
How have representations of adolescence transformed throughout 
the past decades in the field of Young Adult (YA) literature? To what 
extent do “classic” YA novels speak to the literary and cultural 
needs, desires, and expectations of our contemporary moment? 
What do we obtain from contemporary YA literature that was 
impossible to obtain from novels published years ago, and vice-
versa? In this course, a series of “classic” YA novels will be paired 
with more recent texts that resonate thematically with these classics, 
and/or that use similar narrative techniques to aestheticize 
adolescent thought and experience. Through this comparative 
approach, we will better understand the similarities and differences 
that have characterized YA texts throughout time, and the traits that 
facilitate a novel’s placement within the YA tradition. We will 
develop a nuanced critical framework in order to determine what 
makes a YA novel “timeless,” culturally relevant, and innovative. 
Furthermore, we will closely examine the various intersections of 
queerness, gender, sexuality, race, and class represented in YA 
literature, and demonstrate how these intersections highlight the 
political and emotional viability of the field.  
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Important Information 

ENGLISH 502:  
 The YA Novel, Then and Now 
 (Adolescence in Literature) 
Professor: Dr. Angel Daniel Matos 
Email: amatos@sdsu.edu  
Twitter: @ProfAngelMatos 
Office: Arts and Letters - 217 
Phone: (619) 594-5442 
Office Hours: Tuesdays and  
 Wednesdays by appointment. 

Disclaimer: The novels we will 
examine in this course depict events 
and experiences that may be 
disturbing or offensive to some, 
including but not limited to: death, 
sex, incest, violence, suicide, and 
sexual assault. If you expect the 
course material to be emotionally 
challenging, you may talk to me 
about any concerns that you have 
before enrolling in this class. You 
may also meet with me during office 
hours to discuss any reaction that 
you had to any film or text. If this 
content will make you unable to 
participate in discussions or engage 
comfortably with the course texts, 
you may want to reconsider 
enrolling in this course. 

Course Objectives 

• You will develop an understanding of the major historical, cultural, 
and aesthetic developments that have affected teen representation 
in YA literature throughout the twenty-first century.  

• You will examine the aesthetic/narrative techniques that authors 
implement to represent adolescent thought and experience. 

• You will explore and define the limits, parameters, and 
potentialities of YA literature, culture, and scholarship.  

• You will see how representations of adolescence are inflected by 
constructions of identity such as gender, sexuality, race, and class. 

mailto:amatos@sdsu.edu
https://twitter.com/ProfAngelMatos
mailto:amatos@sdsu.edu
https://twitter.com/ProfAngelMatos


Discussion Leading: You and a group of 5 peers will serve 
as discussion leaders for a class. Your group will select a 
topic based on your assigned novel, in which you will share 
an interpretation of this reading. You will be expected to 
bring handouts that include: notable or important passages 
that provide further insight into your topic, a list of 
recommended secondary resources, and a list of questions 
that you want to discuss with your peers.  

Midterm Exam: A midterm exam will be given after we 
conclude the second unit of this course. For this exam, you 
will be given a passage identification section, and a 
selection of three essay questions that address broad issues 
and themes in the field of YA literature. You will be required 
to answer one of these questions, and develop robust 
answers that include textual support, and a clear articulation 
of your argument. 

Multimedia Project:  In lieu of an in-class final exam, you 
will have two different options for this project: a) an 
argumentative essay; or b) a podcast analysis. Regardless of 
what option you choose, you will develop an argumentative 
discussion which focuses on a specific element present in 
one or more of the novels discussed in class. For the 
podcast analysis, you will have the option of working either 
individually or in groups of up to three people. However, 
please note that the podcast analysis is more rigorous and 
time-consuming due to the additional layers of planning and 
editing that podcasts require. Graduate students may have 
additional requirements for this component.  

Class Tweets: You are required to have an active Twitter 
account for this course (you can use an existing account or 
an account created specifically for this course). At least once 
a week, you must share a thought, question, or impression 
that you had when engaging with the primary course novels 
and/or secondary readings. Your tweets must be posted 
no later than the night before our class takes place. You 
most certainly may post more than one tweet per week! In 
addition to posting tweets, I highly encourage thoughtful 
commentary and responses to ideas or questions that your 
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Course Texts and Secondary 
Readings 

You are expected to purchase copies of the 
following novels. Please remember to read and 
bring them to class when they are assigned. You 
may purchase a copy of the novels in either 
paperback, ebook, or hardback formats. Since 
you are expected to provide textual evidence 
for course discussions and assignments, 
please refrain from using audiobooks unless 
you have special accommodations.  

• Adam Silvera, More Happy Than Not 
(Soho Teen, 2016).  

• Isabel Quintero, Gabi, A Girl in Pieces 
(Cinco Puntos Press, 2014).  

• Jason Reynolds and Brendan Kiely, All 
American Boys (Atheneum/Caitlyn Dlouhy 
Books, 2017).  

• J.K Rowling, Harry Potter and the Goblet of 
Fire (Scholastic Paperbacks, 2018).  

• Lois Lowry, The Giver (HMH Books for 
Young Readers, 2014). 

• Rainbow Rowell, Carry On (St. Martin’s 
Griffin, 2017).  

• Stephen Chbosky, The Perks of Being a 
Wallflower (MTV Books, 2012).  

• Walter Dean Myers, Monster (Amistad, 
2004).  

Secondary Readings: All of the primary course 
texts will be paired with articles, think-pieces, and 
criticism from various fields of study, including 
children’s and YA literature, gender studies, 
queer theory, critical youth studies, affect theory, 
and critical race theory. All of these readings will 
be uploaded to Blackboard. At times, some of 
these secondary readings can be quite dense 
and difficult. If you are having difficulties with 
these readings, please visit me during office 
hours. 

Technology in the Classroom: Laptops and 
tablets are allowed in the classroom as long as 
they don’t interfere with your participation and 
engagement in class.  

Evaluation Components and Policies 
Here is a list of the projects, tasks, and expectations 
that you must complete in order to pass this course. 
None of these requirements are negotiable unless 
you have special accommodations for this course.



classmates have posted. Feel free to be as fun, creative, serious, and/or 
imaginative as you want to be with these tweets (I particularly encourage 
the use of GIFs and memes). I simply want all of us to engage with the 
course films prior to meeting in the classroom, and I want to get a better 
sense of who you are. Your tweets will also shape the conversations we will 
have in class. My twitter handle is: @ProfAngelMatos. Please follow my 
account, and note that you are free to unfollow me once final grades are 
submitted. Mark all of your course tweets with #sdsuYA. 

Class Performance: This class will be driven by collaborative discussions 
and workshops. As a student in this class, you will be responsible for: a) 
Sharing your thoughts and interpretations of course novels and secondary 
readings; b) Asking and answering questions that will generate effective 
critical discussions; and c) Selecting and highlighting passages and 
moments that you would like to discuss in class. Class participation is 
crucial, especially in discussion-based courses such as this one. 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. 
Last but not least, your attendance will also affect your class 
performance grade. If you have 1-2 absences during the semester, you 
will receive no penalties towards this grade. For each additional absence 
over the second, you will receive a full grade deduction from your class 
performance grade. Students with 6 or more absences will receive a zero 
(0) in this component. In the case of a prolonged illness or issue, please 
contact me as soon as possible via email.  

Grading Scale 
A = 100-95%	     	     A- = 94-90%	 	       B+ = 89-87% 
B = 86-83%	 	     B- = 82-80%	 	       C+ = 79-77% 
C = 76-73%	 	     C- = 72-70%	 	       D = 69-60% 

Please note that a course grade of A is only given to students who 
demonstrate outstanding achievement in their work and class 
performance. If your work and performance are not outstanding, 
innovative, creative, and rigorous, do not expect this grade. 
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Course Policies  

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 for that assignment and you will 
be reported to the Campus Judicial 
Affairs Office. Further action may be 
taken depending on the severity of 
the case. For more information on 
this matter, please click here. 

Assignments 

Assignments must be turned in by 
the established due date and in the 
requested format. In terms of late 
assignments, 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 and 
have a valid justification for the 
extension request.  

Respect & Open-Mindedness 

Controversial and charged topics 
will be discussed throughout the 
semester. I expect you to approach 
every topic discussed in class with 
sensibility, maturity, and open-
mindedness. I also 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. 

Evaluation Component Points

Discussion Leading 100 (10%)

Midterm Exam 300 (30%)

Multimedia Project 300 (30%)

Class Tweets 100 (10%)

Class Performance 200 (20%)

TOTAL: 1,000 (100%)

http://go.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/srr/cheating-plagiarism.aspx
http://go.sdsu.edu/student_affairs/srr/cheating-plagiarism.aspx
https://twitter.com/ProfAngelMatos


UNIT I 
“I feel infinite”: 
The Epistolary 

Coming-of-Age Novel

Stephen Chbosky's 
The Perks of Being a Wallflower

Isabel Quintero’s 
Gabi, A Girl in Pieces

Description 

Our first unit will focus on the epistolary novel, a genre of literature presented 
as a series of letters, diary entires, and/or blog posts written by a protagonist. 
We will begin by examining Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower, which 
is approached by many as a quintessential YA classic that has greatly shaped 
the cultural impact of the field of YA literature. We will then examine a recent 
YA epistolary novel published by an independent press, Quintero’s Gabi, A 
Girl in Pieces, which centers on the experience of an budding Latina poet. In 
this unit, we will not only develop a foundational understanding of the field of 
the YA novel, but we will better understand the ideologies and practices that 
inform the creation, distribution, and reception of YA novels. 

Optional Novels
• Laurie Halse Anderson’s Speak (2001) 
• Ava Dellaira’s Love Letters to the Dead (2014) 
• Jeff Garvin’s Symptoms of Being Human (2016) 

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, August 28 Course introduction 
Activity: Defining Young Adult Literature

Thursday, August 30
Introduction to the study of Young Adult Literature 
Read: Karen Coats, “Ideologies of Childhood and the History of Children’s 
Literature”

Tuesday, September 4 Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower, pp. 1-75

Thursday, September 6 Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower, pp. 75-140 
Discussion leading activity #1 (Professor Matos)

Tuesday, September 11 Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a Wallflower, pp. 141-end 
Read: Michael Cart’s “A New Literature for a New Millennium?”

Thursday, September  13 Quintero’s Gabi, A Girl in Pieces, pp. 1-94

Tuesday, September 18 Quintero’s Gabi, A Girl in Pieces, pp. 95-193 
Discussion leading activity #2

Thursday, September 20
Quintero’s Gabi, A Girl in Pieces, pp. 194-end 
Read: Mike Cadden’s “The Irony of Narration in the Young Adult Novel” 
Activity: Unit wrap-up 
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UNIT II 
“Don’t forget me”: 

Memory in 
Speculative YA 

Literature

Lois Lowry’s 
The Giver

Adam Silvera’s 
More Happy Than Not

Description 

Our second unit will focus on YA novels with a speculative, dystopian twist. 
Beginning with Lowry’s The Giver, we will develop an understanding of the 
tense relationship that exists between representations of utopia and dystopia 
in the field. Furthermore, we will begin to explore the major philosophical 
and ethical questions, concerns, and crises that these novels push readers to 
explore—especially when it comes to the intersection of memory and the 
development of one’s identity. We will then examine Silvera’s More Happy 
Than Not, a recent novel that explores the intersection of dystopia and 
memory, and that focuses on the experiences of a queer, Latino teen. Why is 
memory such a central concern in the field of YA literature? Who gets to 
remember, who gets to forget, and who doesn’t have the luxury of leaving 
painful memories behind? 

Optional Novels
• Mary E. Pearson’s The Adoration of Jenna Fox (2008) 
• Patrick Ness’ More Than This (2013) 
• Andrew Smith’s Grasshopper Jungle (2014)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Tuesday, September 25 Lowry’s The Giver, pp. 1-88

Thursday, September 27 Lowry’s The Giver, pp. 89-147 
Discussion leading activity #3

Tuesday, October 2
Lowry’s The Giver, pp. 148-end 
Read: Rebecca Carol Noël Totaro’s “Suffering in Utopia: Testing the Limits in 
Young Adult Novels”

Thursday, October 4 Silvera’s More Happy Than Not, pp. 1-110

Tuesday, October 9 Silvera’s More Happy Than Not, pp. 111-210 
Discussion leading activity #4

Thursday, October 11
Silvera’s More Happy Than Not, pp. 211-end 
Read: Sara Ahmed’s “Unhappy Queers” 
Activity: Unit wrap-up

Tuesday, October 16 Midterm Exam
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UNIT III 
Teen Witches: 

Magical Narrative 
and the YA Novel

J.K. Rowling’s 
Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire

Rainbow Rowell’s 
Carry On

Description 

The third unit of this course will focus on YA fantasy novels, beginning with a 
text from Rowling’s Harry Potter series and concluding with an adaptation of 
Rowling’s series (or as some would put it, an extended fanfiction text). Rather 
than examining the first book of the Harry Potter series, we will instead 
analyze The Goblet of Fire—a book that better fits the parameters of YA fiction 
both in terms of content and style. Afterwards, we will discuss Rowell’s Carry 
On. Although this novel borrows liberally from the Harry Potter series, it 
nonetheless implements vastly different narrative techniques, and it is more 
inclusive in terms of its representation of queerness, gender, sexuality, and 
race. Is Carry On merely a derivative work, or does it accomplish things that 
Harry Potter does not, especially from a narrative and cultural perspective?

Optional Novels
• Ursula K. Le Guin’s A Wizard of Earthsea (1968) 
• Diana Wynne Jones’ Howl’s Moving Castle (1986) 
• Lev Grossman’s The Magicians (2009)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Disclaimer: The novels in this unit are exceptionally long, especially when compared to the other 
novels we will read in this course. Please make sure to schedule your reading time accordingly. 

Thursday, October 18 Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, pp. 1-170

Tuesday, October 23 Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, pp. 171-384

Thursday, October 25 Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, pp. 385- 580 
Discussion leading activity #5

Tuesday, October 30 Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, pp. 581-end

Thursday, November 1 Rowell’s Carry On, pp. 1-123

Tuesday, November 6 Rowell’s Carry On, pp. 124-252

Thursday, November 8 Rowell’s Carry On, pp. 253-391 
Discussion leading activity #6

Tuesday, November 13
Rowell’s Carry On, pp. 392-end 
Read: Catherine Tosenberger’s “Homosexuality at the Online Hogwarts: Harry 
Potter Slash Fanfiction”
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UNIT IV 
Thinking about 

Tomorrows: 
Representations of 
Race and Justice

Walter Dean Myers’  
Monster

Jason Reynolds and Brendan Kiely’s 
All American Boys

Description 

In this unit, will examine experimental YA literature that focuses on matters of 
race and social justice, especially in light of recent events and attitudes 
present in our contemporary context. Starting with Myers’ Monster, we will 
discuss how this text uses cinematic and epistolary techniques to convey the 
experience of a black teen who’s on trial. We will conclude our course with All 
American Boys, which discusses the difficult topic of police brutality through 
the perspectives of two teens from different racial and cultural backgrounds. 

Optional YA Novels
• Angie Thomas’ The Hate U Give (2017) 
• Nic Stone’s Dear Martin (2017) 
• Jewell Parker Rhodes’ Ghost Boys (2018)

DETAILED SCHEDULE

Thursday, November 15
Myers’s Monster, pp. 1-100 
Read: Walter Dean Myers’ “Where Are the People of Color in Children’s 
Books?” In The New York Times 

Tuesday, November 20 Myers’s Monster, pp. 101-200 
Discussion leading activity #7

Thursday, November 22 NO CLASS | Thanksgiving Break

Tuesday, November 27
Myers’s Monster, pp. 201-end 
Read: Stephenie Yearwood’s “Popular Postmodernism for Young Adult 
Readers: ‘Walk Two Moons,’ ‘Holes,’ and ‘Monster’”

Thursday, November 29 NO CLASS | Professor is at a conference

Tuesday, December 4 Reynolds and Kiely’s All American Boys, pp. 1-101

Thursday, December 6 Reynolds and Kiely’s All American Boys, pp. 102-203 
Discussion leading activity #8

Tuesday, December 11 Reynolds and Kiely’s All American Boys, pp. 204-310

Saturday, December 15 Multimedia projects are due today. 
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