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Angel Daniel Matos, Ph.D.
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@TheAngelMatos
Phone
(619) 594-5442

To what extent can youth literature help readers to imagine more
democratic, egalitarian, and cooperative ways of existing in the world? Can
this literature provide readers with the knowledge needed to recognize and
actively fight against various forms of cruelty, injustice, and inequality? This
course will explore how children’s books, middle-grade fiction, and young
adult literature address and confront dynamics of oppression, privilege, and
violence present in contemporary society. We will pay close attention to the
didactic frameworks that frequently saturate youth literature, and we will
examine how these texts push readers to think radically and sensitively
about the world they live in. Furthermore, we will think through the political
viability of this body of literature, and question both the benefits and
drawbacks of using youth literature as a platform to mobilize activist
thought and social justice frameworks. Themes that will be explored
include: gender and sexuality, race and class, ecology and the environment.

COURSE OBJECTIVES
• Examine how youth literature uses narrative, graphic, and affective elements to
promote and foster empathy, collectivity, and political engagement.
• Understand the potential of children’s and young adult literature to highlight and
validate different forms of being and existing in the world.
• Explore the different ideological frameworks that affect the creation, distribution,
criticism, and reception of youth literature.
• Appreciate how youth literature promotes difficult and necessary conversations on
gender, sexuality, race, class, violence, the environment, and the nonhuman.

Office Hours
Wednesdays, 1-3:00 PM
or by appointment

DISCLAIMER
The primary literature in this
course depicts events and
experiences that may be
disturbing or traumatizing to
some people, including but not
limited to: sexual assault,
bullying, graphic violence, death,
suicide, and sexually explicit
material. If you expect any of the
course material to be emotionally
or psychologically challenging,
you may talk to me about any
concerns that you may have
before class. You may also meet
with me during office hours to
discuss any personal reaction
that you had to any text. If the
course content will make you
unable to comfortably participate
in class discussions, you may
want to reconsider enrolling in
this course.
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Whitley and Goodwin’s
Princeless (Vol I). Action Lab
Entertainment, 2014.

Cory Silverberg’s What
Makes a Baby. Triangle
Square, 2013.

David Levithan’s Two Boys
Kissing. Ember, 2015.

Alex Gino’s George.
Scholastic, 2017.

De La Peña and Robinson’s
Last Stop on Market Street.
Putnam’s Sons BFYR, 2015.

Gene Luen Yang’s American
Born Chinese. Square Fish,
2008.

Angie Thomas’ The Hate U
Give. Balzer + Bray, 2016.

Maya Christina Gonzalez’s
Call Me Tree. Children’s
Book Press, 2014.
A Note About Primary
Readings:

Dr. Seuss’ The Lorax.
Random House, 1971.

Peter Brown’s The Wild
Robot. Little, Brown, 2016.

M.T. Anderson’s FEED.
Candlewick, 2012.

You are expected to
purchase copies of all of
these primary texts and
bring them to class when
they are assigned. Make
sure to read the assigned
parts of the text before
coming to class! You are free
to purchase the hardcover,
paperback, or ebook
versions of these texts.
Audiobooks are permitted in
the case of books that are
not illustrated. Additional
materials, such as videos
and films, may be assigned
throughout the semester.

EVALUATION
Midterm Exam (30%): A midterm exam will be given
after we conclude the first half of this course. This
exam will include the discussion of significant
passages taken from the texts discussed in class,
short questions, and an essay question.
Final Exam (30%): This exam will test your
knowledge on the readings and ideas discussed
throughout the entire semester. For this exam, you
will develop thoughtful answers to two essay
questions that address broad issues of activism and
social justice in children’s and YA literature.
Presentations (15%): You and a group of peers will
serve as discussion leaders for a class. Your group will
share an interpretation of the readings assigned for a
particular class, and develop a handout that contains
discussion questions and important passages.
Quizzes (10%): A total of five (5) quizzes will be
given throughout the semester in order to assure that
you are keeping up with the assigned course
readings. All quizzes are unannounced, and they will
be given sporadically throughout the semester.
Class Performance (15%) : Although this is a large
class, this course will be collaborative and discussiondriven. While I will occasionally offer brief lectures to
introduce course concepts and contextualize course
readings, this class will be primarily consist of
collaborative discussions and workshops.
Participation matters for this course! As a student in
this class, you will be responsible for: a) Sharing your
impressions and interpretations of course texts; b)
Asking and answering questions that will generate
effective critical discussions; and c) Selecting and
highlighting passages that you would like to discuss
in class. If you are uncomfortable speaking in class,
please meet with me so I can help you to develop
strategies on how to effectively participate in class
conversations.

GRADING SCALE
A = 100-93%
B = 86-83%
C = 76-73%

A- = 92-90%
B- = 82-80%
C- = 72-70%

B+ = 89-87%
C+ = 79-77%
D = 69-60%

SECONDARY READINGS AND
ELECTRONIC DEVICES
Texts will at times be paired with theory and criticism
from the fields of children’s literature, childhood
studies, queer studies, critical race theory, and
sociology. Scholarship in these fields can be quite
dense and difficult—so be prepared to read these
texts multiple times! If you are having difficulties in
reading or understanding these texts, please visit me
during office hours. Laptops and tablets are allowed
in the classroom as long as they don’t interfere with
your participation and engagement in class.

COURSE POLICIES
ABSENCES: Attendance to class is compulsory, and you
are expected to arrive in a timely fashion. You are
responsible for all of the material that was discussed on
days that you’re absent. If you have 1-3 unexcused
absences during the semester, you will receive no
penalties towards your final grade. For each additional
unexcused absence over the third, you will receive a letter
grade deduction from your final grade. In the case of a
prolonged illness or personal issue, please contact me as
soon as possible via email. Please keep in mind that this
attendance policy is not negotiable.
ACADEMIC HONESTY: The intentional, uncredited use of
another person’s work is a serious academic offense that
won’t be taken lightly in this course. If I determine that
you plagiarized any of the work that you turn in for this
class, you will automatically receive an F (0%) for that
assignment. If the act of plagiarism is serious, you may be
reported to the Judicial Board Advisor at the Office of the
Dean of Student Affairs. For more information on
plagiarism, please click here.
ASSIGNMENTS: All assignments must be turned in
personally by the established due date and in the
requested format. In terms of late assignments, one letter
grade will be dropped for every day of lateness that
passes, including weekends. If you need an extension for
an assignment, you must contact me at least two days
before the established deadline.
MUTUAL RESPECT: Controversial and difficult topics will
be discussed throughout the semester. I expect you to
approach every topic discussed in class with sensibility
and open-mindedness. I expect you to respect everyone
in the classroom at all times.

DISABILITY SERVICES
If you are a student with a disability and you need accommodations for this class, please contact Student
Disability Services (SDS) at (619) 594-6473 or visit SDS in Calpulli Center, Suite3101 as soon as possible. Note
that accommodations are not retroactive, and they cannot be provided until you present a letter from SDS.

COURSE UNITS AND DESCRIPTIONS
UNIT I: GENDER AND SEXUALITY
Primary Texts:

- Whitley and Goodwin’s Princeless
- Corey Silverberg and Fiona Smyth’s What Makes a Baby?
- David Levithan’s Two Boys Kissing
- Alex Gino’s George

Key Concepts:
Secondary Readings:

GENDER, SEXUALITY, QUEER, TRANSGENDER, CHILDREN, DEVELOPMENT
Alison James’ “Agency” in The Palgrave Handbook of Childhood Studies.
Bruhm and Hurley’s introduction to Curiouser: On the Queerness of Children.

In this unit, we will examine representations of gender and sexuality in youth literature, with special attention given to feminist thought and LGBTQ
representation. What narrative, visual, and aesthetic practices do these texts implement in order to push readers to critically reassess sexist and
normative stereotypes and ideologies? To what extent do these texts push readers to view gender and sexuality as malleable and fluid?

UNIT II: RACE AND SOCIAL CLASS
Primary Texts:

- De la Peña and Robinson’s Last Stop on Market Street
- Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese
- Angie Thomas’ The Hate U Give
- Maya Christina Gonzalez’s Call Me Tree/Llámame Árbol

Key Concepts:
Secondary Readings:

RACE, CLASS, INEQUITY, RACISM, PRIVILEGE, ASSIMILATION
Katharine Capshaw Smith’s “Race” in Keywords for Children’s Literature.
Allie Jane Bruce’s “On Being White: A Raw, Honest Conversation.”

This unit focuses on how youth literature calls attention to, and attempts to dismantle, the oppression and inequality fostered by issues of class and
race in the U.S. These texts will highlight the tension between assimilation and multiculturalism, and will shed light on the various forms of racism,
classism, and colorism present in our society. We will also critically examine the issue of whiteness in the children’s literature industry.

UNIT III: ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
Primary Texts:

- Dr. Seuss’ The Lorax
- Peter Brown’s The Wild Robot
- M.T. Anderson’s FEED

Key Concepts:
Secondary Reading:

ECOCRITICISM, ANTHROPOCENE, NATURE, NONHUMAN, THE ANIMAL
Kamala Platt’s “Environmental Justice Children’s Literature: Depicting, Defending,
and Celebrating Trees and Birds, Colors and People” in Dobrin/Kidd’s Wild Things.

In the final unit of our course, we will explore how youth literature pushes readers to develop a more nuanced understanding of the relationship
between humans, nature, and the environment. How effectively does ecologically-minded youth literature equip readers to live and survive in a
world experiencing radical environmental changes? How does this literature influence readers to be more mindful about matters such as
consumption, pollution, warfare, production, preservation, and the nonhuman?

