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For the last three years I’ve had the privilege of  serving as 
editor for OJELA, a position that I’ve cherished as it has 
allowed me to continue my work with Ohio teachers in 
invigorating and challenging ways.  As my term comes to an 
end, I’m thankful to OJELA’s readers for their praise and 
encouragement for the journal. Knowing the high regard 
readers have for this publication has been a sustaining 
motive for me to continue to publish high quality writing 
by, for, and about literacy educators and education. 

A publication like OJELA requires dedication and 
service, often in the busiest times of  the academic year, 
from folks who are ready at a moment’s notice to put 
all hands on deck for the sake of  the current issue.  My 
editorial team, including coeditors Dr. Treavor Bogard 
and Dr. Jennifer Moore, contributing editor Colleen 
Ruggieri, and editorial interns Brittany Cook, Manda 
Cash, Allyson Mitchell and Sandra Riley have provided 
support in managing manuscripts, coordinating reviews, 
checking sources, and copyediting. Beyond this core 
group, the quality of  writing that appears in OJELA can 
be attributed to the conscientious and faithful responses 
from manuscript reviewers, including; Bryan Bardine, 
Joseph Craig, Meredith Doench, Jennifer Haan, Sammi 
Houston, Gavin Johnston, Tony Kline, Rochelle Miller, 
Olivia Weston, and Sarah Ressler Wright.  Thank you 
as well to Dr. Jeff  Buchanan and the Youngstown State 
University English Department for support in producing 
the print copies of  OJELA, and to Dr. Andy Slade and 
the University of  Dayton Department of  English for 
providing support for OJELA mailings and in providing 
editorial interns. Thank you to Tom Romano and Colleen 
Ruggieri for their continued support in providing articles 
for each journal issue. And finally, thank you to Karen 
Tollafield, Debbie Thomas, and Karla Hayslett for getting 
me into this crazy position in the first place!  I have so 
much appreciation for them and the entire OCTELA 
Executive Board for their continued support of  OJELA. 

I’m pleased to welcome Ms. Angela Faulhaber as 
the incoming editor of  OJELA.  Hailing from Miami 
University, Angela has spent the last few years as Co
Director of  the Ohio Writing Project site at Miami 
University and has an established record of  excellence in 

mentoring Ohio teachers.  I look forward to seeing Angela’s 
vision for the journal in the coming issues, as I know she 
shares a commitment to continuing OJELA’s longstanding 
reputation as a premier professional resource for language 
arts educators.  Plus, I’m happy to hand the baton to a 
fellow National Writing Project Teacher Consultant!

This issue’s theme, “Language | Literacy | Social 
Justice: Students as Citizens and Advocates,” invites us 
to consider the significance of  our teaching beyond a 
single assessment, outcome, or benchmark.  Rather, we 
might consider how our work in the classroom impacts 
our students as people living, participating, and acting 
within the world; how our students (as whole people rather 
than peopleyettobecome) are using their skills and 
knowledge in writing, reading, speaking, and listening 
beyond our classrooms as ways of  being in and interacting 
with the world. What role does the literature we read in 
our classroom have in shaping students’ worldviews?  How 
might the exploration of  social justice issues like poverty, 
discrimination, immigration, or inequality in students’ 
writing and research impact how they advocate for change 
outside the classroom? How can we use literacy instruction 
to introduce students to the world they will inhabit after 
they leave our schools? These questions form the basis of  
our exploration in this issue – one that I hope readers will 
find generative as they begin to think about the upcoming 
school year, the possibilities for encouraging civic 
participation and civil discourse in our students, and the 
lasting impact we invariably have as we guide our students 
into exploration of  unknown territories. 

A final thank you, then, to the writers included in 
this issue, and the writers who, for the last three years, 
have willingly allowed me to edit and publish your work. 
Knowing that I am responsible for the sweat and time put 
into your writing, knowing too how you strive to give the 
best of  yourself  to our professional conversations – how 
humbling that you have put your good faith in me. It has 
been a pleasure!

Write on!

       Patrick

–Patrick Thomas

Patrick Thomas, PhD is an Assistant Professor of English at the University of Dayton and the editor of OJELA.

From The Editor From the Editor
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OJELA’s Call for ManuscriptsCall for Manuscripts

For more information, consult the author and manuscript 
guidelines on page 5 of this issue. 

“Innovation is not about the stuff, but about a way of  thinking.”  
 George Couros

In today’s educational landscape, many teachers continue to find themselves 
exploring the best ways to meet the needs of  all students. We know that in 
order to prepare students for the world they’ll inhabit, both now and in the 
future, and to push students to be active participants in that world, there 
are ways in which the structure of  education needs to evolve. The idea of  
the innovative classroom is more than the latest educational buzzword. It’s 
a shift in the way we think about our classrooms and who’s at the center 
of  the work. In this issue, we explore what it means to be an innovative 
educator and to create a culture of  innovation, in classrooms, in schools and 
in in whole districts.

In this issue, writers might explore the tools that help meet the goals of  an 
innovative classroom. Administrators might explore structures that they’ve 
put in place to support teachers as they explore shifts in their instructional 
practice. Knowing that innovation encompasses more than just technology, 
what are other ways we innovate? From looking at small ways we incorporate 
strategies and tools, to examining larger mindset shifts, what is the role 
of  innovation in the language arts classroom? What does it mean for our 
emerging readers and writers to be part of  a culture of  innovation? How do 
we put students at the center of  the innovation, creating opportunities for 
them to have voice and take an active role in their learning?

Cultivating a Culture  
of  Innovation

Issue 57.2
(Fall/Winter, 2017)

Deadline: October 15, 2017
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Author Guidelines

The Ohio Journal of  English Language Arts (OJELA) is the official journal of  the Ohio Council of  
Teachers of  English (OCTELA). Published twice per year, OJELA circulates to approximately 2000 
language arts teachers of  elementary, secondary, and college students. The journal seeks to publish 
contributions on all aspects of  language arts learning and teaching. We seek a variety of  submissions 
based on the issue theme. Submissions must be original, previously unpublished work.  

Feature Articles
Manuscripts concerned with topics related to the issue theme.  Submissions are invited for the 2017 
issues of  OJELA on the following themes: 

•	 57.2 (Fall/Winter 2017):  Cultivating a Culture of  Innovation
See the Call for Manuscripts section of  this issue for theme descriptions and full calls for submission. 
OJELA editors also welcome articles on any topic concerning language arts teaching at any level.  

Teaching Matters
Submissions focused on classroom strategies for teaching English language arts at any level, Kcollege.  
Submissions must be original teaching ideas. Descriptions of  activities, practices, and procedures are 
welcome, but must be accompanied by rationale, explaining how methods were developed and used 
and for what purposes.  Submissions might include a lesson’s objectives, target grade level, appropriate 
assessments, and classroom handouts.  Submissions to this section should build a kind of  “howto” 
knowledge for other teachers. 

The Conference Room Table
One goal of  OJELA is to provide opportunities for professional development but 
not in a topdown, lecture style.  Instead, submissions to this section capture the way professional 
development resources in the field are used in classrooms and in professional lives, to convey 
experiences that illustrate the significance of  our professional literature.  Submissions should be related 
to the issue theme. 

Conversations
Extended interviews with teachers, researchers, teacher educators, policymakers, advocates, or others 
involved in the field of  English language arts who do interesting work.  Interviews may focus on the 
issue theme or may be about any topic related to English language arts teaching.  In addition to the 
questionandanswer format of  the interview, submissions should include introductory and concluding 
sections to the piece.  Submissions to this department should spotlight important contributions of  
individuals working within the field.  

Creative Writing
Submissions of  short fiction, creative nonfiction, and poetry on the subject of  teaching or teaching
related topics, in any genre.

Reviews
Submissions that provide short reviews of  resources of  any kind for teaching English language arts. 
Types of  resources include, but are not limited to: books, media, software, websites, workshops, 
conferences, institutes, or learning communities.  Reviews of  classroom materials (e.g., young adult 
texts, learning management software) or professional development resources are especially appropriate.

Reader Forum
To encourage broader participation from readership, this venue is designed as a “letters to the editor” 
section of  the journal – focusing on ideas related to articles published in the journal, featured themes, 
reader responses, or ideas in the field of  English language arts teaching in general. 

Submit queries and submissions for OJELA to editor Angela Faulhaber at faulhaam@miamioh.edu

Author Guidelines
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Manuscript Guidelines Manuscript Guidelines

The following guidelines are intended to answer the most 
common questions related to preparing and submitting 
manuscripts to OJELA. More detailed questions and other 
inquiries should be addressed to the editor: faulhaam@
miamioh.edu. Manuscripts for OJELA should be submitted 
electronically, and follow these formatting guidelines:

•	 12point font

•	 Doublespaced

•	 APA or MLA style

•	 1020 pages, each page numbered

Manuscripts should be submitted as three attachments in 
Microsoft Word:

1. Cover sheet that lists the title of  the manuscript, 
author’s name, address, school affiliation, telephone, 
fax, email address, and a brief  author bio

2. Title of  manuscript and manuscript text, which 
should be free of  any internal references to the 
author’s identity

3. Letter that guarantees that the article is your 
original work and has not been published or 
submitted elsewhere

Submissions should be sent to faulhaam@miamioh.edu.  

Style Issues 
We do not accept the following:

•	 Term papers

•	 Other lengthy manuscripts overburdened with 
references

Manuscripts must adhere to the “Guidelines for Nonsexist 
Use of  language in the NCTE Publications”, available from 
NCTE (1111 W. Kenyon Rd., Urbana, IL 618011096)

Accepted manuscripts are edited in consultation with the 
principal author. Due to deadlines, editors reserve the right 
to make minor revisions without seeking prior approval from 
the author.

If  you reference work from other authors, follow either 
MLA or APA style, as outlined in the current MLA or APA 
style manuals.

Due to OJELA’s readership, we recommend:

•	 Using conversational style that avoids jargon and 
highly specialized terms

•	 The use of  “I”

Unless absolutely necessary, we ask that you do not include 
tables, graphs, and charts in your submissions. Photographs 
and artwork will be accepted with written permission from the 
photographer and subjects in the photograph (See Permissions 
Policy). Tables, graphs, charts, or other artwork included 
in your manuscript must be submitted as separate files. 
Embedded images will not be accepted.  Charts and graphs 
that are drawn using numerical values must have these values 
accessible, either as separate line list items or on the art itself.

Art/Photography 
We encourage readers to share art and pictures that 
reflect the learning communities in your school and 
your classroom.

•	 All reproduced artwork should be at least 8” x 10” 
on high quality, opaque paper

•	 Photography submitted as prints should be printed 
on at least a 5” x 7” glossy paper

•	 Digital images must be 3 megapixels or better

Permissions Policy 
As author, it is your responsibility to secure permission 
for copyrighted work that appears in your article. Short 
excerpts from copyrighted material may be quoted without 
permission, but any excerpts from poetry and song lyrics 
almost always require the author’s written permission. Any 
student work requires a signed release from the student, 
or a parent if  the student is a minor. To protect students’ 
identities, it is recommended you use pseudonyms. OJELA 
can provide forms for permissions and releases, though 
the author must pay any costs associated with permissions. 
If  you are using student work, please request the Student
ConsenttoPublish Form.

Manuscript Review Process 
The editors will acknowledge receipt of  your manuscript with 
an email. We initially read all manuscripts to assure that they 
are appropriate to the journal. If  we think your manuscript 
does not fit our journal, we contact you and suggest, when 
possible, other outlets for your work. Inquires about possible 
manuscripts can be sent to faulhaam@miamioh.edu.

Upon receiving your manuscript, we send it out to at least 
two reviewers. Reviewers make recommendations for 
publication and for revision. Once the editors have received 
recommendations, we make final decisions about whether to 
publish or not. If  we accept your manuscript for publication, 
we will contact you while working through the revision/
editorial process. This process usually takes three months.

Contacting Editors 
Send manuscripts and correspondents to faulhaam@
miamioh.edu or contact:

Ms. Angela Faulhaber 
Ohio Writing Project 

Miami University English Department 
302 Bachelor Hall 
Oxford, OH 45056 
faulhaam@miamioh.edu.
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Fall 2016 was a difficult and important time to be 
teaching English in the United States, particularly in a 
swing state. Teaching in Western Pennsylvania brought 
the ideological battles of  the presidential election 
into sharp focus, heightening the ways in which the 
midsized public university where I teach is already a 
contact zone, a “social spac[e] where cultures meet, 
clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts 
of  highly asymmetrical relations of  power, such as 
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths” (Pratt 34). 
Our public educational institutions are all sites where 
we must acknowledge and attend to the “enormous 
. . . range and variety of  historical relationships in 
play” (Pratt 39). In order to train preservice teachers 
to understand “how social justice, diversity, equity, 
student identities, and schools as institutions can 
enhance students’ opportunities to learn” (NCTE), 
teacher educators have advocated for a “dispositions 
approach,” an approach that recognizes how values, 
beliefs, and habits of  mind influence teachers’ actions 
(Alsup and Miller). As a genre course, my university’s 
young adult literature course provides one place for 
preservice teachers to develop beliefs that undergird 
social justice dispositions, specifically an awareness of  
the “contrasts in the American experience” (White
Kaulity 12) and a “worldview that . . . promotes 
adaptation to them” (Schofield 276). 

Lyiscott opens her article “Racial Identity and 
Liberation Literacies in the Classroom” questioning if  
“Black Lives Matter in our classrooms” (47). Given 
the Eurocentric curriculum of  many of  our nation’s 
ELA classrooms and the fact that the majority of  our 
teacher workforce is white, she writes, educators need 
to “acknowledg[e] the everpresent racial politics in 
the lives of  students who are continuously inundated 
with a narrative of  Black disposability” (52). Arguing 
that “centering Black textual expressions can be a step 
toward an affirming and engaged pedagogy,” Lyiscott 
acknowledges that educators must do the necessary 
“accompanying internal work of  interrogating their 

attitudes about race” (52). In exploring my students’ 
responses to Jacqueline Woodson’s Hush and their 
reflections on the role of  multicultural literature in 
the classroom, this article illustrates the need for this 
internal work with white preservice teachers, the 
possibilities for all students when racial difference is 
part of  our grappling with texts, and the potential ways 
that reading and responding to literature can facilitate 
students’ own development of  a racial identity. 

Though racial difference is only one type of  
difference that guides my course design, given the 
highly publicized killings of  unarmed Black men by 
police during the summer of  2015 and the role that 
racial difference and racist discourse played in politics 
and social media during our months reading together, 
it is not a surprise that racial difference surfaced as 
a key component of  response for both students and 
me during these few months. In this article, I explore 
what approaches to racial difference emerged during 
this significant semester. How did students conceive 
of  racial difference, and what do these conceptions 
suggest about their views of  the world and themselves? 
What pedagogical implications can we draw from 
their treatment of  racial difference? Finally, how can 
we best support all students to develop a) a racial 
identity and b) an awareness of  how racism, shaping 
both our nation’s history and present, has marked 
the experiences, opportunities, and identities of  all 
Americans?

  Hush by Jacqueline Woodson
Though young adult literature (YAL) is often 

described as current, I wanted students to recognize 
the political dimensions of  that description: YAL can 
give readers new ways to perceive, inquire about, and 
act upon the injustices that surround us and connect 
us to our nation’s past. Though there are many 
reasons to teach Jacqueline Woodson’s 2002 novel 
Hush— its beautiful narration, nonlinear narrative, 
and thoughtful treatment of  both young adult and 

Developing Conceptions of Racial Difference: 
Pre-service Teachers in a Swing State Read 

Hush During the Fall 2016 Presidential Election
–Emily Wender, Ph.D.

Emily Wender, Ph.D. is a former middle and high school teacher. As a teacher educator at Indiana University of  Pennsylvania, she teaches methods 
courses in the teaching of  reading, writing, and young adult literature.   

Language | Literacy | Social Justice: Students as Citizens and Advocates
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adult struggle, one of  the most important reasons to 
teach it is its intersections with racial violence in young 
adults’ lives. A novel that walks us through one young 
adult’s lifechanging experience of  a fatal shooting of  
an unarmed young Black man, Hush challenges our 
society’s rejection of  Black lives while also disrupting 
a binary that assumes valuing Black lives is in direct 
opposition to valuing the lives of  police officers. 
Toswiah Green’s father, a Black police officer, testifies 
against his fellow officers when he witnesses them 
shoot and kill an unarmed Black teenager, Raymond 
Taylor. The family is forced into witness protection, 
and Toswiah’s father loses his family of  officers, his 
professional identity, his close friends, and his belief  in 
how and whom his fellow officers protect and serve. 
The event causes Toswiah—who is forced to become 
Evie—to reflect on race, racism, injustice, her parents, 
herself, and who she might become. 

One of  the most powerful components of  
Hush is how it reveals Toswiah’s developing racial 
identity. Toswiah sees her Blackness as a beautiful 
and foundational part of  her (“I loved looking in the 
mirror and seeing my own brown face staring back 
at me”), but the shooting causes her to confront 
racism, changing how she understands the way the 
world sees her (41). As some community members 
reject Toswiah’s family, Toswiah recognizes that 
many people, and indeed systems, consider a Black 
human being’s life less valuable than a white one. 
When someone fires multiple shots into their house, 
Toswiah’s life is irrevocably changed. Though she was 
“not afraid,” Toswiah knows that “some part . . . that 
had been the same way forever was gone” (54). 

Student Writing 
Though students completed multiple types of  writing 
assignments in responses to our various texts, two 
specific types of  assignments—perspectivetaking and 
reflection—were used to deepen students’ awareness 
of  difference and to articulate beliefs relevant to 
teaching in a multicultural society. I hoped that trying 
on perspectives in response to Toswiah’s journey 
would “challenge [students’] existing constructions 
of  race” and prompt consideration of  their own 
racial identities (Glenn 330).  Thein, Beach, and Parks 
describe perspectivetaking as “trying on different 
perspectives” that can result in “changes . . .  that 
increase their understandings of  how their beliefs 
and values are formed and why other people think 
differently” (55). Taking seriously the idea that students 
can adapt their perspectives as they gain knowledge 
that may diverge from their own experiences, I 
assigned online discussion posts where students wrote 

from the perspective of  a character that in some way 
felt distant or hard to understand. 

Students were then asked to reflect on this 
perspectivetaking writing: what did it reveal about 
the character, the novel, themselves, or the world? 
As Villegas describes, “teacher educators must create 
ample opportunities . . . for candidates to examine 
critically their takenforgranted beliefs” (374). 
Without developing these practices of  reflection, 
preservice teachers may be “unable or unwilling” to 
adapt their worldview to the new perspectives they 
encounter, particularly those that challenge dominant 
narratives (374). To help facilitate those adaptations, 
near the end of  the course students were asked a 
variety of  questions about the role of  multicultural 
YAL in English classrooms. After this freewriting 
survey, students selected one question and expanded 
that response into a short paper. 

Participants and Data Analysis
Our class generally reflected the percentage of  white 
students in the university as a whole (around 70%). The 
class of  seventeen students included thirteen white 
students, one Black student, one Latina student, one 
Chinese international student, one Native American 
student, and myself, their white teacher. For the purpose 
of  this research, I focused on students’ perspective
taking writing in response to Hush and their reflective 
written work. In writing about Hush, the two young 
adult characters whose perspectives were chosen more 
often than anyone else’s were Cameron, Toswiah’s 
sister, who struggles to construct a positive sense of  
herself  as a young Black woman, and Joseph, the son 
of  the officer who goes on trial for killing Raymond 
Taylor. Joseph is only a referenced as a character, but as 
Cameron’s white boyfriend and the son of  the officer 
on trial, his relevance to Cameron’s developing racial 
identity makes him significant in the novel. 

 In reading this body of  student work, I 
began by openly coding using a grounded theory 
approach. Openly coding student work allowed me 
to identify patterns in students’ understandings of  
racial difference that emerged from their writing, 
as opposed to applying preconceived notions 
of  racial difference to students’ work. Grounded 
theory, designed to “explain as well describe” social 
phenomena, identifies concepts that are “repeatedly . . 
. present in” or “significantly absent (i.e. it should be 
present, but isn’t, so that questions must be asked)” 
(Corbin and Strauss 5; Corbin and Strauss 7). Thus, to 
investigate approaches to racial difference, I focused 
on places where students directly mentioned racial 
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difference, racism, or racial identity. At the same time, 
however, I paid attention to moments when students 
made efforts to overwrite racial difference, such as 
comments to focus on sameness. Similarly, if  students 
were discussing aspects of  Hush that directly related 
to race and failed to mention it, I took note of  that 
erasure of  race and of  the text. 

As a former middle and high school teacher and 
a current teacher educator, I approach my research 
and teaching through inquiry. As the Council of  
English Educators explain in their position statement, 
“Understanding the Relationship between Research and 
Teaching,” “practicing teachers who ask questions and 
then systematically study their own teaching generate 
new research about teaching that can be shared with 
others.” As racial difference emerged as a central focus 
in this class during this charged presidential election, 
this study enacts the idea that a teacher’s classroom is a 
productive site for analysis and reflection that can then 
engender pedagogical ideas.  Following IRB protocols 
for conducting classroom research, a methodological 
practice employed across disciplines at my university, 
at the end of  the semester, a colleague explained the 
study to the class and read the informed consent form 
out loud. This form further articulated the study, 
including which student work I would use and what 
research questions I hoped to answer. The form also 
emphasized the provision that consent forms would 
not be shared with me until grades had posted. Sixteen 
students chose to participate; their responses to Hush 
as well their reflective work provided the data for this 
analysis. Student documents were read several times 
to determine open codes. Subsequent rereadings of  
student documents led me to determine relationships 
between codes and broader patterns. Ultimately, I 
arrived at four overarching conceptions of  racial 
difference, which I explore below. 

Students’ Views of Racial Difference
The “colorblind” approach suggests that racial 
difference is nonexistent. In doing so, it is dismissive 
of  the ways in which racial difference and racism 
changes and harms lives, has shaped history, and 
shapes individuals’ thinking (Schofield). I recognized 
this approach when students avoided talking about 
racial difference when it was relevant to the topic 
or the text, or when students in their reflective 
writing emphasized sameness as more important 
than difference. CastroAtwater links the colorblind 
approach to “how individuals view – or do not view 
– their racial identity” as well as to “a discomfort 
dealing with the topic of  race” (250). In confirmation 
of  this view, as I discuss in the findings, students who 

referenced their own racial identities did not adopt 
this approach. 

The “acceptance” approach acknowledges that 
racial difference exists, but sees racial diversity as 
something at best to be accepted by the white majority. 
This approach does not recognize whiteness as a racial 
identity, nor does it consider identity to be multi
faceted or flexible. I recognized this approach in “us/
them” speech and in discussions of  “being accepting.” 

I identified the “racism is real” approach when 
students directly discussed racism in our texts or in 
the world. The “multifaceted identity” approach is 
one extension of  the “racism is real” approach; in 
combination, the former identifies the harm of  racist 
action, thoughts, and speech in the world, while the 
latter recognizes how race is one part of  every person’s 
identity, “fram[ing] how one experiences the world” 
(Nieto and Bode 5). I recognized the “multifaceted” 
identity approach when students approached racial 
difference not only as an external force captured in 
racism, but as part of  internal awareness. For example, 
in Amanda’s reflection on teaching multicultural 
literature, she shared her own memory of  when she 
first encountered a mirror in literature, reading about 
Janie “finding . . . her cultural identity” in Zora Neale 
Hurston’s, Their Eyes Were Watching God: “As a black 
girl, reading about the story about the journey of  a 
Black woman amazed me.” Sharing the idea that 
identity is constructed, Amanda positions being Black 
and female as intersecting frames for her experiences 
and selfunderstanding. 

Students’ perspectivetaking and reflective writing 
on Hush displayed all four of  these perspectives, 
which I explore in three illustrative student cases 
below. Two students’ cases, Amanda and Madison, 
illustrate students who were challenged by the novel’s 
exploration of  racial difference, but who expressed a 
consistent understanding throughout the course that 
racism is real and that race is part of  all individuals’ 
multifaceted identities. Many students, however, 
expressed contradictory approaches throughout the 
course, including Kate, the third case study.

Amanda

Amanda, a Black student from urban Maryland, 
recognized racism as real and an important part of  
any individual’s identity. She chose to write her post 
from the perspective of  Cameron, Toswiah’s sister, 
whose internalized racism was both troubling and 
distancing to her. As Cameron, Amanda expresses 
frustration with her father’s choice to testify “for some 
Black kid that nobody even knew.” Cameron dismisses 
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Raymond Taylor as unrelated to her, a stance Amanda 
found difficult to read:

Cameron understands what her father 
did but she feels that this has nothing to do 
with her family. And to me, it’s weird for 
Cameron to think like that. I feel a connection 
with any African American who has died by 
the hands of  the police, for the same reason 
her father came to the rescue. Someone needs 
to represent them because there’s this feeling 
that nobody else will.  

Cameron’s adoption of  a “set of  attitudes . 
. . that undergird the dominating group’s power 
and privilege” disturbed Amanda and stayed with 
her throughout the course (Bivens 45). When she 
later reflected on teaching multicultural literature, 
Amanda returned to Cameron’s perspective in 
Hush. Arguing that literature actually lets you into 
people’s minds, she quotes Cameron describing 
how the other (all white) cheerleaders couldn’t 
understand why Joseph chose to date her:

One even asked, “But why you?”

I wanted to slap her, Cameron told me. I 
wanted to die. Then softer, she said Sometimes I 
hate being black. Don’t you? (Woodson 42)

In her response, Amanda begins to sketch her own 
understanding of  internalized racism: 

The reader gets to see exactly how these 
girls think about Cameron, a black girl dating 
Joseph, the white guy. The reader gets to see 
a black girl being judged because of  her race 
and because of  the judgment, she hates being 
her race.

When asked to pick out an idea in her reflective 
writing that seemed most relevant to young adults after 
the presidential election, Amanda chose these two lines. 
For Amanda, the possibility that systemic racism could 
make it difficult for a Black young adult to achieve a 
positive racial identity had the most resonance.

Madison

Madison, a white student from rural Pennsylvania, 
insisted in her reflective writing that racism was real, 
specifically in describing her hometown: “Their 
parents have been feeding them with hate and I have 
seen it in action. I have read the Facebook statuses and 
the tweets.” That said, while describing her friend, she 
admitted that she struggles to confront racism: “She is 
blinded because that is the way she was raised and it is 
hard for me to point out to her how it is so wrong.” In 

her response to Hush, which she chose to write from 
the perspective of  Joseph, Madison likens Joseph to 
that friend:

I wanted to write about Joseph because 
my best friend’s dad is a state cop. I have 
noticed how her dad is racist and how she 
is polluted into thinking that it is okay. . . I 
am sure that [Joseph] never thought about 
color before the shooting happened and was 
unaware of  his own whiteness.

Even though he ultimately decides to defend his 
father, Joseph, several students pointed out, probably 
had a different understanding of  racial difference.  
Madison doesn’t seem surprised by Joseph’s turn, 
though, noting instead a problem with the colorblind 
approach: he was “unaware of  his own whiteness.” If  
Joseph were to have had a more developed sense of  
his own racial identity, her phrase implies, he might 
have seen his father’s racism. 

Kate

Kate, a white student from rural Pennsylavnia, 
created a multivoiced post that allowed us to hear her 
imagined words of  Joseph’s father. 

“If  I hear one more time that you’re still with 
that lying Negro daughter, you won’t have to worry 
about being my son anymore.”

I was tired of  hearing his angry threats. . .  He 
said Raymond was part of  a gang. That he was going 
to shoot him. . .  I also knew the kid. . .  I’d seen him 
in the hallways. . .  I could see him in a gang. I could 
see him with a gun. 

Kate’s post voices racism both in the creation 
of  the father, whose threatening language suggests 
a man who sees himself  in an oppressor position in 
a segregated America, and in more indirect forms, 
in Joseph. Given that all we know of  the murdered 
teenager is the color of  his skin, Kate illustrates the 
negative associations Joseph has with young Black men 
(he “could see” Raymond in a gang and with a gun). 
It’s unclear, however, if  Kate is pointing out Joseph’s 
associations here, or unconsciously sharing her own. 
This ambiguity is heightened by Kate’s reflection: 
though her post clearly acknowledges that racism is 
real, her reflection never mentions racism. Instead, it 
focuses on the issue of  trusting a parent’s version of  
events. Racism is erased.

Whiteness as Part of Response
Contradictions in conceptions of  racial difference 

do not necessarily mean individual students, such as 
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Kate, were not internalizing new knowledge. Thein, 
Beach, and Parks warn that progress in students’ 
awareness of  difference and privilege is often “subtle” 
and “contradictory,” two descriptions most applicable 
to most of  the white students’ responses in this 
course. What tied this group of  students together 
was a consistent lack of  awareness of  whiteness, the 
privileges it carries in American society, and how 
it has shaped their personal lives. Though Kate, for 
example, referenced ethnic heritage in her writing 
(being German), she never referenced whiteness as 
a racial identity. Contrast Kate with Madison, who 
recognized whiteness as an important and an often 
problematically unconscious marker of  identity. Other 
students seemed to know that being white mattered 
but were unsure of  how to think about it. Abby, 
for example, gestured to whiteness in her response 
to Nieto and Bode’s description of  multicultural 
education: “It does seem that a majority of  white 
teachers have a very hard time talking about racism. 
I know that I have a very hard time talking about 
racism sometimes, especially depending on who I 
am conversing with.”Though white students were 
moved by Hush, almost all failed to recognize how 
Toswiah’s or Cameron’s developing racial identities 
could be relevant to their own constructions of  self. 
Confirming Glazier and Seo’s finding that “teachers 
must conceive of  culture more broadly so as to 
include talk about whiteness,” this research suggests 
that I (and other teachers of  multicultural YAL) need 
to make whiteness a more explicit part of  response 
(Glazier and Seo 899). Furthermore, alongside YAL 
that foregrounds young adults of  color, white pre
service teachers would benefit from reading a novel 
that includes a white character coming to terms with 
what it means to be white (as opposed to YAL that 
treats whiteness as simply the default, an assumed 
shared reality). 

Difference as Hybrid
The outside voices of  the presidential election, 
which entered our course in numerous ways, often 
pushed students towards conflict around difference.  
For example, Kate ended her reflective writing on 
multicultural YAL with a call for unity that reflected 
common postelection language: 

We are all one people . . .  Should young 
adult literature be representative of  this 
deeply rooted identity crisis we experience? 
Or should we be creating texts that help 
our adolescents in building a more unified 
identity?

Though I understand Kate’s desire for a “unified 
identity” in YAL, her questions approach difference as 
opposition, as inherently problematic, as all or nothing. 
Advocating for a hybrid approach to multicultural 
literature, Laurie Grobman moves away from this 
oppositional view: 

A relational conception of  difference . . 
. present[s] difference as variable, not always 
oppositional. By seeing difference in this way, 
we strike a balance between seeing difference 
as everything and as nothing. Instead, we can 
view the multicultural text as composed of  
immeasurable combinations of  cultural and 
literary attributes that cross and recross one 
another. (35)

A hybrid approach to difference relies on a 
multifaceted understanding of  identity, but it also 
requires all readers, including white readers, to 
conceive of  how their racial identity intersects with 
other aspects of  themselves. YAL, in the myriad ways 
it illustrates characters developing selfunderstanding, 
gives our students’ countless opportunities to see 
journeys of  identity construction. When students 
don’t see race as a part of  their construction of  
identity, however, their possible responses to literature 
are limited. And in the case of  preservice teachers, 
limited responses to future students of  color is an act 
of  “symbolic violence, . . . an attack on the humanity 
of  Black students” and I would argue other students 
of  color (Johnson et al. 60).

Implications for Teaching
The discursive echoes of  the 2016 election, as well 
as the acts of  racism those echoes have reflected or 
highlighted, remain at the center of  our society. How 
do we help all students develop beliefs around racial 
difference that both acknowledge and take seriously 
their own and others’ experiences and histories, 
including the ways they reflect systemic privileges and 
inequalities? 

One of  the problems revealed by this research 
is that white students aren’t necessarily doing that 
construction in terms of  racial difference. Race, 
for many, simply isn’t part of  their narrative about 
themselves. As Madison explains about Woodson’s 
fictional character Joseph, most students simply 
haven’t thought about their whiteness before, thus 
leading to the colorblind approach or to the acceptance 
approach (i.e. I don’t have to think about race, but I guess I 
can tolerate other people talking about it since it is relevant 
to them), both perspectives that see racial identity and 
difference as either nonexistent or as someone else’s 
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issue. Ultimately, both perspectives perpetuate the 
belief  that racial difference isn’t important to civic 
discussions if  you are white.

Thus, whiteness needs to be a part of  our vocabulary 
in reading novels that involve us in the significance of  
racial difference and identity. Furthermore, choosing 
texts that illuminate journeys of  identity construction 
is an important starting place, but students need 
opportunities to a) identify and imagine perspectives 
that they feel are distant in some way and to b) identity 
their own racial and ethnic identities and how they 
may be echoed or challenged by the characters they 
encounter. To help students “integra[te] . . . racial 
and cultural differences into [their] own identit[ies],” 
one possible assignment inspired by this research is 
autobiographical imitative writing (CastroAtwater 
251). In response to Hush, for example, I could ask 
students to pick a moment when Toswiah or Cameron 
reflect on how they see themselves as young Black 
women. In an autobiographical imitative response, 
readers can mine their own experiences for a moment 
when they, too, have recognized some layer of  their 
own racial identity. As a white teacher, I would be 
prepared to share a model of  this response from 
my own perspective, as this research suggests that 
for white students unaware of  their whiteness or its 
significance, this assignment would appear not only 
irrelevant but perhaps impossible. 

At the same time, this research suggests that this 
perspectivetaking assignment, in requiring students to 
adopt the voice of  someone in the novel who feels 
distant and then to reflect on that experiment, also 
pushes students to bring their knowledge of  the world 
to the text. In this research, students’ imaginative 
writing about the text allowed them to point to injustice 
in the world, their responses to the text providing 
a safe way to acknowledge or expose racism itself  
(Glenn), such as Kate’s construction of  disturbingly 
racist rhetoric in her voice of  the father (we can only 
assume that Kate has heard such language herself  
and thus recognizes the kinds of  conversations that 
might exist within the story of  this novel yet not be 
represented by our narrator, Toswiah). Thus, it was 
these moments of  bringing the world to the text and 
the text to the world that offered the most potential for 
change, often through cognitive dissonance. Amanda 
developed a greater sense of  racism’s effects through 
naming how “weird” Cameron’s selfhate seemed to 
her, for example, as it didn’t match how she felt about 
herself  as a Black woman, and Madison publically 
admitted on the discussion post that she hears racist 
speech from her best friend’s family, writing that 

she feels “sick” when her best friend’s father says 
something racist, yet she doesn’t “know how to stop 
it.”  It was in their perspectivetaking writing, in other 
words, when students pointed to ways that racism 
troubled them, even if  they couldn’t, such as in the 
case of  Kate, name that trouble directly. Naming that 
trouble more explicitly and more broadly as a societal 
issue that affects others may take time (for example, 
it was not until Amanda’s final reflection that she 
explicitly named the disturbing reality of  internalized 
racism and its potential damage to young people), 
particularly for white students who are just beginning 
to recognize their racial identities or remaining 
resistant to that recognition.

YAL and Racial Identity in the English 
Language Arts Classroom
Privileging firstperson narrators and themes of  
identity, YAL can spur both identity construction and 
belief  formation in ways that support the curricular 
goals of  ELA. Giving students avenues to put YAL 
into personal, national, and political contexts—though 
these contexts are often fraught with tension—is critical 
to furthering readers’ understanding of  themselves 
and social justice. Though both perspectivetaking 
and reflection facilitated that contextualizing, English 
teachers need to continue to invent imaginative 
and critical ways to engage with racial difference in 
literature, such as Lyiscott’s description of  Black textual 
expressions in the classroom. I would also argue that 
as teachers of  close reading, we can encourage our 
students to pick passages of  novels where characters 
recognize new aspects of  themselves or struggle to 
accept something about themselves or others. In these 
passages of  identity construction, how do characters 
describe themselves, and how do they feel about that 
description? Furthermore, autobiographical imitative 
writing combined with perspectivetaking can give 
students opportunities to try on the reflective writing 
of  a first person novel, to recognize new components 
of  themselves, to discover pathways to the thematic 
content of  a text, and to see racial difference as one 
significant frame in their multifaceted identity. 

To ignore discussions of  racial difference in 
our classroom is an implicit endorsement of  the 
colorblind approach. Not only that, it denies students 
one of  the most powerful and protected spaces to 
consider identity, themselves, our society, and what it 
means to be a part of  it: the English Language Arts 
classroom. As Lyiscott advocates, educators must 
“seek to construct pedagogies that acknowledge 
the social dynamics of  racial identity as it intersects 
with the analyses and production of  texts in their 
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classrooms” (48). To do this work, we must take 
advantage of  our classrooms as a particular kind of  
space—a space where we teach attentive listening to 
other voices, including that of  the text; a space where 
we value writing to think and to feel, and thus know 
the powerful role of  trying on provisionary opinions 
and interpretations; a space where we offer students’ 
diverse versions of  the world through wellcrafted 
texts and in discourse with each other; a space where 
we push students to encounter unknown realities; a 
space where we provide the opportunity to build 
connections—perhaps troubling, perhaps inspiring— 
across disparate situations; a space where we encourage 
students to imagine alternatives; and finally, a space 
where we teach students how to construct meaning 
and identity. Our students cannot afford to lose this 
space in understanding their own racial identities and 
in coming to recognize the disparate experiences and 
identities of  their peers (or their future students). As 
teachers, we can make curricular and instructional 
choices that heighten our students’ relational 
awareness of  others and themselves. Ultimately, these 
choices can lead our students to form beliefs that will 
shape their dispositions towards social justice in the 
world, and for preservice teachers, in the classroom. 
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