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2009 English Festival Booklist
7th–9th Grades

Susan Campbell Bartoletti 
Kids on Strike!

Wendy Mass 
A Mango-Shaped Space

Richard Peck 
A Long Way from Chicago

Graham Salisbury 
Blue Skin of the Sea

Graham Salisbury 
Under the Blood-Red Sun

Jordan Sonnenblick  
Drums, Girls & Dangerous Pie

Kate Thompson 
The New Policeman

10th–12th Grades

Susan Campbell Bartoletti 
Kids on Strike!

Cinda W. Chima 
The Warrior Heir

Carl Deuker 
Runner

Helen Frost 
Keesha’s House

Graham Salisbury 
Eyes of the Emperor

Graham Salisbury 
Blue Skin of the Sea

Markus Zusak  
The Book Thief

Introduction

For nearly all of its thirty-one years, the Youngstown State University English  
Festival Committee has published a collection of the prize-winning essays  
written during each Festival’s activities and competitions. Such a publication is 

wholly in keeping with the Festival’s stated goal to “recognize and reward distinctive 
writing.” It is also a means for publicizing the extraordinary work that Youngstown-area 
students do at the Festival, both in preparing themselves by reading the works on the 
English Festival booklist and in composing thoughtful and engaging essays before and 
during the Festival.

The essays included in this 2009 edition of A Festival of Writing are no excep-
tion. They reflect the excellent language facility of our area’s students, as well as their 
careful reading and critical thinking. The YSU English Festival Committee congratulates 
those students whose work appears in these pages, and it commends the parents and 
teachers who have supported these young writers.



Festival of Writing—2009

2



Thirtieth-First Festival

3

Candace Gay 
Memorial Awards
Candace Gay Memorial Essay Prompt for 2009

Families come in many varieties. Discuss the ways families are important in at least two of this year’s Festival books.

First-Prize Essays
Wednesday
Gretchen Scheel
Canfield High School

Diverse Families
If you give a few cans of Play-Doh® to a 

small child, he or she will be occupied for hours. 
Entire worlds can be created from this colorful 
clay. Families are just as diverse as Play-Doh. 
So many colors, blends, and shapes exist that 
they cannot be counted. 

The Play-Doh-like qualities of families 
were particularly evident in three English Fes-
tival books. The Taylors in Runner, the Okubos 
from Eyes of the Emperor, and the Hubermanns 
of The Book Thief are all examples of the di-
versity of families. The importance of each of 
family to the protagonists of these novels also 
demonstrates how crucial families are.

The Taylors from Runner are certainly an 
atypical family. This father and son pair doesn’t even live on dry 
land! Another unusual characteristic of this little family is the 
reversal of traditional parent-child roles. Chance, a mere teenager, 
is faced daily with the task of caring for his alcoholic, chronically 
unemployed father. Mr.. Taylor not only depends on Chance to 
work and provide financial stability, but to provide emotional 
support as well. It is obvious that Chance acts like the son Mr. 
Taylor never was and the responsible parent he can’t be. 

With the knowledge that he has destroyed his own life, 
Mr. Taylor desires a better life for his son. But his greatest wish 
is that Chance will remember him as more than a jobless drunk. 
Through his heroic death, this dream is fulfilled. Mr. Taylor 
manages to leave his son with a legacy of bravery rather than 
disappointment. But Chance learns more from his father than 
the value of courage. By being forced to grow up quickly, Chance 
learns how to be responsible and independent. The Taylor family 
clearly demonstrates that family problems teach us and shape 
us, but they certainly don’t define us. 

Just as the Taylors aren’t defined by alcoholism, the Okubos 
in Eyes of the Emperor are not just a Japanese family. On the 
outside, this family follows the traditional setup of two kids, a 
Ma, and a Pop. However, this family is not as ordinary as they 
outwardly appear. 

Eddy and Herbie, the two teenage sons, live under the same 
roof yet half a world away from their parents. Ma and Pop Okubo 

are issei, first-generation immigrants from Ja-
pan. They raise their niesi (second-generation 
Japanese-American) sons as Americans and 
give them American names. 

Eddy and Herbie grow up surrounded 
by their parents’ memories of Japan and a 
distinctly Japanese way of living, but they are 
not of that culture or way of life. And though 
these two young men are Americans, their 
white peers don’t fully accept them because 
they seem too Japanese. 

By not truly belonging to either world, 
Eddy and Herbie are forced to find a different 
way to belong. This story mainly focuses on 
Eddy and his struggle to serve his country as a 
Japanese-American at a time when his country 
distrusts Japanese-Americans. But instead of 
shunning his heritage, Eddy grows to accept 
and even embrace it. He learns the paradox 
of family heritage: use your family’s past as a 
guide for the future. 

It has been said that, “you can't choose 
your family, though you can choose your friends.” In a way, the 
realities of this statement are completely reversed for Liesel 
Meminger of The Book Thief. Liesel adopts Rosa and Hans Hu-
bermann as her family, while Liesel’s neighbor, Rudy Steiner, 
selects her as his best friend. Liesel gains a new family because 
her biological parents desert her and her younger brother dies. 
She finds love in the Hubermanns, who take her in as a foster 
child. She also accepts Max Vandenburg, a Jewish refugee, as a 
member of her new family. 

Liesel learns several things from her family. She observes 
how Rosa shows love through insults and beatings. She learns 
a quiet, patient yet strong love from Hans. And from Max, she 
learns the love that friends share. Rudy, Liesel’s best friend and 
first love, shows her the meaning of unconditional love. Love, 
hope, and strength surround Liesel and carry her through the 
most brutal years of World War II in Nazi Germany. And as the 
war takes her family and friends away from her, the young girl 
learns that families are not permanent in a physical sense. 

She does discover, however, that the love her family gave 
to her will last forever. Until the end of her life, Liesel carries the 
memories of Rosa, Hans, Max, and Rudy to her deathbed. Her 
last earthly thoughts are of her dear loved ones long past and 
those still alive. Only the powerful love she receives from her 
family could cause a strong, lasting remembrance such as this. 

It’s obvious that family is an important influence in anyone’s 
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life, but it was especially important to Chance, Eddy, and Liesel. 
Although the circumstances and structure of their families vary 
greatly, each family provides these three young people with 
strength, love, and security. And Chance, Eddy, and Liesel are 
each molded into the adults they would become by their families, 
just like a child molds shapes from Play-Doh. 

Thursday 
Anna Livia Rice
St. Charles School

It Takes a Tragedy
My mom always told me that events that won’t kill me will 

make me stronger. This proved to be true both when my father 
divorced my mother, and the truism is reinforced in this year’s 
English Festival novels. During the time after the divorce, my 
family drifted apart and was very distanced, much like families 
in this year’s stories. Finally, we realized that he was not coming 
back and that maybe, just maybe we were better off without 
him in our everyday lives. 

My family grew stronger and closer because of that experi-
ence, as was the case in Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie and in 
A Mango-Shaped Space. Tragedies, such as divorce, illness, or 
death, can distance a family and/or bring them closer together. 
Families can be the best kind of support system during difficult 
times. However, in the two novels I chose, the families are chal-
lenged to stick together and overcome their grief to pull together 
to overcome their obstacles. 

When Steven and his family hear the news that Jeffrey, 
the youngest son, has leukemia, they blame themselves, and 
everything else goes down hill from there. 
While Steven’s mom and Jeffrey are away 
getting treatment for the cancer, Steven 
and his dad don’t talk much; actually for 
a very long time they don’t speak to each 
other at all. Steven states this point blank 
in two quotes: “And don’t get me started 
on my father, Mister Personality. If you ask 
me, he could use a good, stern, talking-to 
as well” (58) and “Any supposed father who 
doesn’t address his son, say, once a day isn’t 
even a father, in my opinion” (58). 

Throughout the majority of the novel, Steven and his 
father are like two strangers passing by each other who just 
happen to live in the same house. Then it appears that Steven’s 
mother is also avoiding him, and for that, Steven feels a strong 
resentment toward her. However, it turns out that Mrs. Alper 
has been checking in constantly, and Steven’s father has been 
keeping this from him. Steven describes his “Parent Situation” 
in one quote—“No wonder my mom was weepy and my dad 
was a zombie” (76). Then, to make the whole situation worse, 
Steven overhears hears his mother telling the doctor how the 
financial situation is getting worse and worse. Steven’s way to 
cope with all of this is to play his drums frequently and also to 
totally neglect everything involving academic in school. 

It’s toward the middle of the novel, while Steven is prac-

ticing his drums again, that his father tries to talk with him and 
Steven is shocked—“I couldn’t believe my father was just now 
noticing me and that I might be upset about my brother’s situ-
ation” (110). 

Finally, Steven is forced to accompany Mr. Alper and Jef-
fery to the hospital. While they boys on the ride up, a power 
quote comes into the story that shows how much Jeffrey really 
depends on his brother—“Keep me brave. Please? Just keep me 
brave” (221). While at the hospital Steven meets a very wise 
girl who makes Steven promise her that he will always stick 
with his brother. Her advice comes in handy when Steven has 
to choose whether to accompany Jeffrey to the hospital or to 
perform in his long-awaited band performance. When Steven 
chooses Jeffrey, the family begins pulling together and bonding 
in a way that they hadn’t before. They realized that all of them 
have to make sacrifices.

Mia, from A Mango-Shaped Space, first realizes that she 
is different in second grade when she was ridiculed for writing 
in colored chalk. However, Mia is writing in colored chalk for a 
specific reason. For Mia every number, letter, word, and sound 
has a color. Mia learns to keep this “problem” to herself for 
many years when the students in her class called her a freak. 
When her secret is forced out, she spends the majority of her 
time away from her family, learning more about her condition. 
That’s where her problems begin.

Mia isn’t the only “strange” one in her family. There is her 
older sister, Beth, who dyes her hair way more often than normal 
and superstitious Zack, her younger brother, who keeps a chart 
of all the hamburgers that he’s ever eaten, and, finally, her father 
who keeps adding on to their old house. Even Mia’s cat, Mango, 
has a little bit of strangeness in him, and Mia suspects that a 
part of her deceased Grandpa’s soul lives in Mango.

Mia goes to see the neurologist and he informs her that 
she has synesthesia. Dr. Weiss gives Mia a website about her 

condition; this website is one of the ways 
that Mia manages to isolate herself from 
the rest of her family. Mia sets up a profile 
for herself on the synesthesia website that 
Jerry gave her, and the next day Adam, a 
boy with her condition, e-mails her. 

Mia neglects Mango because of 
waiting for a response to the e-mail she 
sends Adam, which is abnormal behavior 
for Mia, and her parents begin to notice 
these changes. Mia begins hiding ap-
pointments that she secretly makes for 
acupuncture; she forgets Mango’s pill, 

cheats on a math test, neglects a major history project, and 
kisses a boy that she’s had only just met in person. It isn’t until 
Mango’s tragic death that Mia realizes that she needs her family 
and her family reaches out to her.

In both stories it takes a tragedy to pull them together after 
they fall apart because of a tragedy. In Steven’s case it is leukemia 
that pulls them apart, and Jeffrey’s getting a dangerously high 
fever brings them together. In Mia’s story the discovery of her 
synthesis and an addicting website isolate them, and a beloved 
pet’s sudden death brings them closer. Through tragedies, the 
members of the families in these two stories have to realize 
their importance to each other and become stronger and closer 
than ever before.
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Friday 
Christine Groom
St. Stephen School

Siblings
They were the ones who helped change 

your diaper when you were a baby and who 
were forced to stop watching a movie because 
it was inappropriate for you. But they were 
also the ones who got you in trouble and 
who gave you extra worries. They’ve been 
there all your life, and they’re not ever going 
to leave. Of course, I’m talking about siblings. 
Whether older or younger, siblings have a big 
impact on life. 

This is dynamically illustrated in Jordan 
Sonnenblick’s Drums, Girls and Dangerous Pie 
and Wendy Mass’s A Mango-Shaped Space. 
These two books apply the saying “you don’t 
have to like them; you just have to love them” 
in a truthful manner that is sure to have every reader with a 
sibling or more nodding along in full understanding.

In Wendy Mass’s A Mango-Shaped Space, the Winchell 
family has three children, all with their good and bad traits. Com-
ing from the point of view of one of the siblings, the story’s first 
focus is on the abnormalities of Beth and Zack, the protagonist’s 
brother and sister. For instance, Beth “changes her hair color 
the way normal change their underwear” (7), and Zack “has a 
lot of strange ideas” (7). 

Mia can’t stand these qualities of her brother and sister, 
believing they’re so different from her that they can never under-
stand each other. But when obstacles arise—Mia’s synesthesia, 
and tragedy strike, the death of Mango the family cat—the three 
unite to comfort and strengthen each other. 

Beth, Mia, and Zack had been growing apart at the begin-
ning of Mia’s eighth-grade school year, but by Christmas time, 
after tackling trouble after trouble, the three become closer 
than they’d ever admit. This is shown when, after a comment 
about synesthesia being a disease is made, Zack defends Mia 
with blazing eyes and says, “My sister doesn’t have a disease. 
She has a gift” (209). And Beth, who used to be too cool for 

her younger siblings, starts treating them like 
they’re more than just pests. Even Mia stops to 
consider certain attributes of her brother and 
sister she used to find annoying. And on top of 
all the brotherly and sisterly love, Mr. and Mrs. 
Winchell, the parents, get a break from all of the 
arguing that used to go on in their house.

Another tale of siblings coming together 
during tough times is told in Jordan Sonnen-
blick’s Drums, Girls and Dangerous Pie. Steven 
and Jeffery are set apart by eight years, and to 
Steven, an eighth grader, it’s a big deal. As with 
Mia and her introduction of her siblings being 
focused on their faulty parts, Steven starts off 
the introduction of his little brother with the 
statement, “Having a brother is horrible” (4). 
Feeling the love? Neither were they. 

It wasn’t until Jeffery is diagnosed with 
cancer that the two brothers realize they need 
each other, and maybe an eight-year age differ-
ence doesn’t matter. Steven comforts his little 
brother during Jeffery’s traumatic experience, 

even shaving all of his hair off when chemotherapy caused all 
of Jeffery’s gold locks to fall off. It is an amazing turn-around 
that both Steven and Jeffery gladly accept. At the end of the 
heart-warming and ever-realistic book, Steven has to stop the 
tears from falling that well up in his eyes when his recovering 
brother says, “I love you, Steven” (272).

A lot can be learned from these two enjoyable books 
about sibling’s bonds and how they grow and change as they’re 
forced to stretch and pull during different situations; Mia of 
Wendy Mass’s A Mango-Shaped Space and Steven of Jordan 
Sonnenblick’s Drums, Girls and Dangerous Pie certainly did. They 
showed that even though they didn’t always like their siblings, 
they always loved them. Love made their journeys easier, and 
neither one could doubt it in the end. 

So next time one of your brothers or sisters does some-
thing so crazy and so annoying you want to disown them on the 
spot, stop and listen to them. Maybe what they’re doing isn’t 
so crazy and annoying once you give them a chance to explain. 
Maybe it could even be fun for you, too! Learn from these two 
amazing books the joy of companionship that your siblings can 
bring and try and find that with your own.

Go to the English Festival Website 
for more information on the 2010 

Youngstown State University 
English Festival:

http://www.ysuenglishfestival.org/
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Second-Prize Essays
Wednesday
Solvejg Wastvedt
Wilmington Area High School

The Greatest Teachers
A neat suburban house; a mom, a dad, and two children 

who look alike gathered around the dining room table; a steaming, 
homemade meal being passed from one loving hand to the next: 
all of these images come to mind at the word “family.” However, 
each of us knows that our families do not have to be perfect, 
or even made up of our own relatives, to make a difference in 
our lives. Families, big or small, biological or not, supportive or 
dysfunctional, teach us some of the most important lessons we 
will ever learn. One of the best ways to realize this truth is to 
examine the family relationships of characters in literature.

Eddy Okubo, the central character in Graham Salisbury’s 
Eyes of the Emperor learns one of these life-changing lessons 
from his father, a Japanese-American living in Hawaii. While the 
Okubo family faces racial prejudices, Pop never loses his calm, 
persevering attitude. For example, when the boat that he has 
been building for seven months is burned, he immediately begins 
work on a replacement, never stopping to feel sorry for himself 
or consider giving up. As Eddy puts it, “He just shrugged and said 
Shikataganai—which means, pretty much, it can’t be helped, 
why cry over spilled milk?” (17). Eddy picks up this determination 
from Pop and uses it when he becomes bait for deadly attack 
dogs in the army. “This is for you, Pop . . . . The army is not going 
to crush me. I’ll never give up” (173), he vows, showing that he 
has learned the lesson of courage and perseverance from his 
father. Without family principles like Pop’s to guide him, Eddy 
might have responded very differently to the challenges he 
faced in the military.

Throughout those challenges, a very different type of 
family also teaches Eddy a valuable lesson: patience. As the 
boys in the dog-training program become like brothers, the 
others show Eddy that in order to create real change, he has to 
accept the situation and not demand immediate improvement. 
This patience with unjust treatment is evidenced by Pee Wee’s 
advice to Eddy. “Don’t think about it. Just do it. Why fight it? 
Only bring trouble” (131). Also, the positive attitudes of Golden 
Boy and Shig, as they throw sand balls on the beach, and of 
Pee Wee, as he starts a game of poker after being shot at by 
Americans, model fortitude in a bad situation. It is this lesson, 
taught by his peers, that enables Eddy to put up with the racist 
comments of the soldiers and, in the end, to prove the equality 
of whites and Japanese-Americans through the honest failure 
of the program.

Although it functions much differently, the family of two 
in Carl Deuker’s Runner plays an equally important role in the 
life of a similar boy. Chance’s father teaches him through his 
own wasted life how not to live. At the conclusion of the novel, 
Chance reflects on the opportunities his dad missed, vowing to 
never make those same mistakes. Seeing the devastating effects 

of alcoholism and laziness convinces him to live a more worth-
while life. Also, more positively, his dad’s heroism in refusing to 
run away from the terrorists demonstrates an unselfish attitude 
that Chance will need in the army. “I’m going to get these guys, 
Chance” (191), he promises, and as Chance watches him give 
his life for the passengers of the Norwegian Sky, Chance learns 
lessons of courage and self-sacrifice.

Melissa and her parents, who become Chance’s second 
family, also play an important role in his life as they help him 
deal with lose and guilt. When Chance insists that he needs to 
go to jail as penance for the deaths he caused, Mr. Watts’ reply 
shows him how to move forward instead. “You do have to make 
up for what you’ve done. But serving time is not . . . close to 
being the best way . . . you’ll have to find that out for yourself” 
(213). Chance is taught by this family not to let guilt cripple him, 
but instead to honor his dad by living a worthwhile life. “I am 
going somewhere someday. I’m going for myself, and I’m going 
for my dad, too” (216), he states, showing that he has learned 
how to live with grief.

Eddy’s and Chance’s experiences demonstrate the piv-
otal roles various types of families play in the lives of literary 
characters. However, the real significance comes when we take 
the message of this importance personally. From the examples 
in these novels we can discover that families, no matter their 
type, have lessons to teach us that will, if we let them, change 
our lives.

Thursday
Gabriella Pishotti
Howland High School

A Common Uniqueness 
The typical family of four munches at the dinner table 

enjoying a delicious meal that Mom just finished preparing. They 
talk, listen respectfully, and laugh with each other. When Sister 
asks Brother to pass her the potatoes, he does so with a sweet 
smile, and she thanks him graciously. As Mom gets up to clear 
the dishes, Dad quickly jumps to assist. This picture perfect scene 
could describe any family, except for one, trifling, little error to it 
—reality! Despite how often families are portrayed in that “Leave 
it to Beaver” sort of way, it does not change the fact that families 
are not perfect and that they do not all fit the general picture 
perfect stereotype. In this year’s English Festival books, family 
is a common theme. The novels depict how diverse families can 
be and how important they are in a person’s life. 

In A Long Way from Chicago, Joey Dowdel and his sister 
embark on multiple adventures with their grandmother. However, 
Grandma Dowdel is not what most people picture as a grandma 
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figure. She shoots a shotgun, drinks beer, and illegally fishes, while 
constantly conniving to get her way. However, Richard Peck’s story 
depicts realistic characters that readers can relate with. 

It may not be a person’s grandma, but almost every family 
has at least one member who “keeps life exciting,” just as Grandma 
Dowdel does for her grandchildren. Her character shows that it 
is okay not to always follow the proper way, just so you stick to 
your morals. Grandma Dowdel may not show love and affection 
straightforwardly, but throughout the book, the reader is able 
to see it clearly. A Long Way from Chicago illustrates how not 
all family relationships are conventional and that every family 
member has something unique to offer. 

Families pass down stories and traditions that make up 
their heritage and that make them distinctive. In The New 
Policemen, J.J. does not know a lot about his family’s history. 
It is not until he hears from his friends about the story of his 
grandfather that he becomes intrigued by his family’s past and 
tries to discover answers. 

The New Policemen shows how a person’s heritage and 
family can help define him or her. In the novel, music is a pastime 
that is greatly valued in J.J.’s family, and their talent for playing 
music is what makes his family unique. The tradition of host-
ing ceilis and the stories of old Irish tales create J.J.’s heritage. 
Throughout his adventures in the story, he learns about his 
family’s past, helping him define who he is as a Liddy. 

Another novel that also shows the importance of family 
heritage is Blue Skin of the Sea. Sonny Mendoza knows about 
his family’s customs by learning from his father, grandfather, and 
uncles. Ever since he was little, he had known that the Mendoza 
family was deeply connected to the sea. Despite this, he still felt 
fearful of it and was ashamed. 

However, as he grows throughout the story, he learns that 
he is his own person and that although he is a part of his family, 
he can still choose his own path, knowing they will accept him. 
After nearly losing his father, he reflects, “I’m not on my own as 
much as I thought. And what else had I learned? That I wasn’t 
one of them? That I wasn’t like Dad, Keo, or Uncle Raz? Was 
that really it? Who was I fooling? I was as much a part of them 
as the sand was of the sea” (212). Sonny learns that no matter 
who you turn out to be, you will always be a part of your family. 
Both J.J.’s and Sonny’s families 
pass on teachings and traditions, 
creating the basis for each boy’s 
character. 

Family is a key source of 
support in a person’s life. At 
one point or another, everyone 
needs someone to lean on to 
help him or her out of hard 
situations. In Drums, Girls, and 
Dangerous Pie, Steven Alper’s 
brother, Jeffrey, is diagnosed 
with cancer. After his fam-
ily discovers Jeffrey’s disease, 
Steven’s whole life changes for 
the worse. His grades drop in 
school; he becomes distant from 
his friends; and he has to act as 
if nothing is wrong so that his 
brother does not worry. 

Friday
Hannah Stang Gerdes
Ursuline High School

Strength from Family
Families are the first influence on our lives. When a young 

child has a tummy ache, she immediately calls for her mother. A 
toddler may try on his father’s 
oversized shoes, hat, and jacket, 
wanting to be just like daddy. 
However, as children grow to 
be teenagers, we often feel as 
if we can do everything without 
the help of our families. Despite 
the need for independence that 
many teens feel, the impact that 
families have on us is extremely 
important. Good or bad, our 
families shape who we become. 
Whether we are toddlers, teens, 
or adults, we will always find 
strength in family.

We find strength when 
others listen. In A Mango-
Shaped Space by Wendy Mass, 
Mia embarks on a journey of 
self-discovery. Ever since a kid 

Just when he needs his parents the most to comfort him, 
they are not able to. Because his mother is constantly caring for 
Jeffrey and is never home, Steven feels abandoned. His father 
is too caught up in coping with financial problems and with the 
fact that his youngest son may be dying that he does not try 
to comfort Steven. Steven furiously thinks to himself, “. . . my 
parents—they were trying . . . but GOD! I couldn’t even look at 
them without having to bite my tongue” (133). 

Although Steven knows how serious the situation is and 
that his parents are trying their best, he still feels angry with 
them for neglecting him. However, toward the end of the novel, 
he lets out his anger, and his relationship with his parents gets 
better. He also strengthens his relationships with his friends, 
Annette and Renee, as they help him deal with academic and 
financial problems. Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie shows how 
everyone needs support and that through thick or thin family will 
be there to help. It also shows how not all family is related but 
that close friends can be family, too. Steven’s parents, teachers, 
and friends were there to support him, and Steven was there 
to support his brother. 

Families come in a plethora of varieties, and each is unique 
and has its own quirks and lifestyle. They supply affection, sup-
port, and a sense of background. Combined, these ingredients 
help people to grow. Families may not be ideal and perfect, but 
it is a family’s imperfections that make people feel comfortable, 
accepted, and loved.
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In Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie by Jordan Sonnenblick, 
little Jeffrey is diagnosed with leukemia. His older brother Steven 
has a lot of trouble balancing the ordinary stresses of teenage 
life, such as music, girls, and grades, while worrying about adult 
issues such as financial trouble and pediatric cancer. At first, 
Steven resents that he gets so little attention from his parents 
since they are so focused on caring for Jeffrey. 

Eventually, Steven learns to make sacrifices, doing whatever 
it takes to comfort Jeffrey and help him to be brave. For example, 
when Steven’s mother, who usually accompanies Jeffrey to the 
hospital for treatment, becomes ill, Steven and his father must 
take care of the boy. It’s difficult for Steven to watch Jeffrey 
endure so much stress and pain. However, Steven learns how 
to support his brother and also realizes how much effort their 
mother puts into Jeffrey’s care. 

On the surface, it seems that Steven’s family is the source 
of all his problems, but the reader comes to see that family is 
sometimes the only way we can persevere when our situation 
seems hopeless. We find strength when we learn to give. Steven 
meets a girl named Sam, who also has cancer. Sam advises him 
to put his family first no matter how painful it may be because 
Jeffrey needs his support. Where there is an emergency and 
Jeffrey must be taken to the hospital, Steven heeds Sam’s ad-
vice. He skips his big band concert to stay by Jeffrey’s side and 
provide reassurance.

Steven later learns that Sam dies without her sister by 
her side. Although he cannot change Sam’s heartbreaking story, 
Steven resolves to always be there for his brother. It’s interest-
ing that Steven, who makes up his mind to put his family first, 
actually ends up growing and gaining the most.

Families are important. When life knocks us off balance, we 
need stability. We need people to listen to support and to give. 
No matter how old we get, no matter how our families change 
over the years, we can learn and grow through the people we 
love the most. We will always find strength in family.

Third-Prize Essays

in her third-grade class calls her a freak because she sees num-
bers and letter in color, she knows she is different. However, 
she doesn’t understand her condition and sometimes wonders 
if she is really crazy. As Mia grows older, keeping her condition 
a secret from her parents causes her to feel overwhelmed and 
frustrated, as if nobody really knows her. 

This burden is eventually more than she can handle. She 
feels like she’s going to explode if she doesn’t let it out. As Mia 
tells her parents about the colors that only she can see, she feels 
relieved. Mia says as she lets out her secret, “I bounce around 
the room as I speak. Each word lightens me a bit more” (46) 
When we share the significant or not-so-significant occurrences 
in our lives with the people closest to us, we can grow closer to 
our families by learning to trust.

We find strength when we are supported. When Mia tells 
her parents about the colors that she sees with letters, number, 
and sounds, they are confused and frustrated. They don’t know 
what to think. Despite their skepticism, they put the time, money, 
and effort into helping their daughter. They try several doctors 
before finding one with information on Mia’s condition.

When her parents learn about synesthesia, they think 
that Mia should get help and learn to control the colors she 
sees in order to concentrate more easily and get better grades 
in school. They have ideas and opinions about what is best for 
their daughter, but they try to understand and support her no 
matter what she decides. Like most parents, Mia’s mother and 
father are not perfect, but they care deeply about Mia and are 
willing to do whatever is best for their child.

When Mia’s cat dies, she is overcome with grief and sor-
row at the death of her pet and her closest friend. She isolates 
herself in her room and temporarily loses her synesthetic abilities. 
Mia’s family members give her personal space but also try to 
help each other push past the pain that change brings. Through 
good times and bad, we can depend on our families.

Wednesday
Alison (Qizhou) Ge
Ursuline High School 

Acceptance and 
Support

“Trust was accumulated quickly, due primarily to the brute 
strength of the man’s gentleness, his thereness. The girl knew 
from the outset that Hans Hubermann would always appear mid-
scream, and he would not leave” (Zusak 36–37). This first sign 
of tenderness that Liesel receives from her new family creates a 
feeling of acceptance and support no matter the circumstances. 
This is a characteristic of any strong family. Different families 
have different beliefs and culture, different ways to show love, 
and different environment, yet they are all bonded together by 
this fundamental universal aspect of families. In Markus Zusak’s 
The Book Thief as well as Graham Salisbury’s Blue Skin of the 

Sea, families prove themselves to be of the utmost importance 
to the main characters as they offer guidance and support at all 
times regardless of the situation or circumstance.

In The Book Thief, family aids Liesel in assimilating into 
her new life and settling into a safe, secure environment. In a 
way, the Hubermanns open their home to provide healing for 
some of the lost and rejected in the world such as Liesel and 
Max. When they arrive at their refuge, they have both crawled 
out of horrid circumstances and often have nightmares. Rosa 
and Hans take excellent care in nursing the traumatized girl back 
into life while the whole family provides the best they can to 
make Max feel as comfortable as any Jew in Hitler-dominated 
Germany could feel. 

Not only does family heal lost souls, it also provides com-
pany and enjoyment in even the dimmest of times. At Christmas 
time when there is little food and no presents, the family together 
makes the best of what they have and enjoy their holiday. After 
having a snowball fight in the basement and building a snow-
man, Max says, “Often I wish this would all be over, Liesel, but 
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then somehow you do something like walk down the basement 
steps with a snowman in your hands” (Zusak 313). With their 
scarcity of supplies, Max finds the very passion of Liesel and 
gives her presents that she values most; he takes the pages of 
Mein Kampf and hand-paints his own stories to give as presents, 
which Liesel cherishes forever. 

In addition, family provides support in times of crises. 
For example, the people of the neighborhood unite as a com-
munal family during the bomb sirens, as “In the uneven circle, 
. . . Liesel held Rudy’s hand, and her mama’s . . . . Silently, she 
asked her papa, Are you thinking about [Max] too?” (376). The 
family shows unity and mutual concern, especially when under 
the threat of an outside danger. Family is perhaps the strongest 
support holding all of the main characters in The Book Thief 
together for survival throughout their experiences.

Family also plays a primary role in Graham Salisbury’s 
Blue Skin of the Sea. Unlike The Book Thief, regular life is not a 
life or death matter. Family, in this case, still provides support 
and guidance but serves mostly as a basis for all traditions and 
values. The most important of these is the love for the sea, which 
is passed on through the generations. This gives the characters 
a strong sense of identity with their family. For example, every 
generation can relate their similar stories about learning to 
swim at an early age. 

In addition, Keo and Sonny, as close cousins growing up 
together, support each other in everything that they do, but when 
Keo joins the Black Widows and abandons Sonny for Jack, Sonny 
describes him as becoming “almost a stranger” (Salisbury 60). He 
cannot understand how Keo can deny the bonds of friendship 
and family for a middle-school gang. Soon, however, Keo grows 
up and defends Sonny whenever it was necessary. For example, 
he is the one who punches Rudy when the latter insults Sonny 
and who advises Sonny to meet Shelley behind Rudy’s back. This 
novel also discusses the remnants after the loss of family. 

This theme occurs several times, including the death of 
Sonny’s mother, the frantic search for his dad and Uncle Raz after 
the destructive tidal wave, the fear of Melanie over potentially 
losing her dad, and the disappearance of Sonny’s dad at sea 
toward the end of the novel. All of these circumstances express 
the characters’ deep fears over losing a loved one and breaking 
a family. Though at the end of the story, Sonny decides to break 
tradition in his family and go to college, he still feels a strong 
connection with the values of his family and the members of 
his family themselves. Throughout Blue Skin of the Sea, family 
not only provides support but also provides identifying values.

For every family, the meaning and importance of fam-
ily is different. However, most can agree that families lead to 
unity and support. Many of the English Festival books address 
these issues, but The Book Thief and Blue Skin of the Sea are 
dominated by themes of family and general togetherness. They 
both show how families can help people to survive conditions 
against all odds by coming together with support and love. In 
a way, family becomes a part of every person and is the basis 
of growth and development. Liesel envisions at the end of the 
novel “the long list of lives that merged with hers. Among them, 
lit like lanterns, were Hans and Rosa Hubermann, her brother, 
and the boy whose hair remained the color of lemons forever” 
(544). This is her family, and they remain supportive as a part 
of her forever.

Thursday
Ciara Irwin 
Shenango High School

Who We Really Depend 
On

Families: You can’t live with them, but you definitely can’t 
live without them! Mom, the caretaker. Dad, the supporter. The 
siblings, the annoyances, but also the friends. Maybe even a fam-
ily pet or two. In the books read for ’09, we’ve discovered how 
even fictional characters need and depend on their families. 

A Mango-Shaped Space, Drums, Girls, and Dangerous 
Pie, and Under the Blood-Red Sun represent this well. Upon 
first glance at their titles, one may not believe this to be true. A 
Mango-Shaped Space: “Some book about a mango place, and 
the shape of a cat on the front? Does the cat live in a mango?” 
Or Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie: “Um, a book about some 
kid who only likes drums, girls, and . . . what? Eating some weird 
pie that’s apparently dangerous?” Under the Blood-Red Sun: 
“Ew, anything bloody must be some scary horror book! And 
who would want to be under a sun like that!?”

If you’ve read them, you surely know these thoughts are 
wrong. Each book tells a tragic tale but has its own unique reso-
lution. Those resolutions may not have come so easily, though, 
if it weren’t for the main characters’ families. 

In Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie, Steven Alper and his 
family receive the awful news that Steven’s younger brother, 
Jeffery, has leukemia. Throughout the book we find each fam-
ily member struggling in his or her own way—emotionally, 
financially, as well as with other feelings. But they get through 
it—together. 

Steven’s father “spaces out” for a while, but he eventually 
“comes back to earth.” Steven shaves his own head bald so Jef-
fery doesn’t have to be bald alone. Now that’s a brother. They 
all need each other during the experience, and that’s what they 
have: each other. The Alper family has a tough run but make it 
to the finish line side by side.

In A Mango-Shaped Space, we learn about Mia Winchell 
and synesthesia. But synesthesia isn’t all we learn about. 
Through the story, we also end up getting attached to Mango. 
We get involved with the tale: we can picture the colors, sense 
the feelings in the air; we can almost talk to the characters. It’s 
almost as if we were traveling this journey right alongside Mia. 
So when the story does bring us to Mango’s sad death, it’s truly 
shocking.

What’s not shocking, though, is the love and support in 
her family, both before and after the event. The Winchell family 
is typical—the random, meaningless, small fights between the 
siblings, the mom constantly cleaning up after the messy dad. 
But most importantly, love is shared among them all. 

They make each other laugh, for sure, but they also provide 
strong support to Mia after Mango dies. They make sure she’s 
staying healthy (eating, showering, etc.). They emphasize that it 
wasn’t her fault and try to keep her chin up. In all their efforts, 
they succeed. Just like Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie, our 
characters survive with the help of their awesome families! 
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In Under the Blood-Red Sun, we get a personal view of 
the sad day of the bombing of Pearl Harbor and its aftermath. 
Through Tomi’s eyes we witness the things many people went 
through, especially Japanese-Americans. They have a right in 
America; they are American citizens; they just originated from 
Japan. Japanese families often live not only with their immediate 
family but also with grandparents and other extended family, 
just as Tomi’s family did. That fact demonstrates a strong family 
connection, of just wanting to be close together. We find out 
later in the book how much this was true. 

The bombing itself is horrific, especially from such a per-
sonal point of view. The father is shot and hauled away, though 
he was completely innocent. Because of this, Tomi really has to 
step in and become “the man of the house.” He is strong for his 
family, but truly, they are strong together. They all do whatever 
they can to help each other and keep the family going. 

And in the times where one feels weak, there’s automati-
cally a shoulder to cry on. This small, innocent family is making 
its way through a maze—sharp turns, dead ends, and multiple 
blocks and twists along the way. But with the love and support 
of the hearts around them, they are able to find a clear path.

I have read a short story written by another student. It 
was a beautiful story about a girl who needed music. Music was 
her world, and she felt she couldn’t live without it. It made her 
heart sing; it revived her.

Though the story was very good, I disagreed with her. I 
believe that there is only one thing that can make our hearts 
sing, assure us we will survive, stop the tears from flowing. And 
I believe that one thing . . . is our family.

Friday
Caitlin Yager
Cardinal Mooney High School

Family Support
They are the only group that can truly understand a person, 

his or her idiosyncrasies, and the formation of one’s personal-
ity. They know why someone is who he or she is. They look at 
a person with feelings of pure love. Who are they? They are a 
person’s family. Families are unique, coming in innumerable 
varieties. Families, such as those in this year’s English Festival, 
are important as they support a member through all, accept 
one for who he or she is, create priceless memories, experience 
challenges that bring them together, and love each other when 
situations become difficult.

Families support one another through difficult times, 
going to unusual measures to comfort each other. In Jordan 
Sonnenblick’s Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie, the main char-
acter’s younger brother is embarrassed by his lack of hair due 
to chemotherapy, so to ease his brother’s emotional pain, he 
completely shaves his head: “I did this for Jeffrey, Mom. So he 
wouldn’t have to be bald alone” (201). Sacrifices such as this 
exemplify a family’s support of its members. Comfort from fami-
lies, just as the one in Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie, helps 
members overcome their challenges and suffering.

Families accept its members as they are. Being made up 
of special, individual personalities, families combine to form an 
even more unique group. Everyone has uncommon, rare chal-
lenges and different blessings. In Wendy Mass’s A Mango-Shaped 
Space, the main character, Mia, faces her own unique challenge, 
having synesthesia, which means she associates numbers, letters, 
and sound with certain shades of colors. Her family’s show of 
acceptance is the main thing that helps her through her trou-
bling times. “We’ll find out what’s going on,” she says reaching 
out to hug me. “It feels good” (50). Receiving love and kindness 
form one’s family is very important for a person to develop high 
self-esteem, especially in cases where someone faces a difficult 
hardship, such as Mia in A Mango-Shaped Space.

As all families have experienced different situations, they 
have different memories. When families spend time together, 
they create valuable memories, whether good or bad. In Richard 
Peck’s A Long Way from Chicago, the main character reminisces 
about childhood summers spent with this grandmother in a small 
town. Memories, such as his grandmother’s large breakfasts, stay 
with him his entire lifetime. “Pancakes and corn syrup, fried ham 
and potatoes and onions, anything you wanted and as much” 
(16). That is just one of the many experiences the main character 
remembers. Throughout the novel, he, along with his sister and 
grandmother, encounter unusual things. These experiences are 
what bind families together.

All families encounter unique challenges. These experi-
ences can come accompanied with hurt feeling and confusing 
emotions. In Drums, Girls and Dangerous Pie, the Alper family 
faces a challenging path. Relationships become strained when 
the mother and younger brother must constantly travel for the 
younger child, Jeffrey, to receive

 chemotherapy treatments. Stress from medical bills also 
add to the tension. Still, by the close of the novel, the family 
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joins together in love of their blessings, as Steven graduates 
eighth grade. These situations that temporarily tear a family 
apart ultimately bring a family together.

Families love each other through difficult times. Their 
compassion and affection help members to cope with trouble-
some situations. Just as families come in a vast amount of 
varieties, with different economic, social, religious, and racial 
backgrounds, families’ challenges are completely different. 
What connects families is their love of each other. Families’ 
love conquers all, from financial to physical difficulties. The 
reiteration of a family’s love never grows old. Difficult times 
bring difficult emotions. However, love never fails. It is how so 
many troublesome, emotional hardships are conquered in this 
year’s English Festival.

Families are special. The families in this year’s English 
Festival are no exception. They are the only group that can truly 
understand a person and his or her idiosyncrasies and situations. 
Families shape how a person turns out. They love each member 
purely, knowing what he or she is or is not. They are the only 
group of people to truly count on. Coming with unique histo-
ries and backgrounds, families are important to understanding 
a person. It is important that all of us look at our families the 
same way: with love, patience and understanding.

Williamson Fund Impromptu
Prize-Winners

First-Prize Essays
Wednesday
Manish Mehta
Howland High School

Helping Others
“Work” is a word with many definitions: from Newton’s 

second law that it is force exerted over a distance—to a more 
contemporary definition of a career to the nuanced denota-
tion—“anything unpleasant I must do,” meanings abound. One 
common thread unites these definitions, however: All forms of 
work involve action resulting in consequences that may affect 
oneself, a few others, or a great number of people. Characters 
in this year’s English Festival books—specifically, Warrior Heir 
and Keesha’s House—encounter struggle and success in their 
work of helping others.

The protagonist of Warrior Heir, Jack, begins his work as 
a function of his destiny and self-preservation. As warring clans 
both want to recruit or kill him, he knows he must train hard 
and learn to fight. This work culminates in a battle between him 
and his friend Ellen, which evinces his struggles. Even after im-
mense physical, mental, and emotional strain from training, as 
well as exhaustingly avoiding both Rose clans, Jack meets the 

Impromptu Prompts
Wednesday

Many of this year’s English Festival books feature characters who 
work. Some work at a regular job, but for others, work is something 
different—it’s not something they applied for, for instance, or labor 
for which they get paid; it may not even be legitimate work. Discuss 
the struggles and successes that character from at least two books 
encounter as a result of their work.

Thursday

Family traditions and social activities such as playing music or baseball, 
fishing, telling stories, taking vacations or attending funerals are 
prominent in this year’s English Festival books. Discuss how these 
practices influence characters from at least two Festival books.

Friday

Collectively, this year’s English Festival books present a variety 
of settings—turn-of-the-century industrial New England, Hawaii 
during WWII, depression-era Chicago, even modern day T’ir na n’Og, 
providing a glimpse into another time and place. Discuss at least two 
settings from this year’s books that had a significant impact on you 
as a reader. Explain why each time and place is especially important 
to your understanding of the book.
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obstacle of still being unprepared for battle. This fear strikes 
him, causing him to illegitimately turn to his wizard powers. 
However, partially through his luck, his skill, and Ellen’s compas-
sion, he succeeds. He convinces her to stop fighting by refusing 
to attempt to kill her. This, in turn, allows long-dead warriors to 
rise up and rewrite the covenant, making it much more equal. 
Thus, beginning by protecting himself, Jack’s work leads to a 
betterment for all magic folk.

On a smaller, less fantastical scale, Keesha, from Keesha’s 
House, assigns her life’s work to helping others. Living with 
great problems, she escapes and finds refuge at “Joe’s House.” 
As he comments, though, she soon begins to give as much as 
and more than she gets, offering others information about the 
house and planning logistics to accommodate as many residents 
as possible. 

In this work, she offers others, such as Kate, Steph, Dontay, 
Harris, and more, a place to get back on their feet, a place to 
stay as long as they need, and—most importantly —a second 
chance. Thus, the house transforms from “Joe’s House” to “Kee-
sha’s House.” However, she, like Jack, encounters tribulations. 

Thursday
Logan Rance
Crestview High School

What Is a Tradition?
What is “tradition”? To some the word might unearth 

memories of singing carols around a green-and-white Christmas 
tree, hand-in-hand with family and friends every year. It can be 
a simple custom, such as hanging 
stockings or breaking a wishbone. 
It can even be a way of life, like the 
christening of a new baby boy or tak-
ing yearly vacations. 

But when does a tradition be-
come more than an regular custom? 
Can traditions hold a more signifi-
cant meaning? For Tomi, a boy who 
thrives in the war-stricken town of 
Pearl Harbor, baseball is his tradition. 
But in a time when hate and disdain 
for his culture taint the Hawaiian 
air, baseball offers Tomi something 
more—an escape. 

Tomi is a boy searching for ac-
ceptance and relief from the pressure 
that weigh him down every day. For 
him, the “slap” of a ball hitting the 
mitt and the “wock!” of a line drive 
are like music that sets Tomi free. 

Baseball, the ultimate Ameri-
can pastime, would become one boy’s 
chance at a normal life. It offers him 
nine innings to forget planes with red 
suns on the wings, the gaunt face of 
his imprisoned father, and the hate 

Although free from her repugnant father, she worries for her 
brother who becomes increasingly entrapped by a gang. Eventu-
ally, this culminates in his death. Struggling with grief and guilt, 
she feels lost. Soon, though, this obstacle shows her the way, 
reinforcing the important of her work. She continues helping 
others where she could not help her brother, to aid them, to 
protect them, to keep them safe.

Jack and Keesha epitomize the key component of work— 
action. They consistently work laboriously to help others and 
affect their respective worlds. Jack spurs a chain of events 
that engenders increased equality for his people. Keesha may 
help fewer people, but her precluding death and suffering and 
guiding other to more fulfilled, beneficial lives proves just as 
profound. Neither may be compensated monetarily, but they 
obtain something more. 

Margaret Mead declares, “Never doubt the ability of a small 
group of thoughtful, committed citizens to change the world. It 
is the only thing that ever has.” Indeed, as members of such a 
group, Jack and Keesha work to help themselves, to help other, 
and to change the world. What more could one ask?

that glimmers in the eyes of the soldiers. Baseball is Tomi’s 
tradition; it sets him free.

A few islands away and several years down the road, a 
brown-skinned boy sits at the edge of his father’s boat, letting 
his legs trail across the skin of the endless blue. The sun beats 
on his back as he hauls the day’s provisions—tuna and mackerel 
and grouper, up from the depths of his father’s side. The boy is 
Keo, destined to become a man of the sea. 

The tradition of fishing has shaped his very life. Like his 
fathers before him, Keo stands boldly at the wheel of his sampan, 
following in the ageless footsteps of his family. The work is toil-

ing. From the time that the sun first 
touches the horizon to when it sinks 
behind the lush mountain, Keo is at 
work trying to make a humble living. 
And while many would do anything 
to escape his family’s tradition, he 
learns to embrace it. 

He is taught values like love and 
respect from and for the sea itself. 
And while the sea can be cruel and 
unpredictable, Keo and the men of 
his family see beauty and generosity 
that many fail to notice beneath the 
waves. The tradition of casting his 
line into the deep and uncharted 
recesses of the ocean will mold Keo 
into a man of many values and much 
respect for life.

Traditions like those of Keo and 
Tomi can shape us into diverse indi-
viduals and teach us respect for those 
who were before us. Like the two 
boys, we must accept and embrace 
our families’ traditions because they 
might one day become our escape 
or maybe our way of life.
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Friday
Briana Dannessa
Cardinal Mooney High School

Significant Settings
Our places, our time. They prove our existence and allow us 

to be who we are. However, we are all aware of times and places 
differing from our own. Occasionally unknown and sometimes 
mysterious, these settings can affect a person well beyond what 
he or she thought possible, even if it comes from a book.

What is probably the most significant setting I have ever 
read is the World War II-devastated Hawaii in Under the Blood-
Red Sun. Tomi’s home of the state of Hawaii was a quiet and 
peaceful place, a place that was marred by the Great Depression, 
yet still worthy of respect. But the entire state changes when 
the Japanese attack. The ground is littered with shrapnel, and 
the trees are gashed from flying metal. 

The entire scene depicted in the book made me understand. 
Hawaii, a beautiful and serene place, is ravaged by the merciless 
Japanese, and so many families, just like the land around them, 
are torn apart and wounded, right where it matters most.

Another time and place that affected my very understand-
ing of life itself was T’ir na N’Og in The New Policeman. It is a 
place where time is not an issue, and the people do what they 
will when they will it. Silent and beautiful, it is the perfect place 
to enjoy life and relax. 

This peculiar new place allowed me to comprehend that 
in our world and the Earth in The New Policeman, we need to 
find time for ourselves in our busy schedules and let our bodies 
and minds rest and enjoy their time left on the planet. This new 
land even made me realize just how important it is to do what 
you love with whom you love.

Just like so many other things in life, the time and place 
of even a few people can drastically affect our lives. We must 
come to understand that our settings in life are not important 
in themselves. It is the people you are with and the people you 
love the most in those settings that truly change the world.

Second-Prize Essays
Wednesday
Alison (Qizhou) Ge
Ursuline High School 

Different Forms of 
Work

As children progress into their teenage years, they find 
themselves beginning to step into the adult world and thus take 
adult responsibilities. Among these responsibilities is the aspect 
of work and laboring to achieve some end, typically for money 
or other incentive. This theme of work occurs in many English 
Festival books. Specifically, Runner by Carl Deuker and The Book 
Thief by Markus Zusak take variant but interesting approaches 
to the idea of differing forms of work.

Runner centers on the life of Chance Taylor, whose life, 
unlike his lucky name, ironically seems luckless and hopeless. 
The novel explores his paid work delivering packages as well as 
his efforts to change his father. Living on a small boat with his 
alcoholic and irresponsible father, Chance is forced to find work 
to keep their home and support himself. 

Though he eventually finds a job washing dishes, he takes 
an offer to pick up and deliver suspicious packages during his 
daily jog. He realizes the work is dangerous and probably sup-
porting an illegal activity, but he needs the money for survival. 
However, he becomes entangled in a terrorist plot and trapped 
in a desperate situation. This work, which seemed like a great 
and necessary idea at first, leads to much turmoil and conflict 
and eventually causes the death of his father. 

The second “job” Chance takes on in this story involves 
changing his father to step away from his alcoholic, irresponsible 
ways. He tries many methods in attempts to alter his father and 
help him realize that he has to take responsibility, yet nothing 

works until Chance himself is in trouble and his father then has the 
opportunity to save his son and prove himself to be the honorable 
man he once was. Though Chance’s father dies at the end of the 
novel, he dies with glory, thus making Chance’s second job at 
least, in a way, a success. In this novel, Chance takes on various 
labors that yield heartbreaking, but life-changing results.

The Book Thief also examines many aspects of the idea of 
work. Liesel, the main character, takes on many forms of work 
as well. Her first duty is to become the eyes and ears of the 
essentially imprisoned Jewish man hiding in the Hubermann’s 
basement. Max constantly asks the girl to describe the weather 
for him, and Liesel paints the sky for him, describing the sun as 
“walking on a tightrope” as well as other colorful description. 
One day, when Max asks about the fresh snow, Liesel carries 
down buckets of snow, and they build a snowman and have a 
snowball fight. Due to her efforts, Max is able to keep in touch 
with the outside world from which he has been forced to hide. 
This helps him to regain his desire to live. This interaction 
between the two refugees at the Hubermann’s has a positive, 
life-changing impact on both of them. 

In addition, Liesel takes on the occupation of book thief, 
taking books from various places to further her education as well 
as to release herself temporarily from the horrors of the world 
around her. At a young age, she realizes the power of words that 
can do both good and evil. She understands the terrifying hold 
in Hitler’s words as well as the magical spell of novels, especially 
the homemade ones from Max. While hiding in a bomb shelter 
with the panicked people of her neighborhood, she begins to 
read to them, comforting and quieting many of them. In this 
touching novel, Liesel carries out two successful labors that 
produce a plethora of positive effects for her as well as for the 
people around her.

Work, for numerous books, takes on numerous different 
meanings. For Chance, it means the means to survive but also 
the entanglement in to dangerous and illegal affairs. For Liesel, 
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it means a few moments of pure happiness and comforting 
people’s hearts. For still others, work indicates many different 
forms of struggle and success and is a universal theme that 
“works” its way into a prodigious amount of different books and 
into many different lives. 

Work, as portrayed in both Carl Deuker’s Runner and Mark 
Zusak’s The Book Thief, indicates many activities that produce 
both positive and negative but always life-changing results.

Thursday
Amanda Butcher
Brookfield Middle School

Escape
Family traditions and social activities are prominent in 

this year’s English Festival books. These practices influence the 
characters in quite a few ways, including helping them find an 
escape from their problems. This group of characters includes 
Tomi Nakaji from Under the Blood-Red Sun and Steve Alper from 
Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie. Tomi Nakaji and Steve Alper 
have hobbies that help them escape from their problems. 

In Under the Blood-Red Sun, Tomi and his best friend, Billy 
Davis, escape the aftermath of Pearl Harbor by playing baseball 
with their team, the Rats. An escape is also found in Drums, 
Girls, and Dangerous Pie whenever Steve plays the drums. While 
playing, he finds solace, which helps him deal with the brother 
Jeffrey’s illness of cancer.

Drums . . . baseball . . . they are connected in this way: They 
offer happiness to these characters in times of strife. They are 
also obsessions to these boys. One chapter is very prominent in 
regards to this topic; in the Blood-Red Sun, Billy asks Tomi to play 
a game of baseball with the rest of the Rats. Tomi asks, “How 
can we play baseball at a time like this?” What he meant was 
“how can we focus on baseball after what happened at Pearl 
Harbor?” To which Billy replies, “If there’s a time for baseball, 
it’s now.” Tomi soon realizes that Billy is right. A simple game of 
baseball can wash away the worries of the outside world.

World War II and Pearl Harbor, however, were world issues. 
In Drums, Girls, and Dangerous Pie, Steve fights a family issue: His 
little brother might die of cancer. To cut himself off from these 
problems, Steve plays his drum set or practice pads. The steady 
rhythms and beats he creates are like a balm that soothes the 
effect of Jeffrey’s illness. Whenever Steve is playing, he focuses 
on nothing but the movement of the drum sticks.

No matter what the issue, simple obsessions and hobbies 
can help people cope with their problems. Whether it’s a family 
member with cancer or a war between great nations, the result 
is the same: the characters find peace through tradition. In this 
year’s English Festival books, family traditions and social activi-
ties are prominent, and influence the main characters’ lives. So 
one question remains: Would you choose drums, baseball, or 
something else if the time ever comes?

Friday
Caitlin Yager
Cardinal Mooney High School

Cultural Differences
A novel’s setting critically affects one’s understanding of 

the story. To fully grasp the concept and intended message of a 
book, a person must consider the time and place of the novel. 
Cultural differences, practices of the era, and local habits, among 
other things, account for key reasons a character is in a particular 
situation and are variations a reader must recognize. Such dif-
ferences are exemplified in the various setting of depression-era 
Chicago, early 1900s of industrial New York City, and Hawaii’s 
World War II time period.

The depression-era Chicago area is a large part of the novel 
A Long Way from Chicago. Without understanding the difficult 
economic times, the rural area outside of Chicago, Illinois, I, as a 
reader, would not understand the financial frugality of Grandma 
Dowdel. The setting, however minute a detail it may seem to 
some, is vital to understanding Joey and Mary Alice’s habits and 
way of life. The time period explains why such a vast number of 
Americans live as homeless bums on the outskirts of Grandma’s 
town. Without understanding the setting, I would not have de-
veloped the proper appreciation of the book it deserves.

The early 1900s of industrial New York City is far different 
from my modern suburban lifestyle. How could one develop ap-
preciation of the messages of Kids on Strike without accounting 
for the era? The life-altering struggles the young people of this 
non-fiction book are directly correlate to the time during which 
they lived. The story would not have the same message if told 
in suburban middle America.

Hawaii today is vastly different from the World War II-era 
of Hawaii, as in Under the Blood-Red Sun. Hawaiian people do 
not endure the discrimination and challenges those of the past 
did. How could a reader grasp the message of the book without 
accounting for the setting? Insight into the period provides a 
reader with much insight in the novel.

Settings of novels are quite important, providing guidance 
to comprehending a novel’s message. Without insight into a 
book’s settings, I could not have properly enjoyed this year’s 
English Festival.
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Third-Prize Essays
Wednesday
Casey Lower
Ursuline High School

Success Through Work
People work for many reasons. Some work just to earn 

a living; others work because they love their jobs; and some 
unfortunate people work because they are forced to. What a 
person gets out of a job is entirely up to him or her. One gets out 
of something only what one puts into it. Many people may only 
get a paycheck from working, but others can learn valuable life 
lessons. From the work they do, Eddy from Eyes of the Emperor 
and Sonny from Blue Skin of the Sea both face struggles but in 
the end succeed.

In Eyes of the Emperor, Eddy is an American soldier who 
is required to perform a “special” duty because he is Japanese. 
He helps train war dogs, working as bait so they learn to track 
Japanese soldiers by their smell. He faces physical struggles when 
his dog gets through his protective covering and bites him on 
several occasions. 

Eddy is much more dis-
turbed though, by the things 
he struggles with mentally, 
such as the racism of his fellow 
soldiers and the belittling as-
sumption that Japanese people 
smell different. However, Eddy 
shows tremendous character 
in putting aside his feelings and 
doing what his country asks of 
him, thereby bringing honor to 
his family. In the end, he suc-
ceeds by gaining the respect 
of his dog’s handler, as well 
as the satisfaction of seeing 
it proven that Japanese don’t 
have a distinctive smell.

Sonny, from Blue Skin of the Sea chooses to spend a sum-
mer working on his uncle’s boat taking rich people fishing. There 
is a particular incident when a man named Red rents his uncle’s 
boat, which teaches Sonny a valuable life lesson. Red is an over-
bearing, egotistical guy, but for the most part Sonny can tolerate 
him. Then, one day, Red sends Sonny’s uncle into a coral cave 
to retrieve a particularly exquisite piece of coral, and Sonny’s 
uncles is badly bitten by an eel. Red is insensitive and forces him 
to back down and get the coral. Sonny really struggles with his 
uncle’s compliance, but in the end he realizes a truth about life. 
People have to work and get paid, and sometimes that means 
they have to do things they don’t want to do.

Both Sonny and Eddy find deeper meaning in their jobs 
than a simple paycheck because of their struggles. What one 
comes away with when faced with adversity, such as struggles 
at work, shows a lot about one’s character. Sonny and Eddy both 
show great character through their actions.

Thursday
Mayim Moore
South Range Middle School

With Your Family
Have you ever really stopped to think about all the things 

that you do with your family? All the time that you go on vacations 
with them, go to social gatherings and parties, or just simply sit 
beside them, watching the game while sharing a bag of chips? 
If you stop and consider a moment, you’ll probably realize that 
you spend a lot of time with your family. 

Take another moment and think about this: Where would 
you be without these little intervals of time when it’s just you 
and your family, sharing in the joy of just being together? These 
times influence you more than you might think. In fact, a couple 
of families from two books demonstrate this point perfectly.

In A Long Way from Chicago, the story is centered around 
the escapades of a grandmother from the wild (and slightly 
illegal) side and her two grandchildren. Whether it’s baking 

gooseberry pies for the fair 
or sneaking onto the hunting 
club’s property to get some 
ill-gotten catfish to a senile old 
woman, family time is a great 
influence on the characters, 
namely the grand kids. 

Through these experi-
ences the two children learn 
and grow, developing into ma-
ture individuals. These experi-
ences strengthen family bonds 
and give the children deeper 
insights into their grandmother 
and help them develop respect 
for her. Through these experi-
ences the grandson becomes a 
courageous young man and has 

the will to sign on with the army, stepping into adulthood.
The New Policeman has prime examples of the power of 

family experience. Incredibly musical, the main family in this 
story is bound together by a fierce passion for song and dance. 
They constantly perform and hold ceilis, or traditional Irish 
dance parties. Their youngest son, J.J., is a talented violinist, and 
music binds him tightly to his family, and their annual parties 
only fortify his loyalty to them. This is proven when he turns 
down an opportunity to go clubbing with friends for playing at 
his family’s ceili.

As I have already stressed, family activities affect everyone, 
perhaps much more than one might think. These experiences as 
you can see give families life and prevent stagnation.
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Friday
Emily Wirtz
Immaculate Heart of Mary

Essential Settings
This year’s English Festival books contained a wide variety 

of setting, times, and characters. Two settings that had a signifi-
cant impact on me were Hawaii during World War II in Under the 
Blood-Red Sun and the industrial New England in Kids on Strike. 
Each setting was completely different from the other, but they 
were very important to the books that contained them.

The setting in Under the Blood-Red Sun was especially 
important in understanding the book. The fact that it took place 
near Pearl Harbor in World War II was vital in comprehending 
the plot and events that took place in the book. Without the 
setting, the book would have been less dramatic, less interest-
ing, and readers wouldn’t have a clue as to what was happen-

The Tribune Chronicle 
Journalism Workshop Prize-Winners

ing. This book and setting also had a significant effect on me. 
It made me realize exactly where Pearl Harbor was and how 
scared the people there must have been. Also, it made me think 
about the conditions in Hawaii at that time. The Japanese were 
discriminated against whether they were innocent or not, and 
it truly is a horrible thing to be looked down upon because of 
your race, especially in a war. The book was exceptionally good 
and the setting was vital to the plot.

Another book with an essential setting was Kids on Strike. 
Industrial New England was hard on both children and their 
parents. The setting of this book was very important to get the 
reader to fully understand it. This time in the industrial world was 
full of harsh conditions and, of course, strikers. The book made 
me realize how lucky I am to be able to go to school and not be 
forced to work, especially in the harsh conditions back then.

Kids on Strike and Under the Blood-Red Sun had excellent 
plots and historical settings. In both books, the setting was im-
portant to help readers understand it. They each affected me 
and probably many other readers as well.

First-Prize Essays
Wednesday, Track K
Felicia Terpilowski
Shenango High School

Author Graham 
Salisbury at English 
Festival

 
On a rainy spring day in Youngstown, Ohio, Graham Salis-

bury spoke with a small group of approximately forty students at 
the Youngstown State University English Festival. This down-to-
earth, critically acclaimed author of children’s and young-adult 
novels answered various questions about a wide range of topics 
that interested his high school student reporters.

Allowing the press conference to take the course of the 
students’ interests, Salisbury started by mentioning his hearing 
loss due to playing in several rock-and-roll bands and frequently 
going to “clubs when they were so blasting loud.” 

Salisbury talked about his most famous band, “Millen-
nium,” which recorded with Columbia records in Hollywood. 
He also mentioned his solo music career, for which he used the 
nickname “Sandy.” 

In addition to writing novels, Salisbury described being a 

song writer along with playing the guitar.
Moving on to topics concerning his novels and their inspira-

tion from his wife, Salisbury spoke in depth about his childhood 
and his relationships with his mom and three different dads. 

Salisbury’s biological father was a Navy pilot who died 
when Graham was only one year old. His first step-father died 
of cancer when Salisbury was only ten, so he didn’t have stories 
to share about him either. 

His third father was the one who created the most memo-
ries. Salisbury said he was a “fisherman” and a “macho man” 
of “few word” who spoke with “grunts.” Salisbury went on to 
demonstrate some of this communication and followed it with 
some light-hearted laughter.

Salisbury expressed that all of these father relationships 
contribute in some way to his prominent writing theme of fa-
thers and sons. (One can’t help but compare Salisbury’s third 
dad to the father of Eddy, the main character is Salisbury’s Eyes 
of the Emperor.)

Salisbury said his relationships with his fathers have also 
affected his own fatherly role with his children. Between his 
fame as a writer and musician and in the midst of his writing 
and speaking schedules, Salisbury says he is definitely a “good 
dad” and a “present dad.” He even recounted a series of camping 
trips with his fifteen-year-old son to earn an Eagle Scout badge 
when he doesn’t even like camping.

Salisbury also spoke about his youngest daughter, Annie 
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Rose, whom he adopted from China. Salisbury dedicated his new 
children’s novel series to the fifth grader, but, upon receiving the 
first copy of the book, he said Annie Rose simply looked at the 
cover and put the book down as a weight on her other book on 
how to draw horses. With no hint of sadness or disappointment 
in his voice, Salisbury followed he story by saying, “You’re never 
a hero in your own town.”

The author’s own home town and childhood also came 
up concerning the bullying of a character in one of his books. 
Salisbury matter-of-factly stated that he didn’t have his own bul-
lying problems in school because he had big friends and knew 
how to “navigate the waters,” a sea analogy reminiscent of the 
Hawaiian Islands setting of most of this books. 

Speaking about the prevalence of outdoor sensory descrip-
tions, Salisbury said, “Setting is almost like another character in 
my books.” This is one of the many ways that Salisbury clearly 
personalizes his novels with his own background, which includes 
“growing up barefoot” in Hawaii.

Wednesday, Track N
Emily Geichert
Canfield High School

Baseball and Lou Zona
Countless hours of baseball as a young child affect many 

later in their lives. For some, it is the competitive nature they 
acquire. For others, it is the teamwork and cooperation skills 
learned on the team. For Lou Zona, it is neither a professional 
career, nor code of morals learned on the field. Rather it is a 
very unique nose. 

The high school participants at the YSU English Festival 
noticed Zona’s predominant facial feature as soon as they met 
him in the Maag Library. 

There for the Journalism Workshop, the first question they 
asked was, “Why is your nose like that?” Zona answered, explain-
ing it was his Little League experiences, but there was more to 
learn about Lou’s childhood before April 1st was over.

When he was young, Zona first became acquainted with 
art. His brother was a commercial artist, and many of his pieces 
were stored in Lou’s room. Growing up in an artistic environment 
is the starting point for Zona’s artistic passion. 

Zona also said he believed a second factor contributing to 
his artistic career path was one of his seventh-grade teachers. Her 
encouragement and kindness helped him develop and explore 
art. When he went to college, he took an art history class that 
took place in the Butler Museum. Little would he guess that 
years later he would become the director.

Now Zona describes his job as “not the most glamorous 
job.” Director of the museum entails taking care of insurance, 
staff issues, new exhibitions, and the overall function of the 
operation. 

With twenty-five staff members, a two-million dollar 
budget, and about 21,000 art works in the museum, Zona has 
his hands full. The Butler Museum that Lou oversees is a private 
institution. It has been known as the “poor man’s museum” 
because it does not charge an admissions fee. 

The Butler is an institution where anyone can come and 
view works that Zona said he believes tell the story of American 
art history. 

Just recently, the Butler acquired a work by Norman 
Rockwell. When describing the effort it took to get the piece, 
Zona said he put in all the work he did because he believed it 
belonged to the community. 

This reflects the same mentality as free admissions does. 
The Butler is ranked among the top museums in America, but 
many would like to know where it is headed and how it will 
progress.

Zona said, “Art reflects the times.” Zona expressed his desire 
for a piece by Jasper Johns, a renowned contemporary artist. 

In years to come, as many artists are using computers 
instead of canvas, the Butler will change and grow. 

New media are changing the art world, reflecting the 
views of who the artist is. Art can have a powerful impact on 
people, but as one of Lou Zona’s teachers once told him, he 
must remember, “Art is harmless.”

Thursday, Track K
Mackenzie Thompson
West Middlesex

Salisbury at YSU
Two boys are out on a boat. One is about ten years older than 

the other. The older jumps off and swims into open ocean. The 
younger is less eager and decides to stay close to the boat.

This experience was one of many Graham Salisbury used 
from his childhood is his writing.

Nicknamed “Sandy,” Salisbury grew up in Hawaii. As a 
young boy, he was always outside and loved baseball. Like in 
his book Under the Blood Red Sun, he had a group of friends 
he hung out with. But unlike the novel, Salisbury had parental 
issues at home.

His father was killed in WW II, and his step-father died when 
he was only ten. Salisbury said his second step-father was inac-
cessible. His mother was so busy with him and his three sisters 
and her husbands, she had hardly any time in the day.

Despite these issues, Salisbury loved his home. He said, “I 
have to live near water.” In his first novel, Blue Skin of the Sea, 
he tried to paint a picture of the Hawaii of the past before it 
became commercial. He said it used to be beautiful and pristine, 
and now it’s just okay or nice.

Salisbury has many interests; he is in a band, bird watches, 
writes, and experiments with graphic design. He is working on a 
website about birds and a Facebook game. He has been in a band 
called Millennium and has written over a hundred songs.

The author gives advice to young writers, saying the secret 
to writing is revision. He says to read a lot and that it’s never 
too late to start. Salisbury didn’t read a book on his own until 
he was 30! He also says to keep a journal and wishes he had 
when he was younger.
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Thursday, Track N
Gabriella Pishotti
Howland High School

Act First
“Act first; ask permission later.” This advice, not typically 

told to a room full of junior high school students, was the re-
sponse twenty-nine year old Brooke Slanina gave when asked 
how she lives her life.

On April 2, this community-involved actress attended 
Youngstown State University for the annual English Festival. 
There, during a press conference , she was bombarded with 
questions from teens ranging from seventh to ninth grade.

Slanina is the President of the Directors of the Oakland 
Center for the Arts, a non-profit organization. For almost a decade, 
she has been working there doing what she loves. 

“From the time I was little, I always knew I wanted to be 
in the theater, “ she says.

Along with acting, Slanina also has a Master’s in Psychol-
ogy and English. Her main focus, though, is helping out the 
Youngstown area. “Youngstown is a big part of my life,” she 
says. “I grew up here.”

Slanina says that since the industry in Youngstown has 
been closed down, people look down on the city. However, she 
more positively states that the art community may be able to 
fix that.

“Arts enrich lives. The arts community [in Youngstown] 
has always been thriving. It’s always been a good source of 
entertainment.”

The Oakland Center holds many fundraisers throughout 
the year. One of the most successful and well-known is the 
drag show fundraiser. Also, any shows held at the Oakland are 
fundraisers.

Slanina was recently nominated for the 40 under 40 per-
son award in Youngstown, which recognizes some of the most 
influential people in Youngstown.

“Community is my inspiration. Showing people that there 
is stuff to do downtown [in Youngstown] drives me,” she says.

When asked what advice she has for those who want to 
pursue a career in theatrics, she responded, “Drama belongs 
on stage, not backstage. Be professional. You never know who 
you’ll meet in a production.”

Slanina’s favorite plays are “weird, quirky comedies.” For a 
fun fact, she enjoys cupcakes. “They just make people happy.”

Friday, Track K
Shannon Gramley
Notre Dame, Track K

Unfortunately, Shannon Gramley’s prize winning essay is unavail-
able for publication. 

Friday, Track N
Lea Carroll
Immaculate Heart of Mary

Lori Faust—Newberry 
Award Committee

Lori Faust said that one of her dreams has always been to 
be on the Newberry Award Committee. This dream has become 
reality for her.

Lori Faust is the Children’s Department Assistant Manager 
at the Warren-Trumbull County Public Library. She has been 
appointed to be one of only fifteen people from the country to 
serve on the 2010 John Newberry Award Committee. 

This committee will chose a children’s literature book pub-
lished in 2009 that they consider to be the most distinguished 
to receive the Newberry Medal.

On Friday, April 3, 2009, Faust met with a group of students 
for a press conference in the Maag Library of Youngstown State 
University. These students were participating in a journalism 
workshop for the YSU English Festival. They were given the op-
portunity to meet and ask questions to Faust.

Faust has always been a reader. She told the students that 
as a kid, she was the nerdy girl who checked out a pile of books 
from the library and then read them all inside while the other 
children played outside. 

Even as an adult, she said she enjoys children’s literature. 
She told of how with those books they are happier and have a 
sort of optimism with them, opposed to adult books.

Well, her love for books has certainly paid off. Being on 
the committee, she said, “It’s a big, big honor.” She has finally 
accomplished her dream to be on the Newberry Committee, 
doing something she really enjoys.
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Second-Prize Essays
Wednesday, Track K
Aquila Lesko
Venango Catholic

Graham Salisbury
“I had three fathers,” said Graham Salisbury as he rubbed 

his hand against his thigh. 
He continued to explain that his biological father was a pilot 

for the Navy who had gone down with his plane. His first step-
father, who also was an active member of the Navy, died from 
cancer, and his final stepfather was a fisherman who Salisbury 
summed up with two words: “macho man.”

Salisbury’s experience with his three fathers makes him 
strive to be an excellent fatherly figure. 

“Fathers and sons are a major theme in my books,” said 
Salisbury, talking to a press conference of young adults who 
attended the Youngstown State University English Festival, 
Wednesday, April 1st. 

Salisbury said, “I’m a good dad,” then with a grin on his 
face went on telling the conference about his children.

Salisbury is not only a father, but an ex-guitarist for the 
band The Millennium. He said that his claim to fame was when 
the band hit number one on the music charts in the Philippines. 
The Song, 5 a.m., was a composition of Salisbury’s.

Salisbury’s writing abilities do not stop at song-writing; 
he is a well-known, award-winning author. Some of his books 
include Blue Skin of the Sea, Eyes of the Emperor, and Under 
the Blood-Red Sun. 

Salisbury laughed and said, “I’m an author, and I flunked 
English!” To be accurate, he flunked English twice.

Do not judge Salisbury by his English grade; he’s a very 
intellectual mind. His words of advice for the press conference, 
“All of you that listen to iPods, listen soft or you’ll end up like 
me.”

Wednesday, Track N
Katie Proch
Ursuline High School

Zona and Baseball
 
Dr. Louis Zona played baseball when he was young, much 

like the other boys his age. 
Sadly, he did much of his catching with his face, leaving 

his nose as crooked as a Picasso painting. 
Zona’s mother had always told him, “There is a nose for 

every face.” So his nose remains his dominant feature. 
Zona’s family was rather poor growing up, and his parents 

went uneducated. This caused him to grow up in, what Zona 
calls, “an artless environment.” Ironically, Zona’s career would 
surround him with the art he had lived without for so long.

Executive Director for the Butler Museum of American Art, 

Zona met with students in Maag Library for a press conference as 
part of the YSU English Festival this Wednesday, April 1, 2009. 

The press conference was held as a part of a journalism 
workshop for the Tribune Chronicle. Not only did students practice 
their journalism skills, but they also got insight into running one of 
the nation’s only art museum dedicated to American artists.

Zona says that being director is not one of the most glamor-
ous jobs. He spends his day working with insurance companies 
and sorting out staffing issues. But the reward is knowing that 
he is running what he calls a “community treasures.” 

Zona also was involved in the purchasing of the well-known 
Norman Rockwell painting Portrait of Lincoln, which he says is 
his favorite. 

When Zona saw the painting on auction in New York, he 
said that the Butler had to get it. That is something that “belongs 
to this community.” 

Obtaining the Norman Rockwell painting was no easy task. 
Zona asked many previous Butler donors for donations. In the 
end, the Butler had to trade a few of their paintings, much like 
baseball cards. 

The curators had to evaluate the Butler’s collection and sell 
paintings that seemed redundant in the collection. The result was 
a beautiful painting by Norman Rockwell for the community.

Zona has heard the Butler called “a poor man’s art mu-
seum.” This reminds him of his first visit to the Butler when having 
a class in the Native American art section. Zona says that walking 
through the Butler can teach a person so much about history 
because “art is a reflection of the times and who were are.”

Thursday, Track K
Julia Brogden
Niles McKinley High School

Salisbury Attends 
Festival

Graham Salisbury’s day started with a sunrise. “It was a 
beautiful morning unlike yesterday,” he said. Salisbury awakens 
every morning at 4:30 a.m. “It’s when I do my best writing,” 
he said.

On Thursday, April 2, 2009, the Youngstown State Univer-
sity English Festival participants held a press conference with 
Salisbury. It was held so students participating could gain further 
insight into Salisbury’s mind and insight into his writing.

“Sandy,” a nickname he was given by his mother, started 
out with a rock career. Before becoming an author, Salisbury 
had written over 100 songs. He was also a teacher, dockhand, 
and graphic artist. 

“All that experience came in handy,” he said.
When Salisbury was asked about his childhood, he said that 

his father was killed in WW II. “It influenced my love of writing 
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about WW II.” He originally grew up in Hawaii but now lives in 
Portland, Oregon. “I can’t stand not being near water.”

“If you look out this window, there is a hawk making a 
nest,” Graham said after telling us of his bird watching. His new 
website, http://www.birdfellow.com, will come online in May.

Salisbury has won over eleven awards for Blue Skin of the 
Sea. “It feels really good when I win awards. Good boy, good 
award. Good boy, good award.”

Salisbury is working on a book for his children’s series 
Calvin Coconut and a sequel to his book, Eyes of the Emperor. “I 
just haven’t found the heart of it yet.” Look for it in bookstores 
soon.

The students’ final question for Salisbury’s was: “What was 
the first novel you ever read?” He said, “I remember it well. I 
was bottle feeding my son one night when I picked up a book, 
Roots by Alex Haley. Good book and a good miniseries.” 

Salisbury’s conference was ended with a round of applause, 
and a short goodbye. Off to give insight to others.

Thursday, Track N
Lia Ploumbis
Lincoln K-8

Brooke Slanina and 
Community Theater

 
Most people would be thrilled to go on a surprise trip to 

Disney World but not Brooke Slanina. She got mad at her parents 
because she wanted to go to a baseball game instead. A lot has 
changed for Brooke Slanina, president of the Board of Directors 
since that summer day many years ago. 

Now, at age 28, she works at the Oakland Center of the 
Arts, as president and a 40-under-40 nominee, helping with 
plays, musicals, fundraisers, and anything else thrown in her 
way, including a press conference with the students attending 
the 31st English Festival at YSU on April 2, 2009.

Slanina didn’t always want to work with the arts. In fact, 
when she was really young, she wanted to be a nun. “I guess 
it’s because I went to Catholic school. The nuns were mean, but 
they were so inspirational,” said Slanina.

But that soon changed as she grew up. She loved to read 
and was never afraid to express herself, especially on stage. 
She worked at Ursuline High School on plays but mostly from 
backstage.

This inspiration led her to go for a major in theatre (her 
parents weren’t too happy), but after a few years she moved 
on to a psychology major.

When she saw that the Oakland Center of the Arts was 
having auditions for a play, she decided to try out. Slanina 
stated she didn’t know how to act, but from that first day, she 
has never left.

When not working with the arts, she has a few pastimes, 
including a book club she started, hanging out with a few good 
friends, and helping out in animal rescue work, especially with 

cats, her favorite animal.
She also once worked on a cupcake business. “Frosting, 

sugar, what’s not to like?” said Slanina. Now, no longer making 
cupcakes, she spends most of her life at the Oakland, and chal-
lenges people to constantly learn. 

“Act first, apologies later,” Slanina’s advice to the upcom-
ing generation. “Don’t always wait for someone to give you the 
O.K. Just go out and do it.”

Friday, Track K
Kaitlyn Pastoli
Canfield High School

Salisbury at YSU
When asked about what inspired him to write his first 

book, Graham Salisbury said, “I wanted to paint a picture in 
words about this beautiful place I grew up in.” Salisbury grew 
up in Hawaii, and his first book Blue Skin of the Sea was his way 
of preserving the place where he grew up.

On Friday, April 3, Salisbury was interviewed in a press 
conference by 7–9th grade students. It took place in the Maag 
Library on the Youngstown State University campus, as part of 
the YSU English Festival.

The press conference helped young readers to gain an 
insight into why exactly any author, like Salisbury, would choose 
to write. Salisbury told of many events that led him to write and 
shared his goals. Most importantly, Salisbury said that he wrote 
because it made him feel like he had something to offer. He also 
wanted to encourage young boys to read.

Being an author, Salisbury said, is “working hard to make 
something out of nothing” and that it was something he loved 
to do. 
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Salisbury advised writers to keep a journal and to read 
as much as they could. He said to pay attention to what moves 
you and to try and figure out why. Most importantly, he said to 
practice; just keep writing.

Salisbury says that a fear of public speaking is what led him 
to writing. He took a class on public speaking and as he became 
more confident in his abilities, he began to write longer stories. 
He eventually realized that he wanted to write fictional novels 
for young people.

Friday, Track N
Jamielynn Doyle
Youngstown Early College

Lori Faust, Maag 
Library Success

Lori Faust said that she had always wanted to be on the 
Newberry Awards committee before she retired or dies. “I am 
very fortunate, “ she said.

This year she is on the committee, reading as many books 
as she can. One of her favorite books this year is Peace, Locomo-
tion by Jacquelin Woodson.

Faust said, growing up, she was a big reader. “I liked fan-

tasy,” she said. “I also wanted to be a veterinarian, so I read a 
lot of books about animals.”

When asked why she decided not to be a vet by one of 
the students in the Maag Library on April third, she said that 
she had always preferred music. “I played clarinet,” Faust said, 
“And my two daughters play strings.”

Later in the interview, another student asked Faust what 
her favorite part about her job was, and she said that her favorite 
part is readers’ advisory. 

She also said that when a person comes up to her and tells 
her how great the book was, it makes her day.

Faust graduated high school with a 4.0 average. She said 
that she was one of the geeky kids who got many books from 
the library. But she never truly started appreciating literature 
until her kids were born.

“I’m really bad at remembering people’s faces and names,” 
Faust said. “ I can remember book titles easily,” she said, making 
the audience chuckle.

The students in the journalism workshop continued to 
ask Faust about censorship and Newberry criteria. She said that 
censorship is not the job of Newberry winners and that censor-
ship should be up to the parents.

Faust also said that she’s never had too many behavioral 
problems in the library. “Sometimes the school agers get a 
little rowdy,” she said. “But I just tell them ‘this is library, not an 
arcade,’ and they quiet down.”

Faust said, “I live in Boardman. I work in the Main Li-
brary.”

Third-Prize Essays
Wednesday, Track K
Sarah Jefferson
Badger High School

Salisbury, Bad at 
English, Accomplished 
Author

Award-winning author Graham Salisbury not only flunked 
English at Vermont University, but he flunked out and left col-
lege completely. 

After playing in a band during his educational hiatus, 
Salisbury went back to college and graduated with honors. He 
played with several bands during his life, his band Millennium 
even reached the top of the charts in the Philippines. But Salis-
bury is being recognized for his writing, not music.

This week, Salisbury is speaking at the 31st Annual YSU 
English Festival. His books Eyes of the Emperor, Blue Skin of the 
Sea, and Under the Blood Red Sun are featured at the Festival. 

Besides the usual public speaking, he also gave a press 

conference to the journalism workshop 
track at the festival.

When asked about publishing, 
Salisbury says, “I got really lucky.” 

He met an editor at a pub-
lishing conference, and after 
reading his book, she told 
him she’d like her company 
to see it. Salisbury has 
been working with that 
editor ever since and says 
of the experience, “That’s a 
fairy tale.”

Salisbury’s books are influenced by his life growing up in 
Hawaii and a love of the military. 

“I’m a big fan of the military . . . .Today, my son is enlisting 
in the Oregon Nation Guard.” 

Hawaii is often seen a another character in his books, 
and he said that Hawaii is a very sensory place, and an outside 
place, unlike other parts of the U.S., where most of the time is 
spent inside.
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Wednesday, Track N
Alicia Balog
Austintown Fitch High School – Track N 

Art Knows No 
Boundary

Dr. Louis A. Zona, Executive Director of the Butler Institute 
of American Art, knows two different topics very well: art and 
his nose. 

“I caught the ball with my face,” he said while grinning. 
The museum director then said that one of the most interesting 
experiences of his life was when he ate dinner with ten plastic 
surgeons, all of whom offered to fix his nose.

That is how the press conference at the 31st Annual 
Youngstown State University English Festival began on Wednes-
day, April 1, at the Maag Library on the YSU campus. 

Zona, a resident of New Castle, PA, answered questions of 
sophomores through seniors from high schools throughout Ohio 
during the Tribune Chronicle’s Journalism Workshop. 

Kara Owens, a participant in the workshop, said, “I thought 
it was very informative, and we learned things that no one else 
would know about. Dr. Zona was also very friendly and easy to talk 
to, and he didn’t talk down on us or treat us disrespectfully.”

Since 1981, Zona has been the director of the Butler 
Museum, a job he said was actually quite ironic. As a college 
student attending YSU, some of his classes met in basements 
of nearby churches. 

However, one of his classes, an art class, occurred in the 
Butler. Surrounded by the American Indian displays and paint-
ings, his love and passion for artwork grew. 

Years later, he would take the job as director in the art 
museum. “The irony is that I was asked to become Director of 
the Butler Institute of Art.”

His passion for art did not start in college, which was the first 
time he ever entered an art museum. It all started as a child with 
an older brother and a teacher. His older brother, a commercial 
artist, would always hang up his art work in their room. 

Also when he was a teenager, one of his teachers encour-
aged him in his artwork, and she always complimented and 
observed his artwork. 

On the other hand, Zona’s passion in the fine arts didn’t 
please everyone. His father, Louis Zona, Sr., wanted him to be 
a teacher—the only job that can help you make money during 
the depression. Zona eventually would teach people about art 
as the Director of the Butler.

Although he was not a teacher like his parents wanted, 
Zona’s parents still supported him. He is also being recognized 
this month by the Portrait Society of America and will receive 
their Leadership in the Arts Award later this month. 

Zona said that although having friends and parents sup-
port you is good, it means so much more to be recognized by 
someone’s peers—a person’s equals.

Thursday, Track K
Kelly Kovacevich
Neal Middle School

Salisbury at YSU
In the Maag Library of the YSU campus, teens sit with 

pens in hand, soon to meet the award-winning author, Graham 
Salisbury. Salisbury came to the campus with the hope of shar-
ing his writing insights with the participants of the YSU English 
Festival Tribune Chronicle workshop.

As Salisbury walks in, a round of applause follows, then 
the interrogation begins. Hands fly in the air with unanswered 
questions. 

A student’s hand raises with a question. “How was your 
morning?” In response, Salisbury chuckles, then says how he 
“could see a beautiful sunrise this morning.”

More questions are asked, directed more toward Salis-
bury’s writing. Salisbury has written many books, including the 
award-winning Under the Blood-Red Sun. 

A student asks about his book, Blue Skin of the Sea. “I 
wanted to paint a picture of the Hawaii I knew.” Salisbury con-
tinues saying that the Hawaiian Islands were prestigious back 
in his time. 

Now, he says, it’s okay, but “I still love it.” After the press 
conference, applause begins again as Salisbury walks away, hav-
ing shared his mind with these students.

Thursday, Track N
Jenelle Bayus
Lakeview High School 

Brooke Slanina, The 
Girl from the Oakland

 
Known as the girl from the Oakland, Brooke Slanina made 

an appearance at the 2009 YSU English Festival at Youngstown 
State University on April 2.

Slanina works as the Arts Innovator for the Oakland Center 
for the Arts in Youngstown, Ohio. The Oakland is a non-profit 
organization that produces around six plays a year.

Twice a year, the Oakland holds Drag Show fundraiser, 
which Slanina says is “very popular.”

At a very young age, Slanina knew she wanted to be in 
theatre. In high school, she started acting and continued into 
college without much success. She mostly worked backstage 
and never got cast in any of the plays.

When Slanina was twenty, she saw a newspaper article 
for auditions for a play at the Oakland. She auditioned for the 
play and was cast. Since then, she has never left.

Slanina has a degree in psychology. Her first major vol-
unteer project was the Health Hotline Crisis Center, talking to 
people on the phone. It soon turned into a part-time job, then 
a full-time job.
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Slanina still wonders about what she wants to do with 
the rest of her life.

As a native of Youngstown, Slanina hopes that the Art 
District will keep bringing people back to the city.

Slanina has been part of the production of many plays 
in the area, including Dog Sees God, Confessions of a Teenage 
Blockhead, and The Book of Liz.

Slanina was recently nominated as one of the forty most 
influential people in the area.

Known as the girl from the Oakland, Brooke Slanina has 
worked very hard in the theatre and by doing volunteer work. 
Some advice to amateurs that Slanina would give is to be pro-
fessional, and she always says, “Drama belongs on stage, not 
backstage.”

Friday, Track K
Serena Stoneberg
Poland Middle School

Salisbury and Writing
 
Graham Salisbury did not always know he wanted to be a 

writer; he said he had no clue that he could write or if he would 
enjoy it. He said he just kind of stumbled upon it.

Students attending the Tribune Chronicle workshop at 
the YSU English Festival on April 3rd got to talk with Graham 
Salisbury at a press conference in the Maag Library. The point 
of the workshop was to learn more about journalism and have 
a personal experience with the author.

When asked why he is an author, Salisbury said, “I do 
what I do because of the person I am, and the person I am is 
formed from my family, which, now that I look back at it, would 
be titled dysfunctional.

Salisbury talked about his new book series, Calvin Coconut, 
and said he was really nervous about going on a book tour with 
these books because he didn’t know how to talk with younger 
children. He said his wife reassured him saying, “You’ll do fine 
just be yourself. You’re a doof; they’ll love you.”

Salisbury has won many awards for his books, such as an 
ALA Best Book for Young Adults award for Under the Blood-Red 
Sun and the PEN/Norma Klein Award for Blue Skin of the Sea. 

But before writing, he recorded music in Los Angeles for 
many years, being a member of the band Millennium. He said 
the band was a great experience and that he still writes songs 
because music is a very powerful thing.

The number one thing Salisbury gave for advice to aspir-
ing writers was to read because the more you read, the more 
you discover what moves you and that you have to pay close 
attention to that.

Growing up in Hawaii, Salisbury said that his inspirations 
for characters came from composites of people he knows from 
Hawaii, like Japanese, Hawaiians, and other heritages.

“I took a class on writing, and I started to teach myself. I 
didn’t know who I wanted to writer for until one day, I read Island 
of the Blue Dolphins and decided to write for young adults,” said 
Graham Salisbury who is still writing for young adults.

Friday, Track N
Zachary Prizant
Poland Middle School

Lori Faust 
Lori Faust was appointed to the Newberry Award Com-

mittee just years ago.
Her many career interests as a child shifted from veterinar-

ian to musician, to computer programming, to librarian.
After reading to her children, Faust’s true calling had been 

revealed. Her passion for children and children’s literature began 
to take course.

Already a librarian, Faust strived to extend her position in 
children’s literature. After months and months of making herself 
known, she was finally appointed to the Newberry Committee, 
her dream job.

On Friday, April 3, 2009, Faust, born and raised in Canton, 
Ohio, was asked to make an appearance at the 31st Youngstown 
State University English Festival at Maag Library. While there, 
Faust was interviewed by a group of approximately thirty stu-
dent reporters, each representing their school, trying to express 
their passions.

Faust started out with brief introduction, comfortably 
describing her status and what the Newberry Award stood for.

After that, the questions began, and the hands of eager 
seventh and eighth graders went up. Faust patiently answered 
the questions grasping most, if not all, of the audience’s atten-
tion. Looks of interest could be seen on the teens’ faces as they 
hurriedly took notes.

All in all, it was a truly fun and exhilarating event. When 
the time was up, children said goodbye and went back to their 
seats.
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The Barbara Brothers Writing 
Award for Teachers

Prize-Winners

First-Prize Essay
Mary Beth Acker
Wilmington Area High School

Voices of the Past
My children and my grandchildren never asked very many ques-
tions about that part of my life. I guess that didn’t really care too 
much about that. Why should they care about something that 
happened to me sixty some years ago?

Pearl Harbor Survivor, January 2009

Young people are aware that they are living in precarious 
and momentous times. The economy is strained, and an air of 
uncertainty hangs thick around them. It is very easy to be caught 
up in the pressures and the worries of the here-and-now rather 
than looking back to glean lessons from the past. The struggles 
today, the economic crisis and the ongoing wars overseas, are 
far from unprecedented. They are, in fact, like pale shadows 
of the struggles faced by what is now known as the “Greatest 
Generation,” the generation of young people raised during the 
Great Depression and coming of age under the shadow of the 
Second World War. 

The challenges faced by members of this generation were 
daunting, and their accomplishments were great. As Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt so aptly put it, “This generation of Americans 
has a rendezvous with destiny.” Tom Brokaw called them, “a gen-
eration birth-marked for greatness . . . a generation of towering 
achievement and modest demeanor” (11,12). The contributions 
of this “Greatest Generation” have been recognized by history 
and by society, yet many of their voices go unheard every day, 
even as they are disappearing from our midst. 

Literature can play many different roles and serve many 
different purposes. Can one of these roles be to help us to look 
beyond the pages of our books and to listen to the many stories 
waiting to be told by real-world narrators? There is much to be 
gained by allowing what we learn through novels to lead us to 
discover stories yet to be told by those who walk among us.

Tales of the heroism of the Greatest Generation have not 
been neglected by literature. One has only to look at this year’s 
selection of English Festival books to see proof of this point: 
Under the Blood Red Sun, Eyes of the Emperor, and The Book 
Thief tell the tales of young people coming of age during these 
trying times. As one turns the pages of these books, one can 
hardly fail to notice the challenges faced by their main characters. 
Eyes of the Emperor and Under the Blood Red Sun bring home 
the difficult identity crises faced by many sons and daughters of 

immigrants, especially immigrants of enemy nations. Any reader 
who has ever experienced a conflict of values or ideals with his 
or her family can sympathize with the struggles of Tomi Nakaji 
and Eddy Okubo to reconcile their Japanese heritage and their 
American loyalties and can appreciate the difficulties presented 
by life as a “hyphenated American” in a time of war. 

In Under the Blood Red Sun, Graham Salisbury describes 
Tomi’s fear of having the Japanese flag seen in his house in stark 
contrast to his pride in his family’s katana. A short dialogue 
between Tomi and his Grampa illustrates this point:

 Grampa narrowed his eyes and clenched his fists. His face 
turned red and his lips bridged into a fish-scowl. “You Japanee!” 
he said, “Japanee!”
 “American,” I said. I took a step back and shoved the flag up 
onto the porch. 
 “No good, Grampa. No good at all!”
 Grampa’s face grew redder. He shook his fist at me. “Whatchoo 
think you? You Japanee. Japanee inside. Like me, like Papa.”
 “Criminy,” I said, walking a wide path around him. “This isn’t 
Wakayama, you know. This isn’t Japan. This is America, and you’re 
going to get us in a lot of trouble with that stupid flag.” (Salisbury 
30)

In this passage, Tomi shows himself to be both fearful and 
contemptuous of his Japanese heritage, but like any coin, this 
character has two sides. Tomi, although hesitant to conform 
to his grandfather’s strict Japanese standards, appreciates the 
significance of his family’s katana, the samarai sword that is 
kept hidden under his bed by his grandfather. In the early pages 
of the book, Tomi notes, “even though my devotion for the 
family wasn’t good enough for Grampa, I knew how important 
the katana was. It wasn’t just a sharp blade that he hid under 
my bed. It was the heart of our history. Grampa honored and 
protected it. And so would I” (30-31). Later in the book, Tomi 
demonstrates his respect for his Japanese heritage as he claims 
ownership of the katana and all that it represents. In the final 
sentences of the book, he states:

I decided that tonight I would take the katana and carefully rub 
away any spots of rust I found on the blade. Then I would rub 
the oilcloth over it and let Kimi hold it. I would tell her where it 
came from, and why we needed to protect it and keep it clean, 
and what it stood for (244).

The book thus traces the evolution of Tomi’s identity as an 
individual and as a Japanese-American.

Eddy in Eyes of the Emperor faces a similar conflict between 
his Japanese heritage and his loyalty to the United States. Eddy 
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is older, and, as he approaches the end of his high-school career, 
he feels this conflict more and more acutely. He expresses his 
feelings in his own words early in the book when he states:

 What Pop said gave me the willies, because he wanted me 
and Herbie to be just like those navy guys, all full up with the 
national spirit of Japan, Yamato Damashii. Pop kept a cigar box 
of cash savings hidden somewhere in the house, money to send 
us back to Tokyo or Hiroshima to learn about our heritage. “You 
are Japanese,” he would say. “How can you learn about your 
culture and tradition if you don’t go to Japan?”
 Sure, but what if I got there and war came because the U.S. 
and Japan couldn’t work things out? What if I got trapped and 
dragged into the Japanese army—or navy, like those guys on that 
ship? What would I do then? Because I sure didn’t feel that kind 
of spirit. I wasn’t a Japan Japanese. I was an American. (Salisbury 
4)

Because he is older the Tomi, Eddy’s struggles and deci-
sions are a heavier burden as he makes the decision to enlist 
in the United States Army, to take arms against the country of 
his ancestors, a decision that only causes the conflict with his 
father to escalate. Eddy’s father even refuses to speak to him 
for weeks. The question of loyalty and nationality comes to the 
forefront to an even greater extent once Eddie actually leaves 
for duty. Having chosen to lie about his age to join the Army 
and fight for his country, Eddy is understandably discouraged 
and angered by his treatment as a Japanese-American. The 
Army’s refusal to give him a weapon, the constant surveillance 
by white Americans, and his assignment to the experimental 
attack program frustrate him. His undying loyalty and desire to 
serve his country in combat, even in such circumstances, are 
both astounding and admirable.

Eyes of the Emperor and Under the Blood Red Sun are his-
torical novels; the characters and events are made up, but the 
history behind them is real. Thousands of sons of immigrants, 
including immigrants from Japan, Italy, and Germany, the enemy 
powers of the Axis forces, chose to enlist in military service to 
prove their loyalty and to serve their country. Many of these 
brave Americans live among us, quietly living out the later years 
of their lives. It is here that literature has the power to truly 
make a difference in the lives of everyday ordinary individuals, 
for these surviving members of America’s Greatest Generation, 
just like Tomikazu and Eddy, have stories to tell, and books like 
Eyes of the Emperor and Under the Blood Red Sun can inspire 
us to listen.

Unfortunately, it would seem that our ears are not always 
open. Far too many of these remarkable individuals go through 
their lives without ever being asked to tell their stories, and the 
result is a whole web or stories, first-hand accounts of history 
that are lost forever, lost to our nation’s history, but more 
importantly, lost to the families and loved ones of those who 
participated in the making of that history. Too many sons, 
daughters, grandchildren, neighbors, and friends are too caught 
up in their own lives and in the here and now to think 
to ask to hear these stories ... or they are simply 
afraid to ask. This is a shame, one that I dare to 
criticize only because I am guilty of contributing 
to the problem myself.

As a child, I was vaguely aware that my grand-
father had fought in World War II. He referred to the 

Navy from time to time, but rarely. It wasn’t until the fiftieth 
anniversary of Pearl Harbor that I learned that my grandfather 
had actually been there and lived to tell the tale. Unfortunately, 
by that time, I had already developed a teenage sense of embar-
rassment and was afraid to ask him to tell it. Even when I was 
an adult, the moment never seemed right. After all, who would 
want to spoil Christmas dinner or a family barbecue by conjuring 
up images of death and violence? Besides, if he had wanted to 
talk about it, wouldn’t he have brought it up before? 

So ran the excuses until the time came to prepare for this 
year’s English Festival. Thanks to the books about two Japanese-
Americans’ experiences at Pearl Harbor, the moment finally 
seemed to be right, and I asked my grandfather to tell his story. 
As a result, I had the opportunity to hear a first-hand account of 
one of the darkest days of our nation’s history. My grandfather 
had a story to tell, and it broke my heart that he’d waited nearly 
seventy years to tell it, thinking that no one would be interested 
in hearing “an old man’s stories.”

The door at last opened, and my hesitancy to pose delicate 
questions at least somewhat reduced, a myriad of possibili-
ties opened up to me and to my students. On Friday, January 
23rd, my grandfather was invited to my classroom to share his 
story with a group of high-school and middle-school students. 
In preparation for the event, we watched short documentary 
films about Pearl Harbor, and the students prepared questions 
to ask. As luck would have it, a January snow storm resulted in 
a school cancellation on the appointed date, and the speaking 
engagement has been postponed until February 6th, a date that 
I await with great anticipation.

However, the speaking engagement turned out to be 
only a first step: Once I informed students and parents of the 
opportunity to interview a Pearl Harbor survivor, emails came 
flooding in about other World War II survivors. As it turns out, 
our small community is home to a liberator of the Nazi prison 
camps, a survivor of the German work camps, numerous sons 
of German and Italian immigrants who had fought in the war, 
and an elderly woman who had grown up in Nazi Germany, 
much like Leisel in The Book Thief, to name a few. As I talked 
to students and community members, it seemed that nearly 
everyone knew someone, either alive or deceased, who had 
participated in the second World War. What was astonishing, 
however, was the fact that almost none of these people could 
recount the survivor’s story. They had never asked to hear it, and 
the survivor, frequently a grandparent, had never volunteered 
to tell it. We were surrounded by living history, but none of us 
knew very much about it. There were so many stories to be told, 
but no one had heard them because no one had ever bothered 
to ask the right questions. 

I found the lack of familiarity with this stories to be some-
what surprising, but mostly, very sad. The telling of these stories 
could prove to be not only a wealth of information, but also a 
means of bridging a communication gap between the elderly 
and the upcoming “e-generation.” I am in the process of working 

out several different ways to work these stories into 
the classroom. A number of opportunities come 
to mind: I am going to invite our journalism and 
creative-writing students to attend my grandfa-
ther’s new speaking engagement. The writers, who 

are under my direction, will be asked to write two 
short accounts of one episode of my grandfather’s 
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story, one from his perspective and one from the perspective of 
someone else who either participated in or witnessed the event. 
I am also encouraging students to submit an essay or a project 
for National History Day, an annual history event whose topic 
this year is “The Individual Legacy in History.” 

Furthermore, I would like to compile a collection of written 
and video accounts of the experiences of our local World War II 
veterans to keep on record at our school library. Our veterans 
will not be around forever, but this compilation of records could 
provide valuable documentation for students for years to come. 
My research also revealed that the Library of Congress is collect-
ing filmed interviews of veterans of all recent wars, and I hope 
that this project will encourage my students not only to learn the 
individual legacies of their loved ones, but also to become real 
historians by playing a role in recording official documentation 
of our nation’s history. In a way, I am sorry that I cannot include 
a full account of my grandfather’s visit to the school in this essay, 
but in another sense, I am glad that the speech was postponed, 
as it has allowed me to reflect on other ways in which the visit 
could benefit and instruct my students. 

People always say that literature can affect our lives, and 
this is true on many different levels. This is simply one concrete 
example of ways in which literature has inspired a micro-
movement for a greater appreciation of those around us and 
for the formation of and the strengthening of relationships with 
older members of our community who have so much to teach 
us. Literature can inspire us to take ownership of our  historical 
heritage and pass it on to others, much as Tomi takes ownership 
of his family’s katana and shares its story with his sister. Many 
of us search for tales of adventure, of far-off lands, and of times 
long past in the pages of books. This is a great start, but I hope 
that those books will, in turn, continue to inspire us to go out 
and to discover real-life stories that surround us and maybe to 
create some stories of our own along the way.
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Austintown Fitch High School

Bronx Masquerade: 
Teaching Tolerance, 
Voice, and the OGT

The pressure to prepare students to pass the Ohio 
Graduation Test (OGT) can be a hindrance to creative teaching. 
Soon after obtaining full-time employment, teachers feel the 
test outweighs the other reasons that we went into teaching. 
Too often well-intentioned teachers feel the need to give up 
something important, something we are passionate about, to 
prepare students for the test. This does not have to happen. 
Bronx Masquerade can be the catalyst that teachers need to give 
voice to students, create passionate writers, and still prepare 
students to pass the OGT.

The Premise
How can students find their voices when they feel like they 

are being judged? This unit will focus on encouraging students to 
find the confidence to use their authentic voices when writing. My 
students learned about tolerance while reading the novel Bronx 
Masquerade. I used the book as a catalyst to spark an interest in 
writing and to boost my students’ confidence by showing them 
how the characters in the novel find the courage to display their 
true voices in an intolerant setting. The students also mirrored 
an activity from the book called Open Mike Friday, which al-
lowed them to display their writing in a safe environment while 
using their literal voices to share poetry. This unit was used with 
ninth-grade students and worked well with my at-risk students, 
but can be adapted for any grade and skill level. 

How Finding My Voice Gave My Stu-
dents Voice

Before I discuss the implications that Bronx Masquerade 
has had on my philosophy and style of teaching, it is imperative 
that an understanding be developed as to what led to my discov-
ery of this teacher-changing book. At the beginning of the Ohio 
WINS Summer Institute at YSU, I was asked to define voice. My 
answer was short, sweet, and to the point. Voice means giving 
writing personality. Logically, I understood the concept. However, 
I panicked because I knew that I had spent the last year teach-
ing my students to write in a way that was virtually voiceless, 
except on the occasion that the assignment required creativity. 
This was rare. I did not have the attitude that all writing should 
have voice, and I wondered why I was always bored to tears with 
my students' writing. I was stifling their voices.

Part of the problem, I now realize, is that I was not comfort-
able writing with my own voice. I'm creative, witty, sarcastic, and 
sometimes too negative. I have a strong personality. Yet I had 
spent the last several years in college writing research and term 
papers that didn't require personality. They required structure 
and correct grammar. That I could do. I could easily belt out a ten-
page research paper and make it virtually error free. I liked this 
kind of writing because it was risk free. Yes, it would probably be 
boring and sound like a robot could have written it, but I always 
got A's and that was the point. I went into teaching for more 
than that. I love literature and language. I love the way a great 
book makes me feel. I wanted to share those feelings with my 
students. Then I got a full-time job teaching ninth-grade English, 
and the pressure of the OGT took its toll on my passion. 

The first day of the institute, I was given a definition of 
voice that helped me to understand the power of writing with 
an authentic voice. Ralph Fletcher in What a Writer Needs 
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defines voice as “written words that carry with them the sense 
that someone has actually written them. Not a committee, not 
a computer: a single human being. Writing with voice has the 
same quirky cadence that makes human speech so impossible 
to resist listening to” (68). I was then told that I was going to 
have to write something, anything, for the next class and that 
we would be workshopping our pieces in class. I struggled to 
decide what to write about. 

Once, however, I allowed myself to break the rules and 
think outside the box, to make my writing feel like me, I was 
amazed at what I was able to accomplish. My writing became 
at times fun and at times sad, but it was always authentic and 
it had personality. My voice was heard. I was actually coming 
through the page. And even without perfect five-paragraph 
structure, it was still easy to understand. I was sharing pieces 
of myself with my workshop group, and we bonded over our 
writing. I was nervous about writing in the summer institute but 
was amazed by the end at the powerful writing that I was able 
to accomplish. Could this really happen for my students? 

I began this school year with a hesitantly different attitude 
about writing. Instead of starting off the year reviewing the 
five-paragraph essay structure and giving my students a cookie-
cutter prompt, I asked them to write about something that they 
feel strongly about. My students wrote amazing “This I Believe” 
essays on topics that were very personal. I also sat down and 
wrote and workshopped with my students, another powerful 
tool I garnered from the summer institute. 

I was amazed at not only the quality of their writing, 
but also the honesty. I came across one student who I could 
tell had mastered the five-paragraph essay. He had the format 
down pat. Intro—Thesis with three reasons why he believes 
what he believes—Body Paragraph 1—Body Paragraph 2—Body 
Paragraph 3—Conclusion with the same thesis as the intro. The 
structure would have made his eighth-grade teacher proud, 
but the paper was boring and lifeless. It was nothing like the 
outspoken student I had gotten to know. It didn’t make me feel 
anything. I decided at that moment that I was headed down the 
right path with my students. We were going to find our voices 
together, and we were going to learn about each other (and 
ourselves) in the process. 

Bronx Masquerade: A Discovery of 
Voice

Bronx Masquerade provided the perfect springboard 
for my unit on voice. On her website, Nikki Grimes explains her 
book, “Bronx Masquerade is a novel written in eighteen voices. 
It follows a classroom of high school students over the course 
of a year, exploring who they are behind the masks they wear, 
and using poetry to do it.” The book is a mixture of prose and 
poetry. Each of the eighteen characters has a narrative piece and 
then shares a poem written for Open Mike Friday, an assignment 
sparked by a unit on the Harlem Renaissance. 

To begin the book, we started with a discussion of voice 
emphasizing the difference between spoken and written voice. 
We then read the book, focusing on analyzing the way that Nikki 
Grimes was able to create distinct voices. My students marvelled 
at Grimes’s ability to successfully write in the voices of both a 
Hispanic girl who was so lonely and desperate to be loved that 
she wanted a baby and at the same time create an authentic 

voice of an African-American boy who feels judged because he 
would rather read than dribble a basketball. It feels like the book 
was written by eighteen different authors. Grimes has voice and 
has the ability to switch from one voice to another smoothly. 

While reading the book, students discussed issues such 
as racism, labeling, body issues, the loss of a parent, abusive 
relationships, and so much more. Getting ninth graders to open 
up has been a difficult task. However, when reading Bronx Mas-
querade, I have found that I didn’t have to push my students 
to express their feelings. They began speaking about problems 
first as they related to the characters’ lives, not their own. They 
were able to eventually, however, take off the masks and discuss 
their own problems, with their own unique voices.

Removing the Mask
Today’s teenagers are faced with more problems than 

ever before. Many of them have been dealt difficult cards and 
have more on their minds than school and homework. They 
hide these issues, though, for fear of being seen as vulnerable. 
Part of becoming a better person involves taking off individual 
masks and showing the world our true selves. Once my students 
realized that they had more in common than they first thought, 
masks came off, and instead of discussing the character’s prob-
lems, they began to voice their problems. For example, one of 
my students expressed his sadness at being picked on for his 
height. This was a big moment. For so long, this young man had 
put up a wall that said, “I’m cool. I don’t have any problems.” 
Suddenly, the walls began to come down, and my students al-
lowed themselves to become exposed and vulnerable. 

 I assigned my students the task of creating a new char-
acter for the book. They had to write a narrative, a poem, and 
then switch voices to write Tyrone’s response to the poem. By 
first discussing the problems behind a mask, the students were 
able to test the waters and to realize that they were safe to take 
off the mask. They were able to write with voice and find truth 
by first wearing a mask and then letting the façade give way to 
honesty. I have never seen so much passion in my students. They 
revised, revised, and revised some more. They workshopped 
thoughtfully and showed true ownership of their work. Once the 
characters were complete, I had the students design a cover for 
the book. They then voted on the best cover and we compiled 
a class book titled “Falcon Masquerade.”

Ownership of the Book
To motivate students, I needed to get them to connect 

to the book. Luckily, the book is written in a format that allows 
students to feel ownership of a character. To hear the unique 
voices of the characters, I assigned each student a character. 
They read the character’s narrative and poem aloud to the class. 
The students in my classroom are primarily struggling readers. 
Attempting to get them to read aloud is a fight. In this case, 
however, because they felt that they owned the characters, 
there was no struggle. They read with voice and became the 
characters in the book. They read about body issues, abusive 
relationships, and the power of poetry to break down the walls 
that separate us. They read and then discussed these issues with 
a maturity beyond their years.
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Tolerance
Many teachers feel that they are preparing students for 

college, for life outside of school, for some real-life future that 
miraculously appears when they graduate from high school. Yes, 
part of the goal for teaching adolescents is to prepare them for 
the future. Even more important, though, is that the “knowledge 
about humankind and society that schools can give him [or 
her] should be assimilated into the stream of his [or her] actual 
life” (Rosenblatt 3). Teenagers need not only be prepared for 
some future life but need to be given the tools that they need 
to be successful, compassionate members of society. They are, 
in fact, “already part of the larger world” 
(Rosenblatt 3). 

Dealing with high-school students can 
be frustrating because they seem to live in 
their own little boxes. My goal as a high-
school teacher is to teach students to be 
better people, not in the future, but right 
now. One of the issues that I feel obligated 
to approach with my students is tolerance 
of differences. Luckily, Bronx Masquerade 
provides a perfect outlet for the educating 
students on the power of acceptance.

Tyrone Bittings (the character who 
speaks the most often in Bronx Masquerade) 
is, on one hand, a typical teenage boy. He 
doesn’t like school. He does like pretty girls. 
He judges people based on the way they 
look. On the other hand, he is struggling with 
issues no teenager should face. His father, 
who was an alcoholic, is “another statistic in 
a long line of drive-bys” (Grimes, 8). Tyrone 
didn’t often look beyond first impressions 
or appearance, until his teacher introduces 
Open Mike Friday. 

After hearing his classmates read their 
poetry to class, Tyrone realizes that he is not as alone in the 
world as he thought, that if he really wants it there is actually 
a future to be had and that he has more in common with his 
classmates than he first thought. He says, 

I’m really glad I got to do this poetry thing because I feel like, 
even though the people in our class are all different colors and 
some of you speak a different language and everything, I feel 
like we connected. I feel like I know you know . . . I feel like we’re 
not as different as I thought. (Grimes 164)
 

Connections are the key to stopping judgmental behavior. While 
reading the book, I had my students journal daily. Some days 
they simply reacted to the book, while other days they wrote 
thoughtful entries discussing the judgments they make about 
other people. We realized that we all at one time or another 
have felt like people judge us. We also realized that we have all 
been on the other side of that judgment. 

We connected through a discussion of this book and were 
able to see past the differences that once seemed so important. 
We decided, as a group, that we cannot control the thoughts that 
pop into our heads when we first meet people. We can’t stop 
judgmental thoughts. We can control how we respond to these 
thoughts, and we can control how we act toward people. 

Test Preparation
While Bronx Masquerade is an amazing catalyst for class 

discussion, powerful poetry slams and creative writing, it also 
can be an excellent tool for preparing students to pass the OGT. 
To prepare students for the test, OGT preparation needs to be 
incorporated into all lessons, not as a separate lesson weeks 
before the test. While reading the book, I created multiple-choice 
and extended-response questions modeled after OGT questions 
to prepare students to take the test. The following prompt was 
given to students to reinforce persuasive writing skills through a 
letter format: “Imagine your principal has decided to ban Open 

Mike Friday from your English class. Write a 
letter to the principal persuading him why 
Open Mike Friday should be kept as part of 
your teacher’s curriculum.” 

Students wrote thoughtful, responses 
to this prompt. Their responses not only 
showed a strong understanding of persuasive 
writing techniques, but also a connection to 
the text. To meet the ninth-grade content 
standards in Ohio, students need to be 
aware of the strategies needed to read and 
understand poetry. They need to understand 
how genre affects a text and that poetry 
uses figurative language to affect readers’ 
understanding of a text. By reading the po-
ems in the book and discussing the impact 
of poetic devices, students are prepared to 
read literary text with a critical eye. 

Devon Hope is one of the most memo-
rable characters in Bronx Masquerade. He is 
a great basketball player, but his passion is 
elsewhere. He loves to read. Unfortunately, 
his friends don’t share this passion and he 
feels trapped in a box. I spent a lot of time 
discussing the powerful metaphor Devon 

uses when he says he feels that he has been placed in a box. This 
character seemed to be my students’ favorite. They related to 
being judged and limited by labels people place on them, and 
students saw the power of using figurative language.

Open Mike Friday
Upon finishing the book, we began Open Mike Friday. The 

students were first asked to perform a character’s poem for the 
class. This was a trial run. They were comfortable because it was 
not their own poems they were performing. During the unit, 
students had practiced writing poetry. Once they performed a 
character’s poem, they wrote and performed their own poems 
for the class. This was an eye-opening, amazing experience for 
the entire class. Not only did they let their guards down and 
become vulnerable, but they wrote amazing poems. One poem 
that stands out ended with:

Running through the black forest, that sits right next to my 
house
where at night I hear screams of not only birds and foxes but of 
men and girls
The sun does not shine in the black forest.
God does not acknowledge places like this.”
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This student used a black forest as a metaphor for an abusive 
father. With tears in her eyes, she opened up to the class and 
shared her voice and her pain. This exercise not only proved 
that the students understood how to use figurative language, 
but also provided a powerful moment of connectedness that 
I and my students will not soon forget, while still meeting the 
content standards. Students felt comfortable getting up in front 
of the class and sharing pieces of themselves. One student, who 
has a severe speech impediment, stood in front of my class (a 
class full of behavior problems) and sang a song. Not only did 
no one laugh, but he received a standing ovation. Examples of 
exceptional student poems are attached. 

Open Mike Friday had a contagious excitement that created 
enthusiasm to write and recite poetry. Nikki Grimes provides 
ideas to extend the excitement:

Have students write a chapbook of poems about their culture. 
When the chapbooks are completed, have students swap 
them with one another;

Assign a new novel. Have students rewrite their favorite chapter 
in a suite of poems;

Assign a newspaper article, or let students pick one of their own. 
Then, have them rewrite the story in a suite of poems, using as 
much of the tone and language in the article as possible;

Have students write a year-in-the-life autobiography in verse;
Open Mike: Have students write poems for an end-of-year Open 

Mike Night to which they can invite friends and family. (Grimes, 
“Insider’s Perspective”).

Using ideas such as these can help to foster the excite-
ment and build on the power of poetry. I have a room full of 
confident, excited writers. I can’t say that I had that last year. I 
also realize that I will not always have as much luck as I did with 
this class. For some reason, these students gave it a chance and 
weren’t closed off. 

I realize now the power my passion has. I was excited 
about the unit, and it rubbed off on my students. We wrote 
together and learned to write with voice. I know that the fact 
that I was able to so quickly, last summer, find my voice, helped 
my students find their voices and so much more. Bronx Mas-
querade is a powerfully motivational tool that has changed the 
atmosphere in my classroom.
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Finding Adventures 
through Young-Adult 
Literature: Down the 
Rabbit Hole

In the American-literature classroom, there is often an 
emphasis on literature from the canon. These canonical works 
include Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The 
Great Gatsby, Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 
The Scarlet Letter, and Elie Wiesel’s Night, just to name a few. As 
a graduate student, I can find value in reading all of these—in 
fact, The Great Gatsby is one of my favorite novels—however, for 
students who are sixteen and seventeen years old, this type of lit-
erature can become monotonous and soul-devouring. In a world 
where popular culture, IPODs, and carrying a book, sometimes, 
just for the trendy cover, incorporating young-adult literature in 
the American-literature curriculum seems essential. 

Peter Abraham’s Down the Rabbit Hole is a valuable novel 
to integrate into the American-literature curriculum for several 
reasons: First, as a mystery novel, Down the Rabbit Hole can be 
paired with other novels or stories from the American-literature 
curriculum that have similar characters or themes; second, it 
works well as a discussion piece for themes; finally, the novel 
can be used as a catalyst for students to become detectives, as 
the protagonist does, by researching a murder mystery case 
with the intention of speaking persuasively about the topic to 
the class toward the end of the unit.

In Her Words: A Student Interview
Student A receives average grades in my college prepara-

tory American Literature/Communications course for juniors. 
At the time that I talked with Student A, she was signed up for 
the English Festival, and she had not read any of the books. I 
asked her why, and she told me that she did not know what 
they were about. I took the opportunity to show her two of my 
favorite English Festival books from this year’s list, Dunk and 
Down the Rabbit Hole. 

Student A checked the two books out, and within a week, 
she told me that she had read Down the Rabbit Hole in two 
days. For Student A, this was surprising as she seemed to be a 
frequent SparkNotes kind of student who struggled with read-
ing the classics in class, often stumbling over words and was 
noticeably distracted during discussions. 

However, that very same week in which Student A told me 
about her love for Abraham’s book, she started participating in 
discussion. We were reading Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Fall of the 
House of Usher,” and she chimed in how the story seemed to 
be a murder mystery like Abraham’s Down the Rabbit Hole. She 
also brought up that she was surprised how both authors used a 
character that seemed to brink on the edge of sanity. This ignited 
class discussion into a debate about if sanity was the issue or if 
there was a haunting in the story. 
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Student A became active 
in class, and it was not just 
because of Poe’s “The Fall of 
the House of Usher.” Student 
A felt like she had something 
to say because she was able to 
base it on a book that was more 
understandable and interest-
ing to her. According to “With 
Themes for All: The Universality 
of the Young Adult Novel,” Ted 
Hipple argues that “good novels 
written for adolescents possess 
themes that merit and reward 
examination and commentary” 
(Hipple 2). Other themes that 
are mentioned include alien-
ation, friendship, family, death, 
mental illness, and more (Hipple 
2–9). The key that Hipple men-
tions is that the young-adult 
novel should be well written, 
and if that element is present, 
then we can argue for “its high 
quality.”

Through Student A, I was able to see that she felt young- 
adult literature was valuable in the classroom. After class, she 
asked me when we would be reading novels like the English 
Festival books. I couldn’t really blame her. Reading from the 
American-literature anthology brings me great joy but sorrow 
when I see the expressions on some of the faces in class. When I 
asked her what she liked about young-adult literature, she said: 
“I just love to read books that are about kids my age with stuff 
that could actually happen to me. Some of the stories we read 
are okay in class, but they use such big words that I get lost and 
then bored.” Shouldn’t English class be anything but boring?

 

Countering the Boredom
In Leila Christenbury’s Natural, Necessary, and Workable: 

The Connection of Young Adult Novels to the Classics, she begins 
by stating that “for many English teachers, teaching literature 
means teaching the classics. These teachers know the classics 
often from their own college experience” (15). I can only speak 
as a fairly new English teacher, but upon getting my first teach-
ing job, young-adult novels were not part of the collection that 
was given to me. I used the sole set of Avi’s The True Confessions 
of Charlotte Doyle with the freshmen and decided that other 
young-adult novels would have to be worked into the curriculum 
for the freshmen and the juniors. As Christenbury mentions,

It is clear that many teachers who consistently use the classics 
ignore or dismiss student reaction. Teacher dependence upon 
classic literature as the mainstay of English classroom reading can 
leave students frustrated, disengaged, and desperately searching 
for Cliff notes . . . . (16)

To counter some of the reactions I see to the core-curriculum 
reading, English teachers should work young-adult literature 
into the curriculum through some means. 

Themes
Rather than solely using 

the plethora of short stories 
through the typical antholo-
gies, a young-adult novel like 
Down the Rabbit Hole can be 
used in the American-literature 
classroom to teach some of the 
literary terms and the ability to 
analyze theme. Using Paul Zin-
del‘s The Pigman as an example 
young-adult novel to use in the 
classroom, in “Time and Tradi-
tion,” Gary Salvner mentions 
that this young-adult novel can 
“first engage students in shared 
discussions of their feelings 
about what they have read and 
then to illustrate various literary 
elements . . . [and finally, there 
will be time] for other readings 
that students might choose” 
(89). Students will be able to read 
a novel that does not set them 

up for failure from the start and will help build the classroom 
community as well. 

Down the Rabbit Hole is similar to a modern-day Nancy 
Drew novel with a sarcastic and wiser-than-her-years protagonist 
named Ingrid. The novel explores many themes, such as death, 
family, mental illness, and self-reliance. The theme of death is 
important for the entire novel since it creates a murder mystery 
for Ingrid. The death occurs to Katherine Eve Kovac who was 
referred to as “Cracked Up Katie” (38). Ingrid reads her death 
report: “Sergeant Ronald Pina arrived shortly thereafter and 
found signs of a struggle and evidence of strangulation” (39). In 
this excerpt, students are reading a news article that gives specific 
details to analyze, dealing with the murder. Similar articles can 
be found in any average daily newspaper.

In this novel, death, family, and self-reliance intertwine. 
Earlier in the story, Ingrid contemplates telling her grandfather 
about the incident with Katie: “Tell Grampy everything? Seemed 
like a crazy idea, but maybe not. Their eyes met. Ingrid was 
searching for where to begin when Grampy’s eyes darkened 
like he was suddenly angry” (78). Even though Ingrid does not 
share her story with Grampy, she has a connection with her 
grandfather that helps her in the end. He seems to sense that 
she has a problem and tells her: “‘Know who to rely on?’ ‘Who?’ 
‘Yourself. No one’s gonna look out for you like you. Stands to 
reason’” (79). 

The theme of death is touched upon in many stories; 
however, in this story, it becomes a focal point. Ingrid explores 
and investigates the case. Through Ingrid’s narration, the stu-
dents can analyze the case as well: “The man who’d broken into 
Kate’s house ducked under the police tape, and stood over the 
bed had been so quiet, whereas the drunks were noisy” (126). 
Ingrid begins drawing conclusions and making judgments about 
the murder case, which is something that the students will do 
as well for their culminating project.
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In fact, drawing conclusions saves Ingrid’s life when she 
faces death itself after discovering the murderer’s identity: “She 
started to go out of her mind with fear. Then she remembered 
Grampy. This was way past the point of fear. This was him or 
you” (400). Students may be able to discuss the importance of 
Ingrid’s relationship with her Grandfather and how it pushed 
her to fight against death. Students may be able to connect 
other murder cases they have heard on the news with the one 
in which they are reading about in the text as well.

At the end of the novel, The Echo, which is the local pa-
per reports an article about “Things to Do” in Echo Falls: “Old 
Prescott Hall rocks with laughter and merriment as the Lewis 
Carrol classic is brought noisily to life . . . Ingrid Levin-Hill [is] in 
the title role, . . . [with a] witty portrayal of a girl struggling to 
inject some sanity into a world gone mad” (407). Clearly, the 
use of the newspaper articles guide the reader toward a pos-
sible thematic discussion. Students could discuss how Ingrid has 
become self-reliant through the novel, and then, students could 
make predictions about the identity of the murderer. These types 
of discussions, dealing with theme, will lead students toward 
an inquiry-based project.

The Importance of Making Curriculum 
Content Meaningful

Student A found meaning in Down the Rabbit Hole just 
because it was about a similarly aged teenage girl who had 

an exciting adventure. These types of adventures may never 
actually occur for someone like Student A. Some people may 
even say that they like to read books to escape reality and to 
see something that they may never encounter in their lifetimes. 
However, teachers have the ability to make Down the Rabbit Hole 
come to life through not only reading and discussing but, also, 
through the construction of a purposeful project in conjunction 
with the novel. 

Within the classroom, the students must have some com-
mon purpose to build the classroom community. In Is This English, 
Bob Fecho explores how students become more engaged with 
his class and become better questioners when they are given a 
purpose that is paired with the literature that they are reading 
in class. Fecho calls his teaching method “critical inquiry.” He 
states, “I had to see all the students as actors in the environ-
ment with different personalities, cultures, and experiences to 
be valued” (3). In “Teacher Inquiry into Literacy, Social Justice, 
and Power,” Bob Fecho and JoBeth Allen from University of 
Georgia state that in an inquiry-based classroom, “Things get 
said. People respond. Feelings escalate” (219). This seems like 
the type of environment that teachers should want to encour-
age in their classroom.

Purposeful Young-Adult Literature
Our classroom is a vehicle in which students should be 

able to express opinions and share reactions to cultural events. 
We are preparing our students for many career avenues and 
academic tracks and hoping that no matter what direction they 
take, they will gather something from the class. Some students 
may go on to college and beyond; others may choose to go into 
the military or to get a job right out of high school. In any case, 
the skills we teach our students need to be something that all 
of them can whisk away into the real world. Using Down the 
Rabbit Hole can lead students to higher-order thinking with a 
culminating project that allows them to take the role that the 
lead character, Ingrid, completes in the novel.

Therefore, Down the Rabbit Hole can easily be used in the 
typical English classroom. I have always been a firm believer 
that students become more involved in classroom discussion 
and work if they are given a role of some sort. This allows for 
students to take ownership with the literature in which they 
are reading. 

With Down the Rabbit Hole, the ideal project would be 
to put the students in the role of the detective as Ingrid is in 
the novel. Following reading and discussing the novel, students 
would then be introduced their detective challenge by having 
the option of brainstorming as many cold cases as they could 
think of and listing them on the board as options for research. 
Possible topics may include the death of front guitarist and lead 
singer of Nirvana, Kurt Cobain; singer and actress, Marilyn Mon-
roe; singer and actress, Elvis Presley; the gruesome Black Dahlia 
mystery; London’s most notorious, Jack the Ripper; wife of O.J. 
Simpson, Nicole Brown, or childhood beauty pageant child, Jon 
Benet Ramsay. For all of these cases, there are several murder 
or suicide theories, but there is still room for the students to 
pick one of the theories and find supporting evidence on the 
internet. Of course, students should be given instruction about 
how to determine a credible versus a not-so-credible source. 

Let’s take for, instance, the Kurt Cobain murder case. Stu-
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dents may find one site useful for this task. The Smoking Gun.
com includes actual copies of the primary sources filed by police 
officials. Some of the reports scanned onto the website include 
prior incident reports, which allows students to make a judgment 
about if Kurt Cobain was truly suicidal or if murder seems more 
likely based on his past behavior. The theories for Kurt Cobain 
include but are not limited to suicide, murder by a hit man, his 
wife, Courtney Love, or another jealous acquaintance. Prior 
incident reports included “Love Says Kurt Cobain is Suicidal,” 
“Cobain/Love Scuffle,” “Cobain Drug Overdose,” or “Cobain 
Phone Threat.” Some of the police reports are so detailed that 
students will really feel as if they are in the role of a detective 
because of the ease in retrieving these primary documents. 
The possible documents include “The Missing Person Report,” 
“Cops Find Cobain’s Body,” “Police Contact with Love,” “Crime 
Scene Evidence Log,” “Shot Gun Receipt,” and “First Patrolman 
on the Scene” (1). From analyzing these documents, students 
will be able to support their stance with credible sources (see 
Examples A and B). 

More police reports and evidence from the police depart-
ment can be located on the Justice for Kurt website. This website 
includes handwriting analysis samples and a copy of the suicide 
letter, so students can make judgments about who wrote the 
letter: Kurt or a possible murder suspect. In addition, students 
have access to actual crime scene photos and layouts to analyze 
ways that an intruder could have managed the attack. The options 
seem endless, and several students could research the same 
murder case or mystery case since there are so many theories 
that can be explored, using the same evidence. 

In addition, this would encourage students to use higher-
level thinking, such as making judgments, evaluations, creating 
theories, comparing theories, explaining, interpreting, and 
analyzing. As a preservice teacher, I recollect the emphasis on 
the implementation of “Bloom’s Taxonomy.” This project would 
allow for the exploration to occur. According to Dr. Richard C. 
Overbaugh at Old Dominion University in “Bloom’s Taxonomy,” 
a student can illustrate the highest level of the Bloom Taxonomy 
Chart, which is to “synthesize,” by “creating a new product or 
point of view” (1). Therefore, the students shall be illustrating 
this ability by focusing on developing a theory or “point of view” 
on the case in which they select or are assigned. In addition, 
the students shall be using the “evaluation” level of Bloom’s 
Taxonomy since they shall “justify a decision,” which is their 
decision about what happened with the victim or mystery for 
their case (Overbaugh 1). Clearly, the project can be justified by 
a teacher as being valuable for not only higher-level thinking, 
but also through alignment with the Ohio Academic Content 
Standards.

Teachers may use reading processes, reading applications, 
and technical reading standards to align with the novel. For 
instance, students will have to read police reports and other 
technical texts during their research. In addition, the research 
standards, writing standards, and oral communications standards 
may be employed. Luckily, at my school, we use a web program 
called Omeresa.net, which gives me a drop-down table of all of 
the standards per grade level, and I check mark each standards 
that can be connected with the assignment.

Conclusion
I enjoy making content meaningful for my students, 

and when a novel can be used to allow students to pursue a 
inquiry of sorts, then the goals of my language arts classroom 
are achieved. The novel will be a way to introduce young-adult 
literature, discussions about the novels themes and literary 
elements, and then, it will give our persuasive presentations 
a purpose by using the novel as a role model for the research 
work they will do in class. The larger finding from this project 
is that a novel like Down the Rabbit Hole can be integrated into 
the curriculum with ease since all of these ideas align with the 
Ohio Academic Content Standards, and it can be argued that it 
would be read with more enthusiasm than having a literature 
curriculum with literature solely from the canon. 
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