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I’m Dr. Laura Nicosia 
Montclair State University, English Dept. 

NJ Council for the Humanities Public Scholar



Thank you for this 
opportunity to share 

ideas and to spread the 
news about the important 

work of the  
NJ Council for the 

Humanities!



https://tinyurl.com/yd7nawnl

Thank you to the Livingston Public Library for Inviting Me



I’m excited to discuss diverse 
voices and representations in 

literature and offer some titles 
you may want to read or give to 

a Young Adult reader!



I offer this presentation to 
you as a gift. In it, you have 
access to many book titles 

and lots resources. Please be 
sure to ask for a slip of paper 

with the URL address!



This year, the Great American Read 
contest voted on the best and most 

important books for us to read. 
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This year’s winner was: 



Do you agree that TKAM is 
the BEST and MOST 

important novel? 
Does this book represent 
today’s population and 

sociocultural concerns? 
Must it in order to be our 

most important and 
popular title?



Regardless of your answer, 
please be aware that there 

are important 
conversations going on now 

about how books like this 
are ‘complicated’ by today’s 

standards and today’s 
events…



And, while the Great 
American Read is 
important socially, 

culturally, politically, and 
artistically, it is also good 

for “business.”





So…let’s talk about 
diversities



http://tinyurl.com/nhmpa76

http://tinyurl.com/nhmpa76


While contemporary 
novels, and especially 
children’s and Young 
Adult books, are more 
diverse than canonical 

literature is, we still have 
a long way to go.



These are the Top 5 Hardcover Fiction 
novels according to 

The New York Times as of 3/31/19:





Diverse author voice 
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We need to get to a place 
where representation by 

diverse authors, and 
about diverse topics, 

characters, and settings, 
is reflected in the 
publishing world.



So…what do these statistics from the 
Cooperative Children’s Book Center 

tell us?



Let’s explore some 
amazing books and talk 

about how we may 
explore contemporary 

diverse voices and 
diverse characters.



Do YOU see yourself in the books you read?



https://disrupttexts.org/portfolio/2-
disrupting-to-kill-a-mockingbird/



There are concerns about 
teaching only TKAM as 

THE text to explore 
racial, educational, and 

legal inequities.





                 

                 

                 



                 

                 

                 



Perhaps pair TKAM with these:

https://www.commonlit.org/en/texts/the-scottsboro-boys https://tinyurl.com/ybzsbytt



Think of the books you read in school 
or now for pleasure and ask yourself:

•Who are the characters (protagonists 
and antagonists)? 

•Do they look like you? 

•Are they a fair representation of you, 
your culture, your family, or your 
friends? 



Don’t get me wrong… 
There’s nothing wrong with the classics 
(the canon), Fantasy, entertainment, or 

Science Fiction.  
I teach those all the time!



But there are 
times we 

want to see 
ourselves in 

what we read 
or share with 

kids.
https://www.photosforclass.com/search?text=bedtime+story



When we read, or get read to, we 
immerse ourselves in the text.
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In the field 
of literary 
studies, this 
is called 
cognitive 
narratology 
or theory of 
the mind. 
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This means, what we 
read, we internalize. 
These data affect our 

brains and our thinking 
patterns. In many ways, 

we become what we read!



And we know that the books we 
read and share should represent 

the kids in our lives.



And wouldn’t it be 
nice to see ourselves 
in the books we read, 

even sometimes?



Imagine being a young 
person of color, or a First 
Nations American Indian. 

When do they see 
themselves portrayed 
accurately, or at all? 







THE CCBC HAS GREAT 
RESOURCES AND LINKS:

•HERE’S A LINK TO 50 
MULTICULTURAL BOOKS 
EVERY CHILD SHOULD KNOW 

•HERE’S A LINK TO 30 
MULTICULTURAL BOOKS 
EVERY TEEN SHOULD KNOW

http://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/about/default.asp
http://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/books/multicultural.asp
http://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/books/detailListBooks.asp?idBookLists=253
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Lee & Low Books is 
another great resource 

for information on diverse 
books and media.

http://blog.leeandlow.com/2018/05/10/the-diversity-gap-in-childrens-book-publishing-2018/


Here’s a site hosted by the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison where you can search books for…title, 

creator, subject, or date. What a great resource when 
you want a book with a specific characteristic.

https://minds.wisconsin.edu/handle/1793/8334/browse?type=subject


Sometimes, we need 
to be made aware of 

the seemingly 
innocuous 

representations in 
the books we read. 



So, we just discussed this 
book in my classes on 

Thursday…



This book has 
been called 

both visually 
beautiful and 
thematically 
disturbing…





https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/i-am-enough-grace-byers/1126536277?ean=9780062667120


Now let’s discuss how 
representation and 
social justice look in 

contemporary 
novels…



Read these authors and you will have the complex 
discussions and deep understandings about diversities.



These authors (and 
many others) write 

books that delve into 
the muddy topics of 

social justice, in all its 
forms.



There are a LOT 
of books out 

there that offer 
diverse 

representations—
fairly and 

engagingly.



We need diverse books 
campaign:	

http://weneeddiversebooks.org/

http://weneeddiversebooks.org


Laurie Halse Anderson recognizes the challenge.

http://weneeddiversebooks.org/

(Click above to see a 4 minute video) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n8-X66KCwTY
http://weneeddiversebooks.org


Contemporary Books 
Grouped by Diversity



Race & Ethnicityhttp://tinyurl.com/l3gqnky

http://tinyurl.com/l3gqnky


Steve’s story is not unique

*All book images are taken from Barnes&Noble.com

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aqvel1B62QU






Social Activism + Social Media

Latino boys and the 
justice system



Gender
http://tinyurl.com/mkzu4b5

http://tinyurl.com/mkzu4b5








Texts that resonate 
with #MeToo







Mental Illness
Depression, Suicide, Self-harm Books





Age
http://tinyurl.com/k7f2f3g

http://tinyurl.com/k7f2f3g




Culture

http://tinyurl.com/mxrlj8d

http://tinyurl.com/mxrlj8d




Religion
http://tinyurl.com/nb8qotl

http://tinyurl.com/nb8qotl




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cvZvC_a-_J4


Class

http://tinyurl.com/kzgfgts

http://tinyurl.com/kzgfgts


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tm052saWdRE


School Library Journal
Gr 9 Up—This strong debut novel is set in the Martial 
Empire, a fantasy world based on ancient Rome. Elias 
Veturius is the scion of a proud Martial military family and 
an outstanding soldier, but he dreams of escaping 
Blackcliff Academy, the elite military academy where he 
has nearly completed his training as a Mask, and his 
inevitable future as a ruthless killer. Elias and three fellow 
students will be facing the Trials, dangerous and rigorous 
challenges that will determine the next emperor. Laia is a 
Scholar, one of many oppressed groups living under the 
rule of the Martials. When nearly all of Laia's family is 
killed and her brother is arrested for having a sketchbook 
depicting Martial weapons, she goes to the Resistance in 
desperation. The rebel leaders plant her as a spy at 
Blackcliff Academy, where she must pose as the personal 
slave of the Commandant, promising that in return they 
will rescue her brother. Elias and Laia become romantically 
involved as they face treachery and political machinations. 
Tahir's world-building is wonderfully detailed and the 
setting is an unusual one for fantasy novels. All of her 
characters, even minor ones, are fully realized. In 
particular, the Commandant is a genuinely evil and 
frightening villain. The author doesn't pull any punches; 
her descriptions of torture, punishment, and battle are 
graphic and brutal, and her realistic depictions of the 
treatment of slaves include rape and physical abuse. For 
fans of Game of Thrones and of Melina Marchetta's 
Finnikin of the Rock (Candlewick, 2010).—Kathleen E. 
Gruver, Burlington County Library, Westampton, NJ



Sexual Orientation
http://tinyurl.com/mzs58gd

http://tinyurl.com/mzs58gd






(Dis)Abilityhttp://tinyurl.com/lwb88bj

http://tinyurl.com/lwb88bj






Weight

http://tinyurl.com/
kwgmd8v

http://tinyurl.com/kwgmd8v
http://tinyurl.com/kwgmd8v




Language
http://tinyurl.com/mq62mdj

http://tinyurl.com/mq62mdj




Ethnicity



Danny's tall and skinny. Even though he’s not built, 
his arms are long enough to give his pitch a power so 
fierce any college scout would sign him on the spot. 
Ninety-five mile an hour fastball, but the boy’s not 
even on a team. Every time he gets up on the mound 
he loses it.

But at his private school, they don’t expect much else 
from him. Danny’ s brown. Half-Mexican brown. And 
growing up in San Diego that close to the border 
means everyone else knows exactly who he is before 
he even opens his mouth. Before they find out he 
can’t speak Spanish, and before they realize his mom 
has blond hair and blue eyes, they’ve got him pegged. 
But it works the other way too. And Danny’s 
convinced it’s his whiteness that sent his father back 
to Mexico. 

That’s why he’s spending the summer with his dad’s 
family. Only, to find himself, he may just have to face 
the demons he refuses to see--the demons that are 
right in front of his face. And open up to a friendship 
he never saw coming.

Set in the alleys and on the ball fields of San Diego 
County, Mexican Whiteboy is a story of friendship, 
acceptance, and the struggle to find your identity in a 
world of definitions.



The first tale is based upon the legendary 
folk tale of Sun Wukong, or The Monkey 
King, a character from the classic Chinese 
novel Journey to the West. 
The second tale is the story of a second-
generation child of immigrants named Jin 
Wang, who has moved from San 
Francisco's Chinatown to a mostly white 
suburb. Jin Wang struggles to fit in within 
his new school, and within white 
American culture. His story links the 
other two narratives, and fits the form of 
an ethnic bildungsroman. 
The third tale tells the story of a white 
American boy named Danny, whose 
Chinese cousin Chin-Kee - unfortunately, 
this is incorrect, Chin-Kee is actually used 
as 2 Chinese characters that related to 
the story - (as in "Chinky") comes and 
visits every year. Chin-Kee displays many 
American racial stereotypes of the 
Chinese in terms of accent, dress, 
hairstyle, physical appearance, eating 
habits, academic performance, and 
hobbies. Danny is troubled by Chin-Kee's 
visits. 
All of them have their own problems, and 
they are having trouble solving them. 
Even though they cannot help themselves 
alone, their lives are overlapped with 
each other. While the story goes on, they 
start to figuring out the solutions to their 
lives.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun_Wukong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun_Wukong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun_Wukong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun_Wukong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Journey_to_the_West
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigrant_generations#Second_generation_immigrant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigrant_generations#Second_generation_immigrant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigrant_generations#Second_generation_immigrant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigrant_generations#Second_generation_immigrant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accent_%28dialect%29


Appearance and Beauty
http://tinyurl.com/mf4mkk7

http://tinyurl.com/mf4mkk7




Socioeconomic

http://tinyurl.com/nyxjlc2

http://tinyurl.com/nyxjlc2




Whenever we envision a world without 
war, prisons, or capitalism, we are 
producing speculative fiction. 
Organizers and activists envision, and 
try to create, such worlds all the time. 
Walidah Imarisha and adrienne maree 
brown have brought 20 of them together 
in the first anthology of short stories to 
explore the connections between radical 
speculative fiction and movements for 
social change. These visionary tales span 
genres—sci-fi, fantasy, horror, magical 
realism—but all are united by an attempt 
to inject a healthy dose of imagination 
and innovation into our political practice 
and to try on new ways of understanding 
ourselves, the world around us, and all 
the selves and worlds that could be.



Ecology, The Environment, and Geography
http://tinyurl.com/l54cd9e

http://tinyurl.com/l54cd9e






Product details 
•  Age Range: 8 - 12 years 

•  Grade Level: 3 - 4  

•  Lexile Measure: 730L (What's this?) 

•  Series: You Choose: Doomsday 

•  Paperback: 112 pages 
•  Publisher: Capstone Press (February 1, 2016) 
•  Language: English 
•  ISBN-10: 1491481285 
•  ISBN-13: 978-1491481288 

The “Can You Survive” series
The world is a shell of its former 
self. Most of the world's population 
is gone. You're one of the few 
lucky survivors, but can you trust 
the people that remain? Or will 
you face the bleak future on your 
own? When YOU CHOOSE what 
to do next, the choices you make 
could mean the difference 
between life and death. How long 
can you survive in a dystopia?

https://www.amazon.com/Can-You-Survive-Dystopia-Interactive/dp/1491481285#


Censorship
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http://tinyurl.com/mxoetsp


The Classics



In "120 Banned Books" the authors pull together a collection 
of books that have been banned at some point in history for 
Political, Religious, Sexual, and/or Social grounds. 

I found this book very interesting in two ways. First, it offers 
a nice synopsis of 120 books, a few of which are somewhat 
obscure. And as it is unlikely that many have read all of 
these, this book provides enough information for the reader 
to make the decision about investing the time to read it. 

Following each book synopsis is a short history of when, 
where, why, etc that book was banned. I will admit that, after 
a few dozen times, I got tired of which local school board 
voted to remove a book from a reading list or library shelf. 
The local school board bannings are generally motivated by 
someone in the community finding a book offensive or 
insulting or age-inappropriate. And with the political 
correctness/hypersensitivity of today, I am only surprised 
that we do not see a vastly increasing number of complaints 
for various left- and right- of center reasons. 

But I DID find the discussions of book bans at the national 
level quite interesting. The read can see how some 
governments through history have attempted control the 
thoughts of the citizens by controlling the printed material 
(and other media as well, of course) available. This book 
includes examples from all over the world and is very 
interesting.

Nicholas J. Karolides

Margaret Bald 
Dawn B. Sova 

http://www2.ncte.org/statement/righttoreadguideline/

http://www2.ncte.org/statement/righttoreadguideline/


Bullying



http://www.ala.org/yalsa/

http://www.ala.org/yalsa/


Local books about and by 
authors from NY/NJ



Novels Set in New Jersey 



http://mattdelapena.com/a-video-about-love/


I hope you find at 
least one title in this 

presentation that 
interests you! Why 

not check out a 
book tonight or go 

to your local 
(independent) 
bookstore and 

borrow a few of 
these great titles?



Dr. Laura Nicosia

Thank you!
For book reviews, recommendations, and 

helpful insights, access:  
www.boybookofthemonth.com 

For book recommendations for Middle Grades or 
young fans of nonfiction, keep advancing!

http://www.boybookofthemonth.com


Non-fiction for Middle Grades



https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/31213661-eyes-and-spies























