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K
elly slumps, her feet slide under the desk in 
front of her. Outside, a 90-degree day begs 
her to swim at a friend’s pool or lick frozen 
custard at the local shop. Because she failed 

English 9, she is in summer school. Nine of us 
share this room, Monday through Thursday, for six 
weeks.

I know the students don’t want to be there—they 
tell me as much. But this summer, by earning an 
English credit, they remain on track to graduate 
and can enroll in English 10 in the fall.

As a journalism major and writing teacher 
(creative writing, journalism, composition), the 
summer school assignment disrupts my decade of 
familiarity. To calm my unease, I remember what 
Frank Smith (1988) in Joining the Literacy Club 
suggested: that students learn by joining with 
others in stimulating activities they enjoy—that 
learning is a social endeavor. I welcome students to 
the curriculum, to developing the skills necessary 
for expression, interpretation and communication. 
I say, “We will be a book club, enjoying novels and 
analyzing characters and sharing our stories. We 

Read Like A Writer: 
Consume, Consider, Create

Elizabeth Jorgensen

will practice reading like writers. And you will 
write your own pieces to add to the canon of 
literature.” 

Consume

Throughout English 9, students consume a variety 
of texts, consider their meanings and implications 
and create their own pieces. I contemplate how to 
engage reluctant learners and make their study a 
success. I focus on these specific students, their 
attitudes, their approaches. What will produce 
success the second time around? 

I aim to nurture lifelong readers and writers, 
people who want to create and share—and who 
find joy in words. Students who enjoy reading and 
writing are more likely to return to the literary 
arts. I want my students to not only gain 
confidence, but also develop an affinity for 
language, for expression, for art. Because 
enjoyment leads to practice, it should also lead to 
progress, learning, and growth. I invite my 
students to join the community of readers and 
writers (professionals, hobbyists, artists). I tell 
them summer school won’t be too bad—they might 
even enjoy it—if they approach it with a positive 
attitude and open mind. 

We start by reading House on Mango Street 
(Cisneros, 1989) together, aloud. We take turns 
debating the author’s intent. I point out theme, 
tone, characters, plot. Students discuss why 
Sandra Cisneros chose vignette form. I know they 
must recognize literary quality and devices before 
they can create and use their own. As Robin 
Griffith, Ph.D., (assistant professor in the 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction at East 
Carolina University) wrote, “...in order for young 
writers to begin employing the writer’s craft in 
independent writing samples, they must first be 
made aware of well-crafted writing. They must 
hear the sound of good writing and develop an ear 
for recognizing it and an eye for noticing it in 
print.” (Griffith, 2010, p. 56). Although all students 
don’t agree House on Mango Street is “good 
writing,” they make connections between 
characters in the novel and other characters in 
coming of age novels, films, YouTube stars. They 
identify and share their own definition of “good 
writing.” They also hear one English teacher’s 

argument for and analysis of Cisneros’s skill, voice 
and value. 

Consider

Students highlight favorite chapters; they share 
where they’re bored and what they think. They 
make connections to the text. Strickland, Ganske 
and Monroe (2002) contend that “thinking and 
talking about books promotes children’s critical 
understanding of what they read” so I probe to find 
something—even one sentence—that resonates. 
After our discussions, I ask students to read like a 
writer: “Why do you think Cisneros used a 
metaphor here?”—“What does her repetition do for 
you?”—“How did she develop characters?” Even if 
students didn’t come to summer school with the 
language to identify or understand these concepts, 
our discussion puts each stylistic device in context. 
It creates a framework to understand the impact a 
metaphor or simile, for example, might have on a 
reader.

Reading like a writer encourages students to feel 
the power of voice, to gain confidence and to 
understand an author’s craft. I want students to 
not only understand concepts, but also to identify 
and ultimately use them. Strickland, Ganske, and 
Monroe (2002) suggested that “critical thinking 
and the ability to personalize meanings to 
individual experiences and apply what is read or 
written in the real world, under many different 
circumstances, and with many types of texts, may 
now be termed the ‘new basics” (p. 2). In 
developing these basics, I invite students to 
participate in the book and to think of the author 
as a person with an intent. I refer back to the 
chapter titled “Hairs”. In this vignette, Cisneros 
(1989) reveals information about the narrator’s 
family, especially her mother, through a one 
physical trait: hair. Her first paragraph describes 
the hair of the narrator’s father and the hair of her 
siblings, using descriptions to give the reader 
insight into their personalities. Cisneros also 
reveals the narrator’s feelings about her mother in 
the passage, using stylistic devices.

I ask students to think about the people in their 
life, the characteristics they share with them—and 
those that make them distinctive, different. Katie 
Wood Ray (1999) wrote “that my students wrote 

about topics that really mattered to them was 
more important to me than anything else” (p. 8). I 
know this to be true. In my experience, students 
write best when the topic is intimate. I ask 
students to choose a trait to write about. I say, It 
can be a trait you share with family or friends or 
coworkers or teammates or one that makes you 
stand out. I encourage and challenge them choose 
a topic that is genuinely important to them. I want 
my students, like Cisneros did, to invest in their 
topic and to choose one that matters. 

Create

In composing a vignette, some students write 
about personal style; others an ability (cooking, 
athletic); others a trait (sense of humor or 
impatience). Griffith (2010) wrote that “helping 
students learn to read like writers was the first 
step in helping them learn to write like writers” (p. 
58).  And although I follow this recommendation, 
my students struggle through the process. They 
work over a series of days, bringing ideas, phrases 
and working rough drafts to me, parents, 
classmates. Students attempt to write like 
Cisneros (1989) did with metaphors, similes, 
personification, alliteration, repetition and sensory 
details. But this is art—messy, and anything but 
neat and seamless. They learn writing is a process 
and that there is always room to improve, always 
words to edit and sentences to tweak. They draft, 
start over, edit and polish. The results? 

Hair 
by Natalie Frey (2017):

Fifteen minutes. I need fifteen minutes to 
prepare my hair for its daily excursions 
through the halls of the high school. I need 
fifteen minutes to clamp the flat iron onto 
each strand. I need fifteen minutes to create 
an appearance I am comfortable sharing 
with the world.

My hair: a thick sheet of silk atop my head 
forcing each and every follicle into a 
desirable shape. Each hair screams as the 
products burn off into a wisp of smoke in 
the air.

But—he takes twenty minutes. Twenty 
minutes to prepare. Fingers intertwined in 
locks of jet black, as the suds pour down 

like clouds falling from the sky. He 
embraces his scalp in clean, dry towels 
shaping the final product with an aerosol 
can and an electric hair dryer. Dry heat 
caresses his scalp like the sun to the trees in 
late July.

Twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of each 
day, in hopes of an outcome that will create 
confidence; an outcome that should have 
been there the whole time. Twenty minutes 
to fix what was not broken in the first place.

Before he steps out the door to go to school, 
he spends two more minutes making sure 
that each strand is in the desired shape. 
Twenty-two minutes.

Hands 
by Mallorey Wallace (2017)

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
the same flesh and different stories.

Papa’s hands are two leather gloves, 
sun-bleached and calloused. The grooves in 
his hands are like the cracks in our old oak 
table—the one Mama will serve dinner on. 
Papa’s hands are like an August sunset, 
warm and comfortable.

Mama’s hands are two balloons, ruddy and 
as plump as cherries. Mama’s hands look 
like plastic and hit like iron. Mama’s 
hands are like nostalgia, bittersweet and 
confused.

And Brother, well, his hands are razor 
blades, sharp and quick. Scabbed 
knuckles, thick from fighting, his hands 
are two strong shovels building castles out 
of nothing. Brother’s hands are like eggs, 
fragile but hard.

My hands...my hands are tangled laces, 
young and messy. Moving with 
uncertainty, they’re freshly born dancers, 
stumbling through life. My hands are like 
strings of grass, wispy and weak.

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
different stories and the same flesh.

Share

Students share pieces and we talk about being 
writers, about using exemplars and model texts as 
inspiration. Students discuss challenges and 
where they can and want to improve. 

Next, we look at Cisneros’ (1989) chapter, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. The writing exercise that follows is 
unlike anything, the students tell me, they’ve 
done before. Throughout this exercise, students 
keep Cisneros’ structure, but use their own voice. 

Students start with the chapter title, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. Cisneros (1989) uses a number, an 
adjective and a plural noun. Students do the 
same, writing a number, followed by an adjective 
and a plural noun. Students move through the 
vignette, word by word, sentence by sentence, 
keeping her structure but telling their own story. 
I witness Griffith’s (2010) theory come to life as 
my students discover creativity through this 
approach. As Griffith explains, this technique 
implores a “release of responsibility model”(p. 57)  
and “deliberately planned activities that [draws] 
students’ attention to well-crafted writing” (p. 49) 
and encourages students to mimic it.

One of my students, Charles, said, “I have a 
love-hate with this style...it pushes you to work 
harder with what you are writing. On the other 
hand, when you are on a roll and you want to say 
something, too bad.” His classmate Lauren said, 
“I was surprised that I got all of this done after 
today. I thought it would be a lot harder than it 
was to copy the structure. It’s definitely an 
interesting way to get out of a writer’s block.”

Add To The Canon

Students submit pieces to writers’ markets, 
including Teen Ink. Nate Ferro, Natalie Frey, 
Megan Rutkowski and Mallorey Wallace all had 
their pieces published.

 10 Dirty Toes 
by Megan Rutkowski (2015)

They are the ones who leave prints in the 
house. I am the one who defends them. Ten 
dirty toes, long digits and painted clothes 
like others. Ten who belong in shoes but are 
not. Ten rank excuses that help me balance. 

From my view, I can smell them, but Cleo 
licks them and doesn’t mind the color.

Their pink is secret. They send giant arms 
into the dirt. They kick up and they mash 
down and grab the sap between their hard 
calluses and pinch the ants with vigorous 
tendons and never quit their march. This is 
how they walk.

Let one forget to lift up, they’d all crumple 
like rocks off a cliff, each with their nails in 
the other. Throbbing, throbbing, throbbing 
they feel when I run. They harden.

When I am too tired and too sore to keep 
moving, when I am an old woman from 
many years, then I will look at my toes. 
When there is nowhere left to go. Ten who 
hardened despite shoes. Ten who throbbed 
and do not forget to lift. Ten whose only 
reason is to keep me up and not fall.

Three Broken Pencils 
by Nate Ferro (2017)

They are the only obstruction in my path. 
Consequently, I am the only one with no 
intention to dispose of them. Three pencils, 
all mechanical, short of lead like I am short 
of ideas. Three that were found on the floor 
in different hallways. Three practically 
nonexistent eraser-less. From my backpack, 
I hear the 0.7 mm graphite slivers rattle 
around their inner barrels.

Their location is convoluted. They warrant 
a frantic search through all the leadless 
pencils. They are always burrowed deep 
within their designated pocket and require 
fragile extraction. Otherwise they’d find 
themselves back on the hallway floor.

Permit one to be used for an important 
exam, with a successful outcome, it is the 
lucky one. If misplaced, the second one will 
take over. A couple of poor quizzes, and it’s 
labeled “cursed.” That one gets purposely 
misplaced, and then the last one gets a 
turn.

When ideas for a narrative are absent, my 
excuse is “I can’t write with a broken 

pencil.” When incentive and inspiration for 
storytelling makes its presence clear, I’ll 
pull out the cracked-tip BIC and make my 
hand cramp. A personal paradox of sorts. 
Three with stories withheld. Three with 
stories to tell. Three who found purpose 
after being tossed, or perhaps dropped, onto 
white floor tiles.

Moving Forward

By the end of our six weeks together, students 
realize what Katie Wood Ray (1999) suggests: 
“Good writers don’t pursue their craft with 
reckless abandon. Instead, they have come to 
realize that language is there to be used, in any 
manner possible, to make meaning” (p. 21). 
Reading like a writer gives students the lens, 
framework and language to analyze—and the 
inspiration to create their own stories. It also 
allows them to hone and practice their skills as 
artists, creators and authors. 

On the last day of summer school, students and I 
venture to the library. They choose a novel to 
check out for the rest of the summer. As they 
leave for home, I hand each student a half-sheet 
of paper on which I’ve written a challenge: read 
your book, create your own exercise, write your 
own work.
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map of Pakistan is projected behind me. I 
hold the light, cotton fabric of a shalwar 
kameez between my fingers. I can feel my 
heart thumping against my chest as the 

anxious energy of presenting to an audience runs 
through me, and all I can pay attention to is the 
pews full of children sitting under the church’s roof 
where the presentation is taking place—children 
who do not share my skin color, do not share the 
twisting of tongues to pronounce words in Urdu, 
and do not share the experience of growing up in 
two different cultures. Yet, after working with 
these students on literacy, math, and 
social-emotional learning, I am realizing how 
much we do share. We are first generation 
students, we are growing up in a low socioeconomic 
status, and we have only really learned of the 
world through books and TV. As I continue to give 
my presentation about Pakistan and pass around 
the kameez, I am learning how to define 
multicultural in yet another way. 

When it comes to our multicultural classrooms, the 
first thing to remember is how we define 
multicultural. It is not just the physical 
appearance of students of color or students from 
marginalized communities of social identities 

coming together, it also consists of classrooms in 
which students may all look the same, speak the 
same tongue, but still come from various 
experiences. In an article written by Nicolas, 
Rupley, Webb-Johnson, and Tlusty (2000), they 
define multicultural students as “culturally and 
linguistically diverse students [who] are on the 
same reading and learning continuum as other 
children; however, they often have experiences 
that are different from the mainstream. Culturally 
responsive reading instruction bridges the gap 
between the school and the world of the student” 
(p. 2). Thus, the definition not only considers 
physical appearance but, more importantly, 
experience. In a similar vein, we ought not just 
stop at the students’ experiences within the 
classroom, but we should think of which 
experiences they might not be exposed to 
otherwise. As reading teachers, we must ask 
ourselves what we are exposing our students to 
within the classroom, and are we doing so 
meaningfully? 

Missing Mirror 

Literature has the unique ability to provide 
students with the chance to learn about cultures, 
experiences, and lifestyles different from their 

own. Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) talks about this 
phenomenon as “mirrors, windows, and sliding 
glass doors,” adding “literature transforms human 
experience and reflects it back to us, and in that 
reflection, we can see our own lives and 
experiences as part of the larger human 
experience” (p. 1). Although I was born in America, 
the rest of my family migrated from Pakistan. 
Being South Asian within the education system 
has been challenging as I am constantly conscious 
of who else in a particular space looks like me, and, 
frankly, how many do not. I grew up reading about 
the experiences of a white, Anglo-American 
childhood. I did not have an instructor who looked 
like me until I was into my fourth semester at 
Loyola University Chicago, and I only had that 
specific professor for just a few weeks. My first 
exposure to a children’s book with a South Asian 
character occurred within that same semester as I 
ventured out to explore our local public library 
branch. Although I had grown up in a fairly diverse 
northwest suburb of Chicago, I was perplexed at 
how I managed to go through 15 years of schooling 
without seeing myself mirrored in a text. 

Leahy and Foley (2018) write about the lack of 
multicultural texts in relation to the demographics 
of schools in America, stating “considering the 
substantial diversity of the American school 
system, there is a large population of children who 
read books and cannot see themselves illustrated 
on the pages” (p. 174). To further push the need for 
multicultural literature, the authors write, “while 
it is crucial to naturally include diverse books in 
the everyday classroom setting, it is not enough to 
let them sit on the shelves of the classroom library. 
They must be used in curriculum and discussed 
during instruction” (p. 176). Not only should 
multicultural literature be used to teach about 
diversity, but it must be integrated meaningfully 
into the curriculum. Schools and districts ought to 
provide teachers with training to use multicultural 
literature to teach the skills and strategies of 
reading and comprehension. 

Teaching through multicultural literature can 
often seem to be a daunting task, with the range of 
cultures, languages, ethnicities, and experiences to 
incorporate. Because of this, multicultural 
literature becomes a “check off the list” task, and, 

for many teachers, multicultural literature stops 
at the “diverse book bin” in their classroom library. 
For administrators, it often means finding a 
Person of Color (POC; i.e., a person identifying as 
non-white) to hire who can then do the labor of 
infusing said diversity into classroom instruction. 

With a focus on hiring a POC and having books in 
the classroom, the basics of good reading 
instruction can go by the wayside. Thinking of 
teaching best practices and philosophies, students 
are better able to engage in practices when said 
practices are explicitly taught through reading 
strategies and practicing skills (Harvey & 
Goudvis, 2007). As defined by Afflerbach, Pearson, 
and Paris (2008), “Reading strategies are 
deliberate, goal-directed attempts to control and 
modify the reader’s efforts to decode text, 
understand words, and construct meanings of text. 
Reading skills are automatic actions that result in 
decoding and comprehension with speed, 
efficiency, and fluency and usually occur without 
awareness of the components or control involved” 
(p. 368). Reading skills and strategies can be 
explicitly taught using multicultural literature as 
an essential part to the curriculum—by POC and 
non-POC teachers. Multicultural literature “can 
serve as a window to view people as being 
different, with rich cultural heritage and history, 
rather than as having a deficit to be ‘fixed’ by 
assimilation into mainstream culture” (Boyd, 
2003). Teachers can take the books from their 
library and integrate them within their instruction 
for best reading practice. I am sure we can all 
think back to one book we read as a class in which 
we, knowing it at the time or not, also learned a 
specific reading strategy or practiced a reading 
skill. What were the narratives in those books? 
Who was telling the story? Who was represented? 

A Spot on the Shelf 

For myself, I cannot think of a time when a book 
was used to teach a reading strategy or reinforce a 
reading skill that had a South Asian as the main 
character. How are we, as teachers, striving to 
integrate the diversity of literature into the 
everyday practice of reading and teaching reading 
strategies and skills, or even extension activities 
for students to relate to the text, to better create a 
sense of normalization when it comes to diverse 

experiences? I can only really think of books with 
white, dominant narratives. The same texts my 
older brother had read to learn or practice reading 
strategies and skills were also used four years later 
when I entered those grades. Students of color 
especially need to see themselves in 
literature—not as an addition to the classroom, or 
a separate book bin, or even scattered throughout 
the classroom library, but as a part of the 
classroom structure. Furthermore, it should not 
just be the Teachers of Color introducing these 
books to the class. Any and all teachers have the 
ability to do this work for any and all types of 
students, even those with dominant social 
identities. 

Harper and Brand (2010) state, “multicultural 
literature boosts crucial literacy skills in the areas 
of oral language development, vocabulary growth, 
comprehension, inference making, analytical 
skills, imagination, and creativity. In particular, 
rich language is embedded within multicultural 
literature” (p 225). When children listen to 
multicultural literature, they are exposed to new 
general words and high-frequency words, in 
addition to more challenging vocabulary and 
unfamiliar concepts. Not only are these isolated 
teachings of vocabulary words, but they are 
provided within the context of text. When 
discussing the benefits of multicultural literature 
in the classroom, Boles (2006) states, “other 
benefits include a development of vocabulary, 
stimulating imagination, facilitating empathy, 
increased knowledge of one’s own heritage, and 
fostering positive self-concepts and identity.” Thus, 
the anchor texts of lessons must have those diverse 
experiences, characters, and narratives present to 
showcase the varied uses diverse literature can 
have, which extend beyond being solely labeled as 
diverse. 

I was fortunate enough to work on a South Asian 
booklist with a fellow teacher, Armeen Sayani, in 
which we found children’s literature from South 
Asian authors about South Asian experiences and 
linked them to Common Core State Standards 
(National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers 
[NGA Center & CCSSO], 2009) as well as to 
reading strategies, skills, and extended learning 

activities across the K-8 grades. These texts can be 
used to teach the very same reading techniques 
often taught with white, dominant narrative 
books. Teachers can use Kitaab World 
(https://kitaabworld.com), which provides book 
lists highlighting South Asian characters and 
experiences. This is not to say these texts ought to 
completely replace other texts but that the books 
in this booklist ought to be used alongside the 
other texts that are already part of K-8 curricula. 
This can show students the connectedness texts 
can have when teaching a reading strategy or 
practicing a reading skill. 

Taking Action 

I also had the opportunity to create a teacher guide 
for the 2017 Illinois Reads book Gandhi: A March 
to the Sea by Alice McGinty (http://illinoisreads.org
/images/2017IRGuideMcGinty3.pdf). The high-level 
vocabulary in this book, such as forbidding, 
humility, and weary, can assist students in 
practicing the click-click-clunk strategy in which 
students read words that they know and identify 
them as “click” and when coming across unknown 
words, a “clunk” (Anderson, 1978). This strategy 
aligns to CCSS RI.5.4: “Determine the meaning of 
general academic and domain-specific words and 
phrases in a text relevant to a grade 5 topic or 
subject area.” The nature of the illustrations and 
the limited text natural to a children’s book 
requires high levels of inferencing, supporting the 
teaching of this skill as it aligns to CCSS RI.5.1: 
“Quote accurately from a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.” The specific reading skill 
practiced here is inference: students determine 
how the facts, direct quotes from the text, and 
questions sparked from these facts help us develop 
ideas about the text. 

Bringing together the identities of South Asian 
students with disabilities, author Rukhsana 
Khan’s book, King for a Day (2014), showcases a 
boy with a passion for kite flying who happens to 
be in a wheelchair. The characters, a brother and 
sister, fly their kite during a festival and learn to 
interact with a bully in the neighborhood. An 
additional layer of acceptance the text adds is 
placing the focus of the story on the kite flying 
rather than Malik’s wheelchair, normalizing 

Malik’s physical disability. King for a Day can be 
used with students to identify the answers to 
various types of questions: “right there,” “think 
and search,” “author and me,” and “on my own” 
(see Raphael, 1986, for a detailed explanation of 
Question-Answer Relationships [QAR]). This is 
aligned with CCSS RL.2.1: Ask and answer such 
questions as who, what, where, when, why, and 
how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in a text. 

Khan’s text lends itself well to students identifying 
“right there” questions such as “Who dropped the 
kite?,” and it also gives students a chance to 
answer “think and search” questions, too, as 
students must understand the characters’ feelings 
as they correspond to characters’ actions (Fisher, 
Bates, & Gurvitz, 2006). For example, when Malik 
drops the kite back down, a “think and search” 
question such as “Why would Malik drop the kite 
back down?” helps connect Malik’s feelings to his 
actions. For an “author and me” question such as 
“Why would the author have Malik help another 
character?,” students must think of the author’s 
intentions.

Moving Forward

Rather than focusing solely on how to highlight 
different experiences, there must also be a 
meaningful place for the multicultural texts within 
the classroom curriculum for all students. It is not 
enough for students to just have exposure to 
diverse books; it is essential for students to see 
multicultural literature as a foundation to 
learning how to read and comprehend. Diverse 
literature must have a meaningful place in the 
minds of students for them to truly gain the value 
within and of multicultural texts. By using diverse 
literature as an anchor text for specific reading 
strategies, a reinforcement for reading skills, or as 
extensions to literacy activities, a meaningful and 
authentic incorporation of diversity can be reached 
for our students. In other words, we can provide 
something more than just the diverse book bin.

The book list that Armeen Sayani and I created is 
included below. The list is organized by grade 
level. Next to the grade level is the title, a brief 
description or summary of the text, and a Common 
Core English Language Arts standard that can be 
used to teach a specific reading strategy, practice a 
reading skill, or provide an extension literacy 
activity.
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elly slumps, her feet slide under the desk in 
front of her. Outside, a 90-degree day begs 
her to swim at a friend’s pool or lick frozen 
custard at the local shop. Because she failed 

English 9, she is in summer school. Nine of us 
share this room, Monday through Thursday, for six 
weeks.

I know the students don’t want to be there—they 
tell me as much. But this summer, by earning an 
English credit, they remain on track to graduate 
and can enroll in English 10 in the fall.

As a journalism major and writing teacher 
(creative writing, journalism, composition), the 
summer school assignment disrupts my decade of 
familiarity. To calm my unease, I remember what 
Frank Smith (1988) in Joining the Literacy Club 
suggested: that students learn by joining with 
others in stimulating activities they enjoy—that 
learning is a social endeavor. I welcome students to 
the curriculum, to developing the skills necessary 
for expression, interpretation and communication. 
I say, “We will be a book club, enjoying novels and 
analyzing characters and sharing our stories. We 

will practice reading like writers. And you will 
write your own pieces to add to the canon of 
literature.” 

Consume

Throughout English 9, students consume a variety 
of texts, consider their meanings and implications 
and create their own pieces. I contemplate how to 
engage reluctant learners and make their study a 
success. I focus on these specific students, their 
attitudes, their approaches. What will produce 
success the second time around? 

I aim to nurture lifelong readers and writers, 
people who want to create and share—and who 
find joy in words. Students who enjoy reading and 
writing are more likely to return to the literary 
arts. I want my students to not only gain 
confidence, but also develop an affinity for 
language, for expression, for art. Because 
enjoyment leads to practice, it should also lead to 
progress, learning, and growth. I invite my 
students to join the community of readers and 
writers (professionals, hobbyists, artists). I tell 
them summer school won’t be too bad—they might 
even enjoy it—if they approach it with a positive 
attitude and open mind. 

We start by reading House on Mango Street 
(Cisneros, 1989) together, aloud. We take turns 
debating the author’s intent. I point out theme, 
tone, characters, plot. Students discuss why 
Sandra Cisneros chose vignette form. I know they 
must recognize literary quality and devices before 
they can create and use their own. As Robin 
Griffith, Ph.D., (assistant professor in the 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction at East 
Carolina University) wrote, “...in order for young 
writers to begin employing the writer’s craft in 
independent writing samples, they must first be 
made aware of well-crafted writing. They must 
hear the sound of good writing and develop an ear 
for recognizing it and an eye for noticing it in 
print.” (Griffith, 2010, p. 56). Although all students 
don’t agree House on Mango Street is “good 
writing,” they make connections between 
characters in the novel and other characters in 
coming of age novels, films, YouTube stars. They 
identify and share their own definition of “good 
writing.” They also hear one English teacher’s 

argument for and analysis of Cisneros’s skill, voice 
and value. 

Consider

Students highlight favorite chapters; they share 
where they’re bored and what they think. They 
make connections to the text. Strickland, Ganske 
and Monroe (2002) contend that “thinking and 
talking about books promotes children’s critical 
understanding of what they read” so I probe to find 
something—even one sentence—that resonates. 
After our discussions, I ask students to read like a 
writer: “Why do you think Cisneros used a 
metaphor here?”—“What does her repetition do for 
you?”—“How did she develop characters?” Even if 
students didn’t come to summer school with the 
language to identify or understand these concepts, 
our discussion puts each stylistic device in context. 
It creates a framework to understand the impact a 
metaphor or simile, for example, might have on a 
reader.

Reading like a writer encourages students to feel 
the power of voice, to gain confidence and to 
understand an author’s craft. I want students to 
not only understand concepts, but also to identify 
and ultimately use them. Strickland, Ganske, and 
Monroe (2002) suggested that “critical thinking 
and the ability to personalize meanings to 
individual experiences and apply what is read or 
written in the real world, under many different 
circumstances, and with many types of texts, may 
now be termed the ‘new basics” (p. 2). In 
developing these basics, I invite students to 
participate in the book and to think of the author 
as a person with an intent. I refer back to the 
chapter titled “Hairs”. In this vignette, Cisneros 
(1989) reveals information about the narrator’s 
family, especially her mother, through a one 
physical trait: hair. Her first paragraph describes 
the hair of the narrator’s father and the hair of her 
siblings, using descriptions to give the reader 
insight into their personalities. Cisneros also 
reveals the narrator’s feelings about her mother in 
the passage, using stylistic devices.

I ask students to think about the people in their 
life, the characteristics they share with them—and 
those that make them distinctive, different. Katie 
Wood Ray (1999) wrote “that my students wrote 

about topics that really mattered to them was 
more important to me than anything else” (p. 8). I 
know this to be true. In my experience, students 
write best when the topic is intimate. I ask 
students to choose a trait to write about. I say, It 
can be a trait you share with family or friends or 
coworkers or teammates or one that makes you 
stand out. I encourage and challenge them choose 
a topic that is genuinely important to them. I want 
my students, like Cisneros did, to invest in their 
topic and to choose one that matters. 

Create

In composing a vignette, some students write 
about personal style; others an ability (cooking, 
athletic); others a trait (sense of humor or 
impatience). Griffith (2010) wrote that “helping 
students learn to read like writers was the first 
step in helping them learn to write like writers” (p. 
58).  And although I follow this recommendation, 
my students struggle through the process. They 
work over a series of days, bringing ideas, phrases 
and working rough drafts to me, parents, 
classmates. Students attempt to write like 
Cisneros (1989) did with metaphors, similes, 
personification, alliteration, repetition and sensory 
details. But this is art—messy, and anything but 
neat and seamless. They learn writing is a process 
and that there is always room to improve, always 
words to edit and sentences to tweak. They draft, 
start over, edit and polish. The results? 

Hair 
by Natalie Frey (2017):

Fifteen minutes. I need fifteen minutes to 
prepare my hair for its daily excursions 
through the halls of the high school. I need 
fifteen minutes to clamp the flat iron onto 
each strand. I need fifteen minutes to create 
an appearance I am comfortable sharing 
with the world.

My hair: a thick sheet of silk atop my head 
forcing each and every follicle into a 
desirable shape. Each hair screams as the 
products burn off into a wisp of smoke in 
the air.

But—he takes twenty minutes. Twenty 
minutes to prepare. Fingers intertwined in 
locks of jet black, as the suds pour down 

like clouds falling from the sky. He 
embraces his scalp in clean, dry towels 
shaping the final product with an aerosol 
can and an electric hair dryer. Dry heat 
caresses his scalp like the sun to the trees in 
late July.

Twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of each 
day, in hopes of an outcome that will create 
confidence; an outcome that should have 
been there the whole time. Twenty minutes 
to fix what was not broken in the first place.

Before he steps out the door to go to school, 
he spends two more minutes making sure 
that each strand is in the desired shape. 
Twenty-two minutes.

Hands 
by Mallorey Wallace (2017)

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
the same flesh and different stories.

Papa’s hands are two leather gloves, 
sun-bleached and calloused. The grooves in 
his hands are like the cracks in our old oak 
table—the one Mama will serve dinner on. 
Papa’s hands are like an August sunset, 
warm and comfortable.

Mama’s hands are two balloons, ruddy and 
as plump as cherries. Mama’s hands look 
like plastic and hit like iron. Mama’s 
hands are like nostalgia, bittersweet and 
confused.

And Brother, well, his hands are razor 
blades, sharp and quick. Scabbed 
knuckles, thick from fighting, his hands 
are two strong shovels building castles out 
of nothing. Brother’s hands are like eggs, 
fragile but hard.

My hands...my hands are tangled laces, 
young and messy. Moving with 
uncertainty, they’re freshly born dancers, 
stumbling through life. My hands are like 
strings of grass, wispy and weak.

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
different stories and the same flesh.

Share

Students share pieces and we talk about being 
writers, about using exemplars and model texts as 
inspiration. Students discuss challenges and 
where they can and want to improve. 

Next, we look at Cisneros’ (1989) chapter, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. The writing exercise that follows is 
unlike anything, the students tell me, they’ve 
done before. Throughout this exercise, students 
keep Cisneros’ structure, but use their own voice. 

Students start with the chapter title, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. Cisneros (1989) uses a number, an 
adjective and a plural noun. Students do the 
same, writing a number, followed by an adjective 
and a plural noun. Students move through the 
vignette, word by word, sentence by sentence, 
keeping her structure but telling their own story. 
I witness Griffith’s (2010) theory come to life as 
my students discover creativity through this 
approach. As Griffith explains, this technique 
implores a “release of responsibility model”(p. 57)  
and “deliberately planned activities that [draws] 
students’ attention to well-crafted writing” (p. 49) 
and encourages students to mimic it.

One of my students, Charles, said, “I have a 
love-hate with this style...it pushes you to work 
harder with what you are writing. On the other 
hand, when you are on a roll and you want to say 
something, too bad.” His classmate Lauren said, 
“I was surprised that I got all of this done after 
today. I thought it would be a lot harder than it 
was to copy the structure. It’s definitely an 
interesting way to get out of a writer’s block.”

Add To The Canon

Students submit pieces to writers’ markets, 
including Teen Ink. Nate Ferro, Natalie Frey, 
Megan Rutkowski and Mallorey Wallace all had 
their pieces published.

 10 Dirty Toes 
by Megan Rutkowski (2015)

They are the ones who leave prints in the 
house. I am the one who defends them. Ten 
dirty toes, long digits and painted clothes 
like others. Ten who belong in shoes but are 
not. Ten rank excuses that help me balance. 

From my view, I can smell them, but Cleo 
licks them and doesn’t mind the color.

Their pink is secret. They send giant arms 
into the dirt. They kick up and they mash 
down and grab the sap between their hard 
calluses and pinch the ants with vigorous 
tendons and never quit their march. This is 
how they walk.

Let one forget to lift up, they’d all crumple 
like rocks off a cliff, each with their nails in 
the other. Throbbing, throbbing, throbbing 
they feel when I run. They harden.

When I am too tired and too sore to keep 
moving, when I am an old woman from 
many years, then I will look at my toes. 
When there is nowhere left to go. Ten who 
hardened despite shoes. Ten who throbbed 
and do not forget to lift. Ten whose only 
reason is to keep me up and not fall.

Three Broken Pencils 
by Nate Ferro (2017)

They are the only obstruction in my path. 
Consequently, I am the only one with no 
intention to dispose of them. Three pencils, 
all mechanical, short of lead like I am short 
of ideas. Three that were found on the floor 
in different hallways. Three practically 
nonexistent eraser-less. From my backpack, 
I hear the 0.7 mm graphite slivers rattle 
around their inner barrels.

Their location is convoluted. They warrant 
a frantic search through all the leadless 
pencils. They are always burrowed deep 
within their designated pocket and require 
fragile extraction. Otherwise they’d find 
themselves back on the hallway floor.

Permit one to be used for an important 
exam, with a successful outcome, it is the 
lucky one. If misplaced, the second one will 
take over. A couple of poor quizzes, and it’s 
labeled “cursed.” That one gets purposely 
misplaced, and then the last one gets a 
turn.

When ideas for a narrative are absent, my 
excuse is “I can’t write with a broken 

pencil.” When incentive and inspiration for 
storytelling makes its presence clear, I’ll 
pull out the cracked-tip BIC and make my 
hand cramp. A personal paradox of sorts. 
Three with stories withheld. Three with 
stories to tell. Three who found purpose 
after being tossed, or perhaps dropped, onto 
white floor tiles.

Moving Forward

By the end of our six weeks together, students 
realize what Katie Wood Ray (1999) suggests: 
“Good writers don’t pursue their craft with 
reckless abandon. Instead, they have come to 
realize that language is there to be used, in any 
manner possible, to make meaning” (p. 21). 
Reading like a writer gives students the lens, 
framework and language to analyze—and the 
inspiration to create their own stories. It also 
allows them to hone and practice their skills as 
artists, creators and authors. 

On the last day of summer school, students and I 
venture to the library. They choose a novel to 
check out for the rest of the summer. As they 
leave for home, I hand each student a half-sheet 
of paper on which I’ve written a challenge: read 
your book, create your own exercise, write your 
own work.
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map of Pakistan is projected behind me. I 
hold the light, cotton fabric of a shalwar 
kameez between my fingers. I can feel my 
heart thumping against my chest as the 

anxious energy of presenting to an audience runs 
through me, and all I can pay attention to is the 
pews full of children sitting under the church’s roof 
where the presentation is taking place—children 
who do not share my skin color, do not share the 
twisting of tongues to pronounce words in Urdu, 
and do not share the experience of growing up in 
two different cultures. Yet, after working with 
these students on literacy, math, and 
social-emotional learning, I am realizing how 
much we do share. We are first generation 
students, we are growing up in a low socioeconomic 
status, and we have only really learned of the 
world through books and TV. As I continue to give 
my presentation about Pakistan and pass around 
the kameez, I am learning how to define 
multicultural in yet another way. 

When it comes to our multicultural classrooms, the 
first thing to remember is how we define 
multicultural. It is not just the physical 
appearance of students of color or students from 
marginalized communities of social identities 

coming together, it also consists of classrooms in 
which students may all look the same, speak the 
same tongue, but still come from various 
experiences. In an article written by Nicolas, 
Rupley, Webb-Johnson, and Tlusty (2000), they 
define multicultural students as “culturally and 
linguistically diverse students [who] are on the 
same reading and learning continuum as other 
children; however, they often have experiences 
that are different from the mainstream. Culturally 
responsive reading instruction bridges the gap 
between the school and the world of the student” 
(p. 2). Thus, the definition not only considers 
physical appearance but, more importantly, 
experience. In a similar vein, we ought not just 
stop at the students’ experiences within the 
classroom, but we should think of which 
experiences they might not be exposed to 
otherwise. As reading teachers, we must ask 
ourselves what we are exposing our students to 
within the classroom, and are we doing so 
meaningfully? 

Missing Mirror 

Literature has the unique ability to provide 
students with the chance to learn about cultures, 
experiences, and lifestyles different from their 

own. Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) talks about this 
phenomenon as “mirrors, windows, and sliding 
glass doors,” adding “literature transforms human 
experience and reflects it back to us, and in that 
reflection, we can see our own lives and 
experiences as part of the larger human 
experience” (p. 1). Although I was born in America, 
the rest of my family migrated from Pakistan. 
Being South Asian within the education system 
has been challenging as I am constantly conscious 
of who else in a particular space looks like me, and, 
frankly, how many do not. I grew up reading about 
the experiences of a white, Anglo-American 
childhood. I did not have an instructor who looked 
like me until I was into my fourth semester at 
Loyola University Chicago, and I only had that 
specific professor for just a few weeks. My first 
exposure to a children’s book with a South Asian 
character occurred within that same semester as I 
ventured out to explore our local public library 
branch. Although I had grown up in a fairly diverse 
northwest suburb of Chicago, I was perplexed at 
how I managed to go through 15 years of schooling 
without seeing myself mirrored in a text. 

Leahy and Foley (2018) write about the lack of 
multicultural texts in relation to the demographics 
of schools in America, stating “considering the 
substantial diversity of the American school 
system, there is a large population of children who 
read books and cannot see themselves illustrated 
on the pages” (p. 174). To further push the need for 
multicultural literature, the authors write, “while 
it is crucial to naturally include diverse books in 
the everyday classroom setting, it is not enough to 
let them sit on the shelves of the classroom library. 
They must be used in curriculum and discussed 
during instruction” (p. 176). Not only should 
multicultural literature be used to teach about 
diversity, but it must be integrated meaningfully 
into the curriculum. Schools and districts ought to 
provide teachers with training to use multicultural 
literature to teach the skills and strategies of 
reading and comprehension. 

Teaching through multicultural literature can 
often seem to be a daunting task, with the range of 
cultures, languages, ethnicities, and experiences to 
incorporate. Because of this, multicultural 
literature becomes a “check off the list” task, and, 

for many teachers, multicultural literature stops 
at the “diverse book bin” in their classroom library. 
For administrators, it often means finding a 
Person of Color (POC; i.e., a person identifying as 
non-white) to hire who can then do the labor of 
infusing said diversity into classroom instruction. 

With a focus on hiring a POC and having books in 
the classroom, the basics of good reading 
instruction can go by the wayside. Thinking of 
teaching best practices and philosophies, students 
are better able to engage in practices when said 
practices are explicitly taught through reading 
strategies and practicing skills (Harvey & 
Goudvis, 2007). As defined by Afflerbach, Pearson, 
and Paris (2008), “Reading strategies are 
deliberate, goal-directed attempts to control and 
modify the reader’s efforts to decode text, 
understand words, and construct meanings of text. 
Reading skills are automatic actions that result in 
decoding and comprehension with speed, 
efficiency, and fluency and usually occur without 
awareness of the components or control involved” 
(p. 368). Reading skills and strategies can be 
explicitly taught using multicultural literature as 
an essential part to the curriculum—by POC and 
non-POC teachers. Multicultural literature “can 
serve as a window to view people as being 
different, with rich cultural heritage and history, 
rather than as having a deficit to be ‘fixed’ by 
assimilation into mainstream culture” (Boyd, 
2003). Teachers can take the books from their 
library and integrate them within their instruction 
for best reading practice. I am sure we can all 
think back to one book we read as a class in which 
we, knowing it at the time or not, also learned a 
specific reading strategy or practiced a reading 
skill. What were the narratives in those books? 
Who was telling the story? Who was represented? 

A Spot on the Shelf 

For myself, I cannot think of a time when a book 
was used to teach a reading strategy or reinforce a 
reading skill that had a South Asian as the main 
character. How are we, as teachers, striving to 
integrate the diversity of literature into the 
everyday practice of reading and teaching reading 
strategies and skills, or even extension activities 
for students to relate to the text, to better create a 
sense of normalization when it comes to diverse 

experiences? I can only really think of books with 
white, dominant narratives. The same texts my 
older brother had read to learn or practice reading 
strategies and skills were also used four years later 
when I entered those grades. Students of color 
especially need to see themselves in 
literature—not as an addition to the classroom, or 
a separate book bin, or even scattered throughout 
the classroom library, but as a part of the 
classroom structure. Furthermore, it should not 
just be the Teachers of Color introducing these 
books to the class. Any and all teachers have the 
ability to do this work for any and all types of 
students, even those with dominant social 
identities. 

Harper and Brand (2010) state, “multicultural 
literature boosts crucial literacy skills in the areas 
of oral language development, vocabulary growth, 
comprehension, inference making, analytical 
skills, imagination, and creativity. In particular, 
rich language is embedded within multicultural 
literature” (p 225). When children listen to 
multicultural literature, they are exposed to new 
general words and high-frequency words, in 
addition to more challenging vocabulary and 
unfamiliar concepts. Not only are these isolated 
teachings of vocabulary words, but they are 
provided within the context of text. When 
discussing the benefits of multicultural literature 
in the classroom, Boles (2006) states, “other 
benefits include a development of vocabulary, 
stimulating imagination, facilitating empathy, 
increased knowledge of one’s own heritage, and 
fostering positive self-concepts and identity.” Thus, 
the anchor texts of lessons must have those diverse 
experiences, characters, and narratives present to 
showcase the varied uses diverse literature can 
have, which extend beyond being solely labeled as 
diverse. 

I was fortunate enough to work on a South Asian 
booklist with a fellow teacher, Armeen Sayani, in 
which we found children’s literature from South 
Asian authors about South Asian experiences and 
linked them to Common Core State Standards 
(National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers 
[NGA Center & CCSSO], 2009) as well as to 
reading strategies, skills, and extended learning 

activities across the K-8 grades. These texts can be 
used to teach the very same reading techniques 
often taught with white, dominant narrative 
books. Teachers can use Kitaab World 
(https://kitaabworld.com), which provides book 
lists highlighting South Asian characters and 
experiences. This is not to say these texts ought to 
completely replace other texts but that the books 
in this booklist ought to be used alongside the 
other texts that are already part of K-8 curricula. 
This can show students the connectedness texts 
can have when teaching a reading strategy or 
practicing a reading skill. 

Taking Action 

I also had the opportunity to create a teacher guide 
for the 2017 Illinois Reads book Gandhi: A March 
to the Sea by Alice McGinty (http://illinoisreads.org
/images/2017IRGuideMcGinty3.pdf). The high-level 
vocabulary in this book, such as forbidding, 
humility, and weary, can assist students in 
practicing the click-click-clunk strategy in which 
students read words that they know and identify 
them as “click” and when coming across unknown 
words, a “clunk” (Anderson, 1978). This strategy 
aligns to CCSS RI.5.4: “Determine the meaning of 
general academic and domain-specific words and 
phrases in a text relevant to a grade 5 topic or 
subject area.” The nature of the illustrations and 
the limited text natural to a children’s book 
requires high levels of inferencing, supporting the 
teaching of this skill as it aligns to CCSS RI.5.1: 
“Quote accurately from a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.” The specific reading skill 
practiced here is inference: students determine 
how the facts, direct quotes from the text, and 
questions sparked from these facts help us develop 
ideas about the text. 

Bringing together the identities of South Asian 
students with disabilities, author Rukhsana 
Khan’s book, King for a Day (2014), showcases a 
boy with a passion for kite flying who happens to 
be in a wheelchair. The characters, a brother and 
sister, fly their kite during a festival and learn to 
interact with a bully in the neighborhood. An 
additional layer of acceptance the text adds is 
placing the focus of the story on the kite flying 
rather than Malik’s wheelchair, normalizing 

Malik’s physical disability. King for a Day can be 
used with students to identify the answers to 
various types of questions: “right there,” “think 
and search,” “author and me,” and “on my own” 
(see Raphael, 1986, for a detailed explanation of 
Question-Answer Relationships [QAR]). This is 
aligned with CCSS RL.2.1: Ask and answer such 
questions as who, what, where, when, why, and 
how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in a text. 

Khan’s text lends itself well to students identifying 
“right there” questions such as “Who dropped the 
kite?,” and it also gives students a chance to 
answer “think and search” questions, too, as 
students must understand the characters’ feelings 
as they correspond to characters’ actions (Fisher, 
Bates, & Gurvitz, 2006). For example, when Malik 
drops the kite back down, a “think and search” 
question such as “Why would Malik drop the kite 
back down?” helps connect Malik’s feelings to his 
actions. For an “author and me” question such as 
“Why would the author have Malik help another 
character?,” students must think of the author’s 
intentions.

Moving Forward

Rather than focusing solely on how to highlight 
different experiences, there must also be a 
meaningful place for the multicultural texts within 
the classroom curriculum for all students. It is not 
enough for students to just have exposure to 
diverse books; it is essential for students to see 
multicultural literature as a foundation to 
learning how to read and comprehend. Diverse 
literature must have a meaningful place in the 
minds of students for them to truly gain the value 
within and of multicultural texts. By using diverse 
literature as an anchor text for specific reading 
strategies, a reinforcement for reading skills, or as 
extensions to literacy activities, a meaningful and 
authentic incorporation of diversity can be reached 
for our students. In other words, we can provide 
something more than just the diverse book bin.

The book list that Armeen Sayani and I created is 
included below. The list is organized by grade 
level. Next to the grade level is the title, a brief 
description or summary of the text, and a Common 
Core English Language Arts standard that can be 
used to teach a specific reading strategy, practice a 
reading skill, or provide an extension literacy 
activity.
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elly slumps, her feet slide under the desk in 
front of her. Outside, a 90-degree day begs 
her to swim at a friend’s pool or lick frozen 
custard at the local shop. Because she failed 

English 9, she is in summer school. Nine of us 
share this room, Monday through Thursday, for six 
weeks.

I know the students don’t want to be there—they 
tell me as much. But this summer, by earning an 
English credit, they remain on track to graduate 
and can enroll in English 10 in the fall.

As a journalism major and writing teacher 
(creative writing, journalism, composition), the 
summer school assignment disrupts my decade of 
familiarity. To calm my unease, I remember what 
Frank Smith (1988) in Joining the Literacy Club 
suggested: that students learn by joining with 
others in stimulating activities they enjoy—that 
learning is a social endeavor. I welcome students to 
the curriculum, to developing the skills necessary 
for expression, interpretation and communication. 
I say, “We will be a book club, enjoying novels and 
analyzing characters and sharing our stories. We 

will practice reading like writers. And you will 
write your own pieces to add to the canon of 
literature.” 

Consume

Throughout English 9, students consume a variety 
of texts, consider their meanings and implications 
and create their own pieces. I contemplate how to 
engage reluctant learners and make their study a 
success. I focus on these specific students, their 
attitudes, their approaches. What will produce 
success the second time around? 

I aim to nurture lifelong readers and writers, 
people who want to create and share—and who 
find joy in words. Students who enjoy reading and 
writing are more likely to return to the literary 
arts. I want my students to not only gain 
confidence, but also develop an affinity for 
language, for expression, for art. Because 
enjoyment leads to practice, it should also lead to 
progress, learning, and growth. I invite my 
students to join the community of readers and 
writers (professionals, hobbyists, artists). I tell 
them summer school won’t be too bad—they might 
even enjoy it—if they approach it with a positive 
attitude and open mind. 

We start by reading House on Mango Street 
(Cisneros, 1989) together, aloud. We take turns 
debating the author’s intent. I point out theme, 
tone, characters, plot. Students discuss why 
Sandra Cisneros chose vignette form. I know they 
must recognize literary quality and devices before 
they can create and use their own. As Robin 
Griffith, Ph.D., (assistant professor in the 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction at East 
Carolina University) wrote, “...in order for young 
writers to begin employing the writer’s craft in 
independent writing samples, they must first be 
made aware of well-crafted writing. They must 
hear the sound of good writing and develop an ear 
for recognizing it and an eye for noticing it in 
print.” (Griffith, 2010, p. 56). Although all students 
don’t agree House on Mango Street is “good 
writing,” they make connections between 
characters in the novel and other characters in 
coming of age novels, films, YouTube stars. They 
identify and share their own definition of “good 
writing.” They also hear one English teacher’s 

argument for and analysis of Cisneros’s skill, voice 
and value. 

Consider

Students highlight favorite chapters; they share 
where they’re bored and what they think. They 
make connections to the text. Strickland, Ganske 
and Monroe (2002) contend that “thinking and 
talking about books promotes children’s critical 
understanding of what they read” so I probe to find 
something—even one sentence—that resonates. 
After our discussions, I ask students to read like a 
writer: “Why do you think Cisneros used a 
metaphor here?”—“What does her repetition do for 
you?”—“How did she develop characters?” Even if 
students didn’t come to summer school with the 
language to identify or understand these concepts, 
our discussion puts each stylistic device in context. 
It creates a framework to understand the impact a 
metaphor or simile, for example, might have on a 
reader.

Reading like a writer encourages students to feel 
the power of voice, to gain confidence and to 
understand an author’s craft. I want students to 
not only understand concepts, but also to identify 
and ultimately use them. Strickland, Ganske, and 
Monroe (2002) suggested that “critical thinking 
and the ability to personalize meanings to 
individual experiences and apply what is read or 
written in the real world, under many different 
circumstances, and with many types of texts, may 
now be termed the ‘new basics” (p. 2). In 
developing these basics, I invite students to 
participate in the book and to think of the author 
as a person with an intent. I refer back to the 
chapter titled “Hairs”. In this vignette, Cisneros 
(1989) reveals information about the narrator’s 
family, especially her mother, through a one 
physical trait: hair. Her first paragraph describes 
the hair of the narrator’s father and the hair of her 
siblings, using descriptions to give the reader 
insight into their personalities. Cisneros also 
reveals the narrator’s feelings about her mother in 
the passage, using stylistic devices.

I ask students to think about the people in their 
life, the characteristics they share with them—and 
those that make them distinctive, different. Katie 
Wood Ray (1999) wrote “that my students wrote 

about topics that really mattered to them was 
more important to me than anything else” (p. 8). I 
know this to be true. In my experience, students 
write best when the topic is intimate. I ask 
students to choose a trait to write about. I say, It 
can be a trait you share with family or friends or 
coworkers or teammates or one that makes you 
stand out. I encourage and challenge them choose 
a topic that is genuinely important to them. I want 
my students, like Cisneros did, to invest in their 
topic and to choose one that matters. 

Create

In composing a vignette, some students write 
about personal style; others an ability (cooking, 
athletic); others a trait (sense of humor or 
impatience). Griffith (2010) wrote that “helping 
students learn to read like writers was the first 
step in helping them learn to write like writers” (p. 
58).  And although I follow this recommendation, 
my students struggle through the process. They 
work over a series of days, bringing ideas, phrases 
and working rough drafts to me, parents, 
classmates. Students attempt to write like 
Cisneros (1989) did with metaphors, similes, 
personification, alliteration, repetition and sensory 
details. But this is art—messy, and anything but 
neat and seamless. They learn writing is a process 
and that there is always room to improve, always 
words to edit and sentences to tweak. They draft, 
start over, edit and polish. The results? 

Hair 
by Natalie Frey (2017):

Fifteen minutes. I need fifteen minutes to 
prepare my hair for its daily excursions 
through the halls of the high school. I need 
fifteen minutes to clamp the flat iron onto 
each strand. I need fifteen minutes to create 
an appearance I am comfortable sharing 
with the world.

My hair: a thick sheet of silk atop my head 
forcing each and every follicle into a 
desirable shape. Each hair screams as the 
products burn off into a wisp of smoke in 
the air.

But—he takes twenty minutes. Twenty 
minutes to prepare. Fingers intertwined in 
locks of jet black, as the suds pour down 

like clouds falling from the sky. He 
embraces his scalp in clean, dry towels 
shaping the final product with an aerosol 
can and an electric hair dryer. Dry heat 
caresses his scalp like the sun to the trees in 
late July.

Twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of each 
day, in hopes of an outcome that will create 
confidence; an outcome that should have 
been there the whole time. Twenty minutes 
to fix what was not broken in the first place.

Before he steps out the door to go to school, 
he spends two more minutes making sure 
that each strand is in the desired shape. 
Twenty-two minutes.

Hands 
by Mallorey Wallace (2017)

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
the same flesh and different stories.

Papa’s hands are two leather gloves, 
sun-bleached and calloused. The grooves in 
his hands are like the cracks in our old oak 
table—the one Mama will serve dinner on. 
Papa’s hands are like an August sunset, 
warm and comfortable.

Mama’s hands are two balloons, ruddy and 
as plump as cherries. Mama’s hands look 
like plastic and hit like iron. Mama’s 
hands are like nostalgia, bittersweet and 
confused.

And Brother, well, his hands are razor 
blades, sharp and quick. Scabbed 
knuckles, thick from fighting, his hands 
are two strong shovels building castles out 
of nothing. Brother’s hands are like eggs, 
fragile but hard.

My hands...my hands are tangled laces, 
young and messy. Moving with 
uncertainty, they’re freshly born dancers, 
stumbling through life. My hands are like 
strings of grass, wispy and weak.

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
different stories and the same flesh.

Share

Students share pieces and we talk about being 
writers, about using exemplars and model texts as 
inspiration. Students discuss challenges and 
where they can and want to improve. 

Next, we look at Cisneros’ (1989) chapter, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. The writing exercise that follows is 
unlike anything, the students tell me, they’ve 
done before. Throughout this exercise, students 
keep Cisneros’ structure, but use their own voice. 

Students start with the chapter title, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. Cisneros (1989) uses a number, an 
adjective and a plural noun. Students do the 
same, writing a number, followed by an adjective 
and a plural noun. Students move through the 
vignette, word by word, sentence by sentence, 
keeping her structure but telling their own story. 
I witness Griffith’s (2010) theory come to life as 
my students discover creativity through this 
approach. As Griffith explains, this technique 
implores a “release of responsibility model”(p. 57)  
and “deliberately planned activities that [draws] 
students’ attention to well-crafted writing” (p. 49) 
and encourages students to mimic it.

One of my students, Charles, said, “I have a 
love-hate with this style...it pushes you to work 
harder with what you are writing. On the other 
hand, when you are on a roll and you want to say 
something, too bad.” His classmate Lauren said, 
“I was surprised that I got all of this done after 
today. I thought it would be a lot harder than it 
was to copy the structure. It’s definitely an 
interesting way to get out of a writer’s block.”

Add To The Canon

Students submit pieces to writers’ markets, 
including Teen Ink. Nate Ferro, Natalie Frey, 
Megan Rutkowski and Mallorey Wallace all had 
their pieces published.

 10 Dirty Toes 
by Megan Rutkowski (2015)

They are the ones who leave prints in the 
house. I am the one who defends them. Ten 
dirty toes, long digits and painted clothes 
like others. Ten who belong in shoes but are 
not. Ten rank excuses that help me balance. 

From my view, I can smell them, but Cleo 
licks them and doesn’t mind the color.

Their pink is secret. They send giant arms 
into the dirt. They kick up and they mash 
down and grab the sap between their hard 
calluses and pinch the ants with vigorous 
tendons and never quit their march. This is 
how they walk.

Let one forget to lift up, they’d all crumple 
like rocks off a cliff, each with their nails in 
the other. Throbbing, throbbing, throbbing 
they feel when I run. They harden.

When I am too tired and too sore to keep 
moving, when I am an old woman from 
many years, then I will look at my toes. 
When there is nowhere left to go. Ten who 
hardened despite shoes. Ten who throbbed 
and do not forget to lift. Ten whose only 
reason is to keep me up and not fall.

Three Broken Pencils 
by Nate Ferro (2017)

They are the only obstruction in my path. 
Consequently, I am the only one with no 
intention to dispose of them. Three pencils, 
all mechanical, short of lead like I am short 
of ideas. Three that were found on the floor 
in different hallways. Three practically 
nonexistent eraser-less. From my backpack, 
I hear the 0.7 mm graphite slivers rattle 
around their inner barrels.

Their location is convoluted. They warrant 
a frantic search through all the leadless 
pencils. They are always burrowed deep 
within their designated pocket and require 
fragile extraction. Otherwise they’d find 
themselves back on the hallway floor.

Permit one to be used for an important 
exam, with a successful outcome, it is the 
lucky one. If misplaced, the second one will 
take over. A couple of poor quizzes, and it’s 
labeled “cursed.” That one gets purposely 
misplaced, and then the last one gets a 
turn.

When ideas for a narrative are absent, my 
excuse is “I can’t write with a broken 

pencil.” When incentive and inspiration for 
storytelling makes its presence clear, I’ll 
pull out the cracked-tip BIC and make my 
hand cramp. A personal paradox of sorts. 
Three with stories withheld. Three with 
stories to tell. Three who found purpose 
after being tossed, or perhaps dropped, onto 
white floor tiles.

Moving Forward

By the end of our six weeks together, students 
realize what Katie Wood Ray (1999) suggests: 
“Good writers don’t pursue their craft with 
reckless abandon. Instead, they have come to 
realize that language is there to be used, in any 
manner possible, to make meaning” (p. 21). 
Reading like a writer gives students the lens, 
framework and language to analyze—and the 
inspiration to create their own stories. It also 
allows them to hone and practice their skills as 
artists, creators and authors. 

On the last day of summer school, students and I 
venture to the library. They choose a novel to 
check out for the rest of the summer. As they 
leave for home, I hand each student a half-sheet 
of paper on which I’ve written a challenge: read 
your book, create your own exercise, write your 
own work.
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map of Pakistan is projected behind me. I 
hold the light, cotton fabric of a shalwar 
kameez between my fingers. I can feel my 
heart thumping against my chest as the 

anxious energy of presenting to an audience runs 
through me, and all I can pay attention to is the 
pews full of children sitting under the church’s roof 
where the presentation is taking place—children 
who do not share my skin color, do not share the 
twisting of tongues to pronounce words in Urdu, 
and do not share the experience of growing up in 
two different cultures. Yet, after working with 
these students on literacy, math, and 
social-emotional learning, I am realizing how 
much we do share. We are first generation 
students, we are growing up in a low socioeconomic 
status, and we have only really learned of the 
world through books and TV. As I continue to give 
my presentation about Pakistan and pass around 
the kameez, I am learning how to define 
multicultural in yet another way. 

When it comes to our multicultural classrooms, the 
first thing to remember is how we define 
multicultural. It is not just the physical 
appearance of students of color or students from 
marginalized communities of social identities 

coming together, it also consists of classrooms in 
which students may all look the same, speak the 
same tongue, but still come from various 
experiences. In an article written by Nicolas, 
Rupley, Webb-Johnson, and Tlusty (2000), they 
define multicultural students as “culturally and 
linguistically diverse students [who] are on the 
same reading and learning continuum as other 
children; however, they often have experiences 
that are different from the mainstream. Culturally 
responsive reading instruction bridges the gap 
between the school and the world of the student” 
(p. 2). Thus, the definition not only considers 
physical appearance but, more importantly, 
experience. In a similar vein, we ought not just 
stop at the students’ experiences within the 
classroom, but we should think of which 
experiences they might not be exposed to 
otherwise. As reading teachers, we must ask 
ourselves what we are exposing our students to 
within the classroom, and are we doing so 
meaningfully? 

Missing Mirror 

Literature has the unique ability to provide 
students with the chance to learn about cultures, 
experiences, and lifestyles different from their 

own. Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) talks about this 
phenomenon as “mirrors, windows, and sliding 
glass doors,” adding “literature transforms human 
experience and reflects it back to us, and in that 
reflection, we can see our own lives and 
experiences as part of the larger human 
experience” (p. 1). Although I was born in America, 
the rest of my family migrated from Pakistan. 
Being South Asian within the education system 
has been challenging as I am constantly conscious 
of who else in a particular space looks like me, and, 
frankly, how many do not. I grew up reading about 
the experiences of a white, Anglo-American 
childhood. I did not have an instructor who looked 
like me until I was into my fourth semester at 
Loyola University Chicago, and I only had that 
specific professor for just a few weeks. My first 
exposure to a children’s book with a South Asian 
character occurred within that same semester as I 
ventured out to explore our local public library 
branch. Although I had grown up in a fairly diverse 
northwest suburb of Chicago, I was perplexed at 
how I managed to go through 15 years of schooling 
without seeing myself mirrored in a text. 

Leahy and Foley (2018) write about the lack of 
multicultural texts in relation to the demographics 
of schools in America, stating “considering the 
substantial diversity of the American school 
system, there is a large population of children who 
read books and cannot see themselves illustrated 
on the pages” (p. 174). To further push the need for 
multicultural literature, the authors write, “while 
it is crucial to naturally include diverse books in 
the everyday classroom setting, it is not enough to 
let them sit on the shelves of the classroom library. 
They must be used in curriculum and discussed 
during instruction” (p. 176). Not only should 
multicultural literature be used to teach about 
diversity, but it must be integrated meaningfully 
into the curriculum. Schools and districts ought to 
provide teachers with training to use multicultural 
literature to teach the skills and strategies of 
reading and comprehension. 

Teaching through multicultural literature can 
often seem to be a daunting task, with the range of 
cultures, languages, ethnicities, and experiences to 
incorporate. Because of this, multicultural 
literature becomes a “check off the list” task, and, 

for many teachers, multicultural literature stops 
at the “diverse book bin” in their classroom library. 
For administrators, it often means finding a 
Person of Color (POC; i.e., a person identifying as 
non-white) to hire who can then do the labor of 
infusing said diversity into classroom instruction. 

With a focus on hiring a POC and having books in 
the classroom, the basics of good reading 
instruction can go by the wayside. Thinking of 
teaching best practices and philosophies, students 
are better able to engage in practices when said 
practices are explicitly taught through reading 
strategies and practicing skills (Harvey & 
Goudvis, 2007). As defined by Afflerbach, Pearson, 
and Paris (2008), “Reading strategies are 
deliberate, goal-directed attempts to control and 
modify the reader’s efforts to decode text, 
understand words, and construct meanings of text. 
Reading skills are automatic actions that result in 
decoding and comprehension with speed, 
efficiency, and fluency and usually occur without 
awareness of the components or control involved” 
(p. 368). Reading skills and strategies can be 
explicitly taught using multicultural literature as 
an essential part to the curriculum—by POC and 
non-POC teachers. Multicultural literature “can 
serve as a window to view people as being 
different, with rich cultural heritage and history, 
rather than as having a deficit to be ‘fixed’ by 
assimilation into mainstream culture” (Boyd, 
2003). Teachers can take the books from their 
library and integrate them within their instruction 
for best reading practice. I am sure we can all 
think back to one book we read as a class in which 
we, knowing it at the time or not, also learned a 
specific reading strategy or practiced a reading 
skill. What were the narratives in those books? 
Who was telling the story? Who was represented? 

A Spot on the Shelf 

For myself, I cannot think of a time when a book 
was used to teach a reading strategy or reinforce a 
reading skill that had a South Asian as the main 
character. How are we, as teachers, striving to 
integrate the diversity of literature into the 
everyday practice of reading and teaching reading 
strategies and skills, or even extension activities 
for students to relate to the text, to better create a 
sense of normalization when it comes to diverse 

experiences? I can only really think of books with 
white, dominant narratives. The same texts my 
older brother had read to learn or practice reading 
strategies and skills were also used four years later 
when I entered those grades. Students of color 
especially need to see themselves in 
literature—not as an addition to the classroom, or 
a separate book bin, or even scattered throughout 
the classroom library, but as a part of the 
classroom structure. Furthermore, it should not 
just be the Teachers of Color introducing these 
books to the class. Any and all teachers have the 
ability to do this work for any and all types of 
students, even those with dominant social 
identities. 

Harper and Brand (2010) state, “multicultural 
literature boosts crucial literacy skills in the areas 
of oral language development, vocabulary growth, 
comprehension, inference making, analytical 
skills, imagination, and creativity. In particular, 
rich language is embedded within multicultural 
literature” (p 225). When children listen to 
multicultural literature, they are exposed to new 
general words and high-frequency words, in 
addition to more challenging vocabulary and 
unfamiliar concepts. Not only are these isolated 
teachings of vocabulary words, but they are 
provided within the context of text. When 
discussing the benefits of multicultural literature 
in the classroom, Boles (2006) states, “other 
benefits include a development of vocabulary, 
stimulating imagination, facilitating empathy, 
increased knowledge of one’s own heritage, and 
fostering positive self-concepts and identity.” Thus, 
the anchor texts of lessons must have those diverse 
experiences, characters, and narratives present to 
showcase the varied uses diverse literature can 
have, which extend beyond being solely labeled as 
diverse. 

I was fortunate enough to work on a South Asian 
booklist with a fellow teacher, Armeen Sayani, in 
which we found children’s literature from South 
Asian authors about South Asian experiences and 
linked them to Common Core State Standards 
(National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers 
[NGA Center & CCSSO], 2009) as well as to 
reading strategies, skills, and extended learning 

activities across the K-8 grades. These texts can be 
used to teach the very same reading techniques 
often taught with white, dominant narrative 
books. Teachers can use Kitaab World 
(https://kitaabworld.com), which provides book 
lists highlighting South Asian characters and 
experiences. This is not to say these texts ought to 
completely replace other texts but that the books 
in this booklist ought to be used alongside the 
other texts that are already part of K-8 curricula. 
This can show students the connectedness texts 
can have when teaching a reading strategy or 
practicing a reading skill. 

Taking Action 

I also had the opportunity to create a teacher guide 
for the 2017 Illinois Reads book Gandhi: A March 
to the Sea by Alice McGinty (http://illinoisreads.org
/images/2017IRGuideMcGinty3.pdf). The high-level 
vocabulary in this book, such as forbidding, 
humility, and weary, can assist students in 
practicing the click-click-clunk strategy in which 
students read words that they know and identify 
them as “click” and when coming across unknown 
words, a “clunk” (Anderson, 1978). This strategy 
aligns to CCSS RI.5.4: “Determine the meaning of 
general academic and domain-specific words and 
phrases in a text relevant to a grade 5 topic or 
subject area.” The nature of the illustrations and 
the limited text natural to a children’s book 
requires high levels of inferencing, supporting the 
teaching of this skill as it aligns to CCSS RI.5.1: 
“Quote accurately from a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.” The specific reading skill 
practiced here is inference: students determine 
how the facts, direct quotes from the text, and 
questions sparked from these facts help us develop 
ideas about the text. 

Bringing together the identities of South Asian 
students with disabilities, author Rukhsana 
Khan’s book, King for a Day (2014), showcases a 
boy with a passion for kite flying who happens to 
be in a wheelchair. The characters, a brother and 
sister, fly their kite during a festival and learn to 
interact with a bully in the neighborhood. An 
additional layer of acceptance the text adds is 
placing the focus of the story on the kite flying 
rather than Malik’s wheelchair, normalizing 

Malik’s physical disability. King for a Day can be 
used with students to identify the answers to 
various types of questions: “right there,” “think 
and search,” “author and me,” and “on my own” 
(see Raphael, 1986, for a detailed explanation of 
Question-Answer Relationships [QAR]). This is 
aligned with CCSS RL.2.1: Ask and answer such 
questions as who, what, where, when, why, and 
how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in a text. 

Khan’s text lends itself well to students identifying 
“right there” questions such as “Who dropped the 
kite?,” and it also gives students a chance to 
answer “think and search” questions, too, as 
students must understand the characters’ feelings 
as they correspond to characters’ actions (Fisher, 
Bates, & Gurvitz, 2006). For example, when Malik 
drops the kite back down, a “think and search” 
question such as “Why would Malik drop the kite 
back down?” helps connect Malik’s feelings to his 
actions. For an “author and me” question such as 
“Why would the author have Malik help another 
character?,” students must think of the author’s 
intentions.

Moving Forward

Rather than focusing solely on how to highlight 
different experiences, there must also be a 
meaningful place for the multicultural texts within 
the classroom curriculum for all students. It is not 
enough for students to just have exposure to 
diverse books; it is essential for students to see 
multicultural literature as a foundation to 
learning how to read and comprehend. Diverse 
literature must have a meaningful place in the 
minds of students for them to truly gain the value 
within and of multicultural texts. By using diverse 
literature as an anchor text for specific reading 
strategies, a reinforcement for reading skills, or as 
extensions to literacy activities, a meaningful and 
authentic incorporation of diversity can be reached 
for our students. In other words, we can provide 
something more than just the diverse book bin.

The book list that Armeen Sayani and I created is 
included below. The list is organized by grade 
level. Next to the grade level is the title, a brief 
description or summary of the text, and a Common 
Core English Language Arts standard that can be 
used to teach a specific reading strategy, practice a 
reading skill, or provide an extension literacy 
activity.
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elly slumps, her feet slide under the desk in 
front of her. Outside, a 90-degree day begs 
her to swim at a friend’s pool or lick frozen 
custard at the local shop. Because she failed 

English 9, she is in summer school. Nine of us 
share this room, Monday through Thursday, for six 
weeks.

I know the students don’t want to be there—they 
tell me as much. But this summer, by earning an 
English credit, they remain on track to graduate 
and can enroll in English 10 in the fall.

As a journalism major and writing teacher 
(creative writing, journalism, composition), the 
summer school assignment disrupts my decade of 
familiarity. To calm my unease, I remember what 
Frank Smith (1988) in Joining the Literacy Club 
suggested: that students learn by joining with 
others in stimulating activities they enjoy—that 
learning is a social endeavor. I welcome students to 
the curriculum, to developing the skills necessary 
for expression, interpretation and communication. 
I say, “We will be a book club, enjoying novels and 
analyzing characters and sharing our stories. We 

will practice reading like writers. And you will 
write your own pieces to add to the canon of 
literature.” 

Consume

Throughout English 9, students consume a variety 
of texts, consider their meanings and implications 
and create their own pieces. I contemplate how to 
engage reluctant learners and make their study a 
success. I focus on these specific students, their 
attitudes, their approaches. What will produce 
success the second time around? 

I aim to nurture lifelong readers and writers, 
people who want to create and share—and who 
find joy in words. Students who enjoy reading and 
writing are more likely to return to the literary 
arts. I want my students to not only gain 
confidence, but also develop an affinity for 
language, for expression, for art. Because 
enjoyment leads to practice, it should also lead to 
progress, learning, and growth. I invite my 
students to join the community of readers and 
writers (professionals, hobbyists, artists). I tell 
them summer school won’t be too bad—they might 
even enjoy it—if they approach it with a positive 
attitude and open mind. 

We start by reading House on Mango Street 
(Cisneros, 1989) together, aloud. We take turns 
debating the author’s intent. I point out theme, 
tone, characters, plot. Students discuss why 
Sandra Cisneros chose vignette form. I know they 
must recognize literary quality and devices before 
they can create and use their own. As Robin 
Griffith, Ph.D., (assistant professor in the 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction at East 
Carolina University) wrote, “...in order for young 
writers to begin employing the writer’s craft in 
independent writing samples, they must first be 
made aware of well-crafted writing. They must 
hear the sound of good writing and develop an ear 
for recognizing it and an eye for noticing it in 
print.” (Griffith, 2010, p. 56). Although all students 
don’t agree House on Mango Street is “good 
writing,” they make connections between 
characters in the novel and other characters in 
coming of age novels, films, YouTube stars. They 
identify and share their own definition of “good 
writing.” They also hear one English teacher’s 

argument for and analysis of Cisneros’s skill, voice 
and value. 

Consider

Students highlight favorite chapters; they share 
where they’re bored and what they think. They 
make connections to the text. Strickland, Ganske 
and Monroe (2002) contend that “thinking and 
talking about books promotes children’s critical 
understanding of what they read” so I probe to find 
something—even one sentence—that resonates. 
After our discussions, I ask students to read like a 
writer: “Why do you think Cisneros used a 
metaphor here?”—“What does her repetition do for 
you?”—“How did she develop characters?” Even if 
students didn’t come to summer school with the 
language to identify or understand these concepts, 
our discussion puts each stylistic device in context. 
It creates a framework to understand the impact a 
metaphor or simile, for example, might have on a 
reader.

Reading like a writer encourages students to feel 
the power of voice, to gain confidence and to 
understand an author’s craft. I want students to 
not only understand concepts, but also to identify 
and ultimately use them. Strickland, Ganske, and 
Monroe (2002) suggested that “critical thinking 
and the ability to personalize meanings to 
individual experiences and apply what is read or 
written in the real world, under many different 
circumstances, and with many types of texts, may 
now be termed the ‘new basics” (p. 2). In 
developing these basics, I invite students to 
participate in the book and to think of the author 
as a person with an intent. I refer back to the 
chapter titled “Hairs”. In this vignette, Cisneros 
(1989) reveals information about the narrator’s 
family, especially her mother, through a one 
physical trait: hair. Her first paragraph describes 
the hair of the narrator’s father and the hair of her 
siblings, using descriptions to give the reader 
insight into their personalities. Cisneros also 
reveals the narrator’s feelings about her mother in 
the passage, using stylistic devices.

I ask students to think about the people in their 
life, the characteristics they share with them—and 
those that make them distinctive, different. Katie 
Wood Ray (1999) wrote “that my students wrote 

about topics that really mattered to them was 
more important to me than anything else” (p. 8). I 
know this to be true. In my experience, students 
write best when the topic is intimate. I ask 
students to choose a trait to write about. I say, It 
can be a trait you share with family or friends or 
coworkers or teammates or one that makes you 
stand out. I encourage and challenge them choose 
a topic that is genuinely important to them. I want 
my students, like Cisneros did, to invest in their 
topic and to choose one that matters. 

Create

In composing a vignette, some students write 
about personal style; others an ability (cooking, 
athletic); others a trait (sense of humor or 
impatience). Griffith (2010) wrote that “helping 
students learn to read like writers was the first 
step in helping them learn to write like writers” (p. 
58).  And although I follow this recommendation, 
my students struggle through the process. They 
work over a series of days, bringing ideas, phrases 
and working rough drafts to me, parents, 
classmates. Students attempt to write like 
Cisneros (1989) did with metaphors, similes, 
personification, alliteration, repetition and sensory 
details. But this is art—messy, and anything but 
neat and seamless. They learn writing is a process 
and that there is always room to improve, always 
words to edit and sentences to tweak. They draft, 
start over, edit and polish. The results? 

Hair 
by Natalie Frey (2017):

Fifteen minutes. I need fifteen minutes to 
prepare my hair for its daily excursions 
through the halls of the high school. I need 
fifteen minutes to clamp the flat iron onto 
each strand. I need fifteen minutes to create 
an appearance I am comfortable sharing 
with the world.

My hair: a thick sheet of silk atop my head 
forcing each and every follicle into a 
desirable shape. Each hair screams as the 
products burn off into a wisp of smoke in 
the air.

But—he takes twenty minutes. Twenty 
minutes to prepare. Fingers intertwined in 
locks of jet black, as the suds pour down 

like clouds falling from the sky. He 
embraces his scalp in clean, dry towels 
shaping the final product with an aerosol 
can and an electric hair dryer. Dry heat 
caresses his scalp like the sun to the trees in 
late July.

Twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of each 
day, in hopes of an outcome that will create 
confidence; an outcome that should have 
been there the whole time. Twenty minutes 
to fix what was not broken in the first place.

Before he steps out the door to go to school, 
he spends two more minutes making sure 
that each strand is in the desired shape. 
Twenty-two minutes.

Hands 
by Mallorey Wallace (2017)

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
the same flesh and different stories.

Papa’s hands are two leather gloves, 
sun-bleached and calloused. The grooves in 
his hands are like the cracks in our old oak 
table—the one Mama will serve dinner on. 
Papa’s hands are like an August sunset, 
warm and comfortable.

Mama’s hands are two balloons, ruddy and 
as plump as cherries. Mama’s hands look 
like plastic and hit like iron. Mama’s 
hands are like nostalgia, bittersweet and 
confused.

And Brother, well, his hands are razor 
blades, sharp and quick. Scabbed 
knuckles, thick from fighting, his hands 
are two strong shovels building castles out 
of nothing. Brother’s hands are like eggs, 
fragile but hard.

My hands...my hands are tangled laces, 
young and messy. Moving with 
uncertainty, they’re freshly born dancers, 
stumbling through life. My hands are like 
strings of grass, wispy and weak.

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
different stories and the same flesh.

Share

Students share pieces and we talk about being 
writers, about using exemplars and model texts as 
inspiration. Students discuss challenges and 
where they can and want to improve. 

Next, we look at Cisneros’ (1989) chapter, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. The writing exercise that follows is 
unlike anything, the students tell me, they’ve 
done before. Throughout this exercise, students 
keep Cisneros’ structure, but use their own voice. 

Students start with the chapter title, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. Cisneros (1989) uses a number, an 
adjective and a plural noun. Students do the 
same, writing a number, followed by an adjective 
and a plural noun. Students move through the 
vignette, word by word, sentence by sentence, 
keeping her structure but telling their own story. 
I witness Griffith’s (2010) theory come to life as 
my students discover creativity through this 
approach. As Griffith explains, this technique 
implores a “release of responsibility model”(p. 57)  
and “deliberately planned activities that [draws] 
students’ attention to well-crafted writing” (p. 49) 
and encourages students to mimic it.

One of my students, Charles, said, “I have a 
love-hate with this style...it pushes you to work 
harder with what you are writing. On the other 
hand, when you are on a roll and you want to say 
something, too bad.” His classmate Lauren said, 
“I was surprised that I got all of this done after 
today. I thought it would be a lot harder than it 
was to copy the structure. It’s definitely an 
interesting way to get out of a writer’s block.”

Add To The Canon

Students submit pieces to writers’ markets, 
including Teen Ink. Nate Ferro, Natalie Frey, 
Megan Rutkowski and Mallorey Wallace all had 
their pieces published.

 10 Dirty Toes 
by Megan Rutkowski (2015)

They are the ones who leave prints in the 
house. I am the one who defends them. Ten 
dirty toes, long digits and painted clothes 
like others. Ten who belong in shoes but are 
not. Ten rank excuses that help me balance. 

From my view, I can smell them, but Cleo 
licks them and doesn’t mind the color.

Their pink is secret. They send giant arms 
into the dirt. They kick up and they mash 
down and grab the sap between their hard 
calluses and pinch the ants with vigorous 
tendons and never quit their march. This is 
how they walk.

Let one forget to lift up, they’d all crumple 
like rocks off a cliff, each with their nails in 
the other. Throbbing, throbbing, throbbing 
they feel when I run. They harden.

When I am too tired and too sore to keep 
moving, when I am an old woman from 
many years, then I will look at my toes. 
When there is nowhere left to go. Ten who 
hardened despite shoes. Ten who throbbed 
and do not forget to lift. Ten whose only 
reason is to keep me up and not fall.

Three Broken Pencils 
by Nate Ferro (2017)

They are the only obstruction in my path. 
Consequently, I am the only one with no 
intention to dispose of them. Three pencils, 
all mechanical, short of lead like I am short 
of ideas. Three that were found on the floor 
in different hallways. Three practically 
nonexistent eraser-less. From my backpack, 
I hear the 0.7 mm graphite slivers rattle 
around their inner barrels.

Their location is convoluted. They warrant 
a frantic search through all the leadless 
pencils. They are always burrowed deep 
within their designated pocket and require 
fragile extraction. Otherwise they’d find 
themselves back on the hallway floor.

Permit one to be used for an important 
exam, with a successful outcome, it is the 
lucky one. If misplaced, the second one will 
take over. A couple of poor quizzes, and it’s 
labeled “cursed.” That one gets purposely 
misplaced, and then the last one gets a 
turn.

When ideas for a narrative are absent, my 
excuse is “I can’t write with a broken 

pencil.” When incentive and inspiration for 
storytelling makes its presence clear, I’ll 
pull out the cracked-tip BIC and make my 
hand cramp. A personal paradox of sorts. 
Three with stories withheld. Three with 
stories to tell. Three who found purpose 
after being tossed, or perhaps dropped, onto 
white floor tiles.

Moving Forward

By the end of our six weeks together, students 
realize what Katie Wood Ray (1999) suggests: 
“Good writers don’t pursue their craft with 
reckless abandon. Instead, they have come to 
realize that language is there to be used, in any 
manner possible, to make meaning” (p. 21). 
Reading like a writer gives students the lens, 
framework and language to analyze—and the 
inspiration to create their own stories. It also 
allows them to hone and practice their skills as 
artists, creators and authors. 

On the last day of summer school, students and I 
venture to the library. They choose a novel to 
check out for the rest of the summer. As they 
leave for home, I hand each student a half-sheet 
of paper on which I’ve written a challenge: read 
your book, create your own exercise, write your 
own work.
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map of Pakistan is projected behind me. I 
hold the light, cotton fabric of a shalwar 
kameez between my fingers. I can feel my 
heart thumping against my chest as the 

anxious energy of presenting to an audience runs 
through me, and all I can pay attention to is the 
pews full of children sitting under the church’s roof 
where the presentation is taking place—children 
who do not share my skin color, do not share the 
twisting of tongues to pronounce words in Urdu, 
and do not share the experience of growing up in 
two different cultures. Yet, after working with 
these students on literacy, math, and 
social-emotional learning, I am realizing how 
much we do share. We are first generation 
students, we are growing up in a low socioeconomic 
status, and we have only really learned of the 
world through books and TV. As I continue to give 
my presentation about Pakistan and pass around 
the kameez, I am learning how to define 
multicultural in yet another way. 

When it comes to our multicultural classrooms, the 
first thing to remember is how we define 
multicultural. It is not just the physical 
appearance of students of color or students from 
marginalized communities of social identities 

coming together, it also consists of classrooms in 
which students may all look the same, speak the 
same tongue, but still come from various 
experiences. In an article written by Nicolas, 
Rupley, Webb-Johnson, and Tlusty (2000), they 
define multicultural students as “culturally and 
linguistically diverse students [who] are on the 
same reading and learning continuum as other 
children; however, they often have experiences 
that are different from the mainstream. Culturally 
responsive reading instruction bridges the gap 
between the school and the world of the student” 
(p. 2). Thus, the definition not only considers 
physical appearance but, more importantly, 
experience. In a similar vein, we ought not just 
stop at the students’ experiences within the 
classroom, but we should think of which 
experiences they might not be exposed to 
otherwise. As reading teachers, we must ask 
ourselves what we are exposing our students to 
within the classroom, and are we doing so 
meaningfully? 

Missing Mirror 

Literature has the unique ability to provide 
students with the chance to learn about cultures, 
experiences, and lifestyles different from their 

own. Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) talks about this 
phenomenon as “mirrors, windows, and sliding 
glass doors,” adding “literature transforms human 
experience and reflects it back to us, and in that 
reflection, we can see our own lives and 
experiences as part of the larger human 
experience” (p. 1). Although I was born in America, 
the rest of my family migrated from Pakistan. 
Being South Asian within the education system 
has been challenging as I am constantly conscious 
of who else in a particular space looks like me, and, 
frankly, how many do not. I grew up reading about 
the experiences of a white, Anglo-American 
childhood. I did not have an instructor who looked 
like me until I was into my fourth semester at 
Loyola University Chicago, and I only had that 
specific professor for just a few weeks. My first 
exposure to a children’s book with a South Asian 
character occurred within that same semester as I 
ventured out to explore our local public library 
branch. Although I had grown up in a fairly diverse 
northwest suburb of Chicago, I was perplexed at 
how I managed to go through 15 years of schooling 
without seeing myself mirrored in a text. 

Leahy and Foley (2018) write about the lack of 
multicultural texts in relation to the demographics 
of schools in America, stating “considering the 
substantial diversity of the American school 
system, there is a large population of children who 
read books and cannot see themselves illustrated 
on the pages” (p. 174). To further push the need for 
multicultural literature, the authors write, “while 
it is crucial to naturally include diverse books in 
the everyday classroom setting, it is not enough to 
let them sit on the shelves of the classroom library. 
They must be used in curriculum and discussed 
during instruction” (p. 176). Not only should 
multicultural literature be used to teach about 
diversity, but it must be integrated meaningfully 
into the curriculum. Schools and districts ought to 
provide teachers with training to use multicultural 
literature to teach the skills and strategies of 
reading and comprehension. 

Teaching through multicultural literature can 
often seem to be a daunting task, with the range of 
cultures, languages, ethnicities, and experiences to 
incorporate. Because of this, multicultural 
literature becomes a “check off the list” task, and, 

for many teachers, multicultural literature stops 
at the “diverse book bin” in their classroom library. 
For administrators, it often means finding a 
Person of Color (POC; i.e., a person identifying as 
non-white) to hire who can then do the labor of 
infusing said diversity into classroom instruction. 

With a focus on hiring a POC and having books in 
the classroom, the basics of good reading 
instruction can go by the wayside. Thinking of 
teaching best practices and philosophies, students 
are better able to engage in practices when said 
practices are explicitly taught through reading 
strategies and practicing skills (Harvey & 
Goudvis, 2007). As defined by Afflerbach, Pearson, 
and Paris (2008), “Reading strategies are 
deliberate, goal-directed attempts to control and 
modify the reader’s efforts to decode text, 
understand words, and construct meanings of text. 
Reading skills are automatic actions that result in 
decoding and comprehension with speed, 
efficiency, and fluency and usually occur without 
awareness of the components or control involved” 
(p. 368). Reading skills and strategies can be 
explicitly taught using multicultural literature as 
an essential part to the curriculum—by POC and 
non-POC teachers. Multicultural literature “can 
serve as a window to view people as being 
different, with rich cultural heritage and history, 
rather than as having a deficit to be ‘fixed’ by 
assimilation into mainstream culture” (Boyd, 
2003). Teachers can take the books from their 
library and integrate them within their instruction 
for best reading practice. I am sure we can all 
think back to one book we read as a class in which 
we, knowing it at the time or not, also learned a 
specific reading strategy or practiced a reading 
skill. What were the narratives in those books? 
Who was telling the story? Who was represented? 

A Spot on the Shelf 

For myself, I cannot think of a time when a book 
was used to teach a reading strategy or reinforce a 
reading skill that had a South Asian as the main 
character. How are we, as teachers, striving to 
integrate the diversity of literature into the 
everyday practice of reading and teaching reading 
strategies and skills, or even extension activities 
for students to relate to the text, to better create a 
sense of normalization when it comes to diverse 

experiences? I can only really think of books with 
white, dominant narratives. The same texts my 
older brother had read to learn or practice reading 
strategies and skills were also used four years later 
when I entered those grades. Students of color 
especially need to see themselves in 
literature—not as an addition to the classroom, or 
a separate book bin, or even scattered throughout 
the classroom library, but as a part of the 
classroom structure. Furthermore, it should not 
just be the Teachers of Color introducing these 
books to the class. Any and all teachers have the 
ability to do this work for any and all types of 
students, even those with dominant social 
identities. 

Harper and Brand (2010) state, “multicultural 
literature boosts crucial literacy skills in the areas 
of oral language development, vocabulary growth, 
comprehension, inference making, analytical 
skills, imagination, and creativity. In particular, 
rich language is embedded within multicultural 
literature” (p 225). When children listen to 
multicultural literature, they are exposed to new 
general words and high-frequency words, in 
addition to more challenging vocabulary and 
unfamiliar concepts. Not only are these isolated 
teachings of vocabulary words, but they are 
provided within the context of text. When 
discussing the benefits of multicultural literature 
in the classroom, Boles (2006) states, “other 
benefits include a development of vocabulary, 
stimulating imagination, facilitating empathy, 
increased knowledge of one’s own heritage, and 
fostering positive self-concepts and identity.” Thus, 
the anchor texts of lessons must have those diverse 
experiences, characters, and narratives present to 
showcase the varied uses diverse literature can 
have, which extend beyond being solely labeled as 
diverse. 

I was fortunate enough to work on a South Asian 
booklist with a fellow teacher, Armeen Sayani, in 
which we found children’s literature from South 
Asian authors about South Asian experiences and 
linked them to Common Core State Standards 
(National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers 
[NGA Center & CCSSO], 2009) as well as to 
reading strategies, skills, and extended learning 

activities across the K-8 grades. These texts can be 
used to teach the very same reading techniques 
often taught with white, dominant narrative 
books. Teachers can use Kitaab World 
(https://kitaabworld.com), which provides book 
lists highlighting South Asian characters and 
experiences. This is not to say these texts ought to 
completely replace other texts but that the books 
in this booklist ought to be used alongside the 
other texts that are already part of K-8 curricula. 
This can show students the connectedness texts 
can have when teaching a reading strategy or 
practicing a reading skill. 

Taking Action 

I also had the opportunity to create a teacher guide 
for the 2017 Illinois Reads book Gandhi: A March 
to the Sea by Alice McGinty (http://illinoisreads.org
/images/2017IRGuideMcGinty3.pdf). The high-level 
vocabulary in this book, such as forbidding, 
humility, and weary, can assist students in 
practicing the click-click-clunk strategy in which 
students read words that they know and identify 
them as “click” and when coming across unknown 
words, a “clunk” (Anderson, 1978). This strategy 
aligns to CCSS RI.5.4: “Determine the meaning of 
general academic and domain-specific words and 
phrases in a text relevant to a grade 5 topic or 
subject area.” The nature of the illustrations and 
the limited text natural to a children’s book 
requires high levels of inferencing, supporting the 
teaching of this skill as it aligns to CCSS RI.5.1: 
“Quote accurately from a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.” The specific reading skill 
practiced here is inference: students determine 
how the facts, direct quotes from the text, and 
questions sparked from these facts help us develop 
ideas about the text. 

Bringing together the identities of South Asian 
students with disabilities, author Rukhsana 
Khan’s book, King for a Day (2014), showcases a 
boy with a passion for kite flying who happens to 
be in a wheelchair. The characters, a brother and 
sister, fly their kite during a festival and learn to 
interact with a bully in the neighborhood. An 
additional layer of acceptance the text adds is 
placing the focus of the story on the kite flying 
rather than Malik’s wheelchair, normalizing 

Malik’s physical disability. King for a Day can be 
used with students to identify the answers to 
various types of questions: “right there,” “think 
and search,” “author and me,” and “on my own” 
(see Raphael, 1986, for a detailed explanation of 
Question-Answer Relationships [QAR]). This is 
aligned with CCSS RL.2.1: Ask and answer such 
questions as who, what, where, when, why, and 
how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in a text. 

Khan’s text lends itself well to students identifying 
“right there” questions such as “Who dropped the 
kite?,” and it also gives students a chance to 
answer “think and search” questions, too, as 
students must understand the characters’ feelings 
as they correspond to characters’ actions (Fisher, 
Bates, & Gurvitz, 2006). For example, when Malik 
drops the kite back down, a “think and search” 
question such as “Why would Malik drop the kite 
back down?” helps connect Malik’s feelings to his 
actions. For an “author and me” question such as 
“Why would the author have Malik help another 
character?,” students must think of the author’s 
intentions.

Moving Forward

Rather than focusing solely on how to highlight 
different experiences, there must also be a 
meaningful place for the multicultural texts within 
the classroom curriculum for all students. It is not 
enough for students to just have exposure to 
diverse books; it is essential for students to see 
multicultural literature as a foundation to 
learning how to read and comprehend. Diverse 
literature must have a meaningful place in the 
minds of students for them to truly gain the value 
within and of multicultural texts. By using diverse 
literature as an anchor text for specific reading 
strategies, a reinforcement for reading skills, or as 
extensions to literacy activities, a meaningful and 
authentic incorporation of diversity can be reached 
for our students. In other words, we can provide 
something more than just the diverse book bin.

The book list that Armeen Sayani and I created is 
included below. The list is organized by grade 
level. Next to the grade level is the title, a brief 
description or summary of the text, and a Common 
Core English Language Arts standard that can be 
used to teach a specific reading strategy, practice a 
reading skill, or provide an extension literacy 
activity.
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elly slumps, her feet slide under the desk in 
front of her. Outside, a 90-degree day begs 
her to swim at a friend’s pool or lick frozen 
custard at the local shop. Because she failed 

English 9, she is in summer school. Nine of us 
share this room, Monday through Thursday, for six 
weeks.

I know the students don’t want to be there—they 
tell me as much. But this summer, by earning an 
English credit, they remain on track to graduate 
and can enroll in English 10 in the fall.

As a journalism major and writing teacher 
(creative writing, journalism, composition), the 
summer school assignment disrupts my decade of 
familiarity. To calm my unease, I remember what 
Frank Smith (1988) in Joining the Literacy Club 
suggested: that students learn by joining with 
others in stimulating activities they enjoy—that 
learning is a social endeavor. I welcome students to 
the curriculum, to developing the skills necessary 
for expression, interpretation and communication. 
I say, “We will be a book club, enjoying novels and 
analyzing characters and sharing our stories. We 

will practice reading like writers. And you will 
write your own pieces to add to the canon of 
literature.” 

Consume

Throughout English 9, students consume a variety 
of texts, consider their meanings and implications 
and create their own pieces. I contemplate how to 
engage reluctant learners and make their study a 
success. I focus on these specific students, their 
attitudes, their approaches. What will produce 
success the second time around? 

I aim to nurture lifelong readers and writers, 
people who want to create and share—and who 
find joy in words. Students who enjoy reading and 
writing are more likely to return to the literary 
arts. I want my students to not only gain 
confidence, but also develop an affinity for 
language, for expression, for art. Because 
enjoyment leads to practice, it should also lead to 
progress, learning, and growth. I invite my 
students to join the community of readers and 
writers (professionals, hobbyists, artists). I tell 
them summer school won’t be too bad—they might 
even enjoy it—if they approach it with a positive 
attitude and open mind. 

We start by reading House on Mango Street 
(Cisneros, 1989) together, aloud. We take turns 
debating the author’s intent. I point out theme, 
tone, characters, plot. Students discuss why 
Sandra Cisneros chose vignette form. I know they 
must recognize literary quality and devices before 
they can create and use their own. As Robin 
Griffith, Ph.D., (assistant professor in the 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction at East 
Carolina University) wrote, “...in order for young 
writers to begin employing the writer’s craft in 
independent writing samples, they must first be 
made aware of well-crafted writing. They must 
hear the sound of good writing and develop an ear 
for recognizing it and an eye for noticing it in 
print.” (Griffith, 2010, p. 56). Although all students 
don’t agree House on Mango Street is “good 
writing,” they make connections between 
characters in the novel and other characters in 
coming of age novels, films, YouTube stars. They 
identify and share their own definition of “good 
writing.” They also hear one English teacher’s 

argument for and analysis of Cisneros’s skill, voice 
and value. 

Consider

Students highlight favorite chapters; they share 
where they’re bored and what they think. They 
make connections to the text. Strickland, Ganske 
and Monroe (2002) contend that “thinking and 
talking about books promotes children’s critical 
understanding of what they read” so I probe to find 
something—even one sentence—that resonates. 
After our discussions, I ask students to read like a 
writer: “Why do you think Cisneros used a 
metaphor here?”—“What does her repetition do for 
you?”—“How did she develop characters?” Even if 
students didn’t come to summer school with the 
language to identify or understand these concepts, 
our discussion puts each stylistic device in context. 
It creates a framework to understand the impact a 
metaphor or simile, for example, might have on a 
reader.

Reading like a writer encourages students to feel 
the power of voice, to gain confidence and to 
understand an author’s craft. I want students to 
not only understand concepts, but also to identify 
and ultimately use them. Strickland, Ganske, and 
Monroe (2002) suggested that “critical thinking 
and the ability to personalize meanings to 
individual experiences and apply what is read or 
written in the real world, under many different 
circumstances, and with many types of texts, may 
now be termed the ‘new basics” (p. 2). In 
developing these basics, I invite students to 
participate in the book and to think of the author 
as a person with an intent. I refer back to the 
chapter titled “Hairs”. In this vignette, Cisneros 
(1989) reveals information about the narrator’s 
family, especially her mother, through a one 
physical trait: hair. Her first paragraph describes 
the hair of the narrator’s father and the hair of her 
siblings, using descriptions to give the reader 
insight into their personalities. Cisneros also 
reveals the narrator’s feelings about her mother in 
the passage, using stylistic devices.

I ask students to think about the people in their 
life, the characteristics they share with them—and 
those that make them distinctive, different. Katie 
Wood Ray (1999) wrote “that my students wrote 

about topics that really mattered to them was 
more important to me than anything else” (p. 8). I 
know this to be true. In my experience, students 
write best when the topic is intimate. I ask 
students to choose a trait to write about. I say, It 
can be a trait you share with family or friends or 
coworkers or teammates or one that makes you 
stand out. I encourage and challenge them choose 
a topic that is genuinely important to them. I want 
my students, like Cisneros did, to invest in their 
topic and to choose one that matters. 

Create

In composing a vignette, some students write 
about personal style; others an ability (cooking, 
athletic); others a trait (sense of humor or 
impatience). Griffith (2010) wrote that “helping 
students learn to read like writers was the first 
step in helping them learn to write like writers” (p. 
58).  And although I follow this recommendation, 
my students struggle through the process. They 
work over a series of days, bringing ideas, phrases 
and working rough drafts to me, parents, 
classmates. Students attempt to write like 
Cisneros (1989) did with metaphors, similes, 
personification, alliteration, repetition and sensory 
details. But this is art—messy, and anything but 
neat and seamless. They learn writing is a process 
and that there is always room to improve, always 
words to edit and sentences to tweak. They draft, 
start over, edit and polish. The results? 

Hair 
by Natalie Frey (2017):

Fifteen minutes. I need fifteen minutes to 
prepare my hair for its daily excursions 
through the halls of the high school. I need 
fifteen minutes to clamp the flat iron onto 
each strand. I need fifteen minutes to create 
an appearance I am comfortable sharing 
with the world.

My hair: a thick sheet of silk atop my head 
forcing each and every follicle into a 
desirable shape. Each hair screams as the 
products burn off into a wisp of smoke in 
the air.

But—he takes twenty minutes. Twenty 
minutes to prepare. Fingers intertwined in 
locks of jet black, as the suds pour down 

like clouds falling from the sky. He 
embraces his scalp in clean, dry towels 
shaping the final product with an aerosol 
can and an electric hair dryer. Dry heat 
caresses his scalp like the sun to the trees in 
late July.

Twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of each 
day, in hopes of an outcome that will create 
confidence; an outcome that should have 
been there the whole time. Twenty minutes 
to fix what was not broken in the first place.

Before he steps out the door to go to school, 
he spends two more minutes making sure 
that each strand is in the desired shape. 
Twenty-two minutes.

Hands 
by Mallorey Wallace (2017)

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
the same flesh and different stories.

Papa’s hands are two leather gloves, 
sun-bleached and calloused. The grooves in 
his hands are like the cracks in our old oak 
table—the one Mama will serve dinner on. 
Papa’s hands are like an August sunset, 
warm and comfortable.

Mama’s hands are two balloons, ruddy and 
as plump as cherries. Mama’s hands look 
like plastic and hit like iron. Mama’s 
hands are like nostalgia, bittersweet and 
confused.

And Brother, well, his hands are razor 
blades, sharp and quick. Scabbed 
knuckles, thick from fighting, his hands 
are two strong shovels building castles out 
of nothing. Brother’s hands are like eggs, 
fragile but hard.

My hands...my hands are tangled laces, 
young and messy. Moving with 
uncertainty, they’re freshly born dancers, 
stumbling through life. My hands are like 
strings of grass, wispy and weak.

Mama, Papa, Brother and I have hands of 
different stories and the same flesh.

Share

Students share pieces and we talk about being 
writers, about using exemplars and model texts as 
inspiration. Students discuss challenges and 
where they can and want to improve. 

Next, we look at Cisneros’ (1989) chapter, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. The writing exercise that follows is 
unlike anything, the students tell me, they’ve 
done before. Throughout this exercise, students 
keep Cisneros’ structure, but use their own voice. 

Students start with the chapter title, “Four 
Skinny Trees”. Cisneros (1989) uses a number, an 
adjective and a plural noun. Students do the 
same, writing a number, followed by an adjective 
and a plural noun. Students move through the 
vignette, word by word, sentence by sentence, 
keeping her structure but telling their own story. 
I witness Griffith’s (2010) theory come to life as 
my students discover creativity through this 
approach. As Griffith explains, this technique 
implores a “release of responsibility model”(p. 57)  
and “deliberately planned activities that [draws] 
students’ attention to well-crafted writing” (p. 49) 
and encourages students to mimic it.

One of my students, Charles, said, “I have a 
love-hate with this style...it pushes you to work 
harder with what you are writing. On the other 
hand, when you are on a roll and you want to say 
something, too bad.” His classmate Lauren said, 
“I was surprised that I got all of this done after 
today. I thought it would be a lot harder than it 
was to copy the structure. It’s definitely an 
interesting way to get out of a writer’s block.”

Add To The Canon

Students submit pieces to writers’ markets, 
including Teen Ink. Nate Ferro, Natalie Frey, 
Megan Rutkowski and Mallorey Wallace all had 
their pieces published.

 10 Dirty Toes 
by Megan Rutkowski (2015)

They are the ones who leave prints in the 
house. I am the one who defends them. Ten 
dirty toes, long digits and painted clothes 
like others. Ten who belong in shoes but are 
not. Ten rank excuses that help me balance. 

From my view, I can smell them, but Cleo 
licks them and doesn’t mind the color.

Their pink is secret. They send giant arms 
into the dirt. They kick up and they mash 
down and grab the sap between their hard 
calluses and pinch the ants with vigorous 
tendons and never quit their march. This is 
how they walk.

Let one forget to lift up, they’d all crumple 
like rocks off a cliff, each with their nails in 
the other. Throbbing, throbbing, throbbing 
they feel when I run. They harden.

When I am too tired and too sore to keep 
moving, when I am an old woman from 
many years, then I will look at my toes. 
When there is nowhere left to go. Ten who 
hardened despite shoes. Ten who throbbed 
and do not forget to lift. Ten whose only 
reason is to keep me up and not fall.

Three Broken Pencils 
by Nate Ferro (2017)

They are the only obstruction in my path. 
Consequently, I am the only one with no 
intention to dispose of them. Three pencils, 
all mechanical, short of lead like I am short 
of ideas. Three that were found on the floor 
in different hallways. Three practically 
nonexistent eraser-less. From my backpack, 
I hear the 0.7 mm graphite slivers rattle 
around their inner barrels.

Their location is convoluted. They warrant 
a frantic search through all the leadless 
pencils. They are always burrowed deep 
within their designated pocket and require 
fragile extraction. Otherwise they’d find 
themselves back on the hallway floor.

Permit one to be used for an important 
exam, with a successful outcome, it is the 
lucky one. If misplaced, the second one will 
take over. A couple of poor quizzes, and it’s 
labeled “cursed.” That one gets purposely 
misplaced, and then the last one gets a 
turn.

When ideas for a narrative are absent, my 
excuse is “I can’t write with a broken 

pencil.” When incentive and inspiration for 
storytelling makes its presence clear, I’ll 
pull out the cracked-tip BIC and make my 
hand cramp. A personal paradox of sorts. 
Three with stories withheld. Three with 
stories to tell. Three who found purpose 
after being tossed, or perhaps dropped, onto 
white floor tiles.

Moving Forward

By the end of our six weeks together, students 
realize what Katie Wood Ray (1999) suggests: 
“Good writers don’t pursue their craft with 
reckless abandon. Instead, they have come to 
realize that language is there to be used, in any 
manner possible, to make meaning” (p. 21). 
Reading like a writer gives students the lens, 
framework and language to analyze—and the 
inspiration to create their own stories. It also 
allows them to hone and practice their skills as 
artists, creators and authors. 

On the last day of summer school, students and I 
venture to the library. They choose a novel to 
check out for the rest of the summer. As they 
leave for home, I hand each student a half-sheet 
of paper on which I’ve written a challenge: read 
your book, create your own exercise, write your 
own work.
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map of Pakistan is projected behind me. I 
hold the light, cotton fabric of a shalwar 
kameez between my fingers. I can feel my 
heart thumping against my chest as the 

anxious energy of presenting to an audience runs 
through me, and all I can pay attention to is the 
pews full of children sitting under the church’s roof 
where the presentation is taking place—children 
who do not share my skin color, do not share the 
twisting of tongues to pronounce words in Urdu, 
and do not share the experience of growing up in 
two different cultures. Yet, after working with 
these students on literacy, math, and 
social-emotional learning, I am realizing how 
much we do share. We are first generation 
students, we are growing up in a low socioeconomic 
status, and we have only really learned of the 
world through books and TV. As I continue to give 
my presentation about Pakistan and pass around 
the kameez, I am learning how to define 
multicultural in yet another way. 

When it comes to our multicultural classrooms, the 
first thing to remember is how we define 
multicultural. It is not just the physical 
appearance of students of color or students from 
marginalized communities of social identities 

coming together, it also consists of classrooms in 
which students may all look the same, speak the 
same tongue, but still come from various 
experiences. In an article written by Nicolas, 
Rupley, Webb-Johnson, and Tlusty (2000), they 
define multicultural students as “culturally and 
linguistically diverse students [who] are on the 
same reading and learning continuum as other 
children; however, they often have experiences 
that are different from the mainstream. Culturally 
responsive reading instruction bridges the gap 
between the school and the world of the student” 
(p. 2). Thus, the definition not only considers 
physical appearance but, more importantly, 
experience. In a similar vein, we ought not just 
stop at the students’ experiences within the 
classroom, but we should think of which 
experiences they might not be exposed to 
otherwise. As reading teachers, we must ask 
ourselves what we are exposing our students to 
within the classroom, and are we doing so 
meaningfully? 

Missing Mirror 

Literature has the unique ability to provide 
students with the chance to learn about cultures, 
experiences, and lifestyles different from their 

own. Rudine Sims Bishop (1990) talks about this 
phenomenon as “mirrors, windows, and sliding 
glass doors,” adding “literature transforms human 
experience and reflects it back to us, and in that 
reflection, we can see our own lives and 
experiences as part of the larger human 
experience” (p. 1). Although I was born in America, 
the rest of my family migrated from Pakistan. 
Being South Asian within the education system 
has been challenging as I am constantly conscious 
of who else in a particular space looks like me, and, 
frankly, how many do not. I grew up reading about 
the experiences of a white, Anglo-American 
childhood. I did not have an instructor who looked 
like me until I was into my fourth semester at 
Loyola University Chicago, and I only had that 
specific professor for just a few weeks. My first 
exposure to a children’s book with a South Asian 
character occurred within that same semester as I 
ventured out to explore our local public library 
branch. Although I had grown up in a fairly diverse 
northwest suburb of Chicago, I was perplexed at 
how I managed to go through 15 years of schooling 
without seeing myself mirrored in a text. 

Leahy and Foley (2018) write about the lack of 
multicultural texts in relation to the demographics 
of schools in America, stating “considering the 
substantial diversity of the American school 
system, there is a large population of children who 
read books and cannot see themselves illustrated 
on the pages” (p. 174). To further push the need for 
multicultural literature, the authors write, “while 
it is crucial to naturally include diverse books in 
the everyday classroom setting, it is not enough to 
let them sit on the shelves of the classroom library. 
They must be used in curriculum and discussed 
during instruction” (p. 176). Not only should 
multicultural literature be used to teach about 
diversity, but it must be integrated meaningfully 
into the curriculum. Schools and districts ought to 
provide teachers with training to use multicultural 
literature to teach the skills and strategies of 
reading and comprehension. 

Teaching through multicultural literature can 
often seem to be a daunting task, with the range of 
cultures, languages, ethnicities, and experiences to 
incorporate. Because of this, multicultural 
literature becomes a “check off the list” task, and, 

for many teachers, multicultural literature stops 
at the “diverse book bin” in their classroom library. 
For administrators, it often means finding a 
Person of Color (POC; i.e., a person identifying as 
non-white) to hire who can then do the labor of 
infusing said diversity into classroom instruction. 

With a focus on hiring a POC and having books in 
the classroom, the basics of good reading 
instruction can go by the wayside. Thinking of 
teaching best practices and philosophies, students 
are better able to engage in practices when said 
practices are explicitly taught through reading 
strategies and practicing skills (Harvey & 
Goudvis, 2007). As defined by Afflerbach, Pearson, 
and Paris (2008), “Reading strategies are 
deliberate, goal-directed attempts to control and 
modify the reader’s efforts to decode text, 
understand words, and construct meanings of text. 
Reading skills are automatic actions that result in 
decoding and comprehension with speed, 
efficiency, and fluency and usually occur without 
awareness of the components or control involved” 
(p. 368). Reading skills and strategies can be 
explicitly taught using multicultural literature as 
an essential part to the curriculum—by POC and 
non-POC teachers. Multicultural literature “can 
serve as a window to view people as being 
different, with rich cultural heritage and history, 
rather than as having a deficit to be ‘fixed’ by 
assimilation into mainstream culture” (Boyd, 
2003). Teachers can take the books from their 
library and integrate them within their instruction 
for best reading practice. I am sure we can all 
think back to one book we read as a class in which 
we, knowing it at the time or not, also learned a 
specific reading strategy or practiced a reading 
skill. What were the narratives in those books? 
Who was telling the story? Who was represented? 

A Spot on the Shelf 

For myself, I cannot think of a time when a book 
was used to teach a reading strategy or reinforce a 
reading skill that had a South Asian as the main 
character. How are we, as teachers, striving to 
integrate the diversity of literature into the 
everyday practice of reading and teaching reading 
strategies and skills, or even extension activities 
for students to relate to the text, to better create a 
sense of normalization when it comes to diverse 

experiences? I can only really think of books with 
white, dominant narratives. The same texts my 
older brother had read to learn or practice reading 
strategies and skills were also used four years later 
when I entered those grades. Students of color 
especially need to see themselves in 
literature—not as an addition to the classroom, or 
a separate book bin, or even scattered throughout 
the classroom library, but as a part of the 
classroom structure. Furthermore, it should not 
just be the Teachers of Color introducing these 
books to the class. Any and all teachers have the 
ability to do this work for any and all types of 
students, even those with dominant social 
identities. 

Harper and Brand (2010) state, “multicultural 
literature boosts crucial literacy skills in the areas 
of oral language development, vocabulary growth, 
comprehension, inference making, analytical 
skills, imagination, and creativity. In particular, 
rich language is embedded within multicultural 
literature” (p 225). When children listen to 
multicultural literature, they are exposed to new 
general words and high-frequency words, in 
addition to more challenging vocabulary and 
unfamiliar concepts. Not only are these isolated 
teachings of vocabulary words, but they are 
provided within the context of text. When 
discussing the benefits of multicultural literature 
in the classroom, Boles (2006) states, “other 
benefits include a development of vocabulary, 
stimulating imagination, facilitating empathy, 
increased knowledge of one’s own heritage, and 
fostering positive self-concepts and identity.” Thus, 
the anchor texts of lessons must have those diverse 
experiences, characters, and narratives present to 
showcase the varied uses diverse literature can 
have, which extend beyond being solely labeled as 
diverse. 

I was fortunate enough to work on a South Asian 
booklist with a fellow teacher, Armeen Sayani, in 
which we found children’s literature from South 
Asian authors about South Asian experiences and 
linked them to Common Core State Standards 
(National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers 
[NGA Center & CCSSO], 2009) as well as to 
reading strategies, skills, and extended learning 

activities across the K-8 grades. These texts can be 
used to teach the very same reading techniques 
often taught with white, dominant narrative 
books. Teachers can use Kitaab World 
(https://kitaabworld.com), which provides book 
lists highlighting South Asian characters and 
experiences. This is not to say these texts ought to 
completely replace other texts but that the books 
in this booklist ought to be used alongside the 
other texts that are already part of K-8 curricula. 
This can show students the connectedness texts 
can have when teaching a reading strategy or 
practicing a reading skill. 

Taking Action 

I also had the opportunity to create a teacher guide 
for the 2017 Illinois Reads book Gandhi: A March 
to the Sea by Alice McGinty (http://illinoisreads.org
/images/2017IRGuideMcGinty3.pdf). The high-level 
vocabulary in this book, such as forbidding, 
humility, and weary, can assist students in 
practicing the click-click-clunk strategy in which 
students read words that they know and identify 
them as “click” and when coming across unknown 
words, a “clunk” (Anderson, 1978). This strategy 
aligns to CCSS RI.5.4: “Determine the meaning of 
general academic and domain-specific words and 
phrases in a text relevant to a grade 5 topic or 
subject area.” The nature of the illustrations and 
the limited text natural to a children’s book 
requires high levels of inferencing, supporting the 
teaching of this skill as it aligns to CCSS RI.5.1: 
“Quote accurately from a text when explaining 
what the text says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.” The specific reading skill 
practiced here is inference: students determine 
how the facts, direct quotes from the text, and 
questions sparked from these facts help us develop 
ideas about the text. 

Bringing together the identities of South Asian 
students with disabilities, author Rukhsana 
Khan’s book, King for a Day (2014), showcases a 
boy with a passion for kite flying who happens to 
be in a wheelchair. The characters, a brother and 
sister, fly their kite during a festival and learn to 
interact with a bully in the neighborhood. An 
additional layer of acceptance the text adds is 
placing the focus of the story on the kite flying 
rather than Malik’s wheelchair, normalizing 

Malik’s physical disability. King for a Day can be 
used with students to identify the answers to 
various types of questions: “right there,” “think 
and search,” “author and me,” and “on my own” 
(see Raphael, 1986, for a detailed explanation of 
Question-Answer Relationships [QAR]). This is 
aligned with CCSS RL.2.1: Ask and answer such 
questions as who, what, where, when, why, and 
how to demonstrate understanding of key details 
in a text. 

Khan’s text lends itself well to students identifying 
“right there” questions such as “Who dropped the 
kite?,” and it also gives students a chance to 
answer “think and search” questions, too, as 
students must understand the characters’ feelings 
as they correspond to characters’ actions (Fisher, 
Bates, & Gurvitz, 2006). For example, when Malik 
drops the kite back down, a “think and search” 
question such as “Why would Malik drop the kite 
back down?” helps connect Malik’s feelings to his 
actions. For an “author and me” question such as 
“Why would the author have Malik help another 
character?,” students must think of the author’s 
intentions.

Moving Forward

Rather than focusing solely on how to highlight 
different experiences, there must also be a 
meaningful place for the multicultural texts within 
the classroom curriculum for all students. It is not 
enough for students to just have exposure to 
diverse books; it is essential for students to see 
multicultural literature as a foundation to 
learning how to read and comprehend. Diverse 
literature must have a meaningful place in the 
minds of students for them to truly gain the value 
within and of multicultural texts. By using diverse 
literature as an anchor text for specific reading 
strategies, a reinforcement for reading skills, or as 
extensions to literacy activities, a meaningful and 
authentic incorporation of diversity can be reached 
for our students. In other words, we can provide 
something more than just the diverse book bin.

The book list that Armeen Sayani and I created is 
included below. The list is organized by grade 
level. Next to the grade level is the title, a brief 
description or summary of the text, and a Common 
Core English Language Arts standard that can be 
used to teach a specific reading strategy, practice a 
reading skill, or provide an extension literacy 
activity.
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