach using intertextually, making connections to 
each text’s context, and its place in pop culture. I can give 
my students a voice in my classroom, following their ideas 
for suggested reading. I can embody Louise Rosenblatt and 
discuss the importance of reading with my students, reading 
books aloud and showing them how I respond, encouraging 
them to do the same (in their own way), whether in class or 
at home. I can define a textual transaction and explore the 
metaphorical reaction each student has when reading—all 
with the hopes of improving my students’ literacy while also 
their attitude towards reading and language arts.  

Ultimately, I became a teacher in order to reach kids. 
I saw the passion my professors had when they taught 
modern American Literature or 19th century British poetry; 
it is in their passion where I saw my future. I do not expect 
my students to seek employment as an English teacher after 
taking my class, but if they can become even the slightest bit 
more intrigued by literature, then I feel I have done my job. I 
believe wholeheartedly that aesthetic theory, and 
subsequently, aesthetic response, are the keys to making 
better education happen. If I can get my students to respond 
aesthetically and personally to texts, then I can ensure a way 
to make it more easily relevant to them. I believe a way to 
do this is to include them in the lesson planning process, 
giving them ownership of their education. I also believe it is 
important to choose exciting, relevant activities and texts 
that challenge them while also encourage creative thought 
and critical thinking.  

Aesthetic theory is what eventually led to 
Rosenblatt’s transactional theory that spoke so dearly to my 
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own act of reading. Each unique event that subsequently 
derives from the simple act of acknowledging a text creates 
a response—either efferent or aesthetic. There is much to 
appreciate in efferent responses; they allow for critical 
analyses of texts. They also prepare students for 
standardized tests and college English courses. However, it 
is in the aesthetic where reading survives. I have always 
loved Ray Bradbury’s quote: “You don’t have to burn books 
to destroy a culture. Just get people to stop reading them.” 
This quote spoke to me because I cherish the act of reading 
so much, and with the rise of social networking comes the 
decline of books. Though a text can be a number of things, I 
feel students can have a more aesthetic response to books, 
poems—all things literary—versus a Facebook status. 
However, that does not mean that there is not room for 
social networking in the classroom. After all, posting a 
status about an awesome book one read is a form of 
response, is it not? In fact, reader response looks like a lot of 
things; reader response even looks like this piece.  
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Close Reading for Adolescent Voices 
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Abstract 
International realistic fiction that features the unique voicing of 
diverse adolescent characters is presented to demonstrate the 
possibilities for close reading of popular young adult (YA) 
realistic fiction.  Authors of YA utilize point of view, multiple 
voices, unreliable narrators, and intertextual references in order 
to represent complex adolescent voices, and educators can 
highlight these authorial choices to guide students in a closer 
reading of literature in alignment with the Common Core 
Standards (CCS).   
 
Close Reading for Adolescent Voices 

As educators have adapted to the Common Core 
Standards (CCS) for English Language Arts, the significance of 
close reading has dominated and been debated (Ferguson, 
2013; Serafini, 2013).  Close reading requires readers to “focus 
on what is directly stated in the text” (Serafini, 2013, p. 300), 
and educators have sometimes struggled to balance the focus 
on the text with the personal connections readers engage in to 
comprehend texts more deeply. In this essay, I argue that by 
analyzing character’s voices, educators can take advantage of 
this tension in order to promote reader engagement and meet 
the goals of the CCS. 

  When examining characters, we are drawn to the 
characters’ voice(s); “We can tell a great deal from a character 
by how he talks, and whom he talks to—how he bumps up 
against the world” (Wood, 2008, p. 98).  As educators we can 
guide students to read with different lenses to analyze 
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character.  Maria Nikolajeva (2005a) describes a “mimetic” 
stance, in which we connect to the characters’ humanity, and a 
“semiotic” stance, in which we consider the character as a 
construction (p. 146).  Nikolajeva (2005b) states, “A mimetic 
view of character, then, is based on fiction as a direct reflection 
of reality” (p. 183) . In a mimetic response, we respond to a 
character such as Melinda in Speak (Anderson, 2009/1999) as 
if she were our friend, our sister, or ourselves.  We consider 
what happens to her emotionally as if she were a real teenager.  
Nikolajeva (2005b) writes further that, “A semiotic approach 
presupposes that, like all other text elements, characters are 
verbal signs, made of words alone, and have no referents in the 
real world” (p. 183). In a semiotic response then, we step back 
and examine how Anderson has created Melinda.  We ask 
ourselves what literary techniques has Anderson used to 
construct Melinda and how has Anderson made the character 
so memorable and resonant for readers. Using the mimetic and 
semiotic stances in our reading requires readers to move 
flexibly from a more personal response to a text focused 
response, the shift required for close reading in the CCS.   

While models of close reading often focus on canonical 
texts, such as Dr. King’s “Letter from Birmingham 
Jail”(Coleman, 2012), young adult literature (YA) has the 
“literary merit” (Soter & Connors, 2009, p. 62) to warrant close 
reading as well.  YA literature has characters students will want 
to read closely, a key element to engaging students in the 
focused textual analysis required by the CCS (Lehman & 
Roberts, 2014). Realistic fiction’s representation of authentic 
adolescent experiences (Knickerbocker, Brueggeman, & Rycik, 
2012; Sprague & Keeling, 2007) ensures that readers will have 
personal connections to the characters, and realistic fiction 
includes “memorable voice[s]” (Cole, 2009, p. 62) which can 
be encapsulated in short passages for readers to analyze.  
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When looking for YA texts worthy of close reading, I 
initially focused on the work of Laurie Halse Anderson, an 
award winning writer of YA realistic fiction (Horning, 2009) 
who is a pioneer in voicing adolescent characters (Amazon, 
2010).  Building from an analysis of Anderson, I read 32 texts 
published in or translated into English between 1999 and 2014 
in the U.S., Australia, France, Great Britain, Ireland, New 
Zealand, and South Africa. The main characters were younger 
and older adolescents, living at home or on their own, 
identifying as boys or girls, described with distinctive cultural 
and religious backgrounds, living with disabling conditions or 
not, and experiencing a range of sexual orientations. I 
purposefully chose a diverse range of texts to represent both 
the “windows” and “mirrors” (Tschida, Ryan, & Ticknor, 
2014)—seeing others and seeing ourselves-- that are possible 
in realistic fiction. The thread across the texts was that each 
contained characters with strong, well developed voices.  Texts 
are noted in the Appendix.  

From this wide reading, I found four distinct trends 
that demonstrate the varied and related techniques authors use 
when voicing adolescents: point of view, multiple voices, 
unreliable narrators, and intertextual references.  If as David 
Almond suggested “we read to hear other people’s voices” 
(Almond, 2015) then this work reveals the many ways that 
readers can “hear” the voices of teens in YA realistic fiction. In 
the next sections, I share these trends and corresponding 
exemplars from contemporary realistic fiction and consider 
how educators can use these examples to guide students to read 
closely. 

 
Reading for I, He, She, and Other Voices 

Most of the books reviewed for this essay were written 
in first person, in which the “viewpoint” character (Brooks, 
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2009, p. 75) is the main character involved in the action, and 
the narrative is told with an “I” voice. First person narration 
can introduce a character directly and with immediacy such as 
Melinda in Speak (Anderson, 2009/1999). “It is my first 
morning of high school.  I have seven new notebooks, a skirt I 
hate, and a stomachache” (p. 3). In the first lines of chapter 
one, the reader is introduced to Melinda as a somewhat typical 
high school student, someone with new school materials and 
clothes. However, the reader also senses that something is 
wrong because Melinda has a stomachache.  Anderson’s 
relatable content and straightforward short sentences quickly 
bring the reader in to Melinda’s life and create a text-to self-
connection for any reader who has been in secondary school.   

As suggested by Francine Prose (2006), first person 
can not only introduce the character quickly but also “in the 
case of a novel, persuade us that we want to be in that person’s 
company for several hundred pages” (p. 99); from this 
introduction, we want to learn more about Melinda.  Similarly, 
the opening to Wonder engages the reader so that they want to 
continue to be in Auggie’s “company”: 

I know I’m not an ordinary ten-year-old kid. I mean, 
sure, I do ordinary things. I eat ice cream. I ride my 
bike.  I play ball. I have an Xbox. Stuff like that makes 
me ordinary. I guess. And I feel ordinary. Inside. But I 
know ordinary kids don’t make other ordinary kids run 
away screaming in playgrounds. I know ordinary kids 
don’t get stared at wherever they go. (Palacio, 2012, p. 
3) 

Palacio’s repetitive use of “ordinary” and “I,” the abrupt 
sentences, and the troubling shift in content in the last 
sentences make readers want to listen to Auggie and unravel 
his story. Educators can guide students to examine the ways 
authors introduce characters and maintain the relationship with 
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the reader through the “I” voice.  The authors I read seemed 
drawn to the “intimacy it creates” (Tomlinson, 2006, p. 61) 
when the character uses the “I” and appears to be speaking 
openly and honestly to the reader.  
 Authors also artfully use the third person limited and 
third person omniscient points of view (Moon, 1999) to share 
the lives of their teenage characters. In using the third person 
omniscient point of view, or what LeGuin (1998) calls an 
“involved author” (p. 87), the author shifts the viewpoint 
character in order to further the readers’ understanding of the 
plot. Consider how in Fuse Partridge (2009) shows the 
differing perspectives her troubled characters have on the 
incessant bullying at their school:  

Kendall was used to teasing.  The taunting hurt 
initially, liked barbed wire piercing the skin, but the 
sting only lasted a few seconds. Craig wasn’t so 
fortunate.  He harboured ill feelings toward his 
tormentors like a demon that he kept within himself. 
He fed it with all his pain and anger, and it continued 
to grow and poison his mind with thoughts of revenge 
and murder. (p. 48) 

Kendall’s “sting” and Craig’s “demon” are quite a contrast, and 
these differing beliefs affect how the characters approach a 
solution. In Fuse, Partridge employs the omniscient point of 
view to continually expose the differences between Kendall, 
Kendall’s brother Justin, and Craig, a new friend with a violent 
plan. Each of the young men is struggling with high school and 
family relationships, but through the use of the omniscient 
point of view, the reader is able to see how similar experiences 
are affecting the boys differently.  This differs from the third 
person limited view employed in books such as Starring Kitty 
(Stainton, 2014) in which the reader only views the narrative 
from the viewpoint characters’ perspective and must evaluate 
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how the characters’ limited experience is affecting the telling 
of the story.  
 In the young adult fiction I read, authors used point of 
view to cleverly illuminate teenage voices. Educators can help 
students see that the first person voice can be the most direct 
connection to the character, but third person can also be used to 
effectively and differently demonstrate the characters’ inner 
thoughts and feelings about experiences.   Educators can also 
help readers shift from mimetic to semiotic readings of the text. 
From a mimetic perspective, readers can consider the 
authenticity of the adolescent experiences and voices.   From a 
semiotic reading perspective, readers can identify texts’ point 
of view and consider how the point of view affects the creation 
of the character and our connections to the character.  Through 
discussing this literary device, readers can identify the main 
viewpoint of the novel, but a strength of YA realistic fiction is 
the representation of multiple voices in a text.   
 
Reading for Multiple Voices 
 All of the novels I read included multiple voices in the 
form of dialogue, and the authors demonstrated the “authentic 
dialogue” (Cole, 2009, p. 62)  which is a characteristic of 
quality YA fiction.  A range of dialogue styles including direct, 
indirect, stylized, and asynchronous dialogue (Tomlinson, 
2006, pp. 45-47) was used by the authors. Educators can guide 
readers to identify the kinds of dialogue authors use and 
consider how that kind of dialogue affects the plot.  
Demonstrating the real conversations of teen’s lives, in Prom, 
Anderson (2005) represents the gossip of high school hallways 
through alternating snippets, an example of stylized dialogue. 
In this scene, the discussion in the hallways is about the 
upcoming prom: 

“…in our gym? Here?” 
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    “….still don’t have a 
dress.” 
“…how much?” 
    “….some phat 
singer…” 
“…he promised…” 
    “…you goin’?” 
“…who’s goin’?” 
    “…it’ll be lame…” 
“…he’ll be so hot…” 
    “….they’ll cancel…” 
“…why not?” (p. 96) 

 
When reading the pieces of dialogue, the reader experiences 
what it is like to walk down a high school hallway.  Other 
novels I read artfully used dialogue to move the plot forward 
and show the characters’ personalities as well.  In this scene 
from Wilkinson’s (2011) Pink, Chloe and Ava’s relationship 
begins through an abrupt shift of asynchronous dialogue that 
moves into more direct dialogue: 

“I’m gay,” she said, all of a sudden. “I thought you 
should know.” 
“Oh.” I felt hot and cold and shivery all at the same 
time. 
“Are you okay with that?” she said defiantly. 
I nodded. “Of course.” 
“Good,” said Chloe, and leaned forward and kissed me. 
(p. 11) 

Before this quoted section, Ava has noted that Chloe is anxious 
but Ava doesn’t know why.  Chloe’s unexpected 
pronouncement that she is gay is the kind of asynchronous 
dialogue which is a “conversational curveball” (Tomlinson, 
2006, p. 47)  that rapidly changes the tone of the scene, and in 
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the plot, the tone of Chloe and Ava’s relationship. Dialogue 
can be viewed as “the most important tool in a [writer’s] 
arsenal” (Seidman, 1999, p. 121), and educators can use scenes 
such as these to help students determine how the author uses 
dialogue to demonstrate the characters’ authenticity, bring in 
other voices, and to move the plot forward.  

In addition to dialogue, YA realistic fiction includes 
multiple narrators or voices of the same character, a common 
“metafictive device” in YA fiction (Knickerbocker et al., 2012, 
p. 84) which we should teach our students. Often texts included 
the voices inside the main character’s head as contrasting 
voices to what they might be saying aloud or to show the 
internal conflicts of the character.  For example, Tyler in 
Twisted (Anderson, 2007) considers whether to continue a 
sexual advance on an intoxicated girl: 

Brain: You don’t want this. 
Hormones: Dude, this is EXACTLY what I want. (p. 
124)  

While in this conflict, Tyler is arguing with himself, other 
characters’ internal voices come through as a struggle between 
the adolescents’ emergent identity and the voice of the adults 
or others in their lives such as in this scene in which Jo from 
Finding a Voice (Hood, 2014) reflects on conversations with 
her mother: 

Mom’s words kept going through my head, and each 
time I said them myself I became more determined to 
help Chris. ‘You must learn to control your emotions.’ 
Fear? Just control it. Worry about how Mom might be? 
Just control that. (pp. 162-163) 

Adolescents are often conflicted about listening to their own 
voice or listening to the voices of others, and these authors 
demonstrate that tension through crafting of contrasting 
narrative voices.  Readers can annotate the text for contrasting 
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voices to follow the differing threads of voice in the text 
(Brown, 2007).  

Another literary device for multiple voices in the 
narrative is to have multiple narrators.  For example in  The 
Impossible Knife of Memory (Anderson, 2014), the novel is 
mostly narrated by Hayley Kincain but flashbacks and current 
struggles with PTSD are narrated by her veteran father.  This 
technique is also used to demonstrate the perspectives of 
brothers and sisters in Salvage (David, 2014) and I’ll Give You 
the Sun (Nelson, 2014), romantic partners in Lobsters (Ellen & 
Ivison, 2014), roommates connected by disability in Girls Like 
Us (Giles, 2014), and more generally by multiple characters 
experiencing the same events such as in Wonder (Palacio, 
2012) and Graffiti Moon (Crowley, 2012).  Readers can 
consider their personal connections to these characters, a 
mimetic stance, but also ponder more deeply about how and 
why the author chose to include multiple narrators, a semiotic 
reading stance.  
 Including multiple voices in a narrative increases the 
complexity of the text. Struggling readers will need guidance in 
how to follow and comprehend the multiple voices.  Strategies 
such as taking on the roles of characters will help students 
understand the varying perspectives (Honigsfeld & Dove, 
2013). Additionally educators can guide students to 
“interrogate multiple viewpoints” (Lewison, Leland, & Harste, 
2015, p. 6) and consider whose voices are heard in the text and 
whose voices are absent.  When examining the voices of 
characters, it is also important to consider which voices are 
trustworthy and which are not.  
 
Reading for Unreliable Voices 
 Adolescence can be filled with uncertainty and the use 
of unreliable narration in contemporary realistic fiction reflects 



Yanoff 

113 

this reality.  The unreliable narrator is a common literary 
device; Koss and Teale (2009) surveyed YA literature 
published in 1999-2005 and found that 31% were written with 
an unreliable narrator (p. 567).   Unreliability of the narrator 
can be considered as a continuum. Smith and Wilhelm (2010) 
describe helping students characterize the narrator on four 
scales:  from “equal to author” to “separated from author”, 
from “uninvolved” to “fully involved”,  from “omniscient” to 
“humanly limited”, and from “completely reliable” to “totally 
unreliable” (p. 113).  While documenting the reliability of a 
narrator, educators can help students understand the narrator’s 
reliability as a range and use text evidence gained through 
close reading to bolster claims of reliability.  

In the texts I read, many of the adolescent characters 
expressed doubt about their developing identities.  While these 
characters might not qualify as unreliable persistently, their 
doubts leave the reader questioning the character’s 
understanding and retelling of events. For example in Aristotle 
and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe (Sáenz, 2012), 
using the “I” voice, readers are presented with what Ari 
believes to be true, and readers can track Ari’s questioning self 
when reading the book.  Readers need to read between the lines 
and infer what Ari is experiencing because he is unable to 
express to himself his feelings about Dante. Ari finally says to 
Dante at the end of the book “Sometimes I think I’ll never 
understand myself.  I’m not like you. You know exactly who 
you are” (p. 333), and readers who have been reading closely 
will have documented Ari’s self-discovery.  

More traditional unreliable narrators can be seen when 
reading Jason in Freaks (Vaught, 2012), Cady in We Were 
Liars (Lockhart, 2014), Quincy and Biddy in Girls Like Us 
(Giles, 2014), or Win/Drew in Charm and Strange (Kuehn, 
2013). These narrators are unreliable due to schizophrenia, 



Yanoff 

114 

memory loss after traumatic death, cognitive disabilities, and 
mental breakdown due to child abuse. In these texts, the reader 
must remain vigilant in considering the narrators’ truth and 
whether that is the truth of the story.  Jason in Freaks Like Us 
describes this tension vividly in the opening to the book: 

I’m told that I don’t think like other people, and I’m 
pretty sure that’s true.  Not that I could explain it, even 
if I tried, but I always try, so –here’s this. 

I talk great in my head, but I suck out loud, and 
sometimes because there’s so much racket, I’m not 
good at staying on track or explaining what I see, or 
maybe it’s that I’m not good at figuring out what I’m 
really seeing so I can put words to it. 

It’s because of the voices.  (Vaught, 2012, p. 1) 
Readers of Freaks Like Us listen to Jason and his voices 
throughout the novel and must consider his reliability or 
unreliability from moment to moment.  Similarly readers of 
Charm & Strange, We Were Liars, and Girls Like Us need to 
read closely in order to track the changing understandings of 
the characters and the intricacies of the plot. The character 
scales of Smith and Wilhelm (2010) previously described can 
be applied from both a mimetic and semiotic stance to 
demonstrate how the authors change the characters throughout 
the novels.  

Another strategy for close reading that would apply to 
unreliable narrators is the “Notice and Note” format of Beers 
and Probst (2013).  For example, students noting “contrasts and 
contradictions” will be able to use these contrasting and 
contradicting moments to test the reliability of characters. “Aha 
moments” and “memory moments” also demonstrate the 
characters’ understandings and believability.  In addition to 
crafting voices using point of view, multiple narrators, and 
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unreliable narrators, YA authors also draw in intertextual 
references that demonstrate the hybridity of adolescents’ lives.  

 
Reading for Poetic, Artistic, and Literary Voices 
 Intertextuality is a common literary device that 
“deepens and enriches the reading experience, bringing 
multiple layers of meaning to the text” (Foster, 2014, p. 40). 
Since contemporary adolescents are immersed in a range of 
print, digital, and visual texts, realistic fiction authors use 
connections to these kinds of texts as another voice within the 
novel.  Some intertextual connections are to classic texts such 
as The Scarlet Letter in Speak and John Green’s many 
references to Shakespeare, Walt Whitman, and other authors 
from the English canon (Green, 2008, 2012).  Educators have 
argued that these references can be a bridge to reading 
canonical literature (Bright, 2011). Other references are to 
more contemporary texts such as textbooks, ARCO Everything 
You Need to Score High on AP Chemistry, 3rd edition in 
Catalyst (Anderson, 2002), and the rap stylings of Josh in 
Crossover (Alexander, 2014).  Helping students identify these 
references and the significance to the characters and the plot 
yields a better understanding of the text and why authors make 
intertextual linkages. For example, The Scarlet Letter has 
metaphorical connections to Melinda’s rape in Speak and 
Anderson leverages this connection to demonstrate how 
Melinda feels about her experiences.  
 The fine arts are another intertextual voice in texts for 
young adults.  In A Time to Dance, Venkatraman (2014) names 
classical Indian dance as a voice for main character Veda, “At 
home, bowing to my dancing Shiva/I say silently/the words of 
the prayer Govinda taught me./My hands are lips./My body is 
voice” (Venkatraman, 2014, p. 280). Similarly the sculpture in 
Speak;   graffiti, poetry, and glass blowing in Graffiti Moon 
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(Crowley, 2012); drawing and sculpture in I’ll Give You the 
Sun (Nelson, 2014) and the Van Gogh inspired art in Dear 
Vincent (Hager, 2013) play similar roles.   In these texts, the 
characters’ art work connects to art in the world creating an 
intertextual resonance.  For example, in a direct intertextual 
link, Tara’s bond to the life and art work of Vincent Van Gogh 
in Dear Vincent is significant to understanding the novel.  Less 
explicitly, but still significant, readers watch Melinda try 
several different art forms as she comes to create her tree 
sculpture in art class. The art in these novels serves as both 
intertextual link to the world and imagery demonstrating the 
characters’ struggles. Readers can use Nikolajeva’s (2005a, 
2005b) mimetic stance to understand the role of the arts in 
healing, but then switch to the semiotic stance to consider why 
the author has chosen specific connections to artists and types 
of art, how the author has described the art, and the way the art 
serves as both intertextual connection and imagery in the novel.  
 
Reading for Voice and Why It Matters 
 Young adult authors use point of view, multiple voices, 
unreliable voices, and intertextual voices to authentically 
express the voices of adolescents. I have demonstrated that 
examining strongly voiced, short sections of YA realistic 
fiction requires students to read to meet standards for close 
reading.   Educators can leverage students’ interest in YA texts 
into an interest in how YA authors have created these texts.   

Instead of a dreaded task, close reading can be a 
process of discovery for educators and students.  Newkirk 
(2012) states:  

To read slowly is to maintain an intimate relationship 
with a writer…We commit ourselves to follow a train 
of thought, to mentally construct characters, to follow 
the unfolding of an idea, to hear a text, to attend to 
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language, to question, to visualize scenes.  It means 
paying attention to the decisions a writer makes. (p. 2) 

Students reading realistic fiction often create “intimate 
relationships” with the characters of the novels through the 
humanistic, mimetic stance.  As educators, we can also help 
our students create strong relationships with authors and the 
texts they create, through close reading with a literary analysis 
focused, semiotic stance. When we guide students to read 
characters’ voices more closely, we teach students close 
reading skills while developing a deeper connection to 
characters and literature.  
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Appendix: Contemporary Realistic Fiction with Strong 
Adolescent Voices 
Alexander, K. (2014). Crossover. New York, NY: Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt. 
Fast paced, award winning verse novel. Junior high 
twin Josh is dazzling on the basketball court but is 
challenged facing manhood and his role in the family.  

Anderson, L.H. (1999/2009). speak. New York, NY: Speak. 
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A classic in this genre. The story of Melinda as she 
returns to her voice after being raped. 

Anderson, L.H. (2002). Catalyst. New York, NY: Speak. 
When Senior Kate Malone learns she has been denied 
admission to her one college choice and forced to deal 
with neighborhood crises, she must adapt to new 
realities.  Chemistry references introduce the chapters 
and serve as metaphors to the explosive reactions in the 
text.  

Anderson, L.H. (2005). Prom. New York, NY: Speak. 
Anderson adds comedic touches to the story of Ashley, 
a senior with limited future plans, who is drawn in to 
the drama of high school prom with personal growth as 
a result.  

Anderson, L.H. (2007). Twisted. New York, NY: Speak. 
Already struggling senior Tyler Miller is sent over the 
edge when he is accused of posting explicit pictures of 
an intoxicated girl. Anderson writes from the male 
perspective with authenticity and humor.  

Anderson, L.H. (2009). Wintergirls. New York, NY: Viking.  
Heartbreaking view of the harsh toll of eating 
disorders. Anderson’s unflinching prose demonstrates 
teen Lia’s inner demons that feed the disease.  

Anderson, L.H. (2014). The impossible knife of memory. New 
York, NY: Viking.  
Hayley Kincain and her veteran father have been trying 
to outrun his PTSD but they settle in her father’s 
hometown to find normalcy. Told through Hayley’s 
voice, flashbacks, and her father’s haunted memories.  

Crowley, C. (2012). Graffiti moon. New York, NY: Alfred 
Knopf. 
Told through three interweaving narratives with poetic 
and artistic imagery.  A poet, graffiti artist, and glass 
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artist detail a wild night in the city and their entry into 
adulthood.  

David, K. (2014). Salvage. London, England: Atom. 
Aidan and Cass are siblings who have lived very 
different lives after being taken away from their 
mother.  When they meet as young adults, they connect 
but their new relationship affects their present lives in 
unforeseen ways.  

de la Peña, M. (2009). We were here. New York, NY: Ember. 
After a traumatic event, Miguel is sentenced to one 
year of juvenile detention where he meets and later 
escapes with other young men coming to terms with 
their pasts. Told through journal entries.  

Ellen, T. & Ivison, L. (2014). Lobsters. Frome, Somerset: The 
Chicken House. 
Both Sam and Hannah are trying to find love during 
the summer before university.  Romantic comedy with 
true voices is the result.  

Friesen, J. (2008). Jerk California. New York, NY: Speak. 
Sam goes on a road trip to discover his father’s legacy 
and his true self. Vivid and compelling story of 
growing up and living with Tourette’s syndrome.  

Giles, G. (2014). Girls like us. Somerville, MA: Candlewick 
Press. 
Alternating voices of Biddy and Quincy tell the story 
of living on their own and struggling with cognitive 
disabilities.  2014 Schneider Family Book Award 
winner.  

Green, J. (2008). Paper towns. New York, NY: Penguin. 
Green is a master at threading literary references in to 
his popular, realistic fiction for teens.  Clues from Walt 
Whitman’s Leaves of Grass and elsewhere help the 
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main character solve the mysteries of his missing 
friend and of his life. 

Green, J. (2012). The fault in our stars. New York, NY: Speak. 
In this novel, Green uses Shakespeare, the fictitious An 
Imperial Affliction, and other literary connections to 
tell the story of Hazel and Augustus falling in love and 
living with cancer.  

Hager, M. (2013). Dear Vincent. Auckland, New Zealand: 
Random House. 
Facing multiple family tragedies, Tara connects with 
the writings and art of Van Gogh as well as creating 
her own paintings in order to survive.  

Hood, K. (2014). Finding a voice: Friendship is a two-way 
street. Dublin, Ireland: The O’Brien Press. 
As 13 year old Jo opens up to Chris, a teen with limited 
ability to communicate, Jo learns that she can and must 
reach out to others for help. 

Kent, R. (2007) Kimchi & calamari. New York, NY: Harper  
 Collins.  

Thirteen year old Joseph Caldero explores his hybrid 
identity as a Korean adopted into an Italian American 
family.  Written from author’s experiences as an 
adoptive mother.  

Kuehn, S. (2013). Charm and strange. New York, NY: St. 
Martin’s Press. 
Both sides of Andrew Winston Winters—Drew and 
Win—tell this story of family tragedy and child abuse. 
As Andrew’s voices come together, he begins to heal.  

Lockhart, E. (2014). We were liars. New York, NY: Delacorte 
Press. 
Mysterious with fairy tale elements. Clues slowly 
gather until the end of the book reveals what truly 
happened to Cadence Sinclair and her family.   
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Lord, Cynthia (2006). Rules. New York, NY: Scholastic Press. 
Twelve year old Catherine lives with her brother’s 
autism and challenging friendships.  Author writes 
from her experiences as a mother of a child with 
autism. 

Medina, M. (2013). Yaqui Delgado wants to kick your ass.  
 Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press.  

Piddy Sanchez’s bullying by Yaqui and her gang and 
Piddy’s subsequent loss of self is written authentically. 
Told in English with Spanish words and dialogue.  

Nelson, J. (2014). I’ll give you the sun. New York, NY: Dial. 
Sibling relationships, sexual identity, art as expression, 
and many other themes explored as twins Jude and 
Noah narrate their past and present.  

Palacio, R. J. (2012). Wonder. New York, NY: Knopf. 
August who has been home schooled due to surgeries 
to repair physical disabilities enters the new and 
dangerous world of middle school.  Chapters in 
alternating voices demonstrate many perspectives on 
secondary school, adolescence, and fitting in.  

Partridge, S. A. (2009). Fuse. Cape Town, South Africa: 
Human and Rousseau. 
Partidge uses the third person to allow readers into the 
thinking of troubled teens.  Features family struggle, 
bullying, and a thwarted attempt at school violence 
through the eyes of an instigator, a partially unwilling 
collaborator, and his brother.  

Sáenz, B. A. (2012). Aristotle and Dante discover the secrets of 
the universe. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster.  
Friendship, family, manhood, and sexuality.  Ari and 
Dante navigate these adolescent challenges, and Ari’s 
questioning of himself is genuine and central to the 
text.  
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Amélie Sarn, (2005/2015). I love, I hate, I miss my sister (Y. 
Maudet, Trans). New York, NY: Delacorte Press. 
Sohane and Djelila experience discrimination and a 
tragic consequence when stressed to follow Muslim 
customs. Written in response to the French law 
banning religious apparel and recently translated into 
English. 

Stainton, K. (2014). Starring Kitty. London, England: Catnip. 
A gentler tale for the younger adolescent of family 
illness, friendship, sexuality, and first love.  British 
series following three English friends who win a film 
competition.  

Vaught, S. (2012). Freaks like us. New York, NY: 
Bloomsbury. 
Vaught uses her experiences as a psychologist to create 
authentic voices for a young man living with 
schizophrenia and his friends. Mystery with a twist—
can the main character trust himself and what he thinks 
is true? 

Venkatraman, P. (2014). A time to dance. New York, NY: 
Nancy Paulsen Books. 
Verse novel with beautiful dance and music imagery. 
Story of returning to dance and spiritual wellbeing after 
devastating injury.  

Wilkinson, L. (2011). Pink. New York, NY: Harper Collins.  
Ava tries a new school, a new look, and a new identity, 
but finds that seeking her true self is the only way to 
belong. Strong internal dialogue and dialogue between 
characters.  

Zimmer, T.V. (2008). 42 Miles. New York, NY: Clarion. 
JoEllen is torn between the town home of her mother 
and the country home of her father.  Verse novel 
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addressing divorce and coming to understand ourselves 
in differing contexts.  
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College of Saint Rose in Albany, NY. Her research focuses on the 
connections and contradictions between academic standards and progressive 
literacy teaching. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The English Record 
Article of the Year 

 
This award is given to one author that was 
published during the current volume year.  

Nominations will be sent by members of the 
blind review panel and executive board to the 

editor for selection.  The award will be 
presented at the awards luncheon at the 

conference.    
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MLA 8th Edition Review 
 Lou & Sally Ventura 

Olean City Schools 
 

In its promotional literature the Modern Language 
Association calls the new, 8th edition of its Handbook 
“simplified” and “shorter and redesigned for easy use,” and 
even a cursory look through the index of the 8th edition makes 
that very clear. 

Much of the paring down is the result of the 
elimination of the introduction to the process of academic 
writing which was included in the 7th edition (2009), notably 
sections entitled “The Research Paper as a Form of 
Exploration,” “The Research Paper as a Form of 
Communication,” “Selecting a Topic,” “Taking Notes,” and 
“Outlining.”  Teachers who used the handbook as a teaching 
tool for inexperienced researchers and research writers will 
need to look elsewhere for this information.  Also absent in the 
8th edition are summaries of the Library of Congress and 
Dewey decimal systems, as well as several lists of 
abbreviations.   The mechanics passages are considerably 
streamlined; sections in the 7th edition become bulleted lines in 
the 8th edition.   

The 8th edition not only saves space but also gains ease 
because of two significant changes.  The first is its focus on 
“core elements” in building citations.  Among the core 
elements is the “container”:  books contain chapters, 
periodicals contain articles, websites contain postings.  The 
second is the source designation “unexpected type of work,” 
which eliminates the need for rules to govern every possible 
type of source.  To document an “unexpected type of work,” 
simply use a “descriptive term” in citing it, such as 
“transcript.”  These changes indeed effectively streamline the 
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text and deliver the sort of “freedom” and “flexibility” 
promised in the forward by Modern Language Association 
Executive Director Rosemary G. Feal.   

Have questions?  Then you’ll find the graphics in the 
8th edition helpful.  Like those in the 7th edition, the graphics in 
the 8th edition help students see where to find publishing 
information.   Following the revised and expanded “Evaluating 
Your Sources” section in the 8th edition is a new and 
exceptionally useful graphic, a template for constructing 
citations using the core elements.   

Teachers who had to rely on a condensed version of the 
7th edition MLA Handbook such as the one published on the 
Purdue Owl website will find they no longer need to do so.  
The 8th edition’s formatting is much more user-friendly for 
students, and its flexibility leads us to believe that a classroom 
set would be a good investment:  this edition seems ready for 
the future. 
 
Modern Language Association of America. (2016). MLA 

handbook. (8th ed.).  New York: Author. 



 
 

ANNUAL ANNOUNCEMENT 

FOR NYSEC PROGRAMS AND AWARDS 
  
The New York State English Council understands that educators involved 
with professional organizations are more informed about current information 
on national and local programs and initiatives. The programs and awards 
supported by NYSEC provide opportunities for professional leadership, 
promote excellence in English education, and foster collegiality and 
camaraderie among ELA educators throughout New York State. These 
programs and awards are the heart of our mission. These programs and 
awards help keep NYSEC educators informed, enthusiastic, and unified. We 
encourage everyone to help us celebrate the outstanding teachers, students, 
mentors, and programs that we have in districts all across the state. Please 
visit the website where each letter and application is available in digital 
format: www.nysecteach.org. 
  

Programs of Excellence: 
Awards presented to exemplary ELA programs, which support creative  
instruction and learning, that have been in place for at least three years. 

 
Educators of Excellence: 

Educators nominated by colleagues who inspire excellence in students as well 
as teachers. 

  
Mini-grants: 

$500 grants awarded to members who are willing to create, explore, enrich 
or research instruction in English Language Arts at each level: 

elementary, middle, high school, college, and administration/supervision. 
  

Dr. Ruth E. Everett Award: 
Named after a former NYSEC President and Executive Board member, this 

award honors  
one or more cooperating teachers who have mentored future English 

Language Arts teachers  
in their student teaching or intern programs. 

 
In celebration of the programs and awards’ recipients, NYSEC holds an 
Awards Ceremony every year at the NYSEC Annual Conference, held in 

Albany. All mailing, due dates, membership forms, and application 
information are also available online at ww.nysecteach.org.  
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