Adolescence is a developmental period that is often approached as
regulatory and assimilationist. In young adult novels, characters often
struggle to leave behind childish dreams, behaviors, and attitudes in
their quest to integrate into domains of adulthood that fetishize
responsibility, productivity, and normativity. This course will
problematize normative approaches to adolescence in two ways. During
the first half of the course, we will examine realist novels that
emphasize the emotional and political viability of adolescence—
therefore troubling it as a developmental phase that should be
temporary, escapable, and teleological. These texts will highlight the
countercultural and queer potentiality of adolescence, especially
through their celebration of notions such as malleability, fluidity, and
rebellion against the status quo. During the second half of the course,
we will examine speculative (sci-fi and fantasy) novels that pressure
adolescence as a developmental category, in that they question who
does or does not have the privilege to be an adolescent, and they
dismantle normative approaches to growth and development.

Course Objectives
Throughout this course, you will:
• Examine the narrative and aesthetic techniques that authors
implement in their representations of adolescence and development.
• Inquire whether literary representations of adolescence support or
pressure theorizations of childhood, adolescence, and growth.
• Explore how the concept of adolescence mobilizes political and
ethical frameworks that are both normative and antiauthoritarian.
• Understand how representations of adolescence are inflected by
constructions of identity such as race, gender, sexuality, and age.

Course Information
ENGLISH 502:
UNDOING ADOLESCENCE
(Adolescence in Literature)
Professor: Angel D. Matos, Ph.D
Email: amatos@sdsu.edu
Twitter: @TheAngelMatos
Office: Arts and Letters - 217
Phone: (619) 594-5442
Office Hours: W 1:00 - 3:00 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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Course Texts
You are expected to purchase copies
of the following novels and bring
them to class when they are
assigned. You may purchase
the hardcover, paperback, or ebook
versions of these texts:
• Angie Thomas’ The Hate U Give.
Balzer + Bray (2017).
• Anna-Marie McLemore’s When the
Moon Was Ours. Thomas Dunne
Books (2016).
• Isabel Quintero’s Gabi, A Girl in
Pieces. Cinco Puntos Press (2014).
• John Green’s Looking for Alaska.
Speak (2006).
• Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go.
Vintage (2006).
• Patrick Ness’ More Than This.
Candlewick Press (2013).
• Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger
Games. Scholastic (2008).
Theory and Criticism: All novels will
be paired with theory and criticism
from the fields of young adult
literature, queer studies, critical race
studies, and sociology. Some of these
secondary readings are 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.
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 discussions.

Evaluation Policies
Your grade will primarily be based on evaluation components
associated with the term paper that you will turn in during the
designated final exam period. The term paper will demonstrate your
ability to think critically about how course themes and topics are
addressed or challenged in multiple texts. You must complete the
midterm exam and turn in a term paper to pass this course.
Evaluation Component

Points

Twitter

100 (10%)

Midterm Exam

300 (30%)

Term Paper Proposal

100 (10%)

Term Paper

400 (40%)

Class Performance

100 (10%)
TOTAL: 1,000 (100%)

Twitter: You are required to have an active Twitter account for this
course (you can use an existing account or an account created for this
course). At least once a week, tweet a thought, question, or
impression that you had when engaging with the primary course
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! Tweets can also include thoughtful commentary and
responses to ideas or questions that your 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 readings
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: @TheAngelMatos. You are free to
unfollow me once final grades are submitted. Mark all of your tweets
for this component with #sdsuYA.
Midterm Exam: 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 YA novels read in class, short
questions, and an essay question.

neddiedavid.deviantart.com
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Course Policies
Absences
Attendance to class is compulsory,
and you are expected to arrive in a
timely fashion. You are responsible
for covering all of the material that
was discussed on days that you were
absent. If you have 1-2 unexcused
absences during the semester, you
will receive no penalties towards
your final grade. For each additional
unexcused absence over the second,
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.
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 and open-mindedness. I
expect you to respect everyone in
the classroom at all times.

Term Paper Proposal: You will develop a proposal for your term
paper, which will give me a better idea of the question(s) and topic(s)
that you will examine in your discussion. This proposal will include:
a) A 350-word abstract of your paper; b) A discussion of the stakes
and importance of your paper; c) A working bibliography of outside
sources that you will consult; and d) A discussion of potential
challenges that you might encounter while writing the paper.
Term Paper: You will develop a 7-9 page argumentative discussion
in which you examine two novels that we have discussed in this
course. You will develop your own questions, argument, and
framework for your discussion. While you are welcome to draw
additional argumentative support from any of the course’s secondary
readings, you will be required to include a minimum of two
additional secondary sources that were not discussed in class.
Class Performance: While I will occasionally offer brief lectures
to introduce course concepts and contextualize course readings, this
class will be primarily driven by collaborative discussions and
workshops. 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. I will sporadically
give pop quizzes to determine whether or not you are engaging with
the assigned course readings—so make sure to come prepared!

Grading Scale
A = 100-93%

A- = 92-90%

B+ = 89-87%

B = 86-83%

B- = 82-80%

C+ = 79-77%

C = 76-73%

C- = 72-70%

D = 69-60%

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.
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Course Schedule, Readings, and Key Questions
Introduction and John Green’s Looking for Alaska (August 29-September 12)
Description and
Key Questions

Secondary
Reading

Our course will begin with the examination of a “classic” realist novel
that will provide us with a foundation to explore the traditional
narrative and thematic elements associated with YA literature.
• What is the relationship between loss, innocence, and maturity?
• When, why, and how did the concept of adolescence emerge?
• Excerpts from Michael Cart’s Young Adult Literature: From
Romance to Realism (2016).

Isabel Quintero’s Gabi, A Girl in Pieces (September 14-26)
Description and
Key Questions

Secondary
Reading

A realist text that is more formally experimental, Quintero’s novel will
push us to consider the sociocultural negotiations and costs that
manifest when one transitions from childhood into adulthood.
• How do we approach the conflict between personal desire and
social demand? Is assimilation the ultimate goal of adolescence?
• Excerpts from Roberta Seelinger Trites’ Disturbing the Universe:
Power and Repression in Adolescent Literature (2004).

Angie Thomas’ The Hate U Give (September 28-October 5)

Description and
Key Questions

Secondary
Reading

An important and timely novel that explores the issue of police
brutality, we will use this novel to examine how race complicates
normative understandings of childhood and adolescence.
• How does race inflect representations of adolescence in literature?
• Why does race dismantle the ties between innocence and youth?
• Excerpts from Robin Bernstein’s Racial Innocence: Performing
American Childhood and Race from Slavery to Civil Rights (2011).

Patrick Ness’ More Than This (October 10-19)

Description and
Key Questions

Secondary
Reading

Focused on the (after)life of a teen who cuts his life short, Ness’ More
Than This is a dense and philosophical exploration of the meaning of
life, kinship, and adolescence. This novel will push us to examine the
ties between development, sexuality, and gender performance.
• Does queer adolescence demand alternative forms of narration?
• Excerpts from Kathryn Bond Stockton’s The Queer Child, or
Growing Sideways in the Twentieth Century (2009).
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MIDTERM (October 24)
Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games (October 26-November 2)
Description and
Key Questions

Perhaps the most well-known novel that we will discuss in class, we
will examine Collins’s novel to determine the role of adolescence in
a society where the concept of childhood is virtually nonexistent.
• What are the ideas and hopes attached to the figure of the Child?
• To what extent does this novel disrupt the child/adult binary?

Secondary
Reading

• Susan Shau Ming Tan’s “Burn with Us: Sacrificing Childhood in The
Hunger Games” in The Lion and the Unicorn 37.1 (2013).

Anna-Marie McLemore’s When the Moon Was Ours (November 7-14)

Description and
Key Questions

Secondary
Readings

A transgender magical-realist novel, McLemore’s novel represents
different forms of developing and transitioning that will pressure
some of the ways that we think about adolescence.
• How does trans thought aid us in better understanding the
constructed nature of adolescence as a developmental category?
• Brie Owen’s “Adolescence” (Transgender Studies Quarterly).
• Brie Owen’s “Is the Trans Child a Queer Child?”

Conference - No Class - Work on Your Term Paper Proposals (November 16-21)
Thanksgiving Break (November 23-24)
Lecture by Isabel Quintero, author of Gabi, A Girl in Pieces (November 28)
Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (November 30-December 14)

Description and
Key Questions

Although not technically a young adult novel, Ishiguro’s Never Let
Me Go will push us to think about how normative approaches to
development are disrupted when we examine the case of children
who possess a limited and impossible future. What happens to
frameworks of human development when one exists solely to sustain
and prolong the life of another person?
• How do we approach adolescence when it is no longer framed as
a period of malleability and uncertainty?
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