
Young Adult (YA) literature is a pioneering field when it comes to 
diverse representations of  identity and human experience. 
Nonetheless, the field is haunted by normative values and ideologies 
that often center the experiences of  white, straight, able-bodied, 
middle-to-upper-class protagonists. In this course, we will challenge 
the YA field’s focus on normative identities and experiences by solely 
examining contemporary texts that focus on minority 
representation. Special attention given to how these representations 
often necessitate alternative and innovative forms of  narration and 
storytelling. We will explore the normative ideologies that frequently 
inform the creation, distribution, criticism, and reception of  YA 
literature, and we will develop a better understanding of  the 
potential that YA literature possesses to highlight and validate 
different ways of  existing in the world. The novels that we will 
examine will focus on characters and voices that are marginalized in 
the YA field, including the experiences of  queer, transgender, 
Indigenous, Latinx, Black, and Persian protagonists. Furthermore, 
all of  the texts that we will read in this course are “Own Voices” 
novels, meaning that the authors (either fully or partially) belong to 
the minority groups that they center in their texts.  

In this course, you will: 

1. Explore the ties between the YA field, ideological whiteness, and 
heteronormative values, and determine the extent to which 
minority literature offers a counternarrative to these issues. 

2. Develop an understanding of  the ethical, ideological, and cultural 
issues that inform the creation, distribution, and critique of  
contemporary YA literature. 

3. Determine the potential that different genres and narrative modes 
possess to disrupt normative thinking, and provide audiences with 
unprecedented ways of  thinking about race, class, ethnicity, 
sexuality, gender, culture, and kinship.  

4. Learn the importance of  decentering, disrupting, and 
decolonizing our reading, critical, and teaching practices.   
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Important Information 

Professor: Dr. Angel Daniel Matos 
Email: amatos@sdsu.edu  
Twitter: @ProfAngelMatos 

Office Hours 

My office is located in the Arts & 
Letters building, room 217. Please 
make an appointment before 
meeting with me by using my 
online calendar, which you can 
access HERE. 

Disclaimer 

The texts assigned in this course 
depict content that might be 
disturbing or triggering to some 
people, including but not limited to 
death, violence, racism, bullying, 
homophobia, suicide, and sexual 
assault. If  you expect the course 
mater ia l to be emot ional ly 
challenging, you may talk to me 
about any concerns you have 
before enrolling in this class. You 
may also meet with me to discuss a 
reaction that you had to one of  the 
assigned texts. If  you will be unable 
to participate in class discussions or 
engage comfortably with the 
course texts due to their content, 
you should seriously reconsider 
enrolling in this course. 
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Course Texts, Media, & Readings 

Make sure to purchase copies of  the following 
texts in any format that you prefer (paperback, 
ebook, etc.). Books can be purchased through the 
SDSU bookstore or your favorite book seller. You 
are required to read the assigned texts prior to 
their discussion during class meetings. 

1. When the Moon Was Ours (McLemore, 2016) 
2. The Marrow Thieves (Dimaline, 2017) 
3. Release (Ness, 2017) 
4. Children of  Blood and Bone (Adeyemi, 2018) 
5. Darius the Great is Not Okay (Khorram, 2018) 
6. The Poet X (Acevedo, 2018) 

Some of  the texts will be paired with additional 
readings that will be uploaded to Blackboard. 
Laptops and tablets are allowed in the classroom 
as long as they do not interfere with your in-class 
performance. Cell phones are not permitted in 
the classroom.  

How to Read the Course Texts 

Everyone in this classroom comes in with a 
different range of  experiences and levels of  
expertise. For instance, one person might be 
experienced when it comes to literary criticism 
and close reading, whereas another person might 
be more comfortable examining ideologies of  
gender and sexuality. If  you are unsure how to 
approach any of  the primary texts discussed in 
our class, here are a some general questions that 
you can address when engaging with them:  

1. What are the main arguments or topics that the 
text is trying to advance?  

2. How does the novel’s time, place, or setting affect 
your understanding of  the novel’s central ideas? 

3. What real-world issues or concerns are being 
mobilized through the novel’s narrative? 

4. Is there anything unique in terms of  how a 
novel’s story is told? What makes this text 
different from others you have read?  

5. What emotions does the novel make you feel? 
What narrative, aesthetic, or content-based 
strategies does the novel implement to make you 
feel these emotions? 

6. Are there any particular patterns, tropes, or 
motifs implemented in the text? How do these 
affect your overall understanding of  the text. 

7. What are the underlying ideologies (systems of  
beliefs of  ideas) present in the text? 

Evaluation Criteria 

Here is a list of  the projects, tasks, and policies that 
you must complete (or comply with) in order to pass 
this course. These requirements are not negotiable 
unless you have special accommodations. If  you are a 
student with a disability who needs accommodations 
for this course, please contact the Student Ability 
Success Center (SASC) by clicking HERE or by 
calling (619) 594-6473.  

Midterm Exam (200 points) 

A midterm exam will be given after we conclude the 
first half  of  this course. This exam will potentially 
require you to discuss significant passages and scenes 
taken from the texts and media discussed in class. It 
may also include answer short answer questions that 
address themes and topics that emerged throughout 
our class discussions. 

Final Project (300 points) 

You will have two options for this project: a) an 
argumentative essay; or b) a creative project such as an 
original short story, introductory chapter, short film, or 
a fan production. Regardless of  what option you 
choose, your project must address an issue that we 
have discussed in class and it must contain a 
significant research component.  

Course Tweets (100 points) 

You’re required to have a Twitter account for this 
course (an account created specifically for school 
work). If  your account is private, you must grant me 
permission to view your tweets. At least once a week, 
you must share a question, interpretation, or 
observation, that you had when engaging with the 
course texts. Your tweet(s) must be posted prior to our 
class discussions that take place on Tuesdays. My 
twitter handle is @ProfAngelMatos. Follow my 
account. You can unfollow me once final grades are 
submitted. Mark your tweets with #sdsuYA.  

Presentations (100 points) 

You and two peers will serve as discussion leaders for a 
class. Your group will select a topic based on your 
assigned text or media. You will briefly discuss the 
major issues that arise through this topic. Afterward, 
you will discuss a series of  questions with your peers 
and share resources for further reading. 

https://newscenter.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/sds/getstarted-1.aspx
https://newscenter.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/sds/getstarted-1.aspx
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More Evaluation Criteria* 

Attendance (200 points) 

Attendance is compulsory, especially since this is a 
discussion-driven course. Since we all have 
unprecedented emergencies and contingencies, you 
will be granted up to two absences for this course, no 
questions asked. For each additional absence over the 
second, excused or not, you will receive a full grade 
deduction from your attendance grade. If  you have six 
or more absences throughout the semester, excused or 
not, you will receive a zero (0) in this component. 
Here is a more transparent breakdown of  how this 
component will be graded: 

• 1-2 absences: 200 points (A) 
• 3 absences: 170 points (B) 
• 4 absences: 150 points (C) 
• 5 absences: 130 points (D)  
• 6 or more absences: 0 points (F) 

Class Performance (100 points) 

This course is primarily driven by collaborative 
discussions and workshops. It is crucial that you read/
view all course texts prior to class, read all assigned 
secondary readings, and participate in every class. 
During every class meeting, you are responsible for: 

• Sharing your thoughts and impressions of  course 
texts, media, and readings. 

• Asking and answering questions that will generate 
effective critical discussions. 

• Selecting passages, scenes, and ideas that you 
would like to examine in class.  

• Listening carefully to your peers, allowing them to 
express their ideas fully before (dis)agreeing with 
them or mobilizing a counterargument.  

Do not be that student who relies entirely on the 
discourse that other people produce without 
generating any insights of  your own. If  you are 
uncomfortable speaking in class, please meet with me 
so we can develop strategies on how to effectively 
participate in class discussions. 

————————————————————— 
*Privacy and Intellectual Property Policy: Your grades and feedback for this 
course are private, and will not be distributed to anyone without your consent. Copies 
of  your assignments will be retained beyond the end of  the term. Data from any 
course assignments or evaluation components may be anonymously used for the 
professor’s tenure profile, or for research projects that he will develop in the future. 
You will be given the option to opt out of  this at the end of  the semester. 

Grading Scale and Course Policies 

A		 1000-950 points, exceptional performance 

A- 	 949-900 points 

B+	 899-880 points 

B 	 879-830 points, effective performance 

B- 	 829-800 points 

C+	 799-780 points 

C 	 779-730 points, average performance 

C-	 729-700 points 

D+	699-680 points 

D 	 679-600 points, deficient performance 

F	 	 599-0 points 

A’s are only given to students who demonstrate 
outstanding, exceptional, and virtually flawless 
achievement in their work and performance. 

—————————————————— 

Cheating and Plagiarism: Any form of  
cheating or plagiarism is a serious academic 
offense that won’t be taken lightly in this 
course. You will automatically receive an F (0 
points) for any assignment that breaches 
SDSU’s expectations for academic honesty. 
For more information on SDSU’s academic 
honesty policies, please click HERE.  

Assignments must be turned in by the 
established due date and in the requested 
format. You may turn in assignments late, 
however, one letter grade will be deducted for 
every day of  lateness (including weekends). If  
you need an extension for an assignment, you 
must contact me at least two days before the 
established deadline. Make sure to present a 
valid justification for the extension request.  

Controversial, difficult, and charged 
topics will be discussed throughout the 
semester. My classroom is a space of  learning. 
Please keep in mind that not everyone in the 
classroom comes in with the same knowledge 
or experiences. I expect you to be sensible, 
respectful, and open-minded in my classroom 
at all times. I reserve the right to ask you to 
leave the classroom if  you defy this policy. 

http://go.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/srr/cheating-plagiarism.aspx
http://go.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/srr/cheating-plagiarism.aspx


Detailed Course Schedule 
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Novel I: Adib Khorram’s Darius the Great is Not Okay

Our first novel is a realistic text that focuses on the protagonist’s struggle 
to navigate two very different cultures. To make matters even more 
complicated, the protagonist is also dealing with intense mental health 
issues. Through our analysis of  Darius the Great is Not Okay, we will begin 
exploring the importance of  diverse representation in young adult 
literature, and the ethical issues that often arise when adults attempt to 
represent adolescent experience. 

Keywords: Persian, mental health, Iran, coming-of-age, homosociality

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Thursday, January 23 Course introduction

Tuesday, January 28 Read: Mike Cadden’s “The Irony of  Narration in the Young Adult Novel.”

Thursday, January 30
Khorram’s Darius the Great is Not Okay (pp. 1 - 85) 
Read: Ebony Elizabeth Thomas’s “Stories Still Matter: Rethinking the Role of  
Diverse Children’s Literature Today.”

Tuesday, February 4 Khorram’s Darius the Great is Not Okay (pp. 86 - 170)

Thursday, February 6 Khorram’s Darius the Great is Not Okay (pp. 171 - 255)

Tuesday, February 11 Khorram’s Darius the Great is Not Okay (pp. 256 - Conclusion)

Novel II: Elizabeth Acevedo’s The Poet X

While Darius the Great is Not Okay is written in a style reminiscent of  most 
young adult literature, Acevedo’s The Poet X is a verse novel that deeply 
explores the ties between race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and culture. 
A novel that explores the birth or becoming of  an artist 
(Künstletrroman), we will explore the potential that young adult 
literature possesses to push readers to think deeply about matters such 
as the value of  creative/artistic expression, identity, and parental power. 

Keywords: Latinx, feminism, poetry, verse, religion, female sexuality

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Thursday, February 13 Acevedo’s The Poet X (pp. 1 - 92) 
Read: Marilisa Jiménez García’s “The Lens of  Latinx Literature.”

Tuesday, February 18 Acevedo’s The Poet X (pp. 93 - 190)

Thursday, February 20 Acevedo’s The Poet X (pp. 191 - 282)

Thursday, February 25 Acevedo’s The Poet X (pp. 283 - Conclusion)
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Novel III: Tomi Adeyemi’s Children of Blood and Bone

One of  the most important popular young adult novels to emerge 
within the past couple of  years, Children of  Blood and Bone is a fantasy text 
focused on the experiences of  Black characters. In this unit, we will 
discuss the politics of  race in fantasy literature, and explore the ties 
between fantasy and the Black imagination. Furthermore, we will 
discuss the potential that speculative literatures possess to discuss 
difficult, controversial, and culturally significant ideas and events.  

Keywords: Black literature, fantasy, genocide, oppression, dystopia

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Thursday, February 27 Adeyemi' Children of  Blood and Bone (pp. 1 - 120) 
Introduction to Ebony Elizabeth Thomas’ The Dark Fantastic.

Tuesday, March 3 Adeyemi' Children of  Blood and Bone (pp. 121 - 240)

Thursday, March 5 Adeyemi' Children of  Blood and Bone (pp. 241 - 360)

Tuesday, March 10 Adeyemi' Children of  Blood and Bone (pp. 361 - 480)

Tuesday, March 12 Adeyemi' Children of  Blood and Bone (pp. 481 - Conclusion)

Novel IV: Patrick Ness’s Release

Release is Patrick Ness’ attempt to craft a queer “adaptation” of  two very 
different texts: Judy Blume’s Forever and Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs. Dalloway. 
It is one of  the few mainstream young adult novels to depict gay 
sexuality in a frank and overt fashion. Furthermore, the text is quite 
experimental in its form, its genre-bending, and its style. In this unit, we 
will explore how different forms of  narrativization can help readers to 
disrupt normative approaches to both literature and identity.  

Keywords: queerness, religion, paganism, spirituality, fantasy, realism

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, March 17
Ness’s Release (pp. 1 - 75) 
Read: Sara Ahmed’s “Unhappy Queers” and Derritt Mason’s “The Earnest 
Elfin Dream Gay.”

Thursday, March 19 Ness’s Release (pp. 76 - 150)

Tuesday, March 24 Ness’s Release (pp. 151 - 225)

Thursday, March 26 Ness’s Release (pp. 226 - Conclusion)

March 30 - April 3 SPRING RECESS



Novel V: Anna- Marie McLemore’s When the Moon Was Ours

A lush magical realist text that explores ideas of  race, gender identity, 
and cultural negotiations, When the Moon is Ours offers a harsh critique 
of  the normative ideologies perpetuated both in society and in 
literature. We will explore the critical and cultural work that magical 
realism often undertakes, and furthermore, we will unpack the tensions 
that exist between the genre of  magical realism (which focuses on 
disruption and radicalism) and the young adult field (which focuses on 
assimilation and integration into the status quo).  

Keywords: magical realism, transgender, gender, Latinx, Pakistani 

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, April 7 Mid-Semester Review

Thursday, April 9 MIDTERM EXAM (In-Class)

Tuesday, April 14
Anna-Marie McLemore’s When the Moon Was Ours (pp. 1 - 75) 
Read: Angel Daniel Matos and Jon M. Wargo’s “Editors’ Introduction: Queer 
Futurities in Youth Literature, Media, and Culture.”

Thursday, April 16 Anna-Marie McLemore’s When the Moon Was Ours (pp. 76 - 150)

Tuesday, April 21 Anna-Marie McLemore’s When the Moon Was Ours (pp. 151 - 225)

Thursday, April 23 Anna-Marie McLemore’s When the Moon Was Ours (pp. 225 - Conclusion)

Novel VI: Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves

In our final unit, we will focus our attention on the ideologies of  
colonialism and white supremacy that often inform the young adult 
field. We will discuss the lack of  Indigenous representation in 
mainstream young adult literature and popular culture. Furthermore, 
we will unpack the dynamic between hope and despair present in many 
dystopian texts, and discuss the young adult field’s penchant for 
elevating utopian frameworks and sensibilities.  

Keywords: colonialism, Indigenous, race, ethnicity, dreams, dystopia

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, April 28 Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves (pp. 1 - 70) 

Thursday, April 30 Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves (pp. 71 - 140) 

Tuesday, May 5 Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves (pp. 141 - 210) 

Thursday, May 7 Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves (pp. 211 - Conclusion) 
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