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Editors’ Note 

 Since I began working with WILLA in the late fall of 2011, many things have changed.  I see 

new life and energy in our Executive Board, and am happy to have been able to achieve and issue of the 

journal two years in a row.  It has been many years since this has happened, so we are headed in the right 

direction!   

 I have endeavored to make some changes with this issue to foster growth and assert our purpose.  

To that end, you will find some of the same kinds of papers as published in the past, but you will also see 

here what I hope to be a new series of essays that appears in this journal.  This 20 th volume of WILLA 

contains several “This I Believe” (www.thisibelieve.org) essays about women’s and gender issues within 

education.  They are brief pieces and wonderful additions that speak to our lives and worlds as teachers in 

many different kinds of classrooms and institutions. 

 The section of “This I Believe” essays starts off with Alleen Pace Nilsen, past Inglis Award 

winner, commenting on the role of women in higher education over the course of her career;  similarly, 

Jennifer Kirsch writes about feminism and the role of girls in her middle school classroom. Matthew 

Kneiling and Eimile Máiréad Green give voice to issues of gendered reading in classrooms today.  These 

four essays mark the beginning of a promising commentary on issues of gender in education for this jour-

nal.   

 This issue also contains two articles that discuss the role of females in classrooms and literature. 

Jennifer Whitley writes about what gives students voice in high school classrooms, while Stephanie 

Snyder’s piece discusses the role of female protagonists in young adult literature. Finally, I have also 

chosen to publish a book review in this issue as a new addition and Elisa Malinowitz has set the tone with 

her review of Dear Nobody: The True Diary of Mary Rose (McCain and McNeil, Eds. 2013). 

 Though this will be my last issue of WILLA Journal, it has been a pleasure working on it over 

the last 3 years.  I hope that I have made positive step in both circulation and interest.  Our internet pres-

ence has grown and submissions have increased as well; I hope that readers will be inspired by these writ-

ings and lend their own voices and scholarship to future issues of WILLA.  Happy reading! 

 

Sincerely, 

Katherine Macro, PhD 

http://www.thisibelieve.org
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In Memorium 

 Barbara Schaffner was a high school English teacher, who served on the WILLA Executive as a High 

School Representative at Large. In that capacity she wrote for Crosscurrents and WILLA journal, comment-

ing on issues relevant to secondary teachers. She volunteered with her friend Pat Bloodgood to head up the 

exhibit table at NCTE and came to the convention year after year to manage the WILLA table in the Exhibit 

Hall, handing out literature and talking with teachers about the organization. In that regard, she was one of 

the best spokespeople WILLA has had and certainly a consummate volunteer. She attended many WILLA 

Summer meetings, reading manuscripts for the journal and helping with the tasks WILLA had set for itself 

each meeting. 

 Though a Chicagoan by birth, Barbara adopted New York City as her home. She loved going to the 

theatre and was always quick to discuss the merits of the latest plays she had seen. Her laughter and wit will 

be missed as WILLA moves forward with its work.  
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Call for Nominations 

 Each year, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) recognizes an Outstanding Woman in English Education with an award 

named for Rewey Belle Inglis, the first woman president of NCTE. All women considered for this honor will have exhibited outstanding 

professional service relating to the role and image of women in the profession and in NCTE. The Inglis Award recipient will have shown 

excellence in scholarship/research, teaching, and service related to English language arts. The Inglis Award committee, made up of mem-

bers of the Women in Literacy and Life Assembly of NCTE (WILLA), is charged with selecting the recipient of the Rewey Belle Inglis 

Award. Please send a letter of nomination detailing how the nominee’s qualifications match the award criteria and a copy of the nominee’s 

curriculum vitae to: 

 

     Dr. Heather McEntarfer, Award Chair 

     240 Fenton,  

SUNY Fredonia  

Fredonia, NY 14063   

 

For full consideration, nominations should arrive by June 1. The recipient will be notified of her selection and will be honored at the CEE 

Luncheon at the annual NCTE Convention. 

 

Past Rewey Belle Inglis Award Recipients 

 

1989: Alleen Nilsen   1997: Leila Christenbury 2005: Beverly Chin   

1990: Jane Christensen   1998: Betty Jane Wagner 2006: Nancy McCracken 

1991: Jeanne Gerlach   1999: Mille Davis  2007: Lynne Alvine 

1992: Ruth K. J. Cline   2000: Muriel Harris 2008:  Suzanne Miller 

1993: Janet Emig    2001: Dure Jo Gillikin 2009:  Patricia Lambert Stock 

1994: Nancy Martin   2002: Marilyn Wilson 2010:  Anne Ruggles Gere  

1995: Nancy McHugh   2003: Diana Mitchell 2011:  Cathy Fleischer 

1996: Dorothy Strickland   2004: Patricia Kelly 2012:  

        2013: Mollie Blackburn 

 

2014: Janet Alsup 
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I Believe in the Future of Women in Academia 

 Alleen Pace Nilsen  

 I was finishing my dissertation, when in 1973, my husband, Don, was offered a job in the Linguistics 

Program, which was part of the English Department, at Arizona State University.  Arizona was home to me, 

so I was thrilled that he would be teaching at ASU and I immediately applied for a “real job” for myself.   I 

was offered a job, but only to supervise student teachers, which the administration thought was a generous 

offer for a “trailing spouse.”    

 The more I learned about their attitude, the more determined I became to have a “real job.”  Besides 

supervising student teachers, I published like mad and organized and taught an evening class in “Children’s 

Literature for Parents” in the library of an affluent Scottsdale public school.  After two years, I was given a 

tenure-track position in the Library Science Department.   I couldn’t be hired in the English Department be-

cause of a rule against husbands and wives teaching in the same department.   

 I learned a lot from the faculty in Library Science, but really my life’s work had prepared me to train 

English teachers.  Over the years, I was invited to hold various administrative positions, including Assistant 

Vice President for Academic Personnel.  In this position, I helped draft new regulations cancelling the old 

rule about husbands and wives not working in the same Department.  Finally, in 1993—twenty years after 

we came to ASU—I joined the English Department as a Full Professor.    

 In 2011, ASU offered a “golden parachute” to tenured faculty who were over age 65 and had taught 

at ASU for ten or more years.  Since I was 75 and Don was 77, and we had been at ASU for 35 years, we 

decided that this invitation must have been aimed at us, so we signed the papers.  The University president 

honored all of us who had accepted the invitation at a spring luncheon.  He explained that he usually held 

this luncheon in his office, but since this year there were so many of us, the event was held in a banquet hall 

with round tables.   We had assigned seats and I was amused to notice that one woman and seven men were 

assigned to each of six tables.  This meant that there were seven times as many men as women, but then as I 
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employees of the ASU Foundation sent over to encourage us to include ASU in our “financial planning,” 

i.e. our wills.  This meant the statistics were even more lopsided—some forty men compared to four wom-

en, a ratio that is far different from new faculty orientations, which in the last few years have been almost 

equally divided between men and women.   

 I was happy at this vivid example of how many more women are now being hired in academia and 

was even happier when Don and I were introduced as a “dual-career couple,” rather than as “Professor 

Nilsen and his wife.”    

Alleen Pace Nilsen is best known for her college textbook, Literature for Today’s Young Adults (co-

authored with Ken Donelson), which is now in its ninth edition.   Her essay on “Sexism in English: A 

1990’s Update” has been reprinted in over two-dozen anthologies used in college courses in women’s 

studies, linguistics, and composition.   She was editor and co-author of NCTE’s 1977 Sexism and Lan-

guage and between 1980 and 1987 was co-editor of the English Journal.   She is now professor emeritus 

and edits the ASU Emeritus Voicesjournal.  She can be contacted through e-mail 

at  Alleen.Nilsen@asu.edu. 

mailto:Alleen.Nilsen@asu.edu
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Matthew Kneiling 

 "Guys... this is a book you might be interested in—it's all about war!  And ladies... this book will be 

right up your alley—it's a story of love and romance!" 

 Throughout my time in high school, during English classes, literacy club, and book talks, my peers and 

I were frequently recommended books on the basis of gender expectations.  Sports, hunting, and war.  Those 

were the "guy books." Romance, drama, and shopping.  Those were the "girl books."   

 As a male who often does not align with the constructions of masculinity attached to these book recom-

mendations, I was frequently confronted with my inadequacy in terms of sharing these culturally-

valued characteristics of what it means to "be a man."  At times I felt threatened by this misalignment. I would 

ask myself: what does my inability to relate to these texts say about my position as a man? 

 During college courses, when I began exploring issues related to gender, my inquiry into these book 

recommendations started to shift: I began understanding these book suggestions as cultural contributions to 

gender roles and started questioning what sort of expectations these texts communicated regarding gen-

der.  Many of the "guy books" and the "girl books" seemed to perpetuate notions of masculinity associated 

with violence, competition, and power, and notions of femininity associated with materialism, unrealistic 

beauty expectations, and objectification. When students read the Twilight series, for instance, without a femi-

nist/gender lens, women learn that they need protection from men, while men learn that they have ownership 

over women. 

  

I Believe in Integrating English Education and Gender Equity 
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Reflecting on these experiences and my experiences with literacy education more broadly, I have discovered 

that the English classroom is a space that possesses profound potential to either perpetuate or challenge gen-

der roles and expectations.  Unfortunately, from my encounters, literacy education oftentimes seems to leave 

narratives of gender unexamined.  I believe, however, that we need to stop making generalized assumptions 

about who our students are based on their gender, and instead, understand our students based on their individ-

ual interests, personalities, and worldviews.  I have learned, through experience and reflection, that recom-

mending books on the basis of traditional gender roles not only perpetuates constructions of gender that privi-

lege men and oppress women, but it also has the potential to invalidate students' lives and gender expres-

sions.   

 Once we do away with blanket recommendations of books based on gendered assumptions, we are 

required to tailor suggestions to individual interests; we are required to understand our students as uniquely 

different humans. We can use literature, then, to validate students’ identities and to offer perspectives that 

productively challenge harmful gender expectations. 

 I believe, then, that we can use literature as a tool to both join in on the discussions of gender equity 

and to build connections with and among students.  I believe that the English classroom should be a space that 

promotes and integrates gender equity into its practices and its discourses. 

 

Matthew Knieling is an undergraduate English education student from Central Michigan University. He is 

currently student-teaching at a high school in Western Massachusetts. He can be reached at matthewkniel-

ing@gmail.com.   
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Jennifer Kirsch 

Because my life has been heavily populated by men who are encouraging, supportive, and lacking any 

trace of misogyny or chauvinism, I grew up with the impression that the feminist movement was a thing of the 

past. During my formative years I assumed that we had, as a society, moved on from gender inequality, and 

that the goals of the previous generation had been robustly achieved. Of course, my blissfully ignorant adoles-

cence gave way to a more sophisticated young adulthood, and I soon realized how many girls grew up being 

told, either implicitly or explicitly, that their voices did not matter, that their contributions were negligible. I 

came to recognize that I was fortunate to grow up in an atmosphere that allowed me this utopian view of gen-

der equality, but that my good fortune hardly meant the work of feminism was complete.  

As a member of the faculty at an all-girls school, my belief in feminism as a thing of the past matured 

into an understanding that the need for feminism in education is just as critical as it has always been. Girls 

must understand that their gender does not limit them; but moreover they must feel empowered, as young 

women, to create change as global citizens in a connected world. While girls can certainly learn to be confi-

dent in themselves in any academic environment, those oft-cited advantages of a single-sex education are in-

deed true, and my students absolutely benefit from attending an all-girls school. They treat their classmates as 

they would sisters, which means bickering, sure, but also involves an impressive level of inherent support of, 

and patience towards, one another. Spending their days with other girls, my students learn to accept and value 

each other’s differences while always feeling the connection that comes from having a shared experience. 

They begin to understand that they might not be friends with every classmate, but they will absolutely be ex-

pected to respect every classmate.  

 

What Feminism Means in Middle School 
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In a classroom full of girls there is no room for gender stereotypes. All of my students feel encouraged 

to experiment and take risks as they encounter new challenges and find their curiosity piqued, regardless of 

the discipline. The traditional notion of STEM as a boys’ playground is non-existent in an all-girls school, 

where every student is expected to engage in her humanities courses and her science, technology, engineer-

ing, and math curriculums. Indeed, we have students who are skilled writers and artists, as well as those who 

excel in mathematics, robotics and computer science. It is often the case that those students who are avid 

readers are also members of our Girls Who Code chapter, further blurring the lines between who can do what. 

At an all-girls school, everyone can do everything.   

In this way, feminism at an all-girls school becomes implicit, and in many regards this is a good thing. 

As middle schoolers in a single sex academic environment, our students have rarely encountered misogyny or 

been discriminated against because they are girls. They are afforded the pleasure of understanding that their 

gender is not nearly as important as their hard work and their unique perspectives. Of course, while a willing-

ness to ask questions and solve problems is critical to educating girls, it is not sufficient when raising the next 

generation of feminists. As a teacher, I want to spare my students my own youthful ignorance, my sense that 

because I had no firsthand experience with a problem, the problem no longer existed.  

The task of educating confident girls who are equipped as change agents in today’s world is not solely 

grounded in teaching them to believe in themselves, but also requires teaching them to be knowledgeable 

about their peers across the world, whose experiences might be quite similar or drastically different from their 

own. Our students are incredibly fortunate - to have food to eat, books to read, voices to be heard - but they 

cannot truly be considered educated unless they are aware of the many places where girls are being denied .  
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these very basic human rights. As a girls school, we have a commitment and responsibility to not just 

provide students with a robust curriculum, but to make ever more explicit the ways in which they, as young 

women, have power and responsibility in this world.  

To that end, our students study literature featuring protagonists who are in many ways their peers, but 

who are also facing gender inequalities that most members of our community are fortunate to have not yet 

dealt with directly. Through their study of history, students learn of bans on women’s education, or about the 

way some cultures deny young girls the same rights and experiences that boys are afforded. As our girls’ 

awareness grows, so does their involvement in social activism. While middle school students may host a coin 

drive to raise money for girls’ education, by the time they reach high school those same students are taking on 

leadership roles in organizations like Girl Up. In the areas of STEM, our students learn not only about their 

female predecessors, but recognize their own abilities as makers, creators, and contributors to our society. 

Their initial exposure to STEM includes learning to use Scratch and programming simple games and robots, 

but as students get older, they often end up using those same coding skills to develop educational apps for ele-

mentary schoolers. By educating girls to feel respected as learners, by exposing them to the experiences of oth-

er girls and women in other communities, they become armed with the confidence, intellect, and desire to con-

tinue fighting for the changes set into motion by the feminists who came before them.  

So, what does feminism mean to a middle schooler? The word itself - feminist- is not one middle school stu-

dents would likely use to describe themselves. And yet they are indeed growing up to be feminists, and likely 

third wave feminists at that. They operate with the inherent belief that all young people deserve to learn, ex-

plore, inquire, and be treated fairly. They feel strongly that girls can do anything - literally anything - because 

they are growing up in an environment in which girls do everything. Though middle schoolers are  
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young, they are full of energy and learning to become problem solvers. They are at a phase of their 

development in which fairness is paramount, and so they are outraged when they learn about injustices in the 

world, confused by the prejudices applied to their gender, and eager to become agents of change. They be-

lieve in their power to make a difference because they consistently see the potential of girls. When a middle 

schooler at an all-girls school says, “Girls can do anything," they believe it not because they’ve been told as 

much, but because they see this very thing occur day after day, year after year.  

 

Jenny Kirsch is a Google Certified Teacher and member of the 2015 NYSAIS Emerging Leaders Institute. She 

teaches Middle School English at The Hewitt School in New York City, where she also works on developing 

and integrating Writing-to-Learn practices for Grades 5-12. She is interested in the intersection of reading, 

writing, and technology, and can be reached at Jenny@jennykirsch.com 

mailto:Jenny@jennykirsch.com
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Guiding our Young Explorers 

Eimile Máiréad Green 

I’ve never been much of an adventurer.  My pale, vampiric skin betrays my agoraphobic tendencies. 

And while for many childhood is a time to test immortality, I never felt the urge.  The gravest injury I suffered 

was a jammed finger after my failed attempt at dribbling a basketball.  Still, I would never characterize my 

childhood as uneventful.  Certainly not!  I battled the White Witch of Narnia alongside the Sons of Adam and 

the Daughters of Eve.  I aided Milo in rescuing the Princesses Rhyme and Reason from the Mountains of Igno-

rance.  I ventured across a wrinkle in time to save Mr. Murry from IT.  I believe literacy breeds explorers.   

Yet, I can’t help but worry:  Will my young daughter’s reading adventures be as vast or as varied?  Will 

she be able to see past rows and rows of pretty pastel covers and glittery accessories that adorn so many of the 

books geared toward girls today?  I believe in exploring every corner of the world, not just the pink parts.   

Yes, I can’t help but worry: Have my middle school students resigned themselves to society’s casting 

decisions?  Has each boy taken up his role as the reluctant reader? Or, has the middle school boy allowed him-

self to be saved by reading books that appeal to his gender, eschewing love and art for sports and science?  Jo-

ey was able to admit his love of reading while clutching a copy of Derek Jeter’s new sports book, but Evan had 

to feign disgust and mask his admiration for A Fault in Our Stars. An educational website for parents called 

MindSpark: Custom Learning Solutions offers help for boy readers: Set aside The Secret Garden.  Forget about 

Dickens.  Opt instead for Superman comics and deliberate gross-out humor filled with boogers, burps and 

bathroom mishaps.  Unfortunately, it has become a mark of shame among the middle school boys to opt for the 

reading couch during indoor recess when the gym with its basketball court is also available. 

 

 



Page 16 WI LLA  JOUR NAL 

Have the girls settled for gossip, gowns and glam goddesses?  Or, have they come to terms with their 

fate as the weaker sex and their need to become empowered?  Because, as the media industry likes to remind 

us: “Reading is sexy!”  So, grab a book, girl, and amp up your sex appeal. At the tender age of 12, Aneesa 

has already learned to judge a book by its cover; the prettier the model, the more provocative the dress, the 

better the book. The quest for female empowerment begins even earlier with primary-age girls being steered 

toward books that encourage them to sparkle and be fabulous!  I believe in readers, not roles.  

Sure, I worry.  But, I also work.  As a parent, I help my daughter to select a veritable rainbow of book 

covers, especially those she might have overlooked in favor of Daisy Meadows’ Rainbow Magic Fairies and 

the promise of a free necklace.  Thanks to our expanding cover choices, she’s now hooked on the adventures 

of a brother and sister and their magical treehouse. Thanks to the wide variety of characters she meets, my 

daughter aspires to be a ballerina, a firefighter, a princess, and a doctor. As a middle school teacher, I encour-

age my students to keep a complete reading log and regularly reflect on their choices; I promote opportunities 

to try out a new author or genre.  One such opportunity led a young gentleman to find a favorite author in 

Wendy Mass.  Another independent reading experience resulted in a group of girls discovering Frank Herbert 

and thus forming their very own Dune book club.   

I believe in the literacy community.  Students, parents, teachers– truly, everyone should play a role in 

helping explorers, both novice and veteran, to delight in all that books have to offer.  
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Eimile Máiréad Green is an English teacher at Maumee Valley Country Day School and also serves as a 

teacher consultant with the National Writing Project. Her articles on vocabulary and authentic writing can be 

found in the Ohio Resource Center’s In Perspective magazine, as well as The Ohio Journal of English Lan-

guage Arts and The Independent Teacher. Her creative non-fiction, flash fiction and poetry have appeared in 

numerous publications, including Skipping Stones, Common Threads, The Font, The Linnet’s Wings, and Skive 

Magazine. She lives with her family in Toledo, Ohio, and can be reached at egreen@mvcds.org  

mailto:egreen@mvcds.org


“I’m Just a Girl”: 

Gender, Identity, and Student Voice in a Dialogical High School Classroom 

Jennifer Whitley 

 My gender was never an issue—not until I was asked to confront it in college. I was a woman and peo-

ple who were not women were men. Being a woman was unsaid; I saw how to act. Gender was not learned; for 

me, it was implied, natural. I never questioned why I wore makeup or shaved my legs. It was just something I 

did. Sometimes, though, a why would creep into my mind: why do baby girls wear pink and boys blue? How-

ever, those questions are answered in everyday life, as the waitress places the check in front of my husband, 

whether he is actually paying or not. Or, as my mother and I clean the kitchen after dinner while the boys 

watch football. Or, even as my grandmother asks me, again, when I will bless her with grandchildren. I am a 

product of my heritage: a Southern woman. I am the backbone of my family—the moral compass—the Chris-

tian with fire in her eyes. I am the loving wife and loyal daughter. I am a mean home cook, and yes, I use real 

cream and butter. I fit a widely accepted definition of “woman.” Yet, while these things shape who I am, they 

also represent who I am not: a stereotype.  

Though gender roles were rarely discussed during my childhood, I quickly learned the differences be-

tween men and women, as my family—and those I watched on television—modeled them for me. I also 

learned how to fight back against their norms. One of the first times I encountered gender head-on, I was ten 

years old and in love with words—words found in the books I read and in the music I listened to, whether at 

home, with friends, or on my way to school. Across the texts I encountered, I found opposition toward the nor-

mative structures in place throughout my life. I began to question my role as a woman in the lyrics of my 10-

year-old self’s favorite song:    

I’m just a girl  

I’d rather not be 

‘Cause they won’t let me drive late at night  



I’m just a girl,  

Guess I’m some kind of freak  

‘Cause they all sit and stare with their eyes (Stefani & Dumont, 1995) 

Lying on the wrong side of my bed, looking at my room upside down, it hit me: I’m just a girl? What did she 

mean when she uttered those words? Why did a “just” precede my gender? From that point forward, I decided 

I needed to erase the “just” from my life and start living with confidence in myself and my womanhood.  

Looking at me, one could easily assume I fulfill a stereotypical definition of woman. I choose my role 

knowingly, not because it was laid out for me by my parents, or other societal influences. While they all 

played a role in my upbringing, I consciously choose who I want to be now. I am the person I am today be-

cause of defining moments in my life, much like the one my 10-year-old self had while listening to No Doubt. 

Music and other texts helped shape those moments. They still help to define my outlook today; sometimes a 

thing cannot be realized until another person puts it into the right words. I expect other young girls go through 

similar experiences—maybe they’re older, and maybe it happens with a book or a television show, but eventu-

ally we all have to encounter who we are, and the world can tell us we are just girls, or that we exist equally, 

without adverbs.  

 Because one’s coming of age is so defining, and because music, texts, and environment play a role in 

that becoming, what educators do in their classrooms gains that much more importance. Theorist Louise Ros-

enblatt’s (2001) transactional theory opens doors for multiple voices to be heard in the classroom. Transaction-

al theory acknowledges all responses, whether normative or not. Similarly, Mikhail Bakhtin (1981, 1986) of-

fers powerful implications for education, balancing a standard language with one’s individual push against it. 

By combining Rosenblatt’s transactional theory with Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, voices of marginalized 

groups have a more-visible place in the classroom. It is my belief that these theories, combined with the ideol-

ogy found in feminist pedagogy and Paulo Freire’s (2000) The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, establish a class-

room where students thrive, including those unprivileged voices too often silenced. In this paper, I will intro-

duce Bakhtin, Rosenblatt, and feminist pedagogy through a Freirean lens, offer ways to implement those theo-



ries in the classroom, and provide examples that allow young female readers to succeed in secondary settings 

in order to answer the question: how can I help my female students to construct their voices? 

Theory: Bakhtin, Rosenblatt and Freire Under a Feminist Lens 

Language is social and ever-changing. The English language has evolved into a completely new form 

from its origination. For instance, the word “flex” to one person may incite a picture of contracting muscles; 

for another, it may refer to being flexible, or willing to change. However, for some people—in my students’ 

cases—it can mean affront: “Mrs. Whitley, are you flexing?” Meaning: “Mrs. Whitley, are you being serious? 

Because you better be joking.” Similarly, the word “woman” may speak to people in different ways. For one 

person, June Cleaver may come to mind—the epitome of a woman’s traditional role; as housewife and mother, 

she even vacuums wearing pearls and high heels. For others, Erykah Badu, Susan B. Anthony, Ellen De-

Generes, and countless others may pop into their minds. Even still, there are those who have no connection to 

past representations of women. It is those untapped sources—the individual push against a normative defini-

tion—where voices must be heard. If not, yet another voice is silenced, limiting the view of women altogether.  

In a classroom, voices reign. Whether students are speaking verbally or through written word, they use 

their voices. Feminist theory offers ways for educators to consider students’ voices through a gendered lens. 

Although feminist practices have been used, whether knowingly or not, in classrooms for years, “education in 

North America remains remarkably unaffected by feminism, with the notable exception of pedagogy and its 

impact on curriculum” (Gould, 2011, p. 130). In order for female students to get the recognition they need in 

classrooms, teachers should strive to close the “gender gap” by acknowledging the feminist practices they use, 

while encouraging their female students’ voices. This assertion is difficult, though, as feminist practices have 

innumerable definitions. First and foremost, feminism pushes against heteronormativity. In addition, as Gould 

(2011) states, “Theoretically, and not incidentally philosophically, then, feminism(s) constitutes a tool for ana-

lyzing, resisting, and subverting group oppression(s). It is not and cannot be only about equality” (p. 134). For 

my purposes, feminism(s) in educational settings are not merely about equality, either, but instead, are about 



support. By understanding feminist practices in combination with purposeful models for our classrooms, edu-

cators can begin to invite multiplicity in their classes through students’ voices.  

When considering my female students’ voices, a few theorists came to mind in conjunction with femi-

nist theory: Bakhtin (1981, 1986), Rosenblatt (2001), and Freire (2000).  Because feminism calls into question 

heteronormativity, there exists a push and pull between the two ideologies. According to Bakhtin (1981), dial-

ogism is “the characteristic epistemological mode of a world dominated by heteroglossia” (p. 426). Epistemol-

ogy is a branch of philosophy that studies the nature of knowledge, and heteroglossia is the existence of two or 

more voices within a text (Bakhtin, 1981). Therefore, dialogism is, in other words, the study of social language 

and, specifically, how it affects understanding. Words have diverse meanings because they belong to a living 

language. This flexible, changing language speaks to both dialogism and feminist theory; as words often are 

marked with gender. By combining Bakhtin with Rosenblatt’s (2001) transactional theory, and supporting it 

with Freire’s (2000) vision of word and world, the definition of woman will have limitless meanings, as every 

person’s entry will matter.  

Bakhtin and Dialogism 

Language is social in that it grows and changes each time it is used. A group of people can use the 

same word, but mean different things, as in my previous example of “flex.” While language has socially-

accepted definitions and uses, people also bring their own individual context to it, keeping it alive. This pro-

cess is called stratification, or a process of language becoming. One can think of stratification like an undulat-

ing hourglass—there is a constant push and pull from both sides, creating an equilibrium in the center that al-

lows balance from each end. In language, stratification destroys the neutral meaning of a word, joining forces 

with the centripetal forces of language to combine one’s unique context with a social language (Bakhtin, 

1981). Centrifugal forces in language are the heteroglossic, unique voices that go against societal normativity. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, social “unitary language” includes the monoglossic voices that constitute 

centripetal forces. Stratification, like heteroglossia, creates a living language that is both social and individual; 

it works together and apart, uniting many voices, but giving each one a unique context from which to speak.  



Stratification applies to feminism in that it represents the push females have against heteronormative 

definitions of gender. On one end, much of society claims women should look and speak like their traditional 

representation (June Cleaver); on the other end, there is the individual who has her own, unique definition of 

herself, not defined by (m)any examples in literature or on television. By working together—the normative, 

centripetal forces and the individual, centrifugal forces—the individual can find a way to express herself and 

communicate in such a way that others can understand her. Bakhtin (1981) claims stratification and hetero-

glossia  

widen and deepen as long as language is alive and developing. Alongside centripetal forces, the centrif-

ugal forces of language carry on their uninterrupted work; alongside verbal-ideological centralization 

and unification, the uninterrupted processes of decentralization and disunification go forward. (p. 272)  

These magnetic forces are in constant motion, but they offer educators an opportunity. In order for people to 

communicate, there must be a normative language. This language acts as the mode for female students to com-

municate their individual voices.  

For educational purposes, “normative language” arguably exists in the rules of Standard English. Most 

public high schools abide by a set of standards, such as the Common Core State Standards. These standards 

often list the things students should learn in their classes. For instance, in most high school literature classes, 

students are expected to learn how to properly organize a persuasive essay while following rules of Standard 

English. In Georgia, this standard is assessed through the Georgia High School Writing Test, a standardized 

writing assignment for high school juniors. On one hand, it is important for our students to learn how to write a 

standard essay. On the other, though, by giving students a stark rubric for their writing, it is possible that edu-

cators limit students’ voices. The battle of standardization in classrooms applies to my argument in that it rep-

resents the stratification our students go through on a daily basis. Of course, students must learn Standard Eng-

lish in order to communicate with the world. However, I believe there is room in our classes to allow them to 

branch out from those normative rules and create ones of their own, ones that support their individuality. 

Therefore, although sometimes problematic, I do not believe teachers should throw out Standard English, 



Common Core State Standards, and all the rules and conventions that come with them. Instead, I believe edu-

cators can use this normative language as a base in their classes from which to grow—a foundation or starting 

point, instead of the mold from which to follow. After all, what good would one’s voice be if no other person 

could understand it?  

While Standard English has its role in the classroom, it should not be the only model students use. If, as 

Bakhtin (1981) states, “Every utterance of a speaking subject serves as a point where centrifugal as well as 

centripetal forces are brought to bear” (p. 272), then one would be remiss to force a student always to follow 

rigid rules when writing and speaking. One cannot simply follow those outside, centripetal forces of language 

because that person has his or her own context that is brought to the act. That context creates a unique happen-

ing where heteroglossia can ignite. It is during this process—the push and pull of language—where meaning is 

made, and where response is created. If classrooms embody the current model of rote memorization and multi-

ple-choice testing, it is possible that mere monoglossic (one-voiced) responses will be had, and potential, lost. 

There needs to be a balance between the two ideologies. Complete standardization sounds too much like a dys-

topia where every person is identical and without individuality. However, complete individualization leads to 

chaos; if every person spoke his or her own unique language, no one would understand another. When applied 

to feminism and feminist theory, dialogism allows even more room for a female presence in the classroom. 

According to Herndl (1991), “A dialogue between Bakhtin and feminist critics may help to illuminate the rela-

tionship between dia-logic and feminine logic” (p. 7). By merging the two schools of thought, feminine voices 

are encouraged in our classes.  

In her essay, Herndl (1991) finds that the female voice is often not found in texts (p. 11). Instead, texts 

are heavily male-present. Deborah Tannen’s article, Marked Women, Unmarked Men also tackles the disjoint-

ed relationship of voices: “I asked myself what style we women could have adopted that would have been un-

marked, like the men’s. The answer was none. There is no unmarked woman.” In her article, Tannen argues 

that women and men are seen as different, unequal in society because women are “marked.” They are set 

aside, seen as “different.” Even words that have a feminine connotation are marked. In Spanish, masculine 



terms can be either masculine or gender-neutral; however, feminine terms are marked with an “a.” For in-

stance, a group of mixed students, male and female, would be “los estudiantes.” A group of male students 

would be “los estudiantes.” The only difference is if it is a group of female students: “las estudiantes.” The “a” 

indicates femininity, marks the group as a group of only females. Before, no one would know the gender; how-

ever, even this language indicates a difference. Additionally, “man” can mean both male and female when 

used (humankind); however, to make it female, one merely adds a “wo.”  

Because women are “marked,” they become marginalized, not only in texts, but also in classrooms. 

Herndl (1991) argues, “A feminine language lives on the boundary. A feminine text overthrows the hierar-

chies. It is absence-silence-madness present-speaking-sane. It proves the hierarchies mistaken” (p. 11). The 

reason a female voice overthrows power structures is because it is not in power. This idea almost contrasts 

with Bakhtin’s (1981) theory of dialogism, though, as his theory is founded in texts, and masculine texts at 

that—written and published by men. However, the theory itself has room for multivoicedness, proving its use-

fulness for feminism. My female students fight an uphill battle every day; not only are they constantly learning 

new, rigorous things involving language, but they, too, have to deal with the normativity present in Standard 

English. By presenting my students with a writing rubric, I give them clear expectations for the assignment; 

however, I also limit their voices, especially my female students, as Standard English and school standards are, 

arguably, historically-based on masculine ideals. We (educators) live in a paradox: we want our students to be 

creative, original, inventive, and intelligent, but we also want them to meet standards and pass tests. In doing 

so, we limit our students’ voices to the parameters of a rubric.  

The key to having one’s cake and to eat it, too, is balance. Fecho (2011) encourages tension through 

wobble, or “a calling to attention, a provocation of response” (p. 53). When one wobbles, one questions his or 

her beliefs—not necessarily to change one’s mind, but to deepen his or her understanding of that belief. In ap-

plication to the classroom, wobble allows students to grapple with difficult subjects, ideas, and texts in relation 

to their own beliefs. This idea relates to feminism in that it asks male and female students to grapple with their 

own gender roles—in life, in the classroom—and understand themselves through their interactions in the class-



room. Fecho (2011) wrote, “Like making love in a hammock, helping learners feel comfortable with wobble is 

a matter of balance. It requires pushing thoughts and ideas enough that they set the sway in motion, but not so 

much that we find ourselves in a heap on the ground” (p. 58). This balance in the classroom is between the 

“normative language,” or the rubrics, standards, and rules that teachers must adhere to and one’s “unitary lan-

guage,” or the push back against those rules. One cannot simply be normative or unitary; he or she must have a 

balance between the two, and it is in that balance where a more dialogical classroom is born, which is why a 

dialogical classroom will help my students confront gender and question its traditional definition(s).  

Rosenblatt and Transactional Theory 

One’s voice is both heard and demonstrated through response, and response is pertinent to learning. 

Louise Rosenblatt’s (2001) definition of response claims all reading falls somewhere between aesthetic and 

efferent poles. When reading aesthetically, we “may be so completely absorbed in living through a [text,] or 

may so completely identify with a character in a story that nothing else enters consciousness” (Rosenblatt, 

2001, p. 270). An efferent reader responds to what he or she is “calling forth in the transaction with the 

text” (p. 269). Meaning: an aesthetic response is a lived-through experience, while an efferent response is one 

where the reader hopes to gain something from the text, or is looking for specific things within the text. To me, 

Rosenblatt and Bakhtin speak to each other in their representation of context. Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism 

mixed with Rosenblatt’s transactional theory pave the way for a thoughtful classroom where multiple voices 

thrive. According to Rosenblatt (2001), every time we read, we undergo an “event.” As our context collides 

with a text, a unique text is created that only the reader experiences—a unique response. This “event” speaks 

to Bakhtin’s stratification, as both employ context and response.  

The key to both dialogism and transactional theory is context. Every person is different. Teachers may 

have the hardest job in the world, as they have to normalize education for a class full of thirty, more or less, 

different students. One student may learn best in a silent, unadulterated environment. Another student may 

need to get up and move around in order to stay focused. Each classroom holds a lot of context—from race, 

class, gender, sexuality, political stance, religion, culture, ethnicity, and so much more. How does one teach a 



group of people like that? Well, a dialogical model reconstructs the word “teach.” No longer does it mean in-

struction, but inquiry. When a classroom is built on response, and represents all students’ voices, one cannot 

teach; one facilitates, encourages, analyzes, and poses. This model would fall flat without Rosenblatt’s ideas. 

Instead of looking at a response as right or wrong, teachers should look at it through their students’ contexts.  

An example of dialogism, transactional theory, and the importance they place on context in play can be 

found in Jones’ (2008) article, Grass Houses: Representations and Reinventions of Social Class Through Chil-

dren’s Literature. In her article, Jones (2008) discussed how little literature existed that encompassed her voice 

while growing up—stories “of children growing up in trailer parks playing with their siblings and neighbors in 

the yard; stories of single working mothers wearing cut-off blue jeans to mow the lawn on a Sunday morn-

ing…” (p. 42) were practically unheard of during her childhood. Jones is not the only woman who could not 

see her childhood self in literature. A lack of female representation in literature poses a problem for our class-

rooms. Jones (2008) states, “Books offer visions of who we can be, who we are, who an ideal person is and 

how lives are lived and dreams are dreamed” (p. 44). Because literature—and, as in my case, music—play 

such an important role in young people’s lives, there needs to be a variety of representations present in our 

classes. If multiple female representations are offered during class readings, more female students will find 

ways to construct their voices effectively and without reservations. Multivoicedness in classrooms gives all 

students a chance to provide authentic responses to both texts and life.  

Response is the mode by which students express their voices. One major player in response is utter-

ance. According to Bakhtin (1986), an utterance is “a link in the chain of speech communication” (p. 94). Each 

utterance comes from a previous one and begets future ones; it is both a response and invitation. According to 

Fecho (2011), it is more of a mesh (p. 15), though, instead of chain, as one utterance may come from multiple 

ones and beget multiple ones, creating a myriad of responses, each one interconnected with another. In his 

book, Teaching for the Students, Fecho draws upon Bakhtin, Rosenblatt, Freire, and many others to make a 

case for a dialogical classroom. According to Fecho (2011), “If we want to imagine an education system that 

prepares current learners to exist in a future world that is evolving at the speed of imagination, we need one 



that is generative, that sees learning as meaning making and not meaning inheriting” (p. 15). The differentia-

tion between “meaning making” and “meaning inheriting” here is key. The idea of inheriting information re-

lates, to me, to both depositing and withdrawing from a bank, or Freire’s (2000) banking model. The students 

are not a bank account for teachers to deposit any amount they desire into and with which to withdraw any 

amount. Instead, they make their own meanings based on the information provided and the context they come 

from—the combination of both creating a unique transaction in the form of response.  

In relation to feminism, transactional theory becomes that much more important in one’s classroom. If 

most responses are technically neither right nor wrong (Rosenblatt, 2001), then response is not “marked” as 

Tannen (1993) would say. There is no true privileged response—Rosenblatt acknowledges them all. According 

to Rosenblatt (2001), a text is merely ink and paper until a reader encounters it, bringing a specific context to 

it, reads the text and gives it meaning. As long as we have females reading, we will have feminine responses 

and indulge feminine voices. The problem occurs when writing. Herndl (1991) claims, “to speak of a 

‘woman’s’ art, thought, or language, one must have a workable definition of ‘woman’…feminine language is 

always ‘elsewhere,’ between voices or between discourses” (p. 10-11). While females’ voices are valued 

through transactional theory, they still have to use a normative, masculine language to express it. However, as 

Fecho (2011) claims, it is in the tension between these two things where wobble lives, allowing female stu-

dents to learn about themselves through the tensions in their lives.         

 Because of the heteroglossic nature of the classroom, tension is ever-present. Authors Bruce, Brown, 

McCracken, and Bell-Nolan (2008) tackle the question “How do we begin to achieve equity and justice in 

classrooms?” (p. 82) in their article, Feminist Pedagogy Is for Everybody: Troubling Gender in Reading and 

Writing. Throughout the article, they discuss feminism and its place in the classroom by carefully defining 

ways in which teachers can introduce feminist pedagogy in their practice: 

Introducing students to ways that texts and human interactions can be read differently heightens their 

awareness to ways literature, fiction and nonfiction alike, and gendered patterns in the world fore-

ground or silence groups of people or issues. This means choosing literature that invites critical think-



ing, developing writing assignments that recognize students as thinkers and facilitating discussions that 

are illuminating while not polarizing. (p. 82-83) 

Literature is at the heart of Bakhtin (1981, 1986) and Rosenblatt’s (2001) theories. Therefore, in order to im-

plement their ideas in the classroom, careful literature choice must exist in order to create a dialogical environ-

ment in one’s room. For example, we chose to study The Bluest Eye in my American literature classes because 

of the obvious feminist ideologies present in the novel. The reading of this text led to many thoughtful discus-

sions about gender, race, class, and social acceptance. Reading leads to response, and response allows students 

to demonstrate their voices; therefore, careful text selection is important in order to reach our female students 

and provide them the opportunity to have their voices heard, as well as to see themselves in what they read. An 

easy way to select appropriate texts for one’s class is simply to involve the students in the selection process, 

which builds their autonomy there, while also justifying their individual contexts, a process much-needed in 

order to build a dialogical space. 

Freire and Oppressed Voices 

 While Bakhtin is the frontrunner on social language and its placement in education, Freire’s The Peda-

gogy of the Oppressed fits right in. According to Freire (2000), dehumanization has been long present in our 

society (p. 44). We see it in our (American) past, in books, on television and even in current classrooms. Peo-

ple have been battling issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality since our country was founded. One satirical 

example exists in literature through dystopian novels, where humans are replaced by automatons who exist in 

standardization, without humanity at all. On television, we see it in episodes of Bad Girls Club, where females 

are represented, in a socially-accepted way, as hysterical, pornographic, crude, feisty “bitches.” These dehu-

manizing representations limit voices as they gratify (often prejudiced) definitions of people, leaving out those 

who disagree or push against those definitions. However, if one combines Bakhtin, Rosenblatt, and Freire, one 

finds a trio vying for educational equality in its most equitable form. Dialogism involves inquiry, dialogue and 

response; transactional theory opens the door to responses of all kinds through one’s specific context, and 

Freire opens eyes to the dehumanization of those responses—or, in other words: the silencing of those voices.  



Dialogue cannot exist without words; people must communicate in order to understand one another, 

and in order to make meaning of their own lives. Education is a place for this communication to thrive. Ac-

cording to Freire (2000), it is important in libertarian education “For the people to come to feel like masters of 

their thinking by discussing the thinking and views of the world explicitly or implicitly manifest in their own 

suggestions and those of their comrades…the oppressed must participate” (p. 124). By modeling one’s class-

room with this concept in mind, more voices will be heard. Too often people are put down because of their re-

sponses. Yet, this trio—Bakhtin, Rosenblatt, and Freire—validates all voices and makes room for responses of 

all kinds. To me, this educational model is missing from most classrooms. Many times, the marginalized stay 

marginalized, and female students struggle to find their place in such a masculine-centered curriculum. Yet, as 

Freire states, they do not have to; they can (and must) participate, allowing their voices to be heard in a hetero-

glossic form. This process can only happen, though, if the person in power—usually the teacher—implements 

it. 

Despite the need for students to express themselves, one of the hardest things to teach them is how to 

construct their voices. Part of this struggle is because of the tensions present in the classroom. According to 

Fecho (2011), “Tension is the boa constrictor in the room that most educators do not want to acknowledge” (p. 

38). However, tension must be acknowledged in order for all people to be represented. In fact, “It is the tension 

of the opposing forces that permits all of us the stability we need to operate while also granting the fluidity to 

personalize and improvise our transactions with our worlds” (Fecho, 2011, p. 41). It is hard to imagine a world 

where tensions do not exist. There may never be true equality. However, we are moving in the right direction. 

We are learning to work with our tensions and build ourselves in spite of them—or, possibly, in addition to 

them. One way to progress this improvement is by including many voices in our classes. By accepting lan-

guage as social and building upon it, and by satisfying every response, classes become more dialogical and al-

low all of our students, females included, to feel at home.   

Connecting Bakhtin, Rosenblatt and Freire to Feminism 



How do Bakhtin (1981, 1986), Rosenblatt (2001), and Freire (2000) work together with feminist theory 

in order to provide an inviting classroom for female students? Each of these theories relate to one another in 

the importance they place on context and voice. For my purposes, Bakhtin’s (1981, 1986) ideas emphasize the 

role of language in education. He clearly defines the act of language through heteroglossia, something that 

constantly happens in classrooms between normative language (Standard English) and individual language 

(students’ unique voices). By balancing the two roles of language, students find a way to express their individ-

uality through means others can understand. While Bakhtin emphasizes language, Rosenblatt (2001) similarly 

gives importance to one’s unique response. When we read, we react to the text. Either we analyze it for mean-

ing, live through it as an experience, or combine the two for entertainment. One of the most important aspects 

of one’s response is the context that person comes from. On one hand, Bakhtin (1981, 1986) demonstrates the 

importance of context when considering words and their uses—people may choose one word for different rea-

sons and may receive that same word in different ways. Rosenblatt (2001) affirms context in relation to what 

we bring to a novel (to a classroom, even) and how that affects our understanding of the text itself.  

 Both Bakhtin (1981, 1986) and Rosenblatt (2001) offer reasons why everyone is unique, and therefore 

responds to things differently. However, Freire (2000) puts their theories into perspective for marginalized per-

sons. After reading and understanding dialogism and transactional theory, it becomes clear how important re-

sponse is for those who have a context outside of society’s norms. It is Freire who brings the other two theo-

rists together in such a way that supports feminist theory. Much like Jones’ (2008) trouble finding representa-

tions of her life in literature, books can become a vehicle for oppression instead of one for mere educational 

purposes—after all, many texts have existed over the years that represent prejudiced beliefs (Amos Fortune: 

Free Man, Cinderella, Caddie Woodlawn, etc.). According to Rule (2011), “Bakhtin and Freire share a pro-

found ethical concern regarding the relationship between the self and the other” (p. 924). It is in the contrast 

between self and other where Bakhtin (1981) and Freire (2001) unite, and in the representation of context 

where Bakhtin, Freire, and Rosenblatt pave the way for female representation in the classroom.  



 All three theorists give educators a reason to pay attention to the texts they read in their classes, and 

additionally, how each of their students responds to those texts. Bakhtin (1981) draws attention to words and 

their different meanings based on one’s context. Rosenblatt (2001) emphasizes individual reactions and how 

one’s context plays a role in meaning making. Freire (2000) illuminates the importance of one’s context and its 

representation in the word and world, especially contexts that have been silenced, like those of marginalized 

groups. With a combination of these three ideologies, an educator invites voice through a dialogical model in 

his or her classroom. For female students, this concept means their voice is not only encouraged, but also rep-

resented in the literature they read in our classes.  

Implications for the Classroom 

One of the most difficult things to teach in a standards-based classroom is “voice.” As a high school 

teacher, I struggled to help my students learn Standard English as well as move past it when writing in their 

own voices. However, Bakhtin helped me understand one way to tackle this issue: start with the basics. To me, 

that concept means beginning with language itself. Language is alive and growing; nothing is new, yet, be-

cause of changing contexts, everything is new. It is a paradox we educators currently live in. While, at first, 

this realization boggled me, it now comforts me—it provides me freedom to try something new and make mis-

takes without feeling I’ve done something “wrong.” I, with my newfound appreciation for language and 

knowledge, want to take this concept into my current and future classrooms. I want students to experiment 

with their writing and speaking. I want them to do things that feel wrong, but with the idea that it is okay to 

try, as their language is evolving as they speak. With short experiments, and with guided inquiry, I believe 

they can begin to find themselves again—the self that was lost in wholehearted acceptance of rubrics, five par-

agraph essays, and red marks throughout journal entries. I hope to encourage their ideas and have their voices 

heard, if not in the world, at least the culture of my classroom. I think Bakhtin, Rosenblatt, and Freire will help 

me get there.  

 A problem yet remains, though: how does one approach voice in the classroom? It can be a touchy sub-

ject. Sometimes this process involves emotions, difficult pasts, and shaky contexts. One’s inner voice can light 



fires, mute debates, and raise eyebrows. A first step to introducing voice, keeping Bakhtin in mind, is to look 

into the past. How did “they” say it? If I am teaching The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison, I would want to start 

with the source of her inspiration: her own life. What books did she read? What songs did she listen to? Did 

they help shape who she was as a woman, a person, a writer? I believe this dialogue can set the stage for the 

novel, inviting a multimodal approach to the unit. Where does voice come in? Well, one could take a transac-

tional stance and encourage every response students make. Sure, some of them will be silly. Sure, some of 

them will be uncomfortable, but in the end, hard questions will be raised. Beginning with language itself, ana-

lyzing the text and context of a book, and then raising difficult questions leads students to an understanding of 

how to read, and how to find voice in others’ writing. I believe that idea is where I must start in order to have 

them find their own.  

 Another way specifically to incorporate female students’ voices into the classroom is through a careful 

selection of texts and writing assignments. Just as I started to develop an understanding of gender through No 

Doubt’s Just a Girl, other students may understand themselves though the lens of a novel or song. One of my 

favorite assignments to give on the first day of class is a “Musical Self-Discovery” essay, an idea I “stole” 

from a colleague. For this assignment, students choose their three favorite songs and write a response telling 

me about the songs and how they either help define who they are, or how they speak to them significantly. The 

essay itself is purposely designed to be a typical five-paragraph essay in order to give students that realm of 

comfort, but they are never instructed to follow a specific format. Instead, they can utilize any structure neces-

sary to have their voices heard. 

 The idea of this assignment is to get to know my students. I learn about them through their music. I 

learn about their instinctive writing style. I can dialogue with them about their writing and hopefully make a 

connection with them at the start of the semester. I have always held the philosophy that ‘students don’t care 

how much you know until they know how much you care.’ Assignments designed to pique their interest—ones 

that allow them to look into themselves—build relationships sorely needed in classrooms. Too often students 

are marginalized into categories: race, class, gender, age, exceptionality. It is in Bakhtin’s ideas about lan-



guage and Rosenblatt’s ideas about response where they can find a common ground. This way, they will learn 

from themselves and learn for themselves. They will also learn from others, accepting their differences based 

on this model for a dialogical classroom.  

Conclusion 

 I have merely begun a journey in answering my original question: how can I help my female students 

construct their voices? My initial response is: well, I cannot. Who am I to try and tell someone how she should 

write-feel-speak-act? I believe each of us comes from a context that gives us a unique experience in life. I also 

believe our individuality shows through our actions, speech, and writing. However, too much of my students’ 

writing looks and sounds the same because they are following an antiquated formula taught to them year after 

year. As a secondary educator, my students (should) already have the framework down. Most students who 

reach the ninth grade understand what a five-paragraph essay is, even if they are not sure how to effectively 

implement it. Now, I believe, it is my turn to break down that structure and show them the endless possibilities 

in front of them. Writing—and speaking, for that matter—does not have to be foreign. Instead, I want my stu-

dents to feel comfortable with their own style, using their own voices, and validating their own opinions that 

sprouted from a transaction with a text. After all, if I cannot teach my girls that their opinions matter, and how 

effectively to communicate those opinions to the world, how will they remove the “just” preceding their gen-

der—from their lives? We are not just girls; we are women prepping the world to hear us roar.  
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Strong Female Protagonists: Stories Worthy of Being Told and Heard 

Stephanie A. Snyder 

 Book selection is quite a process– one of personal taste and compatibility– one where the end goal is 

not to just find something to read but to truly fall in love with the very idea of diving into a text. Recently, I 

was immersed in a long list of titles which occupy prominent places on the prestigious Amelia Bloomer Book-

list, nearly all who are graced by a strong female protagonist as recognized by a committee of the American 

Library Association Social Responsibilities Round Table Feminist Task Force (2013). And so, I started to 

wonder...is selecting literature the same for children and young adults? Is it this much of a process in which 

they invest personal taste and unwavering zeal? Do they see themselves in the books they read? And, if not, 

do we as teachers, parents, mentors, members of their community validate their personal agency by consider-

ing before making a recommendation who they are– who they are becoming? Do we consider the picture the 

world is painting for them with regard to power, equality, gender and social roles? We certainly should, but 

that doesn't make it easy.  

  Louise Rosenblatt's Literature as Exploration (1976) eloquently described the reading experience af-

firming: 

 The literary work is not primarily a document in the history of language or society. It is  not simply a 

mirror of, or a report on, life. It is not a homily setting forth moral or  philosophic or religious precepts. 

As a work of art, it offers a special kind of experience.  It is a mode of living. The poem, the play, the sto-

ry, is thus an extension, an  amplification, of life itself. The reader's primary purpose is to add this kind of 

experience  to the other kinds of desirable experience that life may offer. (p. 278) 

Regardless of a book's place in the canon or on a child or teen's nightstand, it is experiences, rich experiences, 

with text which Rosenblatt (1976) so eloquently set forth over three decades ago and which build anticipation 

for the selection process like that of my own as I began this inquiry into strong female protagonists in young 

adult and children's literature; it is only when all readers are presented with books in which they can first find 



themselves in a "mirror" like experience which Rosenblatt (1976) establishes as the surface level value of 

reading that they are later transformed by, "the poem, the play, the story, . . . [as] an extension, an amplifica-

tion, of life itself" (p. 278). In this case, it is eight quality pieces of children's and young adult literature which 

have breathed life into my inquiry– into the very notions of strong female protagonists and their power. Pro-

tagonists, Frankie of The Disreputable History of Frankie-Landau Banks, Ruby of Love Ruby Lavender, Addie 

of Addie on the Inside, Isabella of My name is Not Isabella: Just How Big Can a Little Girl Dream?, Imogene 

of Imogene's Last Stand, Mrs. Claus in What does Mrs. Claus Do?, and even some, nameless female protago-

nists from A Book, and Everyday Dress Up, all who I came to know in my selection of children's and young 

adult literature for analysis and which inspire agency in their diverse readers' lives (Lockhart, 2008; Wiles, 

2001; Howe, 2011a; Fosberry, 2008; Fleming & Carpenter, 2009; Wharton, 2008; Gerstein, 2009; Alko, 

2011). 

Background 

 McKinney (1996) spoke to these selections' primary readership explaining, "Girls who see that truth 

and knowledge exist outside of themselves, residing elsewhere, as the property of some outside authority fig-

ure are unlikely to develop an inner voice" (para. 5). This voice is a construct of identity formation and one's 

ability to "transform relationships," expounding upon Rosenblatt's (1976) notions of desirable life experiences 

inspired by reading and attained in life as a result. The group of girls, women, and young women whose lives I 

have read in the collection I've assembled for this inquiry are admirable characters (even in the case of those 

who are nameless) because as Giorgis, Johnson, Colbert, Conner, King, & Kulesza (2000) indicated they, 

"solve problems, overcome adversity, and persevere when circumstances in society present overwhelming ob-

stacles" (p.521). Moreover, while it may seem unusual that such strong characters in children's literature would 

have no name, perhaps this purposeful omission in the author's artistic process allows the reader to more readi-

ly become the protagonist, to take on that role, be that what it may.  

 Giorgis et al. (2000) states, "Well-written stories with strong female characters often transcend gender 

to introduce individuals who are believable in their words and actions are respected for their accomplishments" 



(p. 521). Words, actions, and accomplishments lead to respect– not their names or any other microcosms of 

their worlds. When readers are presented with texts where female characters are used for other purposes, it is 

important to consider the selections' literary merit because ultimately, characters who are not believable have 

little to no chance of being those characters to whom children and young adults connect on the basis of a pro-

tagonist’s willingness to take risks, take on a legendary status, exhibit insightfulness, strength in the face of 

any number of obstacles, and therefore evoke memorability (Giorgis et al., 2000). Any combination of these 

attributes is that which should be present in the body of literature made available to readers interested in books 

featuring female protagonists because it is a sign of quality– of literary merit– through effective characteriza-

tion regardless of gender or sex.  

 Literature featuring females in numerous roles which are deemed, "appealing feminist books for read-

ers from birth to eighteen," by the American Library Association Social Responsibilities Feminist Task Force 

(2013) in its compilation of the Amelia Bloomer Booklist must exhibit specific attributes which speak to 

where female characters have been in the past and where they are going. Selections honored with a place on 

this list, "show girls and women exploring exciting ways to solve practical dilemmas through the courage of 

their convictions. All of them spur the imagination and expand the limits of dreams while confronting tradi-

tional female stereotypes" (American Library Association Social Responsibilities Round Table Feminist Task 

Force, 2013, “About,” para. 2). These defining attributes speak to the journey of the female protagonist as a 

causation of societal progress as evidenced in McKinney's (1996) assertion: 

 Until the past decade there was relatively little research about girls [not boys with the  assumption 

that girls have similar needs] and their own coming of age experience. . .  Studies have revealed that girls 

have some different needs, pressures, expectations. . . that  are now being studied. These studies are revealing 

that girls have different ways of  knowing. How girls perceive themselves in relationship to others deter-

mines to a great  extent how successfully they are able to grow and achieve identity. (para. 4) 

 

 



Overview of Studies Examining Literature 

 The results of Gooden & Gooden's (2001) study examining gender roles of female characters in notable 

children's literature revealed much advancement for the portrayal of diverse gender roles when juxtaposed 

against studies in the 1990s and prior, reaffirming McKinney's (1996) evaluation of research efforts surround-

ing female protagonists in literature as tied to a vast influx of studies about female adolescence. Findings 

demonstrate equitable representation of female characters having a presence in texts; however, female charac-

ters appeared alone far less than male characters (Gooden & Gooden, 2001). They explain, "The findings sug-

gest that the prevalence of gender stereotyping decreased slightly, but the stereotyped images of females are 

still significant" (Gooden & Gooden, 2001, p. 96).  

 Male characters have a long history of outnumbering female characters in central roles in the literature 

made available to children; studies in the latter half the 20th century reveal mixed results indicative of this 

trend. The study found, "female representation as the main character equally paralleled that of the males" 

(Gooden & Gooden, 2001, p. 96); in a separate study, Hamilton, Anderson, Broaddus, and Young's (2006) ex-

amination of popular and top selling children's literature and award winning picture books also showed that 

adult male characters continued to outnumber female characters in the central role, also revealing progress in 

the evolution of the female character because data demonstrated neither sex as more likely to be portrayed in 

an active or passive role than the other. It is important to make the distinction, however, that females were still 

found to be written with stereotypical, traditional occupations and performed nurturing roles in contrast to 

male roles in Hamilton et al.'s (2006) study. They explain their findings which were in stark contrast to studies 

ranging from the early 80s through to the mid-90s elaborating, "the disparity between numbers of female and 

male main and title characters is accounted for by author sex, such that under-representation of female charac-

ters is due to male authors alone," suggesting, "women writers may have stopped writing more about boys and 

men than about girls and women," exhibiting the possibility of a "reduction in women author's tendency to 

write about male characters and to compare men and women authors' bias" (Hamilton et al., 2006, p. 763). In-

dicators of change are further contextualized by the period of time leading up to and between McKinney's 



(1996) observations and Gooden & Gooden's (2001) findings as followed by Hamilton et al.'s (2006) study 

indicating an increased presence of females in central roles as protagonists.  

 One should not overlook however a complex number of factors impacting and/or functioning as a cor-

relation to the literature being written for children and teens when considered in larger samples and across 

more vast time frames; a study within the past several years found that the portrayal of the female protagonists 

corresponds with societal progress and upswings or tapering off of women's movements with activist eras be-

ing 1900-1929, 1970-2000, and eras of gender traditionalism being 1930-1969 (McCabe, Fairchild, Grauer-

holz, Rescosolido, and Tope, 2011). Therefore, while McCabe et al.'s (2011) study echoes those results of pri-

or studies, it delves more deeply into the cause for "persistent patterns of inequality despite some signs of im-

provement" because in contrast to Hamilton et al. (2006), and Gooden & Gooden's (2001) studies sampling a 

very small body of award-winning or best-selling literature, McCabe et al.'s (2011) approach reveals valuable 

data examining 5, 618 books, all published within the 20th century but selected from a more diverse pool of 

literature including Caldecott awarded books, Little Golden Books, and those books on the Children's Cata-

logue. 

 Researchers then analyzed the sample for "obvious markers of inequality," ultimately providing a 

"historical examination of symbolic annihilation by tying representations in books to patterns of feminist activ-

ism and backlash throughout the [20th] century" (McCabe et al., 2011, p. 199). On the whole, the 2011 study's 

data reveals that during eras of much involvement in women’s activism, 1900-1929 and 1970-2000, the por-

trayal of females in literature directly correlates to societal progress on the whole; the portrayal of females in 

literature directly correlates them to eras of gender traditionalism, 1930-1969, too (McCabe et al., 2011, p. 

201). This study rationalizes then mixed data sets of studies conducted previously, ultimately championing the 

idea that the cause for an equitable portrayal of female characters on the whole cannot be let go simply because 

progress has been evidenced in select studies, often conducted and serving as one small guise into a decade or 

two of the 20th century which they argue is not a broad enough spectrum for analysis as it is merely a litmus 

test of sorts (McCabe et. al, 2011).  



Rather, McCabe et al. (2011) urge for thoughtful consideration of previous and current data, providing 

what they have deemed "a comprehensive picture of inequality embedded in literature for children. . . through-

out the past century" with special emphasis upon the "social reproduction of gender inequality and the mainte-

nance of the gender system" (p. 203).  

 In contrast to prior studies, McCabe et al.'s (2011) examination of a 5, 618 book sample of children's 

literature from the 20th century shows that in no contexts were females present more frequently than males or 

even equitable; females appeared in just 966 title roles as men appear in 1,857, only 33% of books published in 

a year featured female animal protagonists, and on the whole, the female character exceeds no higher than a 

75% presence in books in stark contrast to males near 100% showing (McCabe et al., 2011, p. 209). Further-

more, the most prevalent inequitable portrayal of female characters is in those who are female animals while 

the least prevalent inequity lies in child characters (McCabe et al., 2011, pp. 209-215). Caldecott winners se-

lected for the study were less equitable than the Catalog selections, however Little Golden Books showed the 

most disparity in male to female representations (McCabe, 2011, p. 212). With regard to central and title roles 

such as that of a protagonist, the study supports the parallel between inequalities and historical context citing, 

"great disparity in titles and central characters" in the middle of the century from 1930-1969 just after the first 

women's movement, as well as data demonstrating that, recently published books since the 1990s, a product of 

the post 1970s women's liberation movement in which we presently reside, "come quite close to parity for hu-

man characters [of all ages]" but not females represented through animals (McCabe, 2011, pp. 215-216). One 

should not discount the importance of the intersection of gender politics, the same nature of politicking that 

prompted Weitzman et al.'s (1972) ground-breaking study– the very study which according to Clark, Kulkin, 

and Clancy (1999) was a "rallying point for feminist activism," prompting the creation of what McCabe deems 

today in retrospection" 'non-existent' booklists and feminist publishing companies. . . and 'the raising of con-

sciousness among more conventional publishers, award committees, author, parents, and teachers' " (as cited in 

McCabe et al., 2011, p. 221).  



 Furthermore, it is in the inquiry around studies, even when seemingly in contradiction to one another, 

that it becomes evident that the intersection of societal movements are those which prompt the formation of 

historical eras, out of which a culture's media, art, and literature, texts of all sorts, are born as representations 

of the climate and culture of the era; therefore, we must not let go of a sense of urgency because of progress– 

to underestimate the power of these texts to spurt the next social movement, prompting a historical era, and 

setting in motion all over again human agency this time whether implicitly or explicitly in the youth who read 

the texts we make available to them would be to regress.  

Analysis of Female Protagonists in Selected Body of Literature 

Young Adult Literature 

 Two young adult selections honored on the Amelia Bloomer Book List featuring strong female protag-

onists include: Lockhart's (2008) Disreputable History of Frankie Landau Banks and Howe's (2011) Addie on 

the Inside. These texts provide a glimpse into their authors' conscientiousness in creating characters who rec-

ognize literature's power as one of many discursive, social institutions, which one can point to as, "a key 

source in reproducing and legitimating gender systems and gender inequality [as social creations]" (McCabe et 

al., 2011, p. 218).  

Sharing experiences in primarily school settings, the reader comes to understand Addie and Frankie's 

motivations for boldly challenging authority and refusing to settle despite their own adolescent insecurities and 

insightful introspections– Frankie in a male dominated prep school where she cannot enter an all-male secret 

society and Addie in a public middle school where she questions her relationships, bullying, and her own 

world view but speaks her mind in the face of it all– both coming of age and defining themselves as strong, 

independent young women (Lockhart, 2008; Howe, 20011a). McKinney's (1996) insight into female adoles-

cence is accounted for in Frankie's and Addie's characterization having been modeled after real experiences in 

which, "A girl's way of knowing, development of voice, and identity and self-concept are all intricately interre-

lated, tightly woven together" (para. 6). Great value resides in young adult literature whose female protagonists 

serve as a unique guise like Addie and Frankie through which female readers, "can see reflections of them-



selves. These. . . are not fixed, but moving, changing, and hopeful," and are the very "reflections" which spurt 

Rosenblatt's (1976) "modes of living–" essential in the adolescent development process and undoubtedly called 

upon to inform reader agency in the future (McKinney, 1996).   

 Frankie of The Disreputable History of Frankie Landau-Banks, or "Bunny Rabbit" as readers learn she 

is known to her immediate family in the opening pages of this novel, pushes limits, standing in the face of 

those in her life who love her but view her, "Not a person who could solve a problem. Not even a person who 

walks fifteen blocks all by herself without getting run over by a car. To them, she was Bunny Rabbit. Innocent. 

In need of protection. Inconsequential" (Lockhart, 2008, pp. 12-13). Frankie's budding beauty leads to her get-

ting noticed much more as she starts back at Alabaster Prep School working to define herself as her own per-

son, different from her older sister and alumna in Frankie's words of, a "patriarchal establishment" (Lockhart, 

2008, p. 2). Lockhart seemingly echoes and breathes new life in Mines' (1989) testament to female heroes 

through Frankie. Heroes with unique opportunities to exercise agency who "transcend the common" and whose 

stories are deserving of making it into the hands of teenage readers because female characters are not: bystand-

ers to male greatness, victims, or mindless vehicles through which an excellent story but one dominated by 

males is created (Mines, 1989, pp. 12-13). In this case, Frankie's heroism comes as she challenges the all- male 

secret society at Alabaster Prep School where she attends, faces consequences for her actions, takes risks, 

dreams, screams, cries, laughs, realizes that she doesn't need to be loved by someone who doesn't value her, 

and in the midst of all of this pushes Alabaster's "old boys" mentality to its limits; she is a dimensional charac-

ter (Lockhart, 2008). Without question by the start of her next term at Alabaster, Frankie is a "self-reliant 

young female" but not without having had a realistic, formative experience along the way (Maples & Newman, 

1995, Concluding Comments Section, para.1). Lockhart's Frankie easily holds her own among past strong fe-

male protagonists recognized for their self-reliance whose work has also been held up as an authentic product 

of the world in which teens are living (Maples & Newman, 1995). This sentiment is echoed as Frankie leaves 

readers emphasizing, "She will not be simple and sweet, She will not be what people tell her she should be. 

That Bunny Rabbit is Dead" (Lockhart, 2008, p. 342). In Frankie, Lockhart validates readers' needs for experi-



ences with texts in line with Mines' (1989) sentiments affirming that teens are deserving of books with strong 

female characters whose stories are worthy of telling (p.12). 

 Addie on The Inside is a novel in poems comprised of collections, all first-person, narrative introspec-

tions which Howe (2011a) crafted drawing upon his own and his daughter's experiences during the middle 

school years (Rohrbach, 2011); Howe discussed his purposeful format selection with Rohrback, a feature writ-

er for Kirkus (2011) stating, " Wherever a poem may go, it’s usually about one moment that sparks first the 

reflection of the poet and then, hopefully, it’s shaped into something that will spark the thoughtfulness and re-

flection in the reader" (“What About Poetry,” para. 1 ). In this case, Howe's (2011a) creation of a novel in po-

ems enabled him to craft Addie, a strong female protagonist, whose collection poems without question spark 

thoughtfulness. It is in Addie's voice alone– her personal inner musings and struggles– that the reader comes to 

understand how difficult it must be for her to speak her mind and stay true to herself while at the same time 

internally negotiating the seemingly endless borderland between being alone and standing alone in her convic-

tions because other girls her age stay quiet as reinforced by traditional gender roles (Howe, 2011a). In "10 Hai-

kus, 10 Cats," Addie reflects on this schism in her life between being willing to stand alone proudly in her con-

victions and the result of doing so in a cliquey, judgmental environment deemed, "the purgatory of middle 

school;" she contemplates the matter, through the relationship of her cats, Johnson and Kennedy, questioning: 

 What must it be like 

 to move through your days always 

 in step with a friend? (Howe, 2011b, pp. 28-30) 

It is in the seemingly everyday, ordinary, events that teens glean insight into Addie's and generations of teens' 

insecurities that Howe is able to reveal for the first time, the extraordinary that lies in making the tough deci-

sions and ultimately emulating strong female protagonists in doing so. It is in single lines and entire stanzas of 

poems in Addie on the Inside that Howe's (2011a) portrayal of a thirteen year old female protagonist exposes 

her vulnerability making her a resilient, realistic female who does not reinforce the "stories [which] abound in 

which females must seek help for the solutions to problems rather than to find answers within themselves" 



(Maples and Newman, 1995, para. 5). No– rather, Howe (2011a) creates Addie, a thirteen-year-old girl on the 

brink of womanhood who values diversity, seeks romance and friendship, admires the strong females roles in 

her life, and speaks out even in the face of resistance or judgment despite her insecurities. Howe's novel in po-

ems paints the picture of an adolescent girl who often feels all alone in her journey just like teen readers feel; 

and in doing, so he has masterfully created a feminist text through which Addie is the female heroin for those 

stuck in (as the first collection of novel is entitled), "This Purgatory of the Middle School Years" (Howe, 

2011a). 

Children's Literature  

 The remaining children's books in the selected body of feminist literature include: Carpenter and Flem-

ing's (2009) Imogene's Last Stand, Gerstein's (2009) A Book, Wharton's (2008) What does Mrs. Claus Do?, 

Alko's (2011) Everyday Dress Up, and Fosberry's (2008) My name is Not Isabella: Just How Big Can a Little 

Girl Dream?.  Common themes and approaches are present in the folkloric and historical underpinnings of the-

se picture books whose subject matter are reflective of those Wellhousen (1996) outlines as essential themes 

for supporting children in understanding gender roles through children's literature: nontraditional pursuits of 

boys and girls, non traditional jobs for men and women, and females who take initiative (p. 81-82). In each 

picture book examined, these three themes intersect, creating quality feminist children's literature which is un-

fortunately today still the minority because findings show that male adults, "appear 53% more times in illustra-

tions" in genre dependent upon visual representations to communicate as much as the words (Hamilton, et al. 

2006, p. 757; Vandergrift, 1995, p. 63). Consideration must be given to how the intersection of all three of 

Wellhousen's (1996) themes in each selected picture book lends itself to a more equitable portrayal of female 

protagonists regardless of if they are children, who tend to be more equitably portrayed than adults, according 

to Hamilton et al. (2006) or adults in a society where Rider's (2000) data show that, "so-called boys' books 

[and other media] outsell girls'" (as cited in Hamilton et al., 2006, p. 763). Moreover, because children's books 

are those which greatly impact the formation of self-concept, consideration of Wellhousen's (1996) themes as 

they impact literary quality and the quality of gender representations is further supported by Hein et al.'s 



(1999) discussion of the following six characteristics for consideration of positive gender role models in chil-

dren's literature through examination of characters': personal traits, issues important to him or her, problem 

solving, relationships with others, departure from traditional stereotypes, and voice for the often unheard in 

children's literature (p. 429).  

 Similar in approach, Every-Day Dress-Up and My name is Not Isabella: Just How Big Can a Little Girl 

Dream? are told through the perspective of child female protagonists whose child's play present readers with 

biographical figures from history (Fosberry, 2008; Alko, 2011). Isabella of My name is Not Isabella: Just How 

Big Can a Little Girl Dream? and the nameless little girl in Every-Day Dress Up through play embody figures 

such as Amelia Earhart, Marie Curie, and others, conveying to readers that they too can breakdown barriers 

and achieve the unexpected as females who pursue their interests regardless of what shadows of doubt society 

in the past and unfortunately today may cast (Fosberry, 2008; Alko, 2011). It is clear in the text and illustra-

tions of these books that through what begins as normal play, these little girls have the time of their lives, en-

gaged not in typical dress up but in the becoming the personas of strong female women of the past century as 

motivated by characteristics of gender-equitable characterization and themes set forth by the authors of the 

books (Fosberry, 2008; Alko, 2011; Wellhousen, 1996; Hein et al. 1999).  

 Imogene's Last Stand (2009) works similarity to deliver a theme through Imogene's exploration of self-

directed biographical figures from history, but is more complex as these figures' famous lines become Imogene 

Tripp's dialogue, layered into the plot of the story which portrays a young girl working tirelessly to save her 

town's historical society; upon entering the old building with her father in the opening pages who called the 

place "a mess," it is clear that in Imogene, Fleming & Carpenter (2009) give life to a contemporary who is an 

intellectual, passionate, insightful, and motivated young lady who replies to her father, even correcting him 

with her insight:   

 This isn't a mess, Daddy. . . This is history. And in the immortal words of Dr. Martin  Luther King, 

Jr. 'We are made by history.' Then she got busy sweeping away cobwebs,  filing old letters, pasting yellowed 



photographs into albums, identifying fossils,  organizing arrowheads, and even refinishing a four-poster 

bed. (6) 

Just as in the characterization of Imogene, Isabella and the nameless protagonist in Every-Day Dress-Up, read-

ers are presented with girls who the authors intentionally place in typical, even gender stereotyped child's play 

within the opening scenes of the text, as means through which the attributes of strong female protagonists are 

developed, ultimately motivating young readers to think outside of the box and never to settle or stifle great 

ambitions which may equal or even surpass those of strong biographical figures (Fosberry, 2008; Alko, 2011; 

Fleming & Carpenter, 2009). These are biographical figures who rather than being portrayed as images like 

those persons which hang in museums and collect dust beside a third person account of his or her life, are in a 

paradoxical sense personified once again by being woven into the lives of three young female protagonists 

who are like readers but different from readers have confidence and grand aspirations. Readers are left after 

learning about the attributes of famous biographical figures with the voice of Isabella who describes herself 

with character traits matching those of the strong women of history as closes her eyes to dream "about who she 

would be. . . tomorrow" (Fosberry, 2008). Imogene's Last Stand echoes this sentiment as readers are left with 

Imogene who having quoted historical character's throughout the story in the same cadence states, "in the im-

mortal words of me. . . That was totally fun;" these words are then included right alongside the quotes of fa-

mous figures in history in the pages which follow alluding to the power of her aspirations and own greatness 

(Fleming & Carpenter, 2009). Both Imogene and Isabella's actions, though simplistic, place the protagonists on 

equal footing with the historical figures they've admired and in a sense become by the end of the stories; so too 

are the readers on equal footing by the end.  

 What Does Mrs. Clause Do? and A Book challenge the magic of storytelling and folklore as readers 

encounter two very different tales from what they may be accustomed to– one in which they learn about the 

many roles of Mrs. Clause who is talked traditionally about little aside from being married to Santa Clause and 

the other in which a character grapples to figure out what her story should be, talking in what resembles confi-

dential asides in a film or tv episode to the reader (Wharton, 2008; Gerstein, 2009). Both picture books present 



characters who can be easily molded to fit stereotypes but are far from it; rather, authors Wharton (2008) and 

Gerstein (2009) address these assumptions directly through characterization and unique plots to present nontra-

ditional pursuits of boys and girls, non traditional jobs for men and women, and females who take initiative in 

line with Wellhousen's (1996) themes (p. 81-82). For instance, in A Book, the child, female protagonist whose 

mother's story is that of a "fearless firefighter" and her "hardworking father" whose is that of a clown, set off 

on an adventure in an effort to discover what her story will be as she contemplates growing up (Gerstein, 

2009). Soon, the little girl is lead on her adventure into recognizable, notable tales and into the stories of her 

family members but at no point accepts a story as her own life's vocation that she does not want. Moreover, 

she is clearly exercising her own judgment and ability to problem solve right up to the end when readers learn 

that she became an author and sits to begin writing a story, the circular ending of the very story being read by 

readers, A Book (Gerstein, 2009). Mrs. Clause also makes for a unique, strong female protagonist who exercis-

es her judgment playing to readers' curiosity of what she does while Santa Clause is away, conforming solely 

to neither male or female gender-role stereotypes and therefore diverging greatly from the assumption that a 

nurturing, gentle wife is all that she is (Heine, Inkster, Kazemek, Williams, Raschke, & Stevens, 1999, p. 429). 

In just the turn of a few pages Mrs. Clause goes from honoring veteran reindeer as host of the Jingle Bell Ball 

to advising the operations of Claus Enterprises to purported roles as meteorologist, hula instructor, even candy 

can miner, highlighting her confident "female voice" across contexts, the mark of a quality, contemporary pic-

ture book (Vandergrift, 1995;Wharton, 2008). The author is sure to value Mrs. Clause in the traditional female 

gender stereotypes commonly associated with  her, in leaving it in place, but using it to inspire curiosity before 

teasing out the idea that Mrs. Clause is absolutely instrumental in Santa's success because she uses her talents 

in numerous ways— all of which she selects and in which she appears without Santa, affirming her independ-

ence and purpose regardless of if he is present (Heine et al., 1999; Wharton, 2008). 

Middle Reader Literature 

 Deborah Wiles', (2001) Love Ruby Lavender, has been honored by ALA and NCTE in addition to nu-

merous other organizations demonstrating that to examine literary quality first is effective means for finding 



literature also valued for its portrayal of positive gender role models (Hein et al., 1999, p. 429). This quality is 

evident in the characterization of Ruby Lavender and her grandmother who are practically inseparable, saving 

chickens from a slaughterhouse among other activities (Wiles, 2001). It is when her beloved grandmother 

leaves to visit family in Hawaii for several weeks upon the birth of a new baby cousin that Ruby's characteri-

zation shines when truly tested, learning how to tackle problems without losing sight of her convictions and in 

the meantime not only learning about herself and others but finally starting to heal after the death of her grand-

father and in the midst of an extremely rocky relationship with enemy, Melba Jane on her own terms (Wiles, 

2001). It is in Ruby's keen sense of humor and no-nonsense, witty voice that readers relate to her as a girl who 

makes the best of what she feels is a crumby situation having expressed her inner-most feeling in the past in 

person and in letters woven throughout the book with her confidant and grandmother, Miss Eula (Wiles, 2001). 

The book opens with the inclusion of a write-up from the Aurora County News' Agricultural Page announcing 

the retirement of Lucius Peterson who runs the slaughterhouse; the write-up quotes Peterson who explains that 

his last hens will be on the town's dinner table soon enough; the article goes on then to state, "Local citizen. . . 

Miss Eula. . . long known for her commitment to animal rights and lost causes, was heard to say in response, 

"That's what you think, Buster" (Wiles, 2001, xii). This short excerpt from the opening pages speaks to Wiles' 

commitment throughout the entire book to the equitable portrayal of women and girls as assured, non-passive, 

and independent characters who provide, "valuable insights into popular culture, children's world, stratifica-

tion, and socialization" within a genre studied extensively with regard to gender (McCabe et al., 2011, p.198; 

Hamilton et. al, 2006). It is devotion to these seemingly "lost causes" which bond Miss Eula and Ruby and in 

Miss Eula's absence prompt Ruby to discover what she is truly capable of even when it seems that it is a lost 

cause, inspiring readers as a result (Wiles, 2001).  

Conclusion  

Further consideration of the role of strong-female protagonists in young adult and children’s literature 

rests at the core of our work as advocates for change today. This is one-facet within a larger scale movement 

underway currently within the National Council for Teachers of English given its 2014 Resolution for the 



Need for Diverse Children’s and Young Adult Books, put to a vote for consideration as official policy at the 

time of publication. It is this nature of reflective practice which prompted my inquiry into this topic through 

vital questions I challenge you to consider more closely as they relate to your everyday practices:   

Is selecting literature the same for children and young adults as it is for adults in so far as adults unwa-

vering zeal and the importance of personal taste? Having spent time in middle level and elementary classrooms 

working with all types of readers, I would argue that yes, it is the same; however the difference we see as edu-

cators is that unless many students are taught how to explicitly select, judge, and interact with texts, the stu-

dents for who this does not happen naturally fall through the cracks; these are the students often entering my 

classroom in middle school with the “non-reader” label having been the subject of teacher’s lounge grum-

blings. This approach to our students does not value readers of all ages personal taste. Rather, it is a true dis-

service to the children we have the privilege to serve and a waste of valuable time, while all the ongoing strug-

gles are cries for help. Literature selection for our top readers is full of passion because we make suggestions 

and these readers make selections which coincide with their personal taste. It should be no different for our 

most-struggling readers. 

I take what to many seems like a common-sense approach, but sometimes we all need reminders when 

we are in the thick of it. I teach these students through explicit reading interventions which honor the affective 

domain of reading as much as the skills focused domains. We must teach readers to work through making se-

lections. I teach middle school. I teach skills. This is no different than note taking or assisting in organizational 

skills, but a skill certainly as deserving if not more of our attention. Selection is key! As we consider our best-

practices, we cannot overlook the paramount importance of making both diverse young adult and children’s 

literature available which honors all gender-roles and our role also in supporting students in the triumphs and 

struggles of the process of finding what I’ve taught readers is a “just right book.” It takes the children and 

young adolescents several attempts at book selection because unlike an adult they are still discovering their 

interests and refining their personal taste.  



This often means building a classroom library which goes beyond what a school building library may 

include in particular in underprivileged areas such as the one in which I teach where saying that funding is lim-

ited is a gross misrepresentation— it is practically non-existent. The classroom teacher who is personally fund-

ing classroom libraries then has a large responsibility. Having built a classroom library over the years, I be-

lieve that without it, assisting learners in becoming passionate readers is more difficult. It all starts with selec-

tions. And, given constraints of the school day, timing, and the need to supervise other learners in tandem with 

this ongoing process, the classroom library eases the interplay of these concerns logistically. Certainly it can 

be done without a class library, but I have worked in various schools where the district’s definition of a diverse 

body of text offerings and mine are polar opposites. I often draw upon student-reader interest surveys to make 

purchasing decisions, look into ALA’s Young Adult Library Services selections made by teens in their teen 

“best of lists” published annually, contact the public library teen council selections in the area in which I live, 

and pull from the diverse body of ALA award lists and a magnitude of special-interest lists like the Amelia 

Bloomer Booklist. Many of mine and my colleagues best recommendations come from suggestions shared via 

Social Media and the exorbitant amount of blogs and websites devoted to providing rich experiences with text 

for emerging readers. 

If we are to teach our students to love reading the way that we as English teachers do because we have 

been transformed, renewed, and inspired by reading, we must teach them how to try out new books, to return 

books they dislike and select new ones rather than giving up, and how to engage with and fall in love with the 

right book when they find it— most likely within a diverse library offering rich, realistic literature and non-

fiction. After all, as adults this is a literacy experience in our comfort zone. Imagine trying to develop or refine 

your reading chops as a child or teen with text that has no appeal. Honoring personal taste is vital. We must 

ensure that we honor our students taste in the texts we put in their hands which means honoring their individu-

ality and human agency in literature.  

Next, do we consider the picture the world is painting for youth with regard to power, equality, gender 

and social roles? I would argue that we think we do so more explicitly than we actually do in the face of the 



laundry list of tasks expected of teachers today— tasks which are a reality but pull us away from what we 

know to be best-practices. Like the culture in which our students are living, we all have improvements to make 

with regard to how we promote discourse around power, equality, gender, and social roles. Certainly societal 

change is incremental. Change in classrooms is no different, but just as revolutions begin with those first cru-

cial moments so too must our commitments to promoting discursive exchanges surrounding what many con-

sider the “tough topics.” These are conversations where student voices are valued in addressing and posing 

questions with regard to the reality of growing up today in a world which continues to misrepresent female fig-

ures with regard to gender-roles, interplays of power, and equality in society.    

It is in mindful creation of diverse text-sets to enrich our curriculums that educators should build time 

for these conversations. I am fearful that we are missing opportunities if our text-sets are not mindful of gender 

globally but particularly with regard to the portrayal of females. Furthermore, much discussion surrounds the 

female protagonist as a catalyst for human agency in the lives of adolescents and children today because these 

sub genres have made significant strides over the past half century to present females who are not utter perfec-

tion, but whose persistence and ability to exercise agency is limitless. In selecting and recommending literature 

for children and teens, we must return to the resounding truth found in Vandergrift's (1995) nearly two decade 

old affirmation that, "Through children's literature, young people can become familiar with aspects of history 

absent in school curricula and with a literary canon that affirms women's lives and represents female heroes 

independent of the male model" (p.61). It is from within this contemporary canon of quality literature that we 

must deliberately seek selections for young readers and bring youth together in discursive reading situations in 

which they can find themselves and eventual recognize the reading experience as "an extension, an amplifica-

tion, of life itself" (Rosenblatt, 1976, p. 278).  

Frankie, Addie, Isabella, Imogene, Mrs. Clause, Ruby and other female protagonists discussed in this 

analysis may not be right for every reader, but any shortcomings which surface when considering these books 

for recommendation, other titles on the Amelia Bloomer Book List account for as it is a collection with a di-

verse body of female protagonists (American Library Association Social Responsibilities Round Table Femi-



nist Task Force, 2013; Lockhart, 2008; Wiles, 2001; Howe, 2011a; Fosberry, 2008; Fleming & Carpenter, 

2009; Wharton, 2008; Gerstein, 2009; Alko, 2011). Perhaps then this list should be a starting point for us as 

we redouble our commitment to continued progress in the creation of children's and young adult literature with 

an equitable portrayal of female characters by reinforcing realistic gender-roles through the selection and rec-

ommendation of literature with strong female protagonists. 
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Humiliation on Paper: Journaling as a Release for a Dying Teen 

Book Review 

Elisa Malinowitz 

McCain, Gillian and McNeil, Legs. 2013. Dear Nobody: The True Diary of Mary Rose. Naperville, IL: 

Sourcebooks Fire. 323pp. $15.99 

Teachers and parents understand adolescence to be one of the toughest times of life. The transition from child-

hood to young adulthood is filled with hardship and confusion. Problems seem magnified. Shunning from 

peers hurts, a scornful glance injures. As with any wound, time is touted as the great healer. We have told our 

students to “give it time,” and that “good things come to those who wait.” Expressions about time and its bene-

fits are among the most hackneyed in the English language. 

But what if this healing elixir runs out?  

This was the case for 15 year old Mary Rose. Authors/editors Gillian McCain and Legs McNeil use her diary 

as a template for their collaboration, Dear Nobody: The True Diary of Mary Rose. The two are perhaps best 

known for their work on Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History of Punk. McNeil is also one of the 

original founders of Punk Magazine and is a regular contributor to Vice.com. With work that skews toward a 

younger audience, it is not surprising the two would collaborate on publication of a teen diary. McNeil says a 

friend passed along the diary, which he knew would have a strong impact on those who read it. 

Mary Rose was a troubled 15-year-old girl with a list of problems both typical and atypical for someone her 

age. “Insecurity, depression, physical, emotional and sexual abuse, drug and alcohol problems, bullying, 

break-ups and divorce” (iv) are among the issues examined. She doesn’t talk a great deal about the cystic fi-

brosis which ultimately kills her until near the end of her diary. The authors tell us that the narrative and pic-

tures are the creation of the teenager, but the book reads more like the work of established writers.  One exam-

ple comes early; on page 7 we read  



phone in one hand, cigarette in the other—her eyes shifting uneasily and her voice trembling; 

the fluorescent light of the phone booth was forming a halo above her head. It reminded me of 

my childhood, when I envisioned my mother as a saint, as my angel, like most young children 

do, despite any circumstances. For a moment, I was saddened by the corruption of my child-

hood fallacies. 

 It is astonishing to think a girl who moved from school to school, was behind academically, and was busy 

fighting for survival, could write as cohesively and engagingly as the words found in the McCain/McNeil col-

laboration. 

The authors/editors seem to want to get Mary Rose’s work out because they believe her words of pain will res-

onate with other teenagers. Perhaps teens will identify with Mary Rose’s struggles and will understand they are 

not alone in their grief. McCain and McNeil may also be looking to instill compassion in their readers. By 

sharing Mary Rose’s distress, teens and others may realize their peers are undergoing difficulties which can 

lead to thoughtful discourse instead of ridicule.  

Using this book in class will allow students to see how cathartic putting words to paper can be. Mary Rose 

pours her emotions into her diary without restraint. Teenagers may be reluctant to address their problems in a 

diary for fear of an adult discovering their private thoughts, but they can see how written words live on after a 

person has passed; and how those words, even when they depict mistakes and poor judgment, can bring com-

fort and understanding to those who are left. If teachers use the book to begin a unit on journal writing, they 

might tell students that their work would only be read in class if the student allowed it; this would assure those 

who desire it privacy from their peers, and also give students freedom to express themselves without fear of 

humiliation.  

The diary chronicles Mary Rose’s life starting with her arrest in 1996 for possession of alcohol. It quickly 

leads to her being held captive by her mother’s abusive boyfriend and the painful beatings she suffered. The 

entries continue with descriptions of Mary Rose’s longings for friends and romance. She describes her experi-

mentation with illegal drugs and resulting hallucinations. “I spent the next two hours trying to will myself to 



sleep...my thoughts kept fighting with each other. It was like good and evil having a battle…I just laid there 

letting my two parts fight it out with each other. The sun was coming up when I finally passed out” (57).  

While this passage is didactic to some, it may resonate with other students who have had experiences with 

drugs. In another entry, Mary Rose writes like a seasoned author as she describes a rival having “eyes as clear 

and light as the sky in August” (87). The blend of harrowing experiences with pastoral text do a good job of 

helping us feel the wrenching of a teenager pulled in multiple directions. Her normal teenaged fantasies com-

pete for attention with abuse and disease. 

While Mary Rose lacks maturity in making life choices, her use of language is well developed. One example is 

her reflection on love as “the creator of hate and the daughter of disappointment…a whore to poets, musicians, 

songwriters…[who] use it as fodder to sell their frustrations and personal impotence…Love has power, not the 

lovers” (281). Authors with decades of experience have published prose less profound and meaningful. Stu-

dents who read the diary will understand they too have the power to be reflective and philosophical. 

Some passages include Mary Rose’s reflections on a happy, less complicated childhood. Whether her remem-

brances are accurate or indicate embellished nostalgia is difficult to say. She blames much of her dysfunction 

on her mother. Her court ordered rehab provides pages of Mary Rose blaming alcohol consumption for many 

of her problems. The assignment of blame to others makes the book sound like the authentic thoughts of a 15 

year old; while much of the wisdom sounds like it germinates from someone much older. 

The first half of the diary deals almost exclusively with Mary Rose’s delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse, and 

feelings about friendships, her mother, and sex. There are only small glimpses of her disease until the middle 

of the diary. During a lengthy hospital stay, Mary Rose begins to detail the Cystic Fibrosis, which is killing her 

friends in the hospital, and will ultimately kill her. As she writes about her illness, the writing feels more bona 

fide. She describes the mucus and blood which choke her and how ejecting the mess becomes more routine 

with practice. So much so, she expels whenever she cannot manage to hold back, regardless of who may be 

watching or what opinions others have about the ugly expulsion. 

 



Although the writing does not initially seem authentic for a teenager, the book is a page turner. Certainly not every 

teenager or young adult will be able to relate to all of the misery suffered by Mary Rose, but something will likely 

resonate for most who read the diary. As assigned reading, it would evoke controversy as nearly each page is filled 

with profanity. The ease with which Mary Rose engages in drug and sex experimentation could lead some to pro-

test the book as a “how-to” for impressionable young people. I would anticipate some parents not liking their chil-

dren reading a book as disturbing as this one.  

The book will also spark a lot of “chicken or the egg” arguments as students and teachers debate whether Mary 

Rose’s destructive behavior was a response to her debilitating disease, or whether her disease was more incapacitat-

ing because of her unhealthy habits. It’s a frank discussion about destructive paths unprepared teens take in re-

sponse to pressures in their lives. While most students aren’t faced with their own mortality, they are not immune 

to other uncertainties which give the book credibility as a resource for young people who may be feeling alone in 

their struggles.  

While I had difficulty at times believing the text is the work of a poorly educated adolescent, this only speaks to the 

strength of the writing, which is quite powerful. Worthwhile lessons of sympathy and compassion come through as 

beacons. Some boys may not be able to relate to the character as deeply as girls, as the diary is filled with situations 

and emotions representative of adolescent females. Mary Rose’s response to a gang rape could be difficult for 

many boys to fully sympathize with, as this is a problem faced mostly by females. However, many of her dreams 

and all of her poor choices manage to cut across gender lines. It’s hard to read the book and not find a lump in the 

throat for Mary Rose’s suffering. It’s the type of book which should move even the most reluctant reader. I would 

recommend this book for mature students in grades 10, 11, and 12, and would suggest a permission slip or at least a 

letter of explanation sent home ahead of assigning this book to offset potential parental concern about a book with 

mature themes and strong language. The candid disclosures will help students in difficult situations understand they 

are not alone, and may help others avoid or discontinue the dangerous behavior in which Mary Rose engages.  

 

Elisa R. Malinovitz is a graduate student at the University of Akron.  She will graduate in May 2015 with an M.Ed.. 
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