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Introduction 

 
This thematic unit was created in response to the Saskatchewan ELA Curriculum and Guide 
and will focus on the suggested multi-genre unit described as “All that I am – The Search for 
Self” (Saskatchewan Curriculum, p.15). Through multiple texts, students will explore different 
identities for the reason that they will then be able to make connections and to relate to the 
identity of others in hopes that they can see their own evolving identity. It is critical that we ask 
ourselves questions such as: “who was I in the past, who am I now and who do I want to 
become in the future?” These questions are not only important in childhood and adolescence 
but throughout our entire lives. Asking these questions throughout our lives we will be able to 
set and attain goals, looking back knowing that we have stayed true to ourselves and have 
grown over time. Having a strong sense of identity allows us to hope for a better future and live 
with a sense of purpose. It also helps to establish our personal boundaries and a sense of right 
and wrong. Having a sense of self enables individuals to make important, sometimes life 
changing decisions because of the awareness of self, the values and ideals that one stands for. 
This unit will display how our identities are not static, they are ever-changing, always in flux. 
  
This multi-genre thematic unit holds great pedagogical value because the texts displays 
different scenarios that young adults may very well find themselves in. Also, offering students a 
variety of texts within the same theme allows them to make deeper text to text, text to self, text 
to others and text to dreams for a better, more equitable world connections. Students read and 
then discuss the importance of the texts, what it is trying to say and also what the author is 
saying on a larger scale. 
  
It goes without saying that reading is foundational to learning. According to Romano (1989), in 
his book titled Clearing the Way, he states that “Through literature our students can learn more 
about the process of reading. And they can also learn more about the process of writing” 
(Romano, p. 146). Therefore, offering different types of texts will allow the reader to become a 
better writer for the reason that by exploring different types of writing, students can use that 
knowledge to further their own writing skills. 
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We Are All Made of Molecules 
By: Susin Nielsen 
Genre: Novel 
Date: 2015 
Place: Canada (no city/province given) 
  

Summary 
This novel is about a gifted and nerdy thirteen-year old boy named Stewart and a popular 
fourteen-year old girl named Ashley who become unlikely step-siblings when their parents move 
in together. This is a hilarious and touching novel set in the suburbs of Vancouver, Canada. 
  
When Stewart’s dad and Ashley’s mom move into together we begin to understand how 
complicated blended families can be. Stewart is still in the midst of dealing with his mother’s 
death, while Ashley is trying to avoid dealing with her father, who recently came out as gay. This 
comical novel highlights the struggles and pressures that teens face whether they are 
attempting to fit in, maintaining their social status or trying to figure out who they are and also 
who they want to become. Stewart and Ashley are exact opposites of each other. Stewart is 
very intelligent and reasonable and Ashley is irritable and the last thing that she cares about is 
getting good grades. She is focused on her popularity and staying at the top of social ladder 
while Stewart just wants to make a few friends and be happy. 
  
The plot comes to a head when Stewart and Ashley are forced into a dangerous situation that is 
out of their control. Stewart and Ashley both make decisions that neither one of them are happy 
with. In the end, they come together, forgive and move forward in an unexpected way. 
  

Selection Criteria for fiction novels from Young Adult Literature 

  
Book Reviews 

 
Nielsen’s novel We Are All Made of Molecules (2015) has glowing reviews from both Kirkus 
Reviews and School Library Journal. The Kirkus review states that it is an “insightful take on the 
modern family” and suggests that the book is suitable for ages twelve to eighteen. School 
Library Journal states that “Nielsen unflinchingly tackles issues such as bullying, bigotry, and 
tolerance; the true nature of friendship; and what it means to be a family”. These issues are all 
relevant to young adults today. Unfortunately, growing up is tough and many young adults know 
what it feels like to be bullied, and struggle to be accepted by their peers at school. Growing up 
is a challenging time where we learn about friendship, loyalty and the difficulties faced when 
family dynamics change.  
  

Plot 

 
The plot unfolds quickly through Stewart’s point of view as he takes us back through his 
mother’s illness, her death and the year that follows. We see how he is cautiously optimistic at 
the prospect of moving in with his dad’s new girlfriend. The chapters then begin to alternate 
between Stewart and Ashley’s voices which makes the book enjoyable to read because we get 
both perspectives as we understand the inner turmoil that they face. The plot is enjoyable and 
entertaining as we see Stewart and Ashley attempt to navigate their new situation. Early on we 
can see that there will be conflict between the two major characters because they are so very 
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different. The story moves along quickly which helps to keep the reader interested and wanting 
to know more. The plot brings the reader to a logical climax as we can expect that nothing good 
will ever come from the relationship between Ashley and Jared. 
  

Conflict 

 
There are layers of conflict woven throughout the novel. The major conflict arises between 
Stewart and Ashley and illustrates the friction between the two opposite characters. Stewart is 
also involved in conflict between self and nature as he struggles to accept the untimely death of 
his mother. Additionally, he is in conflict with self and society as he tries to fit in and make 
friends with his peers at his new school. Ashley is involved in conflict between self and society 
as she desperately clings to the top of the social pyramid. Furthermore, Ashley is in conflict with 
friends at school because she feels as though she has to be better than them and she also 
experiences conflict with her boyfriend, Jared. She also struggles to accept that her father is gay 
which brings her into conflict with her parents. 
  

Characters 

 
The main characters in the novel are Stewart and Ashley. Both are dynamic characters as we 
see both of them grow and blossom in this bildungsroman. Jared is the antagonist in the novel 
and remains static and does not change or see the errors of his ways. He is and will always be 
a bully. The reader is aware of the stereotypes of Stewart being the brainy little brother with no 
friends, the older sister who is pretty but an airhead, and the boyfriend who is generally up to no 
good. However, these well-known stereotypes work well and are off-set by the parents, 
Leonard, Caroline and Phillip who are loyal supportive towards Stewart and Ashley. Overall, the 
characters are well-rounded and believable in the novel. 
  

Setting 

 
The novel takes place in present-day Vancouver, Canada. The setting is significant and sets the 
tone for the novel for the reason that it assists the reader in becoming aware that the characters 
in live with a certain amount of prominence. Both Caroline and Leonard are employed at the 
local news station and are known within the community. Set in suburbia, the Anderson house 
appears “minimalist” (p. 15) to Stewart. The house is expansive and as Stewart describes it as 
being “much more modern” than their previous home (p.14). The school that Ashley and Stewart 
attend is located within their community and is within a walkable distance to their home. The 
setting lends credibility and authenticity to the novel making the characters and plot believable. 
  

Theme (AKA the big idea) 

 
The novel discusses social pressures that young adults face as they navigate their way through 
high school and how teens are on the path to discovering who they are and who they aspire to 
be. Overall, the major theme in this novel is identity, acceptance, and being true to oneself. This 
is a valuable theme to explore in high school since many teens are trying to figure out who they 
are, what they stand for and what they believe in. There are many topics in the novel that would 
be worth discussing in class with students. For instance, the novel delves into topics such as 
homophobia, social pressures and what it means when someone says “no” which are important 
discussions to have in the classroom. These discussions will allow students to make 
connections to text to text, text to self, text to society and text to dreams for a more equitable 
world. 
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Diversity 

 
The characters in the novel are primarily white and there is little racial diversity. However, 
sexual diversity is an issue in the novel since Ashley’s father Phillip has recently come out as 
gay. We see examples of bigotry in Jared’s character and his total unacceptance and 
intolerance of gay and lesbian individuals. We also see how Ashley feels ashamed and 
embarrassed by her father and how she eventually comes around to accept him. This is another 
valuable discussion to be had in classrooms because we can talk about our evolving identities 
and how what we believe one day, may be different from what we believed in the past and how 
it may also be different from what we will believe in the future. 
  

Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 

 
We chose this book in our thematic unit because the plot and characters face issues that 
today’s students face every day in schools, with their peers and even at home. Many 
contemporary topics are addressed in the novel such as bullying, peer-pressure, sexual identity 
and social power. The novel discusses the death of a family member and grief along with what 
children face when their parents’ divorce and the grief that they feel for the loss of the family 
structure. The novel also delves into rules that are set by society and by parents and why it is 
good idea to follow them. Lastly, the novel touches on the dangerous circumstances that teens 
can find themselves in and what it means when an individual says “no”. 
  
This novel fits in with the grade nine Saskatchewan Curriculum guide because of the over-
arching theme of identity which connects to the Broad Areas of Learning (BAL): Sense of Self, 
Community and Place. This BAL discusses using English Language Arts to help students “learn 
about themselves, others, and the world.” (p.2). The Curriculum suggests that students receive 
three multi-genre thematic units per year with one unit being focussed on identity which is called 
“Being all that I am – the search for self” (p.15). This novel will fit in with this suggested thematic 
unit for the reason that the big idea within the novel is identity. 
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Chumley 
By: William Bell 
Genre: Short Story 
Date: 2005 
Place: Canada (no city/province given) 
  

Summary 
  

The short story titled Chumley by William Bell, (2005) tells the story of a high school student, 
Victor who is instructed by his principle to befriend the new kid at school. Although the new kid, 
who goes by the name of Chumley N, Hyde-Barrington appears to be eccentric, he does teach 
Victor about acceptance and tolerance of others who are different. This short story is told in first 
person narrative from the story’s major protagonist, Victor. When Victor suspects something is 
not quite right, he follows Chumley home after school only to learn that he has been putting on a 
façade to hide the fact that he lives in poverty. At first, Victor wants to “out” Chumley for being a 
fake, but then decides that he will let Chumley continue with the act. 
  

Selection Criteria for short stories from Young Adult Literature: 

  
This short story is found in the collection of short stories written by William Bell. The collection is 
titled Just Some Stuff I Wrote (Bell, 2005) and is designed to appeal to young adult readers. The 
major themes addressed in this short story are identity and acceptance. Also found in this short 
story are the themes of conflict resolution, following rules, building friendships, trust and loyalty. 
Another valuable point in this short story is the fact that Victor doesn’t “out” Chumley for being a 
fraud. This is would be relatable to students because it is important for students to learn that 
everyone has a right to keeping things personal and no one should be “outing” anyone in 
regards to identity, especially sexual identity although this particular topic is never discussed. 
The plot is interesting and moves along at a quick pace which will keep readers wanting to find 
out what Chumley is trying to hide. In this case, it is revealed to the reader that Chumley is 
trying to hide the fact that he lives in poverty. The length of the short story is appropriate for 
young adult readers because it is long enough to develop characters and the plot however it 
doesn’t drone on for an endless amount of time. The setting takes place in a high school and in 
around an urban city which makes it relatable to students. 
  
The collection of short stories by Bell has been reviewed by two reputable sources. A University 
of Manitoba review by Joan Marshall recommends this anthology of short stories for grades 
eight to twelve and that “Bell's thoughtful, well-crafted, stories will resonate with teens” 
(Marshall, U of M Review, January 2006). The collection is also recommended by Dave 
Jenkinson in his review in Canadian Book Review Annual (2005). Chumley is appropriate for 
young adults to read as they will be able to identify with the major themes and ideas 
represented in the short story and also because it has been recommended by two reputable 
sources. 

Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 

 
We chose to include this short story in our thematic unit because it ties in well with our theme of 
evolving identities. Students will be able to relate to this short story and will easily identify the 
theme of emerging identities. The short story easily connects to the Broad Areas of Learning 
(BAL) by having students learn and discuss the identities of others and themselves (p.2). 
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Chumley will fit in with the suggested thematic unit “Being all that I am – the search for self” 
because the major theme is identity and as we explore other identities we learn more about our 
own evolving identities. Students will be able to make text to text, text to self, text to others and 
text to dreams for a better, more equitable future connections while unpacking this short story. 
They may be able to identify when they felt ashamed of where they came from, how hard it is to 
fit in and how unjust society can be when people are forced to live in poverty. By reading and 
responding to this text, students will hit outcome CR9.1b which is to “View, listen to, read, 
comprehend, and respond to a variety of texts that address identity (e.g., Exploring Loyalty, 
Love, and Relationships), social responsibility (e.g., Equal Opportunity), and efficacy (e.g., 
Surviving and Conquering)” (p.33). 
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The 6 Most Important Decisions You’ll Ever Make 
By: Sean Covey 
Genre: Non-fiction 
Date: 2006 
Place: Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada 
  

Summary 
Written by Sean Covey, (2006), this is a how-to guide for teens that broaches tough topics and 
decisions that many teens face such as friendship and loyalty, how to deal with parents, dating 
and sex, addictions and self-worth. These are worthy topics for teens to explore as most of them 
will have to make decisions regarding more than one of these topics during adolescence. The 
book balances stories from real teens as well as advice on how to navigate some of these tricky 
topics.   
  

  
Selection Criteria for non-fiction from Young Adult Literature 

 
This is an especially important non-fiction work as teens are always searching for their place, 
values and are also making plans for what lay ahead. Published in 2006, this how-to guide is 
still relevant today. The book is presented from the point of view of an adult, however, there are 
stories written by teens throughout, which would make it more relatable to the reader. The text 
is informative and covers a lot of ground in a non-condescending way. The author takes a 
balanced approach between facts and opinion/advice. The book is well organized into easy to 
follow chapters that can be read in order or on a need to know basis. The book includes an 
index, bibliography as well as additional resources for students needing more information. 
The book includes captions and illustrations that would appeal to students and also make it 
enjoyable to read. 
A review is from Goodreads.com gives the book an overall rating of 4.5 stars and states that it is 
an “indispensable resource for teens everywhere.” Although we are aware that Goodreads is 
trying to sell the book there are over 130 reviews from teens who actually read the book and 
most of them found it to be useful. Even though we were unable to find a review from a 
reputable source such as Canadian Book Review, we can take into consideration when offering 
this text to students that this author is a New York Times best-selling author and has many 
books published.   
  

Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 

 
We included this work of nonfiction in our thematic unit because of the strong connection to 
decision-making and sense of self. During adolescence, one is faced with many decisions to 
make that are often life-changing and therefore this work of nonfiction holds immense 
pedagogical value. Supplying this non-fiction work is another way that we can have students, 
read, make connections and support them through this difficult and tumultuous time. Working 
within the grade nine Saskatchewan Curriculum, we can have our students look more deeply 
into outcome CR9.1b which is to “View, listen to, read, comprehend, and respond to a variety of 
texts that address identity (e.g., Exploring Loyalty, Love, and Relationships), social responsibility 
(e.g., Equal Opportunity), and efficacy (e.g., Surviving and Conquering)” (p.33). This text opens 
the door for classroom discussions on difficult topics like relationships with peers and parents, 
dating/sex and self-worth. This work of non-fiction easily fits in with suggested thematic unit of 
“Being all that I am – the search for self” as students explore their personal values and interests. 
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Out 

By: Sandra Diersch 
Genre: Rapid Read (High Interest-Low Level) 
Date: 2009 
Place: Canada, Toronto, Ontario 
 

Summary 
 

The Rapid Read titled Out, by Sandra Diersch (2009) takes us into a narrative story about a 
young boy named Alex that struggles with his own beliefs as well as others identities.  Alex, the 
main character, is a successful student, athlete, and has a good Christian family.  The story 
opens up with Alex witnessing a family friend who is cheating on his wife and family.  This 
particular individual is a very well-respected man of God at the Church they attend and this 
begins a spiral in Alex’s mind of questioning his faith.  He has a younger brother, Mark, who we 
find out is struggling with his sexuality and wondering why God has made him this way.  Alex 
also has a girlfriend, Laura, who is very sweet and supportive and is searching for a higher 
power.  When Alex finds out that his brother is gay, he struggles with how he is to deal with the 
information.  He begins to question if people really are who they say they are; wondering if how 
people can lie about who they are and still live life normally.  Near the end of the novel, Mark is 
in a serious accident which has Alex feeling horrible for the way he handled the news of him 
being gay.  Alex ends up coming to terms with his new outlook on life and learns many lessons 
about others, but mostly about himself.   
 

Selection Criteria for short stories from Young Adult Literature: 
 

This rapid read was found through Orca Book Publishing.  They have developed an entire line 
of books that were designed to contain high interest for low level readers.  These books are 
designed to help engage and encourage young adults that strive in their reading levels, but that 
connect and relate to their lives. 
 

Book Review 
 

Diersch’s (2009) novel has great reviews from 49th shelf from both Booklist, and Resource 
Links.  They claim that the story is a great low level read that has a strong characterization, as 
well as holding the suspense for the reader until the end of the novel.  They love the fact that 
Alex, the main character, does not have any easy decisions that can be made.  This book is 
suggested for ages 14 – 19, or grade 9 – 12.  Some of the scenes in the book are for a more 
mature audience.  
 

Plot 

 
The plot starts off with a suspenseful scene where our main character, Alex, witnesses his 
friends’ father kissing another woman that is not his wife.  He begins the internal conflict of what 
to do with this information, and decides to hold onto it.  This situation challenges his already 
wavering faith in God because this father is a representative of the church community.  Alex’s 
family are firm believes in the Catholic Church faith and are upset with his choice to not attend 
mass anymore.  Alex also has a younger brother, Mark, who is struggling with his sexual 
identity.  He later comes to Alex to confess that he is gay. Mark, being a believer in God, feels 
that he needs to be fixed and continually prays to God for healing or answers.  He is in constant 
turmoil and feels alone. Alex feels like his world is changing before his eyes and no one seems 
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to be who he thought they were.  He has a wonderful girlfriend, Laura, who seems to help him 
process his thoughts and feelings throughout the book.   
 
The climax happens when Mark, Alex’s brother, is severely beaten due to the fact that he is gay.  
He has life threatening injuries that hospitalize him.  This seems to be the point where Alex is 
ashamed for not sticking up for his brother when he should have, and for trying to deny that fact 
that Mark is gay.  This is a turning point in the story where I believe that Alex begins to 
understand that life, identity is evolving all the time. He begins to change his point of view about 
God, and others.   
  

Conflict 

 
There are many layers of conflict woven throughout the short novel.  First, we have Alex who is 
continually in conflict with himself.  He has all these secrets that he doesn’t know how to handle 
so they become internal conflicts that plague his mind.  Alex also has a conflict with his faith, 
what he believes, and what he is to do. We have conflict between Alex and his father due to 
wavering faith and who is in control.  There is conflict between Alex and Laura in their 
relationship because they are fighting sexual feelings as well as Laura is wanting Alex to confide 
in her and talk about his struggles. Mark has a definite conflict with self and his sexual identity.  
Then there is also the conflict with the abusers that beat Mark and his boyfriend.     
  

Characters 

 
The main character in the rapid read is Alex a young adolescent man.  He is a dynamic 
character in this novel as we see him change throughout the novel and struggle with emotions.  
We then have his girlfriend Laura, who is more of a static character.  She does not change and 
remains a support for Alex in times of need.  Alex’s family, Mark along with Mr. and Mrs. 
Straker, are a typical mom and dad who stand their ground but also show an unconditional love 
towards both of their sons.  Then we have Emma and Riley.  Emma is the friend of Alex whose 
father was seen cheating, and Riley is her boyfriend.  These characters just come in and out of 
the story as supports mostly.   
  

Setting 

 
The story takes place in Maple Ridge, British Columbia. (p. 16) We are taken through many 
scenes throughout the story.  There is the home of Alex Straker where most of the family 
situations happen.  There are times when they are hiking in the woods, they are at the beach, 
and at Alex’s workplace which is a coffee shop.  I find it interesting the Catholic church is 
discussed quite a bit throughout the novel, but because Alex refuses to go, there are not many 
scenes there.  The church is very symbolic throughout the novel though. 
  

Theme (AKA the big idea) 

 
This rapid read discusses many issues that young adults may identify with.  The big theme in 
this read is that life is never concrete, and that we all evolve and change throughout our lifetime.  
I appreciate this rapid read because it involves a religious element to it that I do not run into 
often.  There are themes of loyalty in relationships, sexual identity, how to handle secrets, 
wavering faith, and family dynamics.   
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Diversity 

 
The characters in the novel are primarily white and there is no racial diversity.  We do run 
across gender diversity throughout the novel though.  As well, this book takes a look at a more 
religious type of diversity and how we tend to expect believers of any kind of organized religion 
to hold themselves to a higher standard of living that is without mistake.  This rapid read also 
shows the struggles of young adults when they are coming of age and the adult decisions, 
choices, and burdens that they have to deal with. 
 

Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 

 
We chose this rapid read in our thematic unit because it speaks to the students in the classroom 
that may have Christian values or even other children that belong to a type of Religion. Many 
contemporary topics are addressed in the novel such as sexual identity, broken families, 
adultery and social power. The novel discusses the internal struggle that some young adults 
face on a constant basis. The novel also delves into rules that are set by a religious organization 
and by parents and why it is okay to question your faith. Lastly, the rapid read touches on many 
types of relationships whether it be sibling, parents, friends, girlfriend/boyfriend and where do 
your loyalties lie in dyer times. 
  
This novel fits in with the grade nine Saskatchewan Curriculum guide because of the over-
arching theme of identity which connects to the Broad Areas of Learning (BAL): Sense of Self, 
Community and Place. This BAL discusses using English Language Arts to help students “learn 
about themselves, others, and the world.” (p.2). The Curriculum suggests that students receive 
three multi-genre thematic units per year with one unit being focussed on identity which is called 
“Being all that I am – the search for self” (p.15). This rapid read will fit in with this suggested 
thematic unit for the reason that the big idea within the rapid read is identity, relationship to 
others, and loyalty. 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Multi-genre Thematic Unit: Our Evolving Identities              13 
 

Tomboy 

By: Liz Prince 
Genre: Graphic Novel 
Date: 2014 
Place: San Francisco, CA 
 

Summary 

Tomboy, by Liz Prince (2014) is a graphic memoir of Prince’s actual life.  She puts her life into a 

graphic novel that goes through the ups and downs of what it actually means to be a tomboy.  

There are many relationships that she comes across through her life some that are trustworthy 

and some come with betrayal.  Liz struggles to understand the societal constructs that 

determine what makes a girl and what makes a boy.  She is ostracized by both gender groups 

and struggles to find her place throughout life.  The pictures that go along with the story help to 

bring an interesting visual to give the reader a better understanding of emotion felt through facial 

expressions of the characters. 

Selection Criteria for short stories from Young Adult Literature: 
 

 
Book Review 

 
This graphic novel has outstanding reviews by a multitude of different authors such as; Jeffrey 
Brown, Julia Wertz, Frank Portman, and Ariel Schrag.  They all communicate that Tomboy is a 
funny and relatable look at what every child has to deal with at some point.  Also, they state that 
children that read this will become privy to secrets most of us don’t learn until it is too late, and 
that adults will be reminded of essential truths.   
 

Plot 

 
This is a graphic memoir, which means that it is a real-life perspective that the author is writing 
about.  Liz Prince (2014) gives us a look into her life growing up.  She was born a girl but did not 
like fitting into what society had placed as the norms for all girls.  She did not like wearing 
dresses, make-up, doing her hair, wearing pink, etc.  She spent her whole life either being 
called a boy or being referred to as one.  She goes through her life being bullied by many peers 
however, does not back down or change.  She has friends that are supportive, and friends that 
betray her trust.  Her parents are supportive of her choices of how she wants to express herself.  
Throughout the book she gives us a look at all the kinds of relationships she had, and they were 
all with boys.  The point of her being a tomboy was not to attract other girls, it was what she was 
interested in and how she felt most comfortable.  She has a couple boyfriends along the way, 
she experiments with kissing from a young age.  She shares with us the frustration of media not 
being a great support because they confirm society’s beliefs of gender differences between 
male and female.  
  

Conflict 

 
There are many layers of conflict woven throughout this graphic novel.  Character with self, the 
constant struggle of trying to figure out the loaded question, who am I?  Character vs. 
Character, we see this with Liz and all her bullies that try to tear her down.  Character vs. 
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nature, this is seen when Liz is fighting the norms that society has placed on gender, and she is 
constantly having to defend herself. 
  

Characters 

 
The main character in this graphic novel is the author herself, Liz Prince.  Then we are 
introduced to her first friends, all boys, Frank, Carlos, and Rob.  She plays ‘boy’ games with 
them and has lots of fun, but she also kisses each of them to see what it is all about (very young 
and innocent).  Her family moves and she ends up befriending two girls named Terri and Erin.  
They are also tomboys like Liz, but people ridicule them constantly and call them lesbians.  
Later on, we are introduced to Tyler, a best friend that ends up crushing on her.  She has to 
break his heart and she ends up losing him as a friend. Phyllis is a friend that comes along in 
Liz’s teen years and has a little bit of a rebellious streak to her.  Harley is an adult character that 
comes into Liz’s life that encourages her lifestyle and gets her interested in making comic 
books.  Lastly, Bree comes into the picture and she dates a 20-year-old off and on again.  She 
betrays Liz’s trust by setting her up with her own boyfriend.   

 
Setting 

 
This story spans over a lifetime.  It takes place in her house, at her school, and outside.  They 
started out in a suburb of Boston and ended up moving to Santa Fe, New Mexico. 
  

Theme (AKA the big idea) 

 
This graphic novel discusses many issues that young adults may identify with.  The big theme of 
this book is to be who you are and not to let anyone else determine that for you.  There are 
many themes that are relatable to young adults such as friendship, gender, bullies, growth, and 
finding the right people for who you should spend time and energy with. 
  

 
Diversity 

 
The characters in the novel show diversity of race, there are visual pictures of different races 
even though it is in black in white, it is quite apparent.  We do run across gender diversity 
throughout the novel though, not exactly a character that is homosexual, but rather one who is 
questioning what gender refers to.  We also see a diversity within groups at school, the way 
society classifies us into categories.   
 

Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 

 
We chose this graphic novel in our thematic unit because it speaks to the students in the 
classroom that may be questioning the way in which they express their gender. Many 
contemporary topics are addressed in the novel such as gender identity, friendship, bullies, 
growth, and coming of age. The novel discusses the internal struggle that some young adults 
face on a constant basis. The novel also encourages the theme of being yourself and be 
confident in who you are.  It also introduces the fact that even though we may not dress or 
represent the gender we are, this does not make us homosexual or transgender.  It may just be 
preference and that is okay to.  
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This novel fits in with the grade nine Saskatchewan Curriculum guide because of the over-
arching theme of identity which connects to the Broad Areas of Learning (BAL): Sense of Self, 
Community and Place. This BAL discusses using English Language Arts to help students “learn 
about themselves, others, and the world.” (p.2). The Curriculum suggests that students receive 
three multi-genre thematic units per year with one unit being focussed on identity which is called 
“Being all that I am – the search for self” (p.15). This graphic novel will fit into the suggested 
thematic unit because it is showing a process in which we need to search for self and has 
strong themes of gender identity, friendship, and individual growth. 
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Red: A Crayon’s Story 
By: Michael Hall 
Genre: Children’s Book 
Date: 2015 
Place: Unknown 
 

Summary 
 

This cute children’s book is about a blue crayon that is labeled as a red crayon and suffers an 
identity crisis.  All of the other crayons think that something is wrong with red crayon because it 
does not do what it is supposed to.  His teacher tries to help him be red (let's draw 
strawberries!), his mother tries to help him be red by sending him out on a playdate with a 
yellow classmate (go draw a nice orange!), and the scissors try to help him be red by snipping 
his label so that he has room to breathe. But Red is miserable. He just can't be red, no matter 
how hard he tries! Finally, a brand-new friend offers a brand-new perspective, and Red 
discovers what readers have known all along. He's blue!  This is a story about following your 
true self and doing what feels right no matter what obstacles might stand in your way.  By the 
end of the book red, with the help of magenta, finds a purpose and its true place.  It is funny 
how all the other crayons that judged red, all of a sudden realized red’s potential once it was 
discovered. 
 

Selection Criteria for children’s books from Young Adult Literature 
 
This book a raving reviews of 5 stars on all the book review sights that I have searched.  
Goodreads.com says that this book is a wonderful way to teach young children how to not 
always label or put the same expectations on others.  Another review by 
commonsensemedia.org says it is a wonderful fresh take on the saying “be yourself”.  Using a 
children’s book is an extraordinary way to connect it to other literature for young adults, so that 
they can also learn in a simplistic way such an enormous concept. 
 

Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 
 
The Saskatchewan curriculum encourages us to provide meaningful contexts.  It directly states 
that an imaginative and literary focus or context gives students opportunities to use their 
intuition and imagination to explore alternative worlds and possibilities. (p. 12) by using a 
children’s book like Red: A Crayon’s Story, our students will be able to connect to a simplistic 
way of thinking.  Then they will be able to connect how this children’s book can be compared to 
the other more comprehensive genre’s that they have been reading.  Answering the questions 
of what message is being conveyed.  This can give students the chance to analyze the 
message, the pictures, and the themes.  
 
As well the curriculum states that, “a personal and philosophical focus or context gives students 
opportunities to explore their identity and their self-concept. The development of the learning 
spirit inside each student comes from the heart and mind connection that is revealed through 
each student’s reflection on personal feelings, self-image, influential life forces, ideas, belief 
systems, values, and ways of knowing. Who am I, what is my place, and where am I going? 
What does the future hold for me?” (p. 12) This children’s book can be a starting point for 
students to break down the labels that they feel have been placed on them and how that 
determines how they view themselves as individuals. 
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I Am NOT Black, You are NOT White 
By: Prince EA 
Genre: Spoken Word Poetry/Video 
Date: 2015 
Place: Unknown 
 
Link: https://youtu.be/q0qD2K2RWkc  
 

Summary 

 

This spoken word poetry piece is a passionate message about the differences in race that we all 

possess.  The author discusses the fact that we are not a color, but our bodies are merely a 

vessel in which we are navigating our life here on earth.  He compares individuals to vehicles.  

Even though we step inside the vehicle and drive it from one destination to another, we should 

not be labeled or put into a box that the vehicle defines who we are.  The same as the body we 

are in should not put us into a box, stamped, and labeled for life.  We need to stop the 

systematic racism, genderism, ableism, socialism, etc.   

 

Selection Criteria for short stories from Young Adult Literature: 
 

This video gives the students an opportunity to view poetry and be able to hear the tone that is 

placed throughout the spoken word.  This also gives opportunity for students to respond to text 

without reading it but listening to it instead.  Reviews for this poem are great.  There are some 

negative reviews, but they suggest that there is no such thing as not having labels.  I find that 

these people may have an issue with change and not believing that the world will change how 

we treat each other.  These people also preach that racism, genderism, ableism, etc. will always 

be around.  Lifeintherightdirection.com rates the poem at 5 stars stating that it is a very powerful 

message that speaks to the truth that’s inside all of us, that we all feel instinctively correct. 

 Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 
 

Aside from the other literature that we have chosen for this thematic unit, we decided to use this 

piece as it speaks more directly to our racial identity as opposed to our gender identity.  Our 

theme is based on evolving identity and the fact of the matter is that our race is continually 

evolving as we can choose any partner of any ethnicity to spend our lives with or procreate with.  

This is a concept that was extremely taboo in history, but we are more accepting of it as a 

society now.  In the Saskatchewan curriculum for ELA 9 it states, “A social, cultural, and 

historical focus or context gives students opportunities to explore relationships with others, 

community, culture, customs, other ways of knowing, national and international events and 

issues, and the history of humanity.”(p. 12) This connects to the students analyzing other 

identity such as their culture, race, and how that works relationally.   

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/q0qD2K2RWkc
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Hair 

By: Lady Gaga 
Genre: Song 
Date: 2011 
Place: Unknown 
Link: https://youtu.be/6_u4L8kJy68  
 

Summary 

The song Hair is recorded by American singer Lady Gaga.  The song was written and produced 

by herself along with Nadir Khayat.  This song is an up-tempo club record inspired by Gaga’s 

experience as a teenager, when her parents forced her to dress in a certain way.  Gaga found 

that the only way to express herself was through her hair.  Her song has a sense of liberation 

and being able to have the ability to change your ways.  The hair in this song is an expression of 

freedom and it encourages individuals to be themselves. 

 

Selection Criteria for short stories from Young Adult Literature: 
 

Hair has been appreciated for its message of self-liberation, individualism and empowerment, 

though some felt that the use of the term hair to express these messages was not particularly 

new. (Wikipedia.org) Critics such as Matthew Perpetua, Jody Rosen, and Dan Martin describe 

the song as being another inspirational song born out the song “Born This Way”.  Also stating 

that although Lady Gaga is not the first to write about a connection between self-esteem and 

liberation, she seems to be the most committed to the idea.  Lady Gaga is an artist that walks 

the walk and talks the talk.  She has tried to free herself from the chains of society that tried to 

bind her to a certain standard, and she has broken free.  This is great inspiration to young adult 

readers and writers.   

Rationale and Connections to the Saskatchewan Curriculum 

 

The Saskatchewan curriculum for ELA 9 expresses the need to incorporate a communicative 

focus or context gives students opportunities to explore different methods, forms, and issues 

related to language, communication, and the mass media. (p. 13) The fact that we incorporate a 

well-known artist and their successful writing, encourages young adult learners that they too can 

do the same thing.  Lady Gaga has the ability to identify with many young adults because her 

work of art is honest and relatable.  She does not hold back and speaks out about the truths of 

her life.  This is what young adults are looking for.  They are looking for honesty about real 

issues, hard issues, and an outlet to be able to express their thoughts. 

We can connect to the curriculum by investigating outcome CR9.1b which is to “View, listen to, 

read, comprehend, and respond to a variety of texts that address identity (e.g., Exploring 

Loyalty, Love, and Relationships), social responsibility (e.g., Equal Opportunity), and efficacy 

(e.g., Surviving and Conquering)” (p.33).  Giving the students a chance to explore what their 

hair would represent.   

 

https://youtu.be/6_u4L8kJy68
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Conclusion 

There are so many influences in our lives that make up our identity.  Some of those include, 

family, environment, social class, gender, race, culture, etc.  It can become an overwhelming 

topic to dig into.  The fact of the matter is that our identity is something that we question 

continually throughout our life.  When young people are suffering from anxiety, depression, or 

other mental illnesses, the comment that is frequently made is that they don’t know who they 

are.  It is so important to teach about the topic of identity and what makes up our identity, 

especially in the middle years.  By implementing specific literature, as we did, this gives our 

students a range of text that they can pull from if they are needing something in their future to 

fall back to for encouragement.   

It is also important to give our students the opportunity to write about their evolving identity.  

This is something they can look back on and realize exactly how their identity has evolved over 

time.  What our students don’t understand is that their worldview is so very small when they are 

at school.  It will be when they go out to the world that they may change their point of view, 

opinions, and change.  By offering the variety of literature to them in their younger years they 

will have experience and knowledge to pull from that will help guide them.   

There is an option to include viewing, listening, responding, creating, and composing within this 

thematic unit.  I think it is important to understand that we are all just trying to navigate our way 

through life, and no one has the answers to continuous happiness, peace, and love.  There is 

no remedy or recipe for life.  We just know that we need to be prepared and have an open mind 

to all the types of possibilities of differences and similarities that we share as a human race.  We 

can do this through literature. 

Both Romano (1987) and Gallagher (2006) encourage teachers to inspire writers.  Have 

students write about what they love, what they are interested in, and what drives them.  What 

better way to inspire writing then to have students examine themselves, their passions, dreams, 

aspirations, every little piece of who they are, and try to ignite in them a sense of self.  Have 

them find agency in their writing and give opportunity for that to happen in the classroom. 

The literature that we have chosen for this multi-thematic unit for ELA 9 touches on identity 

(gender, race, religion, and family), relationships, loyalty, love, and acceptance.  We have a 

well-rounded variety of text that will be useful in the classroom for all students.  We have 

included a novel, short story, non-fiction, rapid read, graphic novel, children’s literature, song, 

and spoken word poetry/video to incorporate into our multi-thematic unit.  The desire is that it 

engages students at their own level and inspires them to create and compose from their own 

experiences of finding out who they are, or at least begin the journey.  Also in hopes that we 

have taught a group of individuals to not only look inward, but to have an understanding for 

others and learn how to treat others with kindness and respect no matter how they identify.   
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