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Abstract 

Literature circles and book clubs are frequently used in elementary, middle, and high schools. 

The instructor of a master’s level diversity and equity in education course faced the challenge of 

implementing book club groups so that they were impactful and meaningful. The purpose of this 

article is to share how book clubs were used and connected to the student outcomes. The 

instructor shares a brief reflection on the process. 

 

Keywords: Book club groups, literature circles, diversity and equity course, online teaching, 
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Reading Reflections: Exploring Various Cultures with the Use of Book Clubs 

Introduction 

When you think of a book club, what comes to mind? Do you envision a small corner 

café with women and men gathered to discuss the latest New York Best seller? In 1996, Oprah 

Winfrey first launched her book club. To the surprise of many critics, it was a success. She 

encouraged followers to read specific books prior to coming to her show. As this phenomenon 

grew, Winfrey suggested viewers create book club groups of their own to discuss her 

recommended titles. Based on this success, an instructor decided to try to implement book club 

groups in a course on diversity and equity. The book club groups were created based on student 

interest from a list of books compiled by the instructor that supported course outcomes by 

representing diversity in the U.S. 

Now, try to visualize book clubs at a collegiate level. The implementation of book clubs 

in higher education can transform conversations, spark discussions, and deepen textual 

meanings.  

Book Clubs in Teacher Education Scholarship 

In higher education, the implementation and use of book clubs has not received much 

attention. Long (2003) states that book clubs have “slipped through disciplinary cracks to find 

themselves in scholarly no-mans’ land” (p. 5). Typically, book clubs have been utilized among 

readers in a more social setting, focusing on fiction. As a result, the book clubs have not been 

utilized as a resourceful and advantageous means to discuss a book with other peers. However, 

despite this view of book clubs, there are scholars who find the use of book clubs valuable and 

enlightening to readers in various ways, including collective reading and group engagement 

(Childress & Friedkin, 2012), formation of communities of nurture and care with the books as 
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mediators (Kooy, 2006), and the introduction of pedagogical studies (Adger, Hoyle & Dickinson, 

2004). These can enhance courses by providing the student a means to view social issues, 

multicultural education, and student interaction through a different lens of learning.  

Commeyras & DeGroff (1998) investigated teachers’ perspectives on literacy teaching 

and learning tends. A questionnaire was mailed to K-12 educators in the U.S; 1,519 educators 

responded to the survey. The researchers created the survey in efforts to learn more about 

professional development (teacher education) and pedagogy (book clubs). Results from the 

survey indicated that teachers agree that book clubs are valuable, but they are not exposed to 

book clubs focusing on multicultural literature.  

Both incorporated in education and in society, people participate and utilize book clubs as 

a method to participate, discuss, and become informed about various literatures. According to the 

United States Census Bureau report (2012) on leisure activities, 2.5% of adults surveyed had 

participated in a book club within the last twelve months, with 1.2% reporting to have 

participated once a month, under frequency of participation. The percentage of adults involved in 

book clubs may seem small, but it does suggest that adults are participating actively.  

Setting and Context 

To increase participation in book clubs and to gain social awareness of equity and 

diversity, one instructor (the lead author) gives her students the opportunity to discuss social 

issues in book clubs. While discussing how she uses book clubs with a colleague (the second 

author), that colleague queried how she facilitated the activity online. The two instructors sat and 

viewed student responses and noted the power of words on the screen. They decided to 

collaborate and analyze the data pool and write this manuscript.  

 This particular course is offered to students seeking a master’s degree in the Department 
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of Curriculum & Instruction at a regional university in the Southwest. The course focuses on 

equity and diversity in today’s schools. Students, in small groups, are able to discuss sensitive 

topics involving social issues in the course that they may not feel comfortable sharing in a larger 

classroom setting.  

Instructor background. The instructor for the course has particular familiarity with the 

university because it is where she received her teacher’s certification and master’s degree. 

Through her coursework, she recalls multicultural education being glossed over in most of her 

courses. At that time, the assimilationist approach and the concept of the melting pot were being 

taught. While taking her post-baccalaureate teacher education courses, she saw the enthusiasm 

and love for teaching that possessed her instructors. She decided she wanted to teach in higher 

education. Her instructors advised her to teach for a few more years and obtain her Ph.D. 

elsewhere and they would try to find a position for her in the department. 

Throughout her master’s coursework, once again little to no mention of issues of equity 

and diversity was incorporated into the student learning objectives. After earning her master’s 

degree, she headed to the Midwest to work on her doctorate. In her first quarter at the university, 

she was struck by the open discussions that took place about race, culture, diversity, inequities 

and working towards social justice. What struck her was that these discussions took place in 

classrooms with diverse populations. Being from the South, there was an unwritten rule that such 

things were never to be discussed in “mixed” company. She was motivated to learn more. 

However, she earned her Ph.D. from a large university in the Midwest with a major in early 

childhood education and cognates in diversity, equity and literacy. By the end of her doctoral 

program, she morphed from a fledgling educator to one who looked for and recognized 

inequities in education and society.  
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Building the course. The instructor had the desire to help educators identify and 

recognize inequities and work towards social justice. After completing her coursework and 

collecting data for her dissertation, she went back home to work at the regional university. It was 

a couple of years before she was able to teach the multicultural course. When she looked at the 

syllabus, course text and assignments, she realized that the course was still being taught from an 

assimilationist approach. With the knowledge she gained, she felt that she could not teach the 

course that way. She knew better and now she had to do better; her focus and goal was to 

promote social justice. The first semester she taught the course, she used selected chapters from 

the Handbook of Multicultural Education (Banks & Banks, 2004). She quickly realized that the 

students were not capable of comprehending the text or ready to face and embrace realities other 

than their own. After reading assignments that first year, she realized that the students didn’t 

know themselves (i.e. critically acknowledge that their beliefs, lived experiences, and 

perspectives affected how they taught the children in their classroom). These educators professed 

that they did not see the color of the children in their classrooms. They saw this as the 

appropriate view on race. When the instructor asked if they knew the number of girls and boys in 

their classroom, they quickly responded with the respective numbers. She challenged her 

students by asking that if it was okay to identify students by gender, why then was it 

inappropriate to identify students by race. She went on further to help them realize that race and 

culture are part of their student’s identity.  

Personalizing the course. The instructor changed assignments to push the students to do 

introspective reflections. The assignments and course text pushed them to look at the world and 

themselves differently. Moreover, the instructor believed that students must know themselves 

before they could know others and be willing to recognize injustices in their schools and society 
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at large.  

Non-traditional student backgrounds. At least two sections with well over 35 students 

were enrolled in a section of the face-to-face course each semester. The student demographics 

varied in race, culture, age, and experience. The majority of teachers still came from White 

middle class backgrounds that were often a mismatch with the students they taught (Delpit, 2013, 

Howard, 2014, Ladson-Billings, 2009). Collectively, each section of the course had myriad 

students merged together to take the course. For example, some were certified through post 

baccalaureate certification and others through traditional teacher education degrees; some were 

the first generation to graduate from college and/or pursue a master’s degree; they taught in 

urban, suburban, and rural areas; and came from different cultures, religions, races, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. The instructor took feedback from course evaluations from students 

to modify the course. The majority of students reported that the course impacted them personally 

as well as their praxis by helping them empathize more with the lives of their students.  

Planning the course. At times, the task of pushing students to see life from a perspective 

other than their middle class lens seemed insurmountable to the instructor. She would often plan 

simulations, activities and discussions, hoping that students would have an “ah ha” moment and 

by the end of the semester, they would leave the course different than they came. This was a 

daunting task because she felt it was imperative that she remained as neutral as possible. This 

was a challenge because she was African American. She thought that just the fact of her race 

alone teaching a course in diversity placed her in a different place with different life experiences 

than the White instructors who taught the course. This instructor understood the importance of 

teaching the course as a critical theory, not as heroes and holidays (Banks, 1993), as it was being 

taught by others in the department. She didn’t lecture; instead she placed herself in the role of 



 
 
Sennette & Isbell  READING REFLECTIONS 

39 

participant observer and facilitator. This too was difficult because she often wanted to speak her 

mind, but knew her student population and that she would face opposition. So she tried to 

achieve the objective of social justice by allowing students to make their own ah ha’s during and 

after discussions, activities, and reflections. Some students reported that they would continue the 

discussions from class with spouses, friends, and co-workers.  

Online Teaching: The Benefits and Challenges 

This instructor was told that the course would be the first one put online in the 

department. This brought about a flood of emotions, anger, frustration, excitement, and fear. The 

course was finally at a place where she felt good about what students were gaining. Teaching the 

course online meant that it would take on a whole new life. New activities, new experiences, 

different discussions, and a new way of teaching would have to be embedded within the course. 

The instructor wondered how she would make the course as meaningful, meaningful and as 

thought provoking, as it was face-to-face. One of the activities students found most 

meaningful—book clubs—would have to be taken out. The challenge for the instructor was to 

find a way to simulate the face-to-face experience in an online platform.  

There were many nonverbal nuances that took place with face-to-face small group 

dialogue that were not accounted for with words on a computer screen. The face-to-face 

interaction in class had often brought about emotions and empathy. Additionally, there were 

tears, heated discussions and new understandings from the student’s voices. Due to the 

controversial nature of the course, ground rules were created and negotiated by the instructor and 

students on the first class day of each semester. It was important to the instructor that everyone in 

the course be respectful, open to new ideas, and avoid generalizations. For the most part, the 

ground rules were followed and relationships were developed over the course of the semester. 
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Now the instructor would have to set the ground rules and make sure that students complied. It is 

easier to have anonymity in an online course where students are identified solely by their names. 

Therefore, the instructor was concerned about how she would create a similar atmosphere in an 

online course.  

Book club readings and discussions occurred at the end of the course. She thought that 

was the best place for them because students would have read the course text, completed 

discussions and activities and hopefully gained new knowledge. She knew that students would 

read the text because there were quizzes in the online course. The aforementioned ground rules 

gave the students a foundation and knowledge that they could build on with book clubs.  

Finding the balance. Cultural incongruity often caused misconceptions about the lives of 

students and families. One of the most frequent phrases the instructor heard was “parents don’t 

care.” After hearing this repeated semester after semester, the instructor saw the need to make 

sure to point out that this misconception was not typically the case. She saw the need to bring 

experiences, activities, readings, and discussions.  

Due to the nature of the subject matter of the course, it was difficult to balance the desire 

for the students to gain new knowledge, respond openly and maintain the rigor of a graduate 

course. Because the instructor’s goal was for the course to be an impetus for social action, she 

decided not to focus on grammatical errors. Because she was trying to simulate the open 

dialogue that took place in the face-to-face course, she chose to grade the student’s discussion 

posts and book club discussion as completion grades. In addition to discussions, students were 

required to write three reflective papers: a cultural memoir, a paper on the experience of stepping 

outside one’s comfort zone, and an interview with an English language learner (ELL). The 

essays and assignments were expected to be written at a graduate level and aligned with the 
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student learning objectives for the course.  

Student Learning Objectives 

 The student learning objectives for the course, and more specifically for the literature 

circle, were to: (1) reflect on personal and professional life developments as they related to the 

students’ beliefs and practices as teachers (accomplished by book club and textbook readings, 

stepping outside the comfort zone, and discussions); (2) be familiar with current and classical 

literature on the effects of diversity on student learning, e.g., socioeconomic status (SES), race, 

gender, achievement, handicapping conditions, and so on (accomplished by book club and 

textbook readings, interview with an ELL and discussion prompts); (3) become familiar with 

literature about children in different populations on the topic of diversity and learning 

(accomplished by book club and textbook readings, interview with an ELL, and essay and 

discussion prompts); (4) understand one’s own personality (learning styles, intra- and 

interpersonal characteristics, temperament, child centeredness, etc.) and describe how these traits 

impact instruction and learning of students in the classroom (accomplished by book club and 

textbook readings, discussion prompts, cultural memoir, and stepping outside your comfort 

zone); (5) identify and implement instructional and management strategies that are successful 

among diverse populations (accomplished by book club and textbook readings and discussion 

prompts, interview with an ELL and essay, and stepping outside your comfort zone). 

Refining Reflective Strategies 

 During the first semester she taught the course, the instructor quickly realized that for 

most of the students, this course would be their introduction to critical theory. Book club 

readings and discussions occurred at the end of the course. She thought that was the best place to 

put them because they had completed the course text, completed discussions and activities and 
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hopefully gained new knowledge. She knew that a textbook alone was not enough to provide 

many personal accounts and experiences. That is when she decided to add books to promote 

social justice. Students would be able to read, come to class, and have discussions about what 

they had read. Each semester, students were given a list of books with summaries and told to 

select a first and second choice. The instructor worked hard to provide students with one of their 

choices because she felt that would provide motivation for them to read. In the first few 

semesters, students read the same chapters of the book and brought three pithy quotes to class on 

index cards. Students would meet in their book club groups and take turns sharing pithy quotes 

and discuss their significance.  

 Gems, reaction, and action. The instructor reflected on whether the pithy quote 

discussion was working when she saw students quickly writing their quotes down on notecards 

before and during class. This was not the way she wanted students to engage with the text. Later, 

she and a colleague were talking, and he shared a strategy he used when he had students reflect 

on assigned readings. He called it Gems, Reaction, and Action. (It is unknown if he created this 

strategy or modified it from another). Based on the assigned reading, students were asked to 

respond to the following:  

1. Gems. What important pearls or bits of important information from your reading do 

you wish to share?  

2. Reaction. What does this reading make you think about or feel relative to your 

teaching today, our children today, or education in general? Are we doing what we 

are supposed to do? If so, how?  

3. Action. What can or should we be doing in our classrooms, district, state, or nation? 

What does the book tell us that we can learn from and help us make our school(s) a 
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better place for our all children?  

This strategy worked well with the face-to-face meetings. As the instructor walked around and 

listened to discussions, this strategy seemed to require more depth in thought and response.  

 When the course was put online, she continued to use this strategy. After the first 

semester, she realized once again the discussions were lacking in depth, and there was repetition 

in students’ responses to the reaction and action. She realized it was time to use a different 

strategy. While discussing the challenge with another colleague, she suggested the Text-to-Self 

(Keene & Zimmerman, 1997) strategy. After revisiting the strategy, the instructor knew there 

was going to be a challenge in how the strategy should be done. This is a strategy currently being 

used in classrooms today, so she searched for a visual example that would be easy to follow.  

 Book selection. Students must select their first and second book selections and post it 

within the first two weeks of the semester. The instructor posted the student’s assigned book 

approximately a week later. That allowed for plenty of time for students to order their books. 

Book clubs occurred during the last module of the course that was typically during the last four 

weeks of the semester. The instructor purposefully chose not to participate in any of the 

discussions because she wanted students to create their own meaning and make connections to 

other group members and the text. She wanted to remain as neutral as possible so that she did not 

push her beliefs on students. Instead, she acted as a guide, facilitator, encourager and sometimes 

a mediator.  

Book Club Discussions Assignment 

For purposes of the book club assignment, students reviewed the document of selected 

books (See Appendix) that included the book club book summaries. They were directed to select 

a first and second choice, and write their choices under the student lounge tab in the online 
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database. If students did not indicate a choice by the deadline, the instructor selected a book for 

them. The instructor then created groups and let the students know their assigned text to ensure 

there were enough people to create a group. Book club group readings and discussions occurred 

throughout the semester. The group collaboratively decided due dates for reading chapters in the 

book. The format for the discussions incorporated a Text-to-Self (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997) 

strategy that was used more frequently in classrooms.  

Text-to-Self Discussions 

 This strategy was chosen because it allowed students to reflect on what was read at a 

deeper level. The instructor felt that was needed if students were to be prompted to take social 

action. Text-to-Text, Text-to-Self, and Text-to-World (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997) helps 

readers to make connections to their experiences, other readings, and the world that requires 

reflection, processing and meaning making. Students were placed in a group with three to five 

members. Trying to create face-to-face and/or “real time” via online interactions proved to be 

difficult because of students’ schedules. So she decided to try something different. In the online 

course, she created a discussion group where the group members posted their responses to each 

of the prompts to the Text-to-Self strategy. In addition to posting their response they must 

respond to a group member’s post. This format allowed students to reflect on the book read and 

reflect on other’s ideas and connections made with the text. Kooy (2006) stated that the major 

goal of book discussion groups is to cultivate knowledge, identity, and development in a 

social/supportive context. Book club discussion groups were open to all class members. Students 

who were interested in additional books can read the Text-to-Self discussions for any of the 

books. Student examples were provided below, each from a different book club. Students were 

given pseudonyms to conceal their identities, and all of their comments in this article are 
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presented unedited.  

 Student 1: Sandy, who read White Like Me (Wise, 2011), stated: 

This section of the book had everything to do with racism and how it affects our culture, 

family, and students. With recent events it has become one of the most controversial 

topics that everyone wants to avoid. So far this year there have been no incidence in our 

classrooms. We have a large population of Spanish students that makes up the majority in 

our school. A friend of mine just shared with me last week about the ongoing fights in her 

classroom over racism and how it interferes with her teaching.  

Student 2: Chloe, who read Savage Inequalities (Kozol, 2012), conveyed:  

I am appalled, sickened, saddened and disgraced when I read the horror that East Louis 

residents live in. The raw sewage in their very own backyards, in the school cafeteria, the 

chemical poisoning, the pain children endure because of an abscess tooth, high crime, 

unbelievable that all this exists in the United States. I had no idea such horrific disparity 

existed in our country. I am so saddened by their circumstances yet I feel blessed to be in 

the school with the most current and updated facilities. 

 Student 3: Kasheik, who read Girl in Tangerine Scarf (Kahf, 2005), expressed:  

Aunt Khadija reminds me of my family. My family was introduced to Islam through the 

teaching of Elijah Muhammad; he taught an unconventional version of Islam that taught 

Black people “knowledge of self.” My parents later abandoned his teaching and started 

practicing orthodox or Sunni Islam the largest denomination of Muslims throughout the 

world. It made me laugh to read Khadar’s negative comments directed toward the Nation 

of Islam and how they do not practice “real” Islam. This conversation happens often 

when Muslims have conversations among themselves. It was interesting to read this 
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conversation that normally happens behind closed doors between the Ummah 

(community). 

Reflections on the Process 

After implementing the book club assignment, the instructor found benefits and 

challenges utilizing both self- and student reflections from the course. Benefits included allowing 

students to go beyond their limits of traditional text, exploring various cultures through the eyes 

of others, and utilizing literature as a means to promote self-reflection. The benefits outweighed 

the challenges; however, one challenge will remain constant. As new books come out, the 

challenge is staying current on the books by reading the books before posting them as a choice. 

Overall, this assignment is beneficial for instructors and students to gain a deeper understanding 

of culture. Students have the opportunity to relate lived experiences to praxis. Additionally, 

students learn more from each other and about each other in the book club. That is what was 

most effective: this assignment was led by students. 

Recommendations 

With new literature published so frequently, it’s challenging to keep up with new titles 

that promote social action. Often, students will run across a book in their personal reading for 

pleasure reading, from staff development or one that is recommended. A shared drive could be 

created for students to post titles that could be shared with all students who take the course.  

Instructors could solicit permission to follow up with students beginning one semester 

after taking the course to see if and how lessons learned from book club groups and the course 

are still being used as a resource to meet the children in their classrooms. And students can also 

report if they see a difference in their classrooms by implementing some of what was learned. Do 

they still view students differently, or have they reverted to teaching and viewing students as 
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they did before taking the course? This data could be gathered via survey with Likert scale 

questions and open-ended questions.  

 Think, pair, share (TPS), a cooperative learning strategy (Lyman, 1998), is often 

successfully used in classrooms and could be used to facilitation discussions in an online course. 

In addition, reciprocal reading strategies might also be a way to facilitate discussion. As roles 

rotate, students would be given the opportunity to take on each of the roles the instructor decided 

to use. 

 The use of social media is another recommendation for students in the course. For 

example, there is a website and app called Goodreads through which students are able to search 

books by topic, genre, or author. They have the opportunity to share ideas, post discussions, rate, 

and communicate with others who have read the book or who would like to read the book. This 

gives students a deeper insight about others’ perceptions and points of view.  

Impacting Student Thinking 

After reviewing students’ final reflection that synthesized their learning, the book clubs 

truly did impact how students participated, learned, and communicated with peers. Students were 

able to document their experiences through a cultural, international, and reflective lens. Carrie 

gave a more reflective response.  

As for being a multi-cultural educator you need to remember to mindful of all aspects of 

a student’s life and especially do not judge them based on their skin color or religious 

affiliation. Most of all, be open-minded and think outside the box. Be the teacher that 

everyone wants to work hard for and learns by doing. Be an example for your students 

and be as patient at home with Hendrix as you are at school with your students.  

Juan gave a more international viewpoint, stating:  
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I have enjoyed this class it helped me to understand the importance of multicultural 

education. The Girl with The Tangerine Scarf was a good book that showed the trials and 

tribulations growing up Muslim in the mid-west of America. It was a good book to 

highlight the importance of multicultural education. The future of multicultural education 

will be a bright, but I see more fights for equality and the status quo who feels that their 

live is being marginalized will continue. Teaching equality and practicing equality is 

going to be hard fought battle but I do see progressive forces wining the fight. But there 

will continue to be people who will fight to keep themselves in power and not share 

power with any other culture. Personally this class did a good job of opening people’s 

eyes to the importance of multicultural education. 

Bebe, synthesized the course that truly documented her understanding and awareness of social 

justice. She stated: 

I hope you can ignite multicultural understanding in your students to see all cultures as 

relevant and develop compassion for difference amongst their peer groups. I hope that 

you can use this to develop more meaningful connections with people out of the class 

also, and that you can empower administrators to value diversity. My hope for you (me) 

is that you will continue to grow and help foster growth. 

Conclusion 

Diverse topics can be discussed to broaden students’ minds, promote social justice, and 

learn from other people’s experiences. Social justice is a sensitive topic, but when presented, 

addressed, and discussed with appropriate measures, it creates awareness.  
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Appendix 

Book Club Books 

1.The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf: A Novel by ISBN-10: 0786715197 

 

Khadra Shamy, a Syrian immigrant, takes the reader on a journey through the streets of Indiana 

to explore the Muslim life in America during the 1970s. Growing up in a strict and tightly knit 

Muslim family, Kahf delves into the cultural clash that Muslims face in America. Shamy 

experiences some life changing events that eventually involves her fleeing to Syria to find her 

spiritual self again. While in Syria, Khadra finds the power of prayer and learns her mother’s 

secrets. After returning to America, she settles on living in Philadelphia, away from the family 

and community where she grew up. But she is later sent to an Islamic conference, for her job, 

back to Indianapolis where she has to face former friends and family.  

 

The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, is a beautifully written novel. Kahf documents the spiritual, 

social, and emotional journey Muslims encounter in Middle America. A story of finding balance 

in your own beliefs, histories, and experiences—this novel is truly inspiring.  

 

2. Savage Inequalities: Children in America’s Schools Jonathan Kozol ISBN-10: 0770435688 

National Book award winner, Jonathan Kozol, recounts his experiences of the educational 

system in the United States. This heart-breaking story takes the reader through poverty stricken 

schools filled with under resourced, under staffed, and often overpopulated urban schools. Kozol 

gives the reader a glimpse of teachers, administrators, and students’ accounts of the urban 

education. His findings were devastating—thus, widening social classes. Whereby the poor 

experience extreme hardships and basic elements of learning while the privileged experience a 

better education with more advanced resources.  

 

In, Savage Inequalities, Kozol delivers a heart-wrenching examination of the injustices of many 

urban schools in the United States. It is a remarkable and overwhelming depiction of the 

education divides still in existence—from one side of a bridge to another.  

 

3. Multiplication is for White People: Raising Expectations for Other People's Children by 

Lisa Delpit ISBN-10: 1595580468 

 

Delpit, MacArthur, award-winning educator, outlines and informs the reader of the cultural and 

academic achievement gaps still in existence. She reminds the reader that achievement gaps do 

not exist at birth; consequently, do evolve as students move through the educational system. 

Specifically, achievement gaps for children of color living in poor or disadvantaged area.  

 

Her research stems from two decades of educational reform—including No Child Left Behind, 

alternative certification routes, standardized testing, and charter schools—whereby, students of 

color still do not believe in their abilities to perform mathematics at a higher level. Delpit 

incorporates classroom anecdotes to inform the reader about the challenges students share and 

encounter; specifically, in math education.  
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In Multiplication is for White People, Delpit reminds the reader to truly look at each child 

individually. Quite a powerful testament based on “one simple premise: multiplication is for 

everyone. “ 

 

4. Black Ants and Buddists: Thinking Critically and Teaching Differently in the Primary 

Grades by Mary Cowhey ISBN-10: 1571104186 

Changing the world one class at a time. Cowhey gives the reader a glimpse into her first and 

second grade classroom—Ms. Cowhey’s Peace class. The students learn about different races, 

cultures, opinions, and beliefs to better understand the world. The book is filled with colorful, yet 

humorous, accounts of her own challenges she encountered during her early teaching career. She 

shares her personal narratives and styles to infuse lessons with inspirational figures: Hellen 

Keller, Martin Luther King, and Gandi. The entire curriculum is centered around making the 

world a better place, and how students can contribute to attaining this goal. Students are exposed 

to motivational figures and learn to make connections between their lives.  

Black Ants and Buddists, is an inspirational and motivational book to encourage, support, and 

uplift the reader. In a world filled with challenges and struggles, Cowhey challenges readers to 

embrace peace. Rooted in social justice- the book is truly inspiring and challenging.  

 

5. Subtractive Schooling: U.S. Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring by Angela 

Valenzuela ISBN-10: 0791443221 

 

Valenzuela gives the reader a vivid depiction of immigration achievement and underachievement 

of Hispanic students’ experiences at a large inner-city urban school in Texas. She gives an ethno 

historical documentation of the complexities of ethnicity and instructional practices. She 

challenges the reader to consider and understand educational practices focused on caring. 

Valenzuela argues that “schools subtract resources from youth in two major ways: firstly by 

dismissing their definition of education and secondly, through assimilationist policies and 

practices that minimize their culture and language.”  

 

Subtractive schooling, is a pivotal book capturing ethnic struggles within the educational system. 

This is a powerful, yet beautifully written, book about delivering effective and meaningful 

instruction to all students—of any race, gender, nationality or color.  

 

6. White Teacher Talks about Race by Julie Landsman ISBN-10: 1578861810 

 

Landon gives the reader a glimpse of her teaching career in a Midwestern high school. The 

student populations are from various cultures. She speaks candidly about issues of poverty, race, 

privilege, and social injustices within the education system. Through her diligent efforts to build 

rapport and create bonds with her students she is able to learn about struggles, injustices, and 

challenges students encounter daily. As the reader is taken through the novel, Landon expresses 

that white teachers "cannot reach certain students the way someone of their own skin color or 

culture can reach them” which invites the reader to question if she ever doubts her own teaching 

capabilities. Nonetheless, the reader gains a deeper understanding of the complexities of teaching 

and the views from diverse cultures within the educational system.  

 

The book, White teacher talks about race, is a well-balanced account of race relations in 
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classrooms across the United States. This novel will appeal to educators, parents, and scholars 

struggling with these issues and wanting to gain further knowledge about how to address this 

topic.  

 

7. White Like Me: Reflections on Race from a Privileged Son by Tim Wise ISBN-10: 

1593764251 

 

Wise provides an examination, based on his own personal experiences, to demonstrate ways in 

which racism exists. Looking closely at how white privilege exists and how it affects the lives of 

most white people. Through the ways in which racism negatively burdens people of color, and 

correspondingly benefits people who are white. The book outlines racial inequalities of 

education, employment, housing, criminal justice, and health care. He further explains the 

hindrance of white privilege and how it can have negative impacts toward making progress for 

social change within races. Wise offers and challenges readers to become aware of racial 

injustices and make progressive strides to close the racial gap.  

 

White Like me: Reflections from a Privileged Son, Wise utilizes narratives to depict racial 

injustices and experiences in the United States. This novel will inspire educators, activists, 

scholars, and those interested in racial division.  

 

8. Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do by Claude M. Steele 

ISBN-10: 0393339726 

 

Claude M. Steele, social psychologists, outlines supportive evidence of stereotypes and identity 

through a powerful first person narrative. Steele sheds light on social phenomena in the 

American culture. From gender, racial, education, and athletic stereotypes existing in American 

culture.  

 

In the book, Whistling Vivaldi, Steele offers to shed light on shifting and reshaping “stereotype 

threats” and “reshaping American identities.”  

 

9. Pedagogy of the oppressed by Paulo Friere ISBN-10: 0826412769 

 

Freire gives the reader a sense of empowerment to help eliminate impoverished and under 

privileged people throughout the world. By going against the norm and accepting the creation of 

the underclass in impoverished cities. First published in Portugese in 1968, this book was later 

translated to English in 1970. Freire explains how bearing witness is essential to our lives. 

Further explain the elements of witness: consistency, boldness, radicalization, courage to love, 

and faith. This powerful novel explores and challenges readers to eradicate homelessness, 

racism, poverty, classism, and racism through meaningful dialogues and actions.  

 

Pedagogy of the oppressed, utilizes the power of the human voice. Specifically, how educators 

can use their voice to create purposeful and meaningful discourse with students.  

 

10. The dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of African Americans children by Gloria Ladson-

Billings. ISBN-10: 0470408154 



 
 
Sennette & Isbell  READING REFLECTIONS 

54 

 

Ladson-Billings gives an insightful and powerful message for educating young African 

Americans. She highlights the stories of eight educators, and keeps the dream alive to spread and 

share knowledge. Beyond the stories and experiences of eight exceptional teachers, Ladson-

Billings suggests a critical and candid examination of a schools design and the impartation of 

knowledge. It gives the reader an opportunity to understand what it means to be a culturally 

responsive teacher.  

 

The dreamkeepers, is an excellent book for anyone interested in the intricacies of being an 

effective educator. Landon-Billings offers a deeper connection to what it truly means to be a 

positive role model in a students life —no matter their race, gender, or family background—

every child is unique and has the potential to be successful.  
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