
Topics in 21st
 Century African American Young Adult Literature  

 
Bard College Course Code: LIT 102 
Bard High School Early College – Manhattan 
Fall 2017 
4th Period (11:45-12:35), MWR 
Room 502 
 
Instructor: Kesi Augustine  
Email: kaugustine@bhsec.bard.edu (I will respond to emails sent after 5 pm during the 

following business day) 
Office Hours: Mondays  9:30 – 11:30 am 
Office: Room 506 (English Department) 

 

This seminar will investigate how African American authors—who have been a minority 

in children’s literature since its inception—have portrayed young adulthood in literature 

from the late 1990s through the present day. We will explore how African American 

authors Walter Dean Myers, Jacqueline Woodson, John Lewis, and Angie Thomas 

innovate the form and subject matter of young adult literature in response to the 

centuries of misrepresentation of African 

American youth. We will also consider how 

each of their novels offer personal 

testimonies about sociopolitical issues in 

the African American community, 

including police brutality, mass 

incarceration, and the ongoing push for 

civil rights. In the process, we will consider 

the following themes: cultural authenticity, 

the “badness” ascribed to African 

American youth, truth vs. justice, guilt vs. 

innocence, and the experience of being an 

"invisible reader."  

Though the texts on this syllabus are heavily realist and urban (with one title for middle 

graders), the questions we consider here will help to inform your further studies in the 

genre. You will leave this class with an understanding of the historical and 

contemporary conversations happening among scholars and young adult writers about 

the use and the effectiveness of African American young adult literature.   

 

Required Reading 

Walter Dean Myers, Monster  (1999) 

Jacqueline Woodson, Brown Girl Dreaming  (2014) 

John Lewis, March  (book three)(2016) 
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Angie Thomas, The Hate U Give  (2017) 

Secondary articles (as photocopies, marked with asterisks) 

Videos and songs, as listed – available on Google Classroom 

 

 

Grading 

Attendance – 15%  

Participation – 20%  

 Strong participation is based on active listening, thoughtful speaking, and  

 completing the assigned readings before entering the classroom. Lateness,  

 absences (over two), use of cellphones in class, and chronic lack of  

 engagement—including forgetting to bring the reading material—will negatively  

 impact your participation grade. 

Presentation: 10% 

Close-Reading Response Papers (5): 10% 

Bookstore Writing Response: 5% 

Paper #1 (3-4 pgs): 5% 

Paper #2 (3-4 pgs): 10%  

Paper #3 (2-3 pgs): 10% 

Final Project (5-7 pgs + one page process piece): 15% 

 

 

Academic Integrity  

BHSEC has developed an academic integrity policy addressing cheating, plagiarism, and 

other issues. Please consult the Academic Integrity Handbook for school 

guidelines. Plagiarism results in an automatic F on the assignment. Three cases of 

plagiarism results in failure of the course.  

 

Papers 

Response Papers: Each week you will hand in in a short response of 250-300 words on a 

topic of your choice from any of the assigned readings (excluding videos). Due by 5 pm 

on Thursday on Google Classroom. 

 

The only requirement is that your paper address a specific moment in the text, 

integrating close-reading as evidence for your thoughts. Your paper need not present 

a thesis or cohesive argument, but it should be intentional and focused.  

To effectively "close read": 

*Pick a passage. 

*Describe where it appears in the book & what's going on (summarize). 
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*Analyze the language - how is it doing what it's doing? 

*What are the implications? tensions? questions that arise? 

Bookstore Assignment: Your first paper will be a 2-page analysis on your visit to a local 

library or book store, where you observe the display of the young adult section, and 

comment on its relationship to depictions of African American writers and/or 

protagonists. We will discuss the prompt further during the second week of class.  

Critical Assignments: 1) Over the course of the semester, you will write three 3-4 page 

papers that focus closely on one of our novels. An A paper: 

✓ includes a specific and engaging title 

✓ includes a thesis statement 

✓ makes use of at least one original close reading of a passage from the text of 

choice 

✓ uses the proper in-text citation and works cited page through MLA formatting 

 

Your paper will lose 1/3 of a letter grade for each day that it is late. For example, a 

paper that would’ve otherwise been a B+ becomes a B- when handed in two days 

late.  

2) Your final project (6-8 pages + a one-page process piece) will be your choice of either 

a critical or creative investigation into the course’s texts. You will also write a one-page 

piece about the process behind your thinking – what you included, didn’t include, and 

why; whether you are satisfied, what you think you did well with.  

 

You will give a short presentation to the class about your project in January. A more 

refined prompt will be circulated in class halfway through the semester.  

 

Presentations 

You are responsible for giving one short (between 5-8 minutes) presentations to the 

class on your choice of a reading. This presentation should walk us through any aspect 

of the text that you consider important. Please end your presentation with one or two 

questions that will help us to generate further discussion. An A presentation:  

✓ meets the required timing, 

✓ includes a close reading of a passage (not previously discussed in class), 

✓ and presents at least one question to the class.  

 

Optional Events  

New York City is a major hub for the development of African American young adult 

literature. Please make use of the various exhibits and events related to our texts, 
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especially for informing your final project. Additional events will be announced in class 

as they arise.  

*Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Black Power!  exhibit (closes in 

December). Harlem. Free.  

 

*The Brooklyn Book Festival 2017, Children’s Day. Jacqueline Woodson will be on a 

panel from 12 pm – 1 pm, titled “Reading Without Walls.” Brooklyn. Free.  

 

Optional Films 

Optional films are for your perusal as time permits, and may provide additional 

information for your final projects. Clips from these films may also be screened in 

class.  

 

4 Little Girls  (dir. Spike Lee, 1997) 

Tupac: Resurrection  (dir. Lauren Lazin, 2003) 

Fruitvale Station  (dir. Ryan Coogler, 2013) 

Selma  (dir. Ava Duvernay, 2014) 

13 th
  (dir. Ava Duvernay, 2016) 

Blackish , police brutality episode (season 2, episode 16). 

Time: The Kalief Browder Story  (dir. Jenner First, 2017; currently streaming on 

Netflix). 

 

 

Reading Schedule 
Readings are  due on the dates listed.  
Recommended readings are for your perusal as time permits, and may provide 

additional information for your final projects.  
 
Week One - Two: Young Adult Literature & The Long Call for Diversity 
Our first two classes will continue with the approaches used in Writing & Thinking. 
 
Sept 13: Introduction; What is Young Adult Literature? 
*Analysis of trailers from Twilight  and The Hunger Games.  Summary of Michael Cart, 

Young Adult Literature: From Romance to Realism  (1996; 2016),  p. 3-20 (in-class) 

 
Sept 14: “Realness” and Young Adult Literature: *Excerpt from SE Hinton, The 

Outsiders  (1967), with background from Michael Cart (p.27-33) (in-class) 
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Week Two – Diversity in Children’s Literature 
 

Sept 18: The Issue of Diversity: Then  

*Langston Hughes, “Books and the Negro Child.” Children’s Library Yearbook, 

(Volume 4, 1932), p. 108-110 (in-class). 

*Countee Cullen, “Incident” (1925) (in-class). 

 

*Receive hard copy of syllabus (in-class). 

*Receive the first writing assignment on visit to library or bookstore (in-class). 

*Circulate presentation sign-up sheet (in-class).  

 

Sept 20: The Issue of Diversity: Now  

*Cortney Lamar Charleston, “How Do You Raise a Black Child?” (2017)(from 

Telepathologies )  

*Rudine Sims Bishop, “Windows, Mirrors, Doors,” Perspectives  6.3 (1990): ix-xi.  

*Class will pick up our texts from the book room.  
 
Recommended:  *Dianne Johnson, introduction to Telling Tales: The Pedagogy and 

Promise of African American Literature for Youth  (1990), p. 1-13; * Ebony Elizabeth 

Thomas, “Imagine Yourself a Young Reader in the Margins” School Library Journal, 

(May 3, 2017) 
 
Sept 21: Rosh Hashanah (school closed). 
 

Weeks Three - Four: A Pioneer of AAYA Literature  
 
Week Three: Intro to Walter Dean Myers and the Diversity Problem 
 
**Weekly writing responses begin this week** 
 
Sept 25: Walter Dean Myers, Monster  (1999), p. 1-44 
*Rudine Sims Bishop, “Profile: Walter Dean Myers,” Language Arts 67.8 (December 1990), 

pp. 862-866. 
 
Recommended:  *Cathryn M. Mercier, “Realism” from Keywords for Children’s 

Literature,  ed. Philip Nell and Lissa Paul, NYU Press, 2011). 
 
Sept 27: Monster,  p. 45-98 
*Walter Dean Myers, “Where Are All the People of Color in Children’s Books?” New 

York Times  (March 16, 2014) 
*Cooperative Children’s Book Center, “Publishing Statistics on Children’s Books…”, last 

updated May 25, 2017 (available online) 
 
Recommended:  * “Diversity in Kids’ Books,” New York Times  (March 23, 2014, in 
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response to Myers’s editorial) 
 

Sept 28: Monster,  p. 99-136 
*“Questions for Walter Dean Myers,” p. 6-10 (see the appendix to the book) 
*Excerpt from Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age 

of Colorblindness  (2012). 

 

**Response #1 due by today. 
 

**Two-page response paper on Library or Bookstore visit Due. Prepare to 

briefly discuss in class.  
 
Week Four – The End of Monster &  A Consideration of Myers’s Impact  
 
Oct 2: Monster, p.  137 – 199 
 
Oct 4: Monster , p. 200 – 239 
 
Oct 5: Monster,  p. 240 – end.  
*Shadow and Act,  “More from John Legend: Film Adaptation of ‘Monster’ w/Jennifer 

Hudson, A$AP Rocky, Nas, More.” April 20, 2017.  
*We Need Diverse Books, “About the Walter.” 

**Response #2 due by today. 
 
**Class will pick up Brown Girl Dreaming  from book room. 
  

 

Weeks Five - Seven: A Voice from “The New Generation” 
An optional soundtrack for this segment of class is available on a Spotify playlist titled 

“ Brown Girl Dreaming.” See Google Classroom.  

 
Week Five: Introduction to Jacqueline Woodson 
 
Oct 9: Columbus Day (school closed). 
 
Oct 11: Jacqueline Woodson, Brown Girl Dreaming  (2014), p. 1-29 
*Rudine Sims Bishop, from Free Within Ourselves: The Development of African 

American Children’s Literature  (2003)(p. 235, “The ‘New Generation’: Stars and Rising 

Stars, p. 237-239, p.241-5).  
*Rose Casement, “Jacqueline Woodson: Real Characters, Real Voices” Language Arts, 

vol. 81 no 1., pp. 80-83. 
 
Oct 12: Brown Girl Dreaming,  p. 30 – 60. 
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**Response #3 due by today. 
 
Week Six: Woodson’s Response to the Diversity Issue 
 
Oct 16: Brown Girl Dreaming,  p. 61 – 101.  
*Jacqueline Woodson, "Who can tell my story?" Stories Matter: The Complexity of 

Cultural Authenticity in Children’s Literature  (2003): 41-45. 
 
Oct 18: BGD , p. 101 – 138. 
 
 
Oct 19: BGD,  p. 143 -  180. 
*Jacqueline Woodson, “The Pain of the Watermelon Joke” New York Times,  2014.  
 

Paper #1 on  Monster Due.  

**No response paper this week.  
 
Week Seven: The End of Brown Girl Dreaming 
 
Oct 23: *BGD,  p. 181 – 220. 

Oct 25: *BGD,  p. 221 – 261. 
 
Oct 26: *BGD,  p. 261 – end (take a look at the author’s note and family photos). 

**Response #4 due by today. 

 

Weeks Eight -  Seventeen: Further Expansions in Sales, Form, 

and Interest 

 

Week Eight: Introduction to John Lewis  

In-class clips for this unit will come from the documentary  Freedom Summer (2014). 

 

Oct 30: John Lewis, March,  Book Three  (2016), p. 1-30 

*We Need Diverse Books, “About the Walter.” (briefly re-read) 

 

Nov 1: March,  Book Three, p. 31 – 60 

*Michael Cart on the graphic novel, excerpted from Young Adult Literature: From 

Romance to Realism  (third edition, 2016). 

 

Nov 2: March,  p. 61 – 91 

*“The Role of the Television in the 1960s U.S. Civil Rights Movement,” December 5, 

2016, onlinemind.org. 
*The Grandfather Clause.  
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Week Nine: A Civil Rights Young Adulthood 

 

Nov 6: March,  p. 92 – 131 
*Don Mitchell, The Freedom Summer Murders,  chapter 6 ("Three Streaks of Lightning 

in the Sky," p. 119-135. 
 

Nov 8: March,  p. 132 – 153 

*Excerpts from The Diary of Malcolm X: El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz, 1964  (Third World 

Press, 2013).  
*Excerpt from John Lewis, Walking With the Wind,  on meeting Malcolm X in Africa.  
 

Nov 9: March,  p. 154 – 177 
*Malcolm X Speech at Selma, 1965. 
*Martin Luther King, Jr., "Letter from a Selma Jail" (1965). 
 

**Response #6 due by today. 

 

Week Ten: A Civil Rights Young Adulthood 

 

Nov 13: March,  p. 178 – 199 
*Ossie Davis' eulogy for Malcolm X (1965).  

 

Nov 15: March,  p. 200 – 225 
*Excerpt from John Lewis, Walking With the Wind,  p. 344-347 (his recovery from 

Bloody Sunday)  

 

Nov 16: March,  p. 226 – end.  

**Paper #2 on  Brown Girl Dreaming Due.**  

 

Week Eleven: Introduction to Angie Thomas – Humanizing Racial Thugs and Monsters 

 

The required songs (and optional extras) for this segment of class are available on a 

Spotify playlist titled “ THE HATE U GIVE.” See Google Classroom. Every song is also 

available for free on YouTube. 

 

Nov 20: Angie Thomas, The Hate U Give,  p. 1-24 

Listen: *Tupac, “Who Do U Believe In?” (Better Dayz,  1999, (posthumous) 

Watch: *Tupac Explains “Thug Life” as “the new Black Power movement.” 

 

Nov 22: The Hate U Give , p. 25-49 

Watch: *P.J. Rickards, “Watch: Angie Thomas on Writing Her Best-Selling Young-Adult 

Novel Inspired by Oscar Grant,” The Root , March 24, 2017.  

*Oscar Grant archival clipping (TBD). 

 

**No response paper this week.  
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Nov 23: No Class (Thanksgiving Break).  

 

Week Twelve: Angie Thomas – Humanizing Racial Thugs and Monsters (cont’d) 

 

 

Nov 27: The Hate U Give,  p. 50-66. 

Recommended:  *Deray Mckesson, “Dear Jordan.” Teen Vogue,  Volume III: The Icons 

Issue (2017), p. 20 - 21.  

Recommended:  *Take a look at the maps and statistics available at 

mappingpoliceviolence.org. 

 

Nov 29: THUG,  p. 67-104. 

 

Nov 30: THUG,  p. 104-135. 

 

Week 13: The Hate U Give & Tupac as a Poet of the People 

Dec 4: The Hate U Give,  p. 136-163.  

View: *Iconic tear gas photo from Ferguson, Missouri. 

 

Recommended:  *“Police use tear gas on crowd in Ferguson, Mo., protesting teen’s 

death.” Washington Post,  Aug 12, 2014.  

 

Dec 6: THUG,  p. 164-200.  

Listen: *Tupac, “Keep Ya Head Up” (1993). 
Re-watch: *Tupac Explains “Thug Life” as “the new 

Black Power movement.” Does Starr’s conversation with 

her father expand or change your understanding of this 

concept?  

 

Dec 7: THUG,  p. 201-219. 

 

PEN America: "Banning Books in the United States? 

Challenges and Withdrawals of Books in Schools and 

Libraries" and "Soft Censorship: The Books that Never Made it To the Shelves" from 

Missing from the Shelf: Book Challenges and Lack of Diversity in Children's Literature 

(2016). 

Kate Rosenfield, "Why Did a Texas School District Ban the Year’s Most Popular YA 

Book, The Hate U Give ?" Vulture,  December 4, 2017. 
 
Angie Thomas Tweets about Banned Books on November 30, 2017. 
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**Response #5 due by today. 
 
Week 14: Starr’s Two Worlds Collide  
Dec 11: THUG,  p. 220 – 239. 

**Paper #3 on March  due by 11:59 pm** 
 
 
Dec 13: THUG,  p. 240 – 278. 
*Cortney Lamar Charleston, “How Did They Justify the Shooting?” (2017)(from 

Telepathologies) 
 
Dec 14: THUG,  p. 281 – 305. 
 
Recommended:  *Alexander Abad-Santos, “My Star Witness is Black: Rachel Jeantel’s 

Testimony Makes Trayvon’s Trial a Show” The Atlantic,  June 27, 2013.  
 
Consider how Angie Thomas is responding to and revising Jeantel’s testimony in THUG 

in contrast to how the public responded to her as an “imperfect witness.” 

 

Week 15 

Dec 18: THUG,  p. 306 – 334. 

*Huey Newton, “The Ten-Point Program” excerpted from To Die For the People, The 

Writings of Huey P. Newton,  (ed. Toni Morrison, 1973). 

 

Dec 20: THUG,   p. 337-370. 

 

Dec 21: THUG,  p.  370-402.  
Watch & Listen: *Tupac, “Changes” (Greatest Hits,  1998) 

 

Winter Recess: 12/25 – 1/1. 
 

Week 16: Conclusion to The Hate U Give 
 
Jan 3: THUG,   402 - end. 
 
Jan 4: Blackish , police brutality episode (season 2, episode 16)(2016). Screening and 

discussion. 
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Week 17: Conclusion to the Semester 
Jan 8: Legacy 
 
Alfred W. Tatum, “Writing Through the Labryinth of Fears: The Legacy of Walter Dean 

Myers,” Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy  58(7) April 2015, pp. 536-540. 
 
Jacqueline Woodson, “A Sign of Having Been Here,” Horn Book Magazine . Nov/Dec95, 

Vol. 71 Issue 6, p. 711-715. 
 
Jan 10: Diversity in BHSEC's Library 
 
We'll spend a portion of class in the library with Ms. Nolan discussing how she 

addresses diversity in the library, and her insight on how other librarians are dealing 

with the challenge of banned books.  
 
Jan 11: Last day of class 
 
Optional shares from final project drafts.  
 
January 15, Martin Luther King Day (no school).  
 
Jan 16 – 19 – final exams week.  

 
Final critical / creative project due Jan 18 by 11:59 pm to Google 

Classroom.  
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