
Understanding Ourselves and Others
through Literature

SUBJECT

English Language Arts
GRADE(S)

9, 10

In 9th and 10th grade English classes,
students take part in book clubs that
put them in charge of their own reading
and learning process. They begin with a
“speed dating” style book selection,
previewing a range of titles and blurbs
before choosing the book that speaks
most to them, so that ownership starts
from the very first decision. From there,
students set their own reading
schedules, deadlines, and tasks,
working with peers in their table
group while the teacher steps back into
a supporting role, listening in and
asking questions rather than directing
the process.

As they read, students keep dialectical
journals, selecting passages and
writing personal responses to them,
then bringing those reflections into
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LESSON/PROJECT

Book Clubs

small-group discussions where they
trade perspectives and work through
anything they didn't fully
understand together. The books
themselves surface big ideas around
identity, cultural expectations, and
lived experience, and students
consistently connect these themes
back to their own lives: a student
reflecting on family expectations, a
student linking a character's
experience of police brutality in the
media to her own family's immigration
story, another recognizing herself as a
people-pleaser and pushing back
against that instinct within the book
club setting. Throughout the process,
students describe real shifts in how
they see themselves: gaining
confidence as leaders, stepping outside
their comfort zones, developing a
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stronger sense of responsibility, and
discovering an unexpected enjoyment
of writing that some now pursue
outside of class. The teacher frames the
work as more than a reading exercise.
Students are meeting reading and
writing standards while analyzing text,
synthesizing information, and
communicating their comprehension,
but they're doing it with intention and

heart, bringing their full selves into the
process rather than reading at a
distance. The project underscores a
belief that every student's voice and
experience matters, and that a
classroom culture built on shared
stories, regardless of who is loudest or
quietest in the room, can help students
better understand both themselves and
each other.

Final Reflections on Patron Saints of Nothing by Randy Ribay:

Final Reflections on Piecing Me Together by Renée Watson:
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