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Chapter 1
Introduction and Guide to Using the Book

At a former secondary school of one of the authors, social and emotional learning, or SEL, became a buzzword after implementing a national program. One of the authors, Riesco, noticed that the program’s success lay in the realm of developing teacher-student relationships, which in turn led to more effective classroom management in particular teachers’ classrooms. However, Riesco, a secondary English Language Arts (ELA) teacher with fifteen years of experience, wondered about using SEL components as a lens for analysis and evaluation in literacy. When the other coauthor, Hayn, approached Riesco about writing an SEL book, Hayn connected SEL and young adult literature. Hayn, who has thirty-five years of experience in teacher education and young adolescent literature, asserted that a teenage reader could analyze SEL by making meaning of the experiences presented within young adult and children’s fiction.

And this book was born.

SEL programs are becoming more prevalent in schools and research about education. Programs that support SEL teach students “the ability to understand, manage, and express the social and emotional aspects of one’s life in ways that enable the successful management of life tasks such as learning, forming relationships, solving everyday problems, and adapting to the complex demands of growth and development” (Elias et al., 1997, p. 2). Osher et al. (2016) note five main “competencies” of SEL in their work, including “self-awareness … self-management … social awareness … relationship skills … responsible decision making” (p. 646). Student competencies of these skills are “far better predictors of success and well-being than academic intelligence” (Stern, 1999, p. 3).

Considering the benefits of SEL programs, it is no wonder that schools are adding these programs to support students with the events they face within their lives. Unfortunately, SEL programs can also turn into a discipline program rather than programs that encourage and create positive relationships with students. In looking at ways to bolster an SEL program beyond discipline, ELA teachers have a distinct advantage. By reading contemporary young adult (YA) fiction that focuses on teens’ issues, ELA can become a influential force in combining curriculum and SEL skills in the classroom.

Within the SEL competencies, a way to view contemporary children and YA literature becomes clear. Teachers build literacy units around abstract concepts, such as identity or culture. Building units deliberately around the SEL competencies allows students to use books and the characters as mentor texts for applying these skills. Many support mentor texts for writing (Gallagher, 2011), but using novels as mentors for developing students’ SEL adds an element of identity development to the secondary classroom (Riesco, 2021).

An Argument for Children’s and YA Literature in ELA

The debate over classic literature, a specific canon, and contemporary children’s and YA literature is an ongoing one, especially among teachers who decide what to read in their classrooms. The problem we see with the canon is how it does not speak to students’ lived experiences. Many situations in the literary canon, while universal, simply do not relate to our modern students’ experiences, including their interests and the problems they face in society. By connecting the SEL competencies to lessons developed around contemporary realistic fiction—fiction written within the past ten years—teachers and students can center questions and activities in SEL principles while also acknowledging the modern students’ lived experiences.

However, despite the debates, the needle has not moved that much toward YA literature, although The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins and Wonder by R. J. Palacio have been powerful forces in middle school and junior-high ELA. Common Core has defined text complexity in qualitative dimensions, quantitative dimensions, and reader and task considerations. Quantitative became another word for “Lexile,” or the level of difficulty of a text, which equated with grade levels (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010).

YA literature’s tendency to have lower Lexile scores meant that teachers overlooked YA literature in the world of Common Core. Moreover, upper-level secondary teachers almost always ignore YA literature as a viable option for the classroom. The focus on the canon is firmly rooted in the curriculums of high schools. A more progressive movement toward YA has been made in middle schools, although wholehearted support does not necessarily exist in junior-high and middle-level (fifth to ninth grades) ELA either.

Simply put, some scholars and educators believe that contemporary fiction does not have the complexity, rigor, or reading level necessary to prepare students for life beyond the walls of the classroom. However, Jennifer Buehler (2020) asks educators to consider complexity “as something that’s there to find in a text (in its substance and style) as well as something that readers make as they interact with text and each other” (p. 20) in order to value texts for their qualitative measures (Glaus, 2014, p. 407). Buehler extends her argument:


We can invite middle school students to examine the questions a YA book asks; the stance it takes; and how it puts itself in conversation with other books, texts, and issues. We can ask them to judge individual YA titles based on the degree to which they give us new or altered ways of viewing ourselves, other people, and our current world. We can challenge them to evaluate whether a YA novel tells the truth, and whether something was at stake for the author who wrote it. We can ask them to consider what it means to present human beings as complex and flawed in YA lit—as neither good nor bad, but a mixture of both. We can ask, what are the consequences of this work for readers? What are the consequences of the ways readers go on to understand other people and the world we collectively inhabit?

(Buehler, 2020, p. 22)



In other words, educators can ask students to look at the lived experiences of fictionalized characters and find connections to their own lived experiences within the pages of these modern characters. Using SEL as a lens for the way students view these texts, teachers can give students a way to read how characters overcome and apply SEL skills in modern experiences.

Additionally, modern children’s literature and YA literature give students the ability to delve into the characters’ lives who live in the same world as students but may have a different perspective on overlapping experiences. Diverse choices in children’s and YA literature can offer counternarratives to stereotypes and misrepresentations of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) students and groups (Schroeder-Arce, 2020, p. 105) that can positively impact all students and their perspectives in class. James A. Banks (2019) notes that “individuals” who “participate in a variety of cultures … are more able to benefit from the total human experience” (p. 1). Students who read culturally diverse YA and children’s literature gain more than they lose, in other words.

This Book beyond ELA

However, this book is useful in more than just ELA classes. More schools support their students through advisory classes or support courses that allow students to create relationships with teachers and learn SEL skills. The book selections in the following chapters can become a way for those classes to develop relationships, giving students and teachers a way to discuss SEL strategies. The following chapter lessons can also offer support to counselors or support groups on campus and give parents a way to discuss SEL with their children. The applications and uses of SEL are widespread. This book’s intent is to help support any adult who wishes to develop lively and engaging discussions centered around SEL.

In our book choices, we often chose characters who were a part of the intersections of multicultural education (Banks, 2019, p. 3): LGBTQIA and BIPOC teens
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