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  Foreword


  As English language arts educators, we are committed to helping our students grow as literate, responsible, and respectful individuals. By teaching literary texts, we engage our students in exploring what it means to be human, how to empathize with others, and how to develop the dispositions and skills for lifelong learning. We teach our students to be critical and creative thinkers as they read and respond to literature. Through their engagement with texts, we want students to learn about themselves and other people, places, times, and cultures.


  To accomplish these goals, we create instructional activities and select texts that focus on essential questions such as “Who am I?” “What makes a hero?” “How does landscape influence our views of nature and the environment?” “Does the end ever justify the means?” “What is the relationship between personal freedom and civic responsibility?” “What can we learn from our elders?” and “How do mass media and social media reinforce— or reshape—our ideas of success?”


  When there are disagreements, how do people engage in problem-solving and conflict resolution?


  While we incorporate these questions into our English language arts curriculum, we also know that our students are surrounded by stories of death. On television, radio, and social media, our students are alerted to local, national, and global tragedies. Students may have personal experiences with death and trauma. Some of our students may have family members or friends who have died either from natural causes or from accidents; many of our students know individuals who have committed suicide. Our students may be dealing with grief, grappling with survivor guilt, or questioning the meaning of life. Students want—and need—to talk about these life-changing experiences.


  Our classrooms and curricula can offer students a safe place and space for them to read, write, and discuss death and dying. As English language arts teachers, we create an inclusive, student-centered learning environment that nurtures students’ curiosity, respects their emotions and experiences, and encourages authentic discussions on these difficult, but crucial topics. Because we are positive role models and caring mentors, we help students develop resilience in the face of tragedy.


  However, English language arts teachers are not trained therapists or professional counselors. Therefore, we might feel uncomfortable teaching texts that deal with death and dying. We might question whether our reading and writing activities are appropriate for these emotionally charged topics. We might worry about teaching particular texts if a young person in our community has just committed suicide or killed in an accident. We might feel apprehensive about teaching texts about dying if we know that one of our students has a family member who has a terminal illness. And we might feel unprepared when our students express strong reactions (anger, fear, sorrow, denial, despair) to literary characters or narrators who tell their stories about tragedy and trauma.


  Talking about death is never easy. Teaching literary texts that deal explicitly or implicitly with death requires English language arts teachers to be knowledgeable about the topic and sensitive
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