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My thesis theorizes the after-school environment of middle schoolers as a 

borderland. It is a case for the richness of time found between the hours of 3pm 

and 6pm. This three-hour space can function for the worlding of curriculum, 

bringing the exterior world outside a school, into the classrooms of students. This 

three-hour space can answer the questions of students outside the standardized 

core subjects. And here, in this three-hour time frame, students do ask questions 

that are outside the curriculum. Without answering their questions there are holes. 

Students seek to know about feminism, violence, incarceration, and identity. This 

is heard in the questions they ask, and it is seen in the way they move as individuals 

throughout the school day. Students are not outside of reality, or the “real world.” 

They move within it. When they ask about topics outside of core school subjects, it 

is because they genuinely seek correct information and multiple opinions. They 

want the information to be able to communicate about the topics surrounding 

them. 

This project deconstructs theory in a way that brings language to students 

instead of asking them to cipher through academic riddles for answers. After-

school programs are a borderland of identities, ages, and information. There is no 

“normal” or standardization to after-school programming. This space is flexible in 

what it can teach. In borderlands, knowledge grows, and it can be an inclusive 

space for students in all their lived realities.  
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 In these chapters, I write to world curriculum, not during the school day, 

but after it, as students transition from bell systems to the borderland. My 

methodology is based in the works of theorists Gloria Anzaldúa, Rob Wilson, 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Edward Said, and Stanley E. Fish to center the space 

of after-school programming as an interpretive community made up of bodies 

holding onto the individual textbooks of themselves and moving through a 

borderland as a cohesive heterogeneous group. Worlding curriculum seeks to grab 

onto perspectives and conversations outside the nation’s standard of education, 

and after-school programs have access to this worlding.  

 These chapters world the curriculum in three parts. In teaching middle 

school students through a lens of transnational and intersectional feminism I 

employ the works of Uma Narayan, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Jhumpa Lahiri, 

bell hooks, Gayatri Gopinath, Roxanne Gay, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Rosi Braidotti, 

Nina Chanel Abney and Gloria Steinem. With these theorists, novelists, artists, and 

activists in mind, mentors in Omaha’s community aid in teaching the students 

about feminism and racism on both local and world scales with the intent of 

dismantling the idea of the other. When speaking to teaching about incarceration, 

Michelle Alexander, the American Civil Liberties Union, Jimmy Santiago Baca, and 

the ideas and voices of men who are currently incarcerated are weaved together in 

consideration of why it is important to be teaching about the interior experiences 

of incarceration versus the contrived beliefs. The intent is to humanize 

incarceration in a middle schooler’s eyes, by asking the people who are 

incarcerated to be the teachers. In writing about teaching the wideness of identity, 

I work with pieces written by Stacey Waite, Rebecca Solnit, Mary Pipher, Ijeoma 
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Oluo, Nikki Giovanni, hooks, Gopinath, Yvette Chavez, and Anzaldúa to build 

classrooms that allow for the fluidness and fixed pieces of identity for both teachers 

and students. In this piece, I build a curriculum that uses poetry as a tool for self-

examination. 

 It is easy for the three hours between 3pm and 6pm to flicker on by without 

notice. But this space, free of standardization is the space to answer questions from 

students about incarceration, feminism, and identity, and it can be done so with 

community, teachers, and activities. My hope is that the borderlands of after-

school programs can be considered a space for the worlding of curriculum and that 

this space can wedge itself into a middle schooler’s education. These pre-teens and 

teenagers are already grappling with the world because they are not distant from 

it, they are members of it. Worlding curriculum in interpretive communities like 

after-school programs can be treated like identity itself, expansive, fluid, germinal, 

messy, and without borders because this is where greater textual knowledge lies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S 
 



 vi 

 
 

These chapters could not have been written without my students at Norris 

Middle School and at the Douglas County Department of Corrections. Simply, this 

theoretical contribution would not exist at all without their ideas, perspectives, 

questions, humor, intelligence, and trust in me to listen to their embodied stories. 

These students have guided me in depicting them with both accuracy and heart. I 

am very grateful that they have taught me the balance of play and work when 

engaging with activism, and how this balance can create a memorable education 

that sticks in the mind. 

I have learned much from my professors at Creighton University.  

Dr. Surbhi Malik gave me the language of transnational and intersectional 

feminism through her course, and then informed me of the need to teach it. I thank 

her for seeing this space of after-school programs as germinal, and how she 

encouraged me to deconstruct theory in a way that allows middles schoolers to 

grapple with the messiness and beauty of the world and their placement in it. Her 

eyes in this thesis gave me greater clarity. And, her insight and guidance over the 

past two years have given me confidence in my voice. This is in part because of the 

new knowledge and understandings she gifted to me through many office hours, 

class time, emails, and phone calls. I am very grateful for her valuable time she has 

spent with me.  

Throughout graduate school, Dr. Robert Dornsife’s office door was always 

open, even during the coronavirus pandemic. He welcomed in both conversations 

of words and their nuances, and guitar notes and their nuances. In a unique way, 

these conversations gave me balance when writing these chapters.  



 vii 

Dr. Faith Kurtyka and her classroom gave me an understanding of how to 

move the subject of English away from the pen, and then back to it. She taught me 

how English needs to be actions of speaking, writing, and listening. This rotation 

was then carried from her classroom to mine, as I sought to teach in a way that 

moved.  

My classmates AnnClaire MacArt, Jackie Lawless, Lorna Hummel, Lauren 

Rzeszutko and I have traded feedback on these chapters over our many hours in 

the library and over breakfasts. I’m very grateful for these peers and the hours that 

created our friendships.  

These theorists, novelists, and activists gave me words and ideas to 

implement in my work: Michelle Alexander, Gaston Bachelard, Rosi Braidotti, 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, Stanley E. Fish, Paulo Friere, Roxanne Gaye, Jhumpa Lahiri, 

Gayatri Gopinath, bell hooks, George Lipsitz, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Uma 

Narayan, Ijeoma Oluo, Mary Pipher, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Gloria Steinem, 

Stacey Waite, and Rob Wilson. I’m very grateful that I was able to access their 

intelligences and listen to what they have to teach the world. 

The mentors for the Circles after-school program at Norris Middle School 

have believed in the core of the work since its inception. Without their time and 

energy, the Circles program would not exist. And without the Circles program, 

there would be a hole in this after-school program work. I am grateful for their 

enthusiasm in writing curriculum based off community, identity, and activism with 

me. I am thankful for the conversations we have had over coffee, and at the middle 

school lunch tables. Thank you to Kent Day, Shari Kimble, Alissa Shanahan, Dana 

Jeck, Reina Choto, Brianna White, Brenda Council, Anayeli Martinez, Erica 



 viii 

Johnson, Elizebeth Murphy, Breanna Koch, Michelle Messer, Shonna Dorsey, 

Uroosa Jawed, Alexis Bromley, Tessa Wedberg, Jacquie Gordon, Liz Hunt, Peggy 

Jones, Kara Cavel, Chantal Pavageaux, Paige Reitz, Bridget Claborn, Sarah Cohen, 

Francesca D’Angelo, Ariel Warmflash, Rachel April, Taylor Bickel, Wendy DeBoer, 

Christina Prentice, Virginia Hill, Autumn Pruitt, Katti Suter, and the women at 

Aksarben Village Senior Living.  

The men and volunteers at First Christian Church re-entry program have 

taught me both about the lived realities of incarceration in America, and how-to 

hold onto a lightness in spite of it all. Thank you for your openness and your 

laughter. I am grateful for our sharing of stories. 

My friends have supported me and been my mirrors in this process: Emily 

Nitcher, Alissa Shanahan, Cindy Nash, Le’Chere Campbell, Kara Verlaney, Scott 

Larsen, Westin Miller, Alex Worth, Annie Boyle, Erin Butcher, Kendra Chapin, 

Francesca D’ Angelo, Ryan Pfeifer, Thomas Wharton, and Anas Althuwaini. I 

have extreme gratitude for the laughs and conversations had on our couches and 

walks, and the times we haven’t had to speak at all.  

My dad and stepmom have supported and nurtured me through all times. 

Thank you for teaching me through metaphors that hold the essence of 

Oklahoma, and home.  

 

 

 

 
 

 



 ix 

“Atticus, he was real nice…” 
 

His hands were under my chin, pulling up the cover, tucking it around me. 
 

“Most people are, Scout, when you finally see them.” 
 

—Harper Lee, To Kill A Mockingbird



 x 

 
For my students, 

my teachers, 
& my dad



 xi 

T A B L E   O F   C O N T E N T S 
 
 
 
Introduction to The Worldly Texts of After-School Programs: New Perspectives 

in Pedagogy 
 
1 
 
 

Teaching Middle Schoolers Through the Lens of a Transnational and 
Intersectional Feminism 

 
16 

 
 

Spilling the Tea: The Humanization and Teaching of Incarceration in Middle 
School After-School Programs 

 
44 

 
 

The Neighborhoods of Our Identities and The Cosmic Perspective: A Poetic 
Exploration of Classrooms in Action 

 
72 

 
 

References 
 

104 
 
 

Appendix 1— Classroom Universe: A Three-Part Curriculum Tool for 
Poetic Identity Mapping with Middle School Students 

 
108 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 1 

I.  I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 

The Worldly Texts of After-School Programs: New Perspectives in 
Pedagogy  

 
 
 

My thesis theorizes the after-school environment of middle schoolers as a 

borderland. This space in time between the specific hours of 3pm and 6pm sits on 

the edges of two lands—that of the monitored school day, and its parallel: the 

messy world that never rests right outside the walls of bell systems and number 2 

pencils. After-school programming is cradled between structure and the infinity of 

the world that is uncontained and shifting with every breath. I see after-school 

programming as the line between the binary of classroom/world. This medially 

situated land is rich with time that chips away at the standardized day’s 

curriculum— a curriculum that oftentimes deflects conversations that are relevant 

to student’s identities, communities, and the global world around them happening 

right now.  

At its best, standardization can provide a baseline of structure to those 

students who thrive in this particular environment. 

At its worst, it is mechanical, a memorization of facts for test sheets and this 

can lead to a cycle of objectification: students become their test scores, numbers, 

and their teachers become reflections of their students’ test scores, more numbers. 

After-school programming is the opposite. 

However, this land while rich with time, is fleeting. This space disappears 

in three hours, and it is those three hours of time that have to power to humanize 

education by linking students to the realities outside the front doors of their 
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schools. While many of the ideas I speak to here are based in my own experiences 

in the three-hour land, the thesis reverberates with ideas of theorists who seek to 

connect students to global conversations, their communities, and themselves. 

These theories I apply seek to dismantle the limits of standardized education that 

implicitly “other” students and turn them into numbers. 

My search for worlding curriculum in after-school programming has made 

me realize that a student’s education is oftentimes theorized about within the 

placement of their traditional school day, between the first bell and the last bell. 

The concepts that follow are created from the foundation of pedagogical theorists 

seeking to open up the school day by changing what is taught in standardized 

curriculum. However, displacing these theories into the peripheral space of after-

school programming could be the precursor to changing curriculum from the 

standardized rules to the globalized viewpoint. Worlding the curriculum can work 

from the outside to the inside. These ideas are positioned from my five years of 

experience teaching outside the lines of standardized education, admittedly the 

only spaces I have taught in. These pages are also grounded in the theoretical 

frameworks I have accumulated from admired professors and my own curiosity. 

The pages ahead hold space for expansion, and hold hope for consideration in that 

after-school programs can be a space where worldly concepts seep through the 

walls and into the perspectives of the youth, shifting their imaginations to be 

inclusive, kind, connected, and globally aware of the world they live in. I hope that 

these pages, while whole, also hold gaps to be filled for the consideration of after-

school programming as a borderland in which we can teach the youth the world, 
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and change can happen from the outside to the inside of curriculum. It’s a 

beginning. 

 

Multiplicities of Borderlands  

The theory of borderlands that connects to this pedagogical framework in 

after-school programs comes from Gloria Anzaldúa. Before I read Anzaldúa in a 

seminar course that interrogated transnational feminist theories, I had been an 

educator for an after-school program club. Anzaldúa’s “Borderlands: La Frontera 

The New Mestiza” gave me the words to describe the club I had been adding to and 

redesigning. Anzaldúa’s book dwells on her identity as a “border woman” who grew 

up between two cultural spaces: a Mexican woman (with a heavy Indian influence) 

in tandem with living in the Anglo territory that colonized her people. She is an 

inhabitant of two spaces that she writes, are “not comfortable, but home” 

(Anzaldúa preface). The borderland of after-school programming can be 

considered a reflection of this complicated wholeness.  

       Anzaldúa specifically defines a borderland as: 

…physically present whenever two or more cultures edge each other, 

where people of different races occupy the same territory, where 

under, lower, middle and upper classes touch, where the space 

between two individuals shrinks with intimacy. (Anzaldúa preface) 

For Anzaldúa, her body holds onto the borderland because it is expressed in 

her existence. Her borderland is both outwardly physical in the landscape, but also 

physical in her outward identity. She is an expression of her individual personhood 

and her long ancestral histories as a Mexican and Indian woman. Both are 
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exteriorly and interiorly present weaving together stories and markings of identity. 

Anzaldúa is wholly a borderland. After-school programs are borderlands in that 

they are in-between the classroom and the world. And, this space holds onto 

borderlands of identities in students much like Anzaldúa’s ideas of culture 

borderlands.   

In the chapter “Teaching Middle Schoolers Through the Lens of a 

Transnational and Intersectional Feminism” I look into the identities of the 

students I teach and the community members I work with who teach them too. My 

students and these community teachers are texts themselves rich with their 

individualized histories, non-linear stories, arcs of who they are in all the 

borderlands of their identities. As I will speak to soon, texts are the pieces of 

literature or printed words, but that is too constricted of a definition. 

Texts are also physical bodies of knowledge. And classrooms hold many rich 

texts. Bodies are homes to words, stories, and passed down histories. Truthfully, 

the only thing you know about a cover is what it is perceived to be, which is at its 

worst an unconscious bias, a first thought of projection left unquestioned. At its 

best, a cover is simply and deeply another human being, as opposed to an othered 

human being. This chapter confronts identity in the classroom, inviting and asking 

leaders to be the texts of classrooms to create a fuller bodied experience of 

education for middle school students. This chapter seeks to wedge feminist studies 

into the after-school curriculum intersectionally and transnationally in a way that 

strategically disrupts westernized feminist imaginings. While this can be done in 

words and readings, there is a way of teaching that activates text through 

storytelling and activities that enhance the transnational and intersectional 
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approach to feminism. This chapter code-switches academic texts into the 

embodied texts of people and place making feminism tangible, a touchable 

experience. While intersectionality is the multiplicity of identity, it is also the easy 

erasure of identities that do not conform to check boxes of America’s homogeneity. 

By asking community teachers to be the physical embodiments of intersectionality, 

students are able to visibly see histories that are too often erased by omission. In 

this chapter I will articulate how to connect students to community leaders in a 

way that does not exploit, exoticize, or tokenize.  

In statistical form, the Generation Z population I work with totals 158 

students. In this population, a majority of the students qualify for free and reduced 

lunch, but not all of them.  Of the population I work with, 30 students are migrants 

from El Salvador, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Guatemala, and Honduras speaking many 

languages, and oftentimes different dialects of Spanish. A few of my students don’t 

speak English, but their peers who are bilingual communicate across the 

borderlands of dialects. Each year the students in after-school programming fill 

out a list of check boxes that delineate their ethnicity. By the check marked boxes, 

my students are: White, African American, and Hispanic. Then, there is the blank 

line next to a check mark box labeled “other” at the bottom. My students who are 

othered by the check marked box are: Black, Black American, Chicana, Latina, 

Latinx. 

In only one club inside the borderland space of after-school programing 

there are borderlands of identity, class, ethnicity, language, and dialects. It is a 

borderland of ages: pre-teens, teens, and adults. And in this space, there is 

intimacy because of the borderlands, much like Anzaldúa notes in the previous 
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quote. In after-school programing individuals lived realities cross paths, latch onto 

each other, and are seen not for their otherness, but for their inhabitance of their 

unique borderlands. We are alike in that we are functioning in the space of the 

borderland of after-school programming, yet different with our own identity 

borderlands that we harbor inside ourselves.  

There is the borderland of class and world, and the borderlands of identities 

that intertwine in after-school programming. And then, there are the borderlands 

of abstracts, standardized curriculum, theoretical concepts, and worldly 

knowledge that bloom in this space. All is accessible in the after-school program 

world. These intersecting knowledges challenge the rigidity of social norms and 

curriculum boundaries because there are no limits. There are the social norms in 

education that trickle down from national standards: the school bells, the 

behavioral consequences and rewards, and the core curriculum of math, science, 

social studies and English that is written with the standardized test reflections in 

mind. Not to mention grading. 

Then, there are the social norms of society that make their way into the lives 

of teenagers. Boys should be strong, emotionless. This is their checkbox of social 

norm conformity. Their shame is a quick fall from masculinity when emotion or 

nurturement, is seen. Girls should be the steadfast nurturers, perfecters, quiet little 

backdrop noises for the boys. Their shame is an open wound, a later sacred rage of 

being something else for someone else that goes unnamed: society. These are the 

social norms middle school students can see beginning to form in their school days, 

that adults later forget. Middle schoolers are in a Peter Pan stage of never wanting 

to grow up because they see societal norms that adults wear, and when they 
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question these norms, they are bit with behavioral consequences. They are told to 

“grow up,” “be a man,” or “act like a woman.” 

In after-school programming these social norm checkboxes can be erased, 

they can be questioned, and students can live multiplicitous unbounded lives 

without the fear of the youth going off the rails. After-school teachers, community 

leaders, and students can create new norms together that defy normality. The 

norm becomes inclusivity. After-school programs shift the ground of standardized 

education because the space is an in-between and can move “toward a more whole 

perspective, one that includes rather than excludes” when it challenges the borders 

(Anzaldúa 101).  

This borderland space creates a pedagogical experience that can 

intentionally situate the world in the hands of students, seeing one another and 

themselves in local and global contexts. Rob Wilson writes in The Worlding 

Project: Doing Cultural Studies in the Era of Globalization that “’Worlding’ as an 

active-force gerund, would turn nouns (world) to verbs (worlding), thus shifting 

the taken-for-granted and normal lifeforms of the market and war into the to-be-

generated and remade” (Wilson 212). Worlding the curriculum in the space of 

after-school borderlands is an action of becoming for all identities because it is a 

“trans-critical process of listening to and caring for one’s own life-world as well as 

the related and emergent species being of others” (Wilson 213). The act of worlding 

transpires when all identities are seen in their textual wholeness as opposed to 

their constrained fragments of identity. Worlding reaches outside the classroom 

walls to educate and create space for all communities through narratives both 

written, verbal, or embodied. Worlding wedges itself into curriculum and shakes 
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up standardized thinking in America’s youth. This expands imaginations in all 

directions of identity. Identities that students choose to take on for themselves, and 

identities that students see with understanding eyes instead of othering eyes. 

Worlding curriculum is an action of humanization in classrooms.  

 

Worldly Texts  

The body is textbook. This viewpoint comes from the understanding that 

the physical body, the lived experiences, and the stories that individuals carry with 

them are textual works. In Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s The Aesthetic Education 

in the Era of Globalization, she writes that “We expand the definition of literature 

to include social inscription” (Spivak 154). Inscriptions are in the words people 

write, what they say, and what they read across mediums. Text is an interpretive 

concept that spins outward from solely literature. Texts are people, storytellers, 

poets, teachers, and students. And, the places where these texts undergo the act of 

“worlding” are not limited to the school day classrooms. After-school 

programming is a space for worldly curriculum not bounded by standardization or 

test grades. Wilson writes: 

‘Worlding’ can be an active part of that world-becoming process of 

renewal and transformation, in sites we do labor within…in the 

house, academy, disciplinary formation, workplace, the city, self, 

community, family, street, neighborhood hangout, machinic 

assemblage, bioregion and watershed, the body, the mass media, the 

lyric poem and cultural essay, the multi-worlding globe. (Wilson 

223) 
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Some of these worlding spaces are associated with institutional learning 

environments, while others are not, because worlding does not have to take place 

in the school day. After-school program borderlands are the sites for this worlding, 

the renewing and transforming of a student’s education to encompass the 

conscious histories of both close communities, global communities, and their own 

communities, “making the world-horizon come near and become local and 

informed, situated, instantiated as an uneven/incomplete material process of 

world-becoming” (Wilson 212). The far becomes near. The after-school 

borderlands are in a never-ending space of growing, because the texts of after-

school programs are outside the canonical literature choices made in standardized 

education, which are oftentimes a perpetuation of the Eurocentric novels and 

histories. These canonical works, Wilson writes, are part of “the reign of the Anglo-

global,” or the “American-view-of-the-world” that are short-sited, exclusive 

histories that leave voices out. But, when stepping outside the standardized 

syllabus, texts are everywhere. These texts of storytellers, poets, and community 

teachers, aid to “supplement globalization by providing a world” to students by 

sharing their own (Spivak 262). In Humanism and Democratic Criticism, this idea 

of worlding texts in the classroom is accentuated by Edward Said’s ideas that as 

people we hold onto many worlds. He writes:  

Yes, we need to keep coming back to the words and structures in the 

books we read, but, just as these words were themselves taken by the 

poet from the world and evoked from out of silence in the forceful 

ways without which no creation is possible, readers must also extend 
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their readings out into the various worlds each of us resides in. (Said 

76)  

The body is textbook, and it is everywhere. It is a skin containing worlds and 

bodied words. In the chapter “Spilling the Tea: The Humanization of Incarceration 

in Middle School After-School Programs” I consider the rhetorical alteration that 

occurs when the body is treated as textbook. Here I write to the intimate line that 

connects the after-school program borderland, to the module classroom I teach in 

at the Douglas County Department of Corrections, and the re-entry program I 

attend as well. Worlding is a curriculum space where the community of the 

incarcerated is considerably rich with textbooks to read if they are listened to. 

These humans can create a new frame around the lived realities of mass 

incarceration in America if they are made visible.  

After-school programs, in part, were created for students to have a space to 

be at during that small time of day when juvenile crime is at its peak— 3pm to 6pm 

(Beyond School Bells). If this borderland was, in part, built as a container to keep 

the youth in a space that keeps them in, away from crime, I believe that the 

individuals who can teach them, and the general public, about the inside workings 

of the school-to-prison pipeline are those who know it because that has been their 

lived reality, and they themselves have experienced incarceration first hand. This 

knowledge is worldly, because incarcerated teachers can be the texts and 

inscriptions for a history that has been left out of textbooks.  

This chapter was written with the assistance and voices of my students who 

are incarcerated and wish to become teachers— the ones who can provide society 

with knowledge about incarceration, and the after-school program population with 
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knowledge about the school-to-prison-pipeline. These incarcerated students make 

visible the systemic oppression rooted in mass incarceration by being allowed 

space to teach the youth. Their bodies are textbooks, humanizing the way in which 

society views the incarcerated. Their curriculum is worlding because it is a process 

of renewing, inverting the education of America’s incarceration system to look 

from the inside, the perspectives of the humans, to the outside, the picture painted 

by society.  These borderland spaces I teach in “edge each other” (Anzaldúa 

preface). And the space between these two communities, middle schoolers and the 

folks incarcerated, has shrunk with intimacy, crafting a closeness in abstract 

proximity.   

 

Interpretive Communities 

I am textual, shaped by my experiences, lived realities, and preconceived 

notions. I am changed and reshaped over and over again by the incorporations of 

the texts I read or surround myself with: literature, people, poems, and otherwise. 

In “Interpreting the Variorum” Stanley Fish writes that the significance of text is 

not the author’s writing, but instead lies in the reader’s interpretation. He writes, 

“meanings are not extracted but made and made not by encoded forms but by 

interpretive strategies that call forms into being” (Fish 485). Therefore, in a space 

that calls for the interpretation of text, a person or a community is the creator of 

what a text means to their space. Communities write the rules of interpretation 

based on the collective meanings of their individual realities. Fish defines an 

interpretive community as:  
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…made up of those who share interpretive strategies not for reading 

(in the    conventional sense) but for writing texts, for constituting 

their properties and assigning their intentions. In other words, these 

strategies exist prior to the act of reading and therefore determine 

the shape of what is read rather than, as is usually assumed, the other 

way around. (Fish 483) 

The idea of interpretive communities is usefully applied to the after-school 

borderlands, and the community of the incarcerated. The after-school program is 

a borderland of identities that cross each other making the space a world of its own 

that holds the realities of many perspectives. This space has the ability to create its 

own interpretation, world the curriculum, so as to make the identities of all 

students comfortably seen. In the chapter “The Neighborhoods of Our Identities 

and The Cosmic Perspectives: A Poetic Exploration of Classrooms in Action” I 

write on the multiplicity of identities found in teachers and students and ways to 

incorporate identity in the classroom that do not exploit, tokenize, exoticize, or 

appropriate a student’s reality. Identity has a multitude of definitions. I define it 

as both definitive and fluid, both staked in the ground and orbiting, and altogether 

messy and multiplicitous. After-school program space, when intentional, is created 

to encompass all students’ identities, whichever spaces they come from and all the 

directions they are moving toward. In this chapter I touch on the idea of developing 

a “cosmic perspective” that seeks to make identities seen in the classroom and give 

space for students to always be “becoming,” rather than fixed in “being.” The 

borderlands of after-school programming are a tetherball pole staked in the 
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ground in some ways. But in other ways, this space is the ball, moving around and 

around collecting, discarding, remembering, and making stories of identity. 

These whole identities being visible in the borderlands of after-school 

programming is the most fundamental aspect to sharing a space for whole 

curriculum to grow, building walks between the world and the classrooms for 

students. And, without seeing the borderlands of identities, and the evolving 

meanings of the community, curriculum is skeletal, fixed, and remains historically, 

and dustily, Anglo. Worlding the curriculum can only be accomplished with 

acknowledgement of the multiplicity of all students’ borderlands of identities 

within this interpretive community called after-school. This only works too, if we 

see them as holding onto both definitive and fluid pieces that constitute their 

growing identities in this world. After-school programming is an interpretative 

work of all the bodies that constitute its creation. This fullness grows because the 

students come to this borderland place, reading the written and verbal forms of 

texts with perception from the experiences they have already known. Everything is 

read from the lens of prior experience that then projects meaning from the text. 

This is individualized. Using Fish’s viewpoint of interpretive communities that 

suggest people write their own stories or perspectives before reading, I believe 

students in afterschool programming can paint this space with their own contexts, 

histories, and embodied texts of perspectives that then asks curriculum to work for 

them, erasing the boundaries of standardizing. Worlding curriculum in 

interpretive communities like after-school programs can be treated like identity 

itself, expansive, fluid, germinal, messy, and without borders because this is where 

greater textual knowledge lies.  
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Stakes 

I argue that the space of after-school programming is positioned very 

uniquely to disrupt standardized education by worlding curriculum still within the 

confines of school doors. It’s promising to me seeing the messiness, structureless 

time that begs to be meddled with, worlded, designed by the community of 

students and for them. My middle schoolers are not apart from the world as they 

are so often told. They are a piece of it. They make dinners for their families, wash 

their sibling’s laundry, code-switch easily between classrooms with their teachers, 

and hallways with their friends. They watch the news from their phones, and they 

each have their own borderlands of identities. Their existence, their bodies full of 

stories and questions insist that we as teachers and adults think of texts differently, 

as metaphors and instinctual bodies of knowledge that feel and are born from a 

person’s own sensuous experience of the world— ever-evolving, never-fixed, 

remaining translucent and unmapped. Standardization’s ink, so permeant, has the 

opposite, the pencil— erasing, shading in, scratching out, and adding in words, 

pieces, and activities all the time. The lead is interpretive, fluid, unfixed, and 

maybe, education can be more like the pencil, than the inked permanence.  

 

Answers 

In this stage of their life as preteens and teenagers, they ask for answers to 

complex questions that have full, sticky answers. Once my students learned that I 

was teaching at the Douglas County Department of Corrections, I was asked in the 

bleachers during a volleyball game “Why did your other students go to jail?” To 
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this question, there’s multiple responses. It would be easy to veer with caution on 

the side of non-disclosure, abstaining from the question entirely for the privacy of 

my students at the jail. Then there’s the easy, unhelpful narrative that uses fear and 

shame-based tactics to instruct students not to get caught up in crime. Both these 

answers are lies. One by omission. The other by simplification and dramatization.  

Then there is the action of worlding, the way of answering that can move 

the nouns, incarcerated individuals, to verbs, incarcerated teachers— people to 

learn from.  

The question “Why did your other students go to jail?” is an ask for the 

worlding of curriculum. This question asks after-school educators to break down 

the theoretical “other” in question, to radically shift the perspective of students by 

inviting the incarcerated in to teach or work with them in curriculum development 

for the after-school borderlands. This answer takes longer, no doubt. But with this 

process of allowing conversations into the hours of 3pm-6pm that otherwise are 

non-existent during the school day, theoretical concepts can infiltrate the 

education of the youth in ways that grow their empathy muscles, and worldly 

knowledge. These three hours are too large to forget, and in this borderland, after-

school educators of culture and literature can hold space for students to question 

the norms. Simply, the after-school borderlands is a true space for worlding 

curriculum for students to see the local and global contexts of their realities. This 

space is too good to leave alone.  
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II. T E A C H I N G   M I D D L E   S C H O O L E R S   T H R O U G H   T H E   
L E N S   O F   A   T R A N S N A T I O N A L   A N D    
I N T E R S E C T I O N A L   F E M I N I S M 

 
 

“All profound changes in consciousness…  
bring with them characteristic amnesias.  

Out of such oblivions… spring narratives.” 
 

 - Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities  
 

 
 
 

A middle schooler's day can be described as an emotional game of chutes 

and ladders inside a standardized environment that measures them based on their 

winning academic successes. Their days encompass the events that happen in their 

social environment, and the tasks they must do in their school day curriculum.  

 However, one single day can embody both lows and highs in the current of 

class routines. For example, a student on a normal day could face confusing 

interactions with their peers regarding race, gender, or class in the form of gossip, 

misunderstandings, and leftover gaps in social-emotional learning development. 

At the same time, this student is making moves in their education by taking tests, 

making the grades, and scooping up the extracurriculars, from school clubs and 

sport activities. These achievement markers geared toward winning the game of 

academic success cover-up the social transactions of a middle schooler's day, or 

the things that happen in their controlled environments. 

 Education in middle schools is a tight structure, down to the very minutes. 

Education is also oftentimes standardized, meaning that students are learning 

predominantly through the national lens, and less through the local or global 
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perspective. When education lacks learning on the local and global scale, students’ 

individual realities can go unseen or unheard. However, when educators, 

administrators, parents and community members reach underneath the routine 

checklist of a middle schooler's day, we see the transient movement of each 

student's social experiences and circumstances that make up the wholeness of their 

individually imagined and structured realities. 

 In Curriculum as Spaces: Aesthetics, Community, and the Politics of Place, 

the authors David M. Callejo Pérez, Donna Adair Breault, and William L. White 

argue that the primary cause of grade school students’ passive learning is the 

inflexibility of standardized measures placed on teachers and students by the state. 

These academic measures of successes found in test grades dismiss the physical 

and existential conditions these students live in (Callejo Pérez et al. 1). Without a 

doubt, standardized education severely limits authentic school spaces that are 

reflective of the communities in which the students live (Callejo Pérez et al. 1). 

When only considering the day and the life of a middle schooler through the 

measures of standardized checklists, their identities and bodies are lost to the 

numbers they become for sake of collecting data. 

 But, maybe the connection to middle schoolers, and the seeing of their 

individual lives outside of statewide testing numbers and facts lies underneath the 

doingness of this part of their day and is found in the happeningness.  

 Ask a middle schooler what they did in school, and an adult might receive a 

loose shoulder shrug, a "nothing" that really means "stop asking," or maybe the list 

of tasks completed in-between the bells. These task lists are the doingness of their 

day. That is to say, this doingness is the mechanical structure placed on schools by 
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the state in order to have concrete measures of achievement to gather data from, 

which in turn ranks schools on scales of academic success in an unfair and 

unrealistic way.  

 Ask a middle schooler what happened in school and there's a different story. 

These stories have characters, interactions, feelings, confusions, complexities, and 

questions. This happeningness is the thin middle line between the failure/success 

score sheet that's easily forgotten or even dismissed. And, there's a lot to unpack 

in that full line. Yet, it's insurmountably valuable to unpack and reflect on these 

middle school experiences in a manner that is inclusive, intersectional and both 

local and transnational. Educators must reflect on this happeningness of a 

student's school day outside of the routine standardized curriculum, otherwise 

important topics slip between the cracks. 

 This study focuses on the reframing of transnational feminist theories in a 

language for middle-schoolers to understand and feel as their own. Middle 

schoolers itch to be a voice in conversations that circulate outside their school 

walls, because they know the idea of a "real world" that comes after graduation is 

in fact fictitious. While they may communicate differently to the world and ask 

questions in a manner that is free from academic riddles, teenagers still grapple 

with the same ideas of transnational feminism that adults do, and they are within 

a finger's stretch of answers, however accurate. The internet and middle school 

gossip chains are both the Wild West of political, social, and humanitarian 

movements. It's not factual to say that they aren't old enough to understand. It's 

irresponsible for adults with teaching powers to not cipher theories and news and 
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calls to activism in a manner that allows middle schoolers to find their own voices 

in these conversations if they so choose.  

 In this study I provide potential ways to transform theories of intersectional 

and transnational feminism from the university classrooms and into the 

curriculum of middle school environments. Preteens and teenagers grapple with 

the messiness of feminism in daily interactions and in a vocabulary that is 

unfamiliar to the scholarly language found in the discourse of universities and 

academic publications. They can be informed by their phones, tweets, teachers, 

advertisements, role models, peers and parents all in a single day, which can 

certainly lend itself to some contradictory or confusing ideas on a united 

perspective of transnational feminism. 

 For the purposes of bringing an intersectional curriculum of feminism into 

middle school classrooms I base my argument on reflections of my own 

experiences teaching while embedding conversations that both theorists and 

activists have contributed to the landscape of transnational and intersectional 

feminism. My experiences in teaching in after-school program environments 

cannot speak to the conglomerate population. But maybe there is a vein of truth in 

my experiences. This study was created with the optimism that with the ability to 

code-switch theory to middle school relatability, transnational and intersectional 

feminist practices can begin to take real form for middle school imaginations. The 

intent of this study is to circulate ideas for better teaching practices for when doors 

open to "real world" conversations that teenagers have access to. As teachers, and 

really non-teenagers, we always need better strategies when connecting to the 

youth. A perspective outside the Western concept of feminism is completely 
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necessary when creating and delivering a lesson to middle schoolers. The goal is 

hopeful in that it will build on a student's imagination of what an equal future looks 

like, one that unites feminists instead of disconnects us in perceived "otherness" 

across the world. 

 I will be unscrambling concepts from theorists in a way that code-switches 

from a scholarly lens to a more approachable perspective for teachable moments. 

In this, I will demonstrate new strategies to communicate these theorists' ideas in 

a way that is tangible for teenagers who interact with the world differently. I argue 

that Generation Z's curiosity of feminism needs to be engaged with using activities 

that fascinate them, and in a language they can relate to, in order to dispel a 

westernized viewpoint of feminism. With this, they can begin to imagine an 

intersectional and inclusive future for feminism that unites instead of divides. 

 Because of the rapidness of information in the news, and a lack of media 

literacy education in schools, this information is beneficial to grade school 

curriculum. The degrees of separation between university classrooms and middle 

school classrooms is less in ways than may be perceived and can be bridged by an 

inclusive language. By channeling the perspective and mind of a teen, this 

separation can become closer. 

 The framing of this concept is in the power of the educators. The second 

part of this study focuses on the educator and community story-teller partnership. 

The research is hopeful in that transnational feminism connects to the middle 

schooler. It is also hopeful that educators can be seen as facilitators to bridge 

students and community storytellers from diverse identities and experiences but 

in a way that queers the curriculum of standardized education. 
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Students Ask for a Transnational & Intersectional Approach to 
Feminism 

 
 I teach in after-school programs in Omaha, Nebraska which is situated 

almost in the direct center of America. We are states away from the oceans, and 

even fewer away from Canada and Mexico. However, the students at Norris Middle 

School cross international borders. There are 158 students enrolled in the after-

school program here, of which almost 30 of those students are migrants from El 

Salvador, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Guatemala, or Honduras. These are a few facts and 

clues as to who they are and the depth of who they are based on place and numbers. 

However, a person cannot see them in their wholeness by only considering two 

aspects of their identities, both of which lack their distinct individual voices. And 

they are strong, confused, and passionate voices, that sometimes nail it and other 

times try to. 

 There's Student A who is very quick to name call her peers "racist," 

especially her friends, for acts like not passing a Capri Sun to her first during a 

snack break, or denying to tie her shoes. 

 There's Student B who when asked what it means to be a feminist, she says 

half-jokingly that, "Girls are better than boys!" Before saying, "Everybody's equal." 

 There's also Student C, who jokes a lot. But when the student is asked to 

grab a picture that symbolizes hope from a large pile of photographs spread down 

the surface of eight pushed together desks, she picks one that frames a row of 

women whose legs are crossed. She says, "I like that all their legs are different skin 
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colors, and this one has tattoos. It's hopeful because I want everybody to be treated 

the same no matter what they look like." 

 There are the numbers and data. But these hard facts are diminutive 

without the strong "soft facts" which are the voices of Student A, B, and C's bodies. 

 My work is specifically geared toward female-identifying students at Norris. 

Knowing this fact alone, one could reflexively paint a picture of the club with very 

broad strokes of: youth empowerment, community outreach, and civic leadership. 

Some might even say, "Yes, girls do need a space of their own!" as a soft, widely 

acknowledged truth.  

 The Club is all of that, absolutely. The doingness, the planning, and the 

ticking off of skills to teach the future leaders of America in Gen Z. It is that nice 

banner of female empowerment. Those components are the fundamental structure 

and tug at the core values of the group. However, what is interesting is the 

happeningness of the club, which is found in the silences, reflections, and jarring 

questions that open the doors their (already experiencing) “real worlds.”  

 "Why do people hurt women and kids?"  

 This topic came two years ago, and it was framed by a question that made 

the air vents sound memorable. But, Student D, a 7th grader, asked this calmly and 

with the backing of her club peers, because they all genuinely wanted to know why. 

 The student's question wanted at the complicated core of violence against 

women and kids. The representative and I were morally bound to deliver the 

correct answer, and in a way that meant something to a middle schooler. We 

needed an uncluttered response to a question that in itself is undeniably messy.  
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 Student D's question created a spacious silence that in effect taught the 

teachers. The problem with these silences is that sometimes they talk if you don't. 

The stretch of those seconds, if left unanswered to, can revert back to conclusions 

that are untrue or distorted based on preconceived notions in a middle schooler's 

mind that can be formed by factual or biased prior knowledge. These long seconds 

of silences may be uncomfortable; however, that discomfort is the undertone and 

vibrational awareness of our privilege. It's inexcusable and irresponsible to power 

down or skim over a very loud question in hopes that the students will forget it was 

ever asked. The silences are the openings for corrections, amendments and 

accuracies to previously formed imaginations in the youth. In this case, on the 

transnational subject of systematic violence against women.  

 At the time, we said something to the effect of, "Good question. It's 

complicated. Let us workshop this and get back to you." 

 How do you answer this question of violence in a way that is both 

intersectional and transnational? And, why do we need to wear these lenses when 

speaking to youth about women's issues? Student D's question opened a space for 

more questions. 

 When we are given the space to answer questions outside the standardized 

framework of education, we must take this opportunity to welcome the disruption 

and tension. We all lose to America's rosy imagination when we generalize notions 

of feminism, or women's issues. We pit ourselves up against each other in easy, 

accidental ways, that are incredibly backward, such as the common phrase of, "At 

least we have it better over here. There are some women who have it worse."  



 24 

 This is the planting of separation, and a hugely problematic rhetoric that 

can frame the political imagination of middle school students, and then travel 

safely into their adulthood narratives. This easily vague statement stems from a 

long-repeated history of American's seeing humans that live outside their nation 

borders as tribal, backward, traditional, and/or any terms that deem a human life 

as "Other" or non-American. Westernized feminist discussions are especially 

susceptible to these broad-stroked rhetorics. Without the intentionality of framing 

feminism in a transnational and intersectional lens, inclusion is impossible and 

can revert back to a generic brand of Westernized feminism. This essential 

feminism creates divides, instilling a "frenemy" culture between middle schoolers, 

and it perpetuates environments of isolation by excluding people.  

 In Bad Feminist, Roxane Gay writes on the messiness and complicated 

nature of feminism.  Feminism, she notes, is imperfect and flawed because all 

people are imperfect and flawed (Gay x.) Gay considers herself a feminist, and a 

"bad" one, because she doesn't desire to be a perfect feminist, or placed on a 

Feminist Pedestal (Gay xi). And, she certainly doesn't subscribe to "Essential 

Feminism-- one true feminism to dominate all of womankind" because this form 

of feminism has "historically, been far more invested in improving the lives of 

heterosexual white women to the detriment of all others" (Gay xiii).  In a later 

section of her book, Gay considers this essential feminism as the creator of tension 

because it leaves "little room for multiple or discordant points of view." Gay writes: 

The most significant problem with essential feminism is how it 

doesn't allow for the complexities of human experience or 

individuality [...] White feminists often  suggest that by believing 
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there are issues unique to women of color, an unnatural division 

occurs, impeding solidarity, sisterhood. Other times, white feminists 

are simply dismissive of these issues. (Gay 305 & 307) 

  When teaching outside of the transnational and intersectional frame of 

feminism, equality becomes off balance and hierarchies of privilege prevail and 

continue to be built upon in middle school classrooms, and outside of them. These 

hierarchies continue to perpetuate in the collective American's middle school 

imagination that has been groomed to see things as "either" and "or" and "us" or 

"them." It is an imagination gripped tight by binaries, especially in teenage 

environments. 

 Teaching through the lens of transnational feminism would break down the 

divisions between young women because its focus is on the messy braid of both 

racism and sexism that are undoubtedly woven together. In her book, Ain't I A 

Woman, published in 1981, American author, professor and social activist, bell 

hooks calls attention to the complicated fuse of these negative socializations and 

writes: 

If women want a feminist revolution... we must assume 

responsibility for eliminating all the forces that divide women. 

Racism is one such force. Our willingness to assume responsibility 

for the elimination of racism need not be engendered by feelings of 

guilt, moral responsibility, victimization, or rage. It can  spring 

from the heartfelt desire of sisterhood and the personal, intellectual 

realization that racism among women undermines the potential 

radicalism of feminism. (hooks 158) 



 26 

 Instead of pitting themselves against one another based on "us" or "them" 

mentalities, based on race, class, or anything categorized as Other, students would 

ideally learn to appreciate their peers because of their realities, not in spite of them, 

and therefore challenge the way they see the Otherness in their female peers. This 

dismantling of socialized teen "stereotypes" may be read as an idealistic concept or 

framing of education. However, this transnational and intersectional framework 

of feminism is entirely manageable, applicable and vital to the political disruption 

of teen imaginations.  

 In one section of her book Dislocating Cultures: Identities, Traditions and 

Third-World Feminisms Uma Narayan discusses the formation of political 

imaginations. These imaginations are the framing and instilling of conceptions of 

nationalism in both Western and Third-World contexts that exclude and divide 

women from each other because nationalism sells the idea that countries and 

people are homogeneous. When dissecting the problematic nature of the local 

depictions of national identity and traditions, she writes: "If nations are ‘imagined 

communities,’ then bigoted and distorted nationalisms must be fought with 

feminist attempts to reinvent and reimagine the national community as more 

genuinely inclusive and democratic" (Narayan 35). Feminism is both the breaking 

apart of the homogeneous national identity through the local, and the underlying 

force to breakdown structures in the imagination of students that further 

propagate inequality. These ideas can be transferred to middle school students in 

a dialogue they like and understand through metaphoric teaching strategies. 

 When the micro lens, such as a club of 15 students from Omaha, Nebraska, 

embodies identities that transcend the nation-state, then the lens must be the 
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macroscope, the transnational approach to feminism. Without this approach, the 

sparkling veil of Westernized feminism complicates the forming identities of both 

transnational and national students' imaginations further. It's harder to unlearn 

this in the future, than to learn it in the present.  

 
 

Code-Switching Feminist Theory Using Metaphoric Teaching 
Practices 

 
 Middle schoolers are fundamental players in the movement of transnational 

feminism alongside the theorists who have laid down the sidewalk for them. But 

these concepts that make up the framework of an intersectional and transnational 

approach to feminism should be taught to students in a way they can feel, 

understand, and engage with.  

 In standardized curriculum, teaching is boiled down to memorization, and 

even teaching the process of elimination, or guessing the best, when filling out A, 

B, C, & D bubbles for state testing. Teaching for memorability, and in a way that 

stretches the sturdy fences of political imagination, is built from a level of trust and 

connection.  

 It is highly improbable that a connection can be created with a student in 

these words from a teacher: Feminists are nomads, searching for "points of exit 

from phallocentricism," an admittedly brilliant concept from Rosi Braidotti's 

Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary 

Feminist Theory. This language isn't reachable for a middle schooler, but 

Braidotti's concept is communicable and teachable. 
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 Veronica is the site director for Norris Middle School. She facilitates 

conflict-resolution discussions with the students in after-school program when 

issues pop up. The after-school program is a space in which real conversations can 

happen quickly and often times, this space is the downloading and processing 

arena of all those chutes and ladders mentioned earlier. In these conflict-resolution 

discussions, Switzer will unpack theoretical ways of thinking and imagining 

sometimes with an animated conversation starter: "Okay, I'm going to drop some 

big words on you now. They're called 'patriarchy' and 'transnational feminism.'" In 

another twisting of her theoretical dialogue converted to middle school dialogue 

she might frame the concept to the group with a tangible example:  

I might say: '"I know Ms. Veronica is getting pretty heady here. 

However there is, like, a social structure in place that is perhaps 

perpetuating and planting seeds for you all to feel there is 

antagonism inherently between girls in this school, or, that you are 

competing against each other for some sort of limited resource of 

attention, particularly of men. And maybe, your problem isn't 

actually your problem to carry, but something larger we should then 

try to address as a community in this small space." 

 Switzer leads her resolutions in a way that takes the weight of shame off the 

student's minds and puts the inciting problems back on the structures instilled by 

the national powers. These structures force the environment of a middle schooler's 

education to be a confusing eight to five day because they are juggling their own 

realities within the standardized, bubble-ized and numerical world of data. And, 

when considering that a middle schooler is already present and aware of the 
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undertones of inequality and systematic obstacle courses in their current ages of 

ten eleven, twelve, thirteen, and fourteen and so on, maybe it's the time to start 

addressing them in a way that Switzer does.  

  These theories like Braidotti's need to be code-switched and brought down 

into metaphoric packaging, thoughtful and captivating language, and altogether 

led with interesting activities.  

 In her memoir, My Life on the Road, Gloria Steinem recalls a time when she 

first started speaking publicly on gender equality during the women's movement. 

Steinem remembers always being up first at these events, especially when Florynce 

"Flo" Kennedy was in the line-up of speakers. "I would have been an anticlimax," 

Steinem writes. 

 Kennedy fought for an intersectional approach to feminism in beautiful, 

digestible, and humorous metaphors that could relate to her audiences. In one 

instance, the feminist and civil rights activist was quoted delivering this impactful 

metaphor on feminism: "You can't dump one cup of sugar into the ocean and 

expect to get syrup. If everybody sweetened her own cup of water, then things 

would begin to change" (Braswell, Ebony.com). Kennedy's words impacted her 

listeners because they were reachable and defied the imaginary limits of social 

categorizations.  

 In one moment in the start of the pair's travels on the road together, 

Kennedy pulled Steinem aside to memorably say to her: "If you're lying in the ditch 

with a truck on your ankle, you don't send somebody to the library to find out how 

much the truck weighs. You get it off!" (Steinem 49). Kennedy taught Steinem to 

stop burying their messages in statistics.  
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 This idea of a metaphoric story message sticks because it incorporates both 

the statistics and the definitions. Statistics by themselves are just numbers. 

Definitions by themselves are just words. Stories and their storytellers are the 

connecting piece. For an understanding of transnational feminism, the world 

needs the theorists, the activists, and the audience to work in solidarity. And 

perhaps, the solidarity is in the storytelling. In Paolo Friere’s Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, he writes that “solidarity requires that one enter into the situation of 

those with whom one is solidary; it is a radical posture… True solidarity with the 

oppressed means fighting at their side to transform the objective reality which has 

made them these ‘beings for another’” (Friere 49). A transnational and 

intersectional approach to feminism will only work in solidarity between all 

peoples if the stories of the oppressed are centered in the text by the theorists, the 

activists, and people who are directly oppressed. 

 When cultivating a transnational and intersectional environment for 

female-identifying middle schoolers, there are theories to choose, to consider and 

unpack. While theory can provide the outline, educators are the incorporators of 

the vision. This calls for a code-switching, much like Kennedy taught Steinem. And, 

this also calls for community storytellers, activists, and academics to work 

together. In Curriculum as Spaces, Callejo Pérez, Breault and White consider the 

role of metaphors as engagement tools in education that should not be overlooked. 

They write: 

Metaphors force us to hold onto multiple meanings of our symbols 

and experiences and thus ourselves. As a result, the simultaneous 

exploration of diversity and community evident within a democracy 
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come to life in our metaphorical understandings and our shared 

experiences. (Callejo Pérez et al. 8) 

 In a way, maybe fiction is a metaphor. Sometimes, there is a higher truth in 

fiction because of the way the author can imbed actual history in the fictitious 

narrative, allowing the readers to experience windows into new realities. Middle 

schoolers are aware that there are alternative histories outside what is taught in 

schools, despite their not being readily available resources for them to learn from.  

 For example, on a field trip with the Club, we visited the 30 Americans 

exhibit at the Joslyn Arts Museum. This is the first exhibit by the Joslyn that 

focuses on artworks created by people of color (Carpenter, Omaha.com). The 

gallery provides prompts for students to answer as they walk through the exhibit. 

A pair of questions in front of Nina Chanel Abney's painting Class of 2007, asked 

the group: "True or False: It's wrong to talk about race because it's mean." To which 

there was a variety of answers. The follow up question to this was, "Why would it 

be important to talk about race?"  

 Abney's painting aims to fuse multiple conversations into one painted frame 

of intersectionality. When working on this piece Abney questioned what would 

make her work about race issues universal to her classmates who felt they could 

not relate to her art. In Class of 2007 Nina decided to "address the 

disproportionate number of white students in M.F.A. programs and the 

disproportionate number of African-American males in prison" by switching 

everyone's race including her own. In the painting, Abney is now a white 

correctional officer to her now African American classmates in prison suits. 
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Student E wrote this entry as a reflection piece to the questions accompanying 

Abney's art: 

"...I love how [the art] gives me a shock reaction when I see it...We 

talked about  how it's not bad talking about race if you don't say it in 

such a mean way. Sometimes you might think a person is a different 

race than they actually are. And it's not good to talk about people's 

race cause you don't know if they are special or had a special tradition 

or history." - Student E 

 Student E's reflection piece calls for a workshopping of American history to 

incorporate more than the Westernized framework that is oftentimes the collection 

of the heterogeneous normative population. In Ain't I A Woman, hooks 

emphasizes the lack of histories outside of the standard American textbooks that 

are forgotten. She writes: 

No history books used in public schools informed us about racial 

imperialism... American women have been socialized, even 

brainwashed, to accept a version of American history that we created 

to uphold and maintain racial imperialism in the form of white 

supremacy and sexual imperialism in the form of patriarchy. (hooks 

119-120) 

 hooks argues for the histories to be seen in the standardized curriculum of 

students and considered in the political imagination of the American population. 

Fiction can be the disruption to the textbooks. American author Jhumpa Lahiri's 

story "When Mr. Pirzada Came to Dine," in her novel Interpreter of Maladies, 

follows a ten-year-old girl who is piecing together bits of Pakistan's history and 
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current events through fragments her parents tell her, and mostly what she sees 

on the news. The young narrator tells her readers, "No one at school talked about 

the war followed so faithfully in my living room" (Lahiri 32). In the following scene, 

the narrator finds a single book about Pakistan in her library before she is scolded 

by a teacher, and the history is collected and reshelved. In her short story, Lahiri 

is also making the case for transnational histories to be incorporated in history 

books.  

Fiction, like Lahiri’s Interpreter of Maladies, is a space where marginalized 

histories speak, and proclaim that they are here. They are the whispers that disrupt 

the canon of literature taught within America’s standardized education system. 

This fiction is an empathetic engagement that allows readers to see through the 

eyes of the Other, or themselves. Fiction can be the mirrors for those who don’t 

oftentimes see their identity represented in literature. And, fiction can provide the 

windows too, for the students who are not of Indian or Pakistani descent like the 

characters in “When Mr. Pirzada Came to Dine.”  Fiction can provide these 

windows; however, these individual narratives are not catch-all umbrellas that can 

cipher a person's identity. Identities are individual bodies. Narratives are not 

representative of the whole of a population of people. 

 
 

Violence Against Women: An Intersectional and Transnational 
Curriculum  

 
 Let's circle back to a moment of happeningness from before that opened up 

space for challenging the essential feminist imagination: "Why do people hurt 

women and kids?"  
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 For the purposes of this article I have been focusing on the concept of 

systematic violence against women as a transnational and intersectional subject. 

However, there are a wide range of topics, circumstances and systematic structures 

to be incorporated into metaphoric curriculum when teaching gender equality to 

middle school students. 

 This question came from Student D in the fall of 2018 during a field trip to 

the Women’s Center for Advancement (WCA). The WCA is a local community 

resource in Omaha, Nebraska whose mission is to provide assistance to victims of 

domestic violence, sexual assault, human trafficking, and stalking. The resource is 

for anyone suffering from these acts of violence; however, the focus tends to be on 

women and children. 

 On this field trip away from the school day, the students in the after-school 

program met with the volunteer and training coordinator of the WCA. The outline 

for the day was set to start with introductions, move into organizing the donation 

closets, and then end with a discussion on consent and the forms abuse can take. 

The coordinator and I had the intention to connect middle schoolers to the 

community, instill a value of service, give the students a resource if (in the 

unfortunate case) they needed it now or in the future, and conceptualize tangible 

ideas of what abuse and consent are.  

However, as it goes with creating formulaic after-school program lessons, 

the doingness of our plan was derailed by a very good question that altered our 

initial teaching lens. Aside from the air vents, the room was still, which is a difficult 

mood to achieve with typically 15 middle schoolers after a school day. In this 

disarming moment, the coordinator's humanness and intentionality were 
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instrumental in her answer to the students because of the need to balance a 

sensitivity to the student's private lives while also answering the question honestly 

and factually.  

 The coordinator could have had a Steinem-before-meeting-Kennedy 

approach telling the students that there were 5,257 police reports and over 8,500 

hotline calls received at the WCA in 2016 as a way of providing factual evidence 

that domestic violence is a problem in the city of Omaha. However, this wouldn't 

have answered the loaded "why" of Student D’s question, "Why do people hurt 

women and kids?"  

 And, the answer to this question does not lie solely in the statistics of 

domestic violence in Omaha. Statistics and definitions are avoidant in this space. 

The use of statistics from one resource in one city doesn’t unpack the “why,” and it 

also lends itself to a solely national interpretation of violence against women 

instead of a transnational perspective. Without the transnational frame on the 

issue of systemic violence against women, there is a loss of multiple perspectives 

that contribute to the historically global problem. 

 Questions like Student D’s demand for teachers to workshop their lesson 

plans to be taught through the transnational lens. This happeningness is an 

opportunity for educators to position transnational feminist theory in the 

imagination of young minds. So, we workshop our words to mean something to 

teenagers. We provide both the facts and the stories to represent these theories in 

a way that is concrete, manageable, and absolutely exciting in the developing 

youth.  
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 This reshaping of imagination starts with educator's root understanding of 

transnational feminism. Then, it comes from their ability to steer discussion in a 

powerful way on the spot or sit in the silences to see what develops from these gaps 

in conversation. And, lastly of course, it is the educator's responsibility to reflect 

and workshop for the continuation of bettering practices and avoiding stagnation.  

 To Student D: good question.  

 Violence against women has no boundaries. I cannot fully answer your 

curious why, unfortunately, because I cannot look into someone's mind to figure 

out the reason that caused them to decide to hurt a woman or child. But what I can 

tell you is that this is an everywhere issue. Violence and women's oppression are 

experienced in every race, gender, class, ability, and ethnicity. Violence doesn't 

always look the same as what you've came to know from your set of experiences, 

but it is all violence against women. We are not Others from one another, even 

though these acts of violence look different.  

 This is just a start, and it's a code-switched interpretation of Uma Narayan's 

depiction of transnational feminism in her book Dislocating Cultures: Identities, 

Traditions and Third-World Feminisms, in which she writes: "Women's inequality 

and mistreatment are, unfortunately, ubiquitous features of many 'Western' and 

'non-Western' cultural contexts, even as their manifestations in specific contexts 

display important differences of detail" (Narayan 13). 

 Middle school students, like Student D and her peers, are interested in 

understanding the complicated nature of violence against women and youth. This 

is an intersectional topic that calls for a reshaping of conventional framework. In 

order to teach and explain this subject to middle schoolers, the focus must not be 
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solely on Omaha. The Women's Center for Advancement placed the students in the 

local community level of systematic violence against women. However, this was 

only one layer. The next step is to convey to students the intersectional aspect of 

this systematic issue.  

 In the video "Kimberlé Crenshaw: What is Intersectionality?" produced by 

the National Association of Independent Schools, Crenshaw defines 

intersectionality as: 

...just a metaphor for understanding the ways that multiple forms of 

inequalities or disadvantages sometimes compound themselves and 

create obstacles that are oftentimes misunderstood in conventional 

ways of thinking about anti-racism or feminism or whatever social 

advocacy structures we have. Intersectionality isn't so much a grand 

theory. It's a prism for understanding certain kinds of problems. 

(TED) 

 Intersectionality is seeing the braid of social categorizations outside the 

familiar constructs we are designed to know. In her Ted Talk, "The Urgency of 

Intersectionality," Crenshaw speaks to this unavailability of new frames of 

thinking. In a memorable and tangible way, she teaches her audience the meaning 

of intersectionality that can be applied to a middle school audience as well. 

 Crenshaw asks her audience to stand, and she begins to list off names of 

people. Once an audience member hears the name of a person that they do not 

know, they take a seat and remain seated. The names start: Eric Garner, Mike 

Brown, Tamir Rice, and Freddie Gray. About half of the audience remains. 

Crenshaw continues listing names: Michelle Cusseaux, Tanisha Anderson, Aura 
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Rosser, and Megan Hockday. Only four audience members remain standing. All of 

the names on her list are African American victims of police brutality. The only 

difference between the first group of names and the second, or the names the 

audience remembered most versus the names the audience strained to remember, 

is gender.  

 Her point is to show that when people who are a part of a targeted group, 

such as her example of African American women, they do not fit within a frame 

that calls for social justice. Instead this group "falls through the cracks of our 

movement, left to suffer in virtual isolation." 

 Frames matter. Crenshaw's awareness to frames is an entry point into the 

conversation of intersectional framing. How do we push this multi-layer "prism" 

of intersectionality further, to open up the possibility of imagining new framing in 

the minds of middle schoolers? 

 We continue to provide tangible examples like Crenshaw's to teenagers. 

 
 

Prism-Work, Queering Standardized Education, & Community 
Storytellers  

 
 A true understanding of feminism, one that is unitary and framed both 

intersectionality and transnationally, can be taught to middle schoolers by code-

switching theories in a language that is approachable, interesting and accessible. 

Engaging with students in a metaphorically styled curriculum is the next layer that 

stretches the fences of political imagination. But the work, the lesson planning, the 

code-switching, the trust-building, and the thoughtful answering of questions, is 

untouchable and too intangible for teenagers without physically seeing the real 
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scope of women-- to see the largeness of women embodied both diversely and also 

abundantly showing up to teach them a variety of lessons. Community teachers, 

influencers, and storytellers are the bridge between students and the complex 

worlds they live in.  

 This means hearing the community storytellers’ voices, listening to their 

individual stories, and learning the issues, concerns, or lessons they believe are 

valuable for middle schoolers to be players in. No single person has the same voice, 

and it's valuable to meet these women who certainly have unique voices, 

viewpoints, stories and lessons to teach outside standardized education. The idea 

is that with meeting as many women as possible from their communities, students 

can learn their own words and ways of thinking about the world in the context of 

their own communities. This in turn provides new ways of dispelling the national 

framework of education. 

 As teachers we always need better teaching practices. And in education we 

always need more teachers who inherently bring with them new ways of thinking, 

fresh ideas, and their voices. For this, we disrupt the national identity, and our 

imagined communities with the real women in our communities. In Curriculum as 

Spaces, the authors write on the disruption of imagined communities as a way of 

promoting cosmopolitan curriculum:  

...the kinds of communities we create within schools and universities 

are, at best, imagined communities...in order to promote the kind of 

transactional work needed to promote growth and meaning making, 

we need to ensure that the communities we achieve in schools and 

universities are cosmopolitan communities. We need to find ways in 
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which we can balance the student as 'being half hidden in a cloud of 

unknowing' with the larger social aims of a democratic society. 

(Callejo Pérez et al. 35-36). 

 With imagining a cosmopolitan education, a transnational and 

intersectional feminism becomes clearer. 

 How do teachers create a space that pushes past the limitations of the 

national identity and into the individual cosmopolitan communities? How do 

teachers shift from the essential feminist lens of teaching young women to an 

intersectional and transnational lens with the community in mind? 

 We can start with the metaphors and the activities. However, we can take 

this one large and crucial step further by teaching in a way that welcomes the 

national disruption. We do this by teaching in such a way that does not see past 

our differences as women with multidimensional identities, but instead opens up 

the idea of the forging alliances by welcoming these differences.    

In this, students unify. By shifting the curriculum outside the standardized 

education provided by the nationalist lens, we are "queering" the optic to the 

cosmopolitan communities. Professor and author Gayatri Gopinath discusses at 

length in her book Unruly Visions the shifting of our gaze away from the landscape 

of heteronormativity and homonormativity (Gopinath 1289). The aesthetic 

practicing of queering provides teachers with a curriculum model that engages 

with differences because it disrupts the nationalist vision encompassed in P-12 

education. Gopinath writes: 

The aesthetic practice of queer diaspora-- queer visual aesthetic 

practices that negotiate the intersection of race, sexuality, and 
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migration in multiple geographic and national locations-- open the 

vista to these alternative horizons of pleasure and possibility. It is in 

these practices that we can locate different imaginings of queer, 

racialized, migrant desire and sociality that refuse and refute the 

lures of recognition, inclusion, and legitimacy that frame 

conventional articulations of success and 'making it.' (Gopinath 

1306) 

 We queer the curriculum with our cosmopolitan communities. Then, we 

begin to store a new curriculum and create an alternative archive for education 

systems to one day become spaces for equal learning opportunities.  

This curriculum process comes with the understanding that community is 

complex, social, a part of the past, present and future, reflective, and lived (Callejo 

Pérez et al. 40). When educators queer the national standardized education to the 

cosmopolitan communities in which they live, a transnational and intersectional 

imagination expands in the minds of middle schoolers. In this, the middle 

schoolers begin to understand the meaning behind a transnational and 

intersectional feminism within their community's bounds, and also outside of it. 

Community teachers begin to disrupt the national frame of standardized education 

with the voices of their community, and students begin to see they are actual 

players within their complex communities, and therefore the larger world 

surrounding them.  

 Community teaches what teachers can't always. In Club the students call the 

women that come to see them their "Coaches." These coaches deliver messages that 

are more than metaphors because they are lived experiences. Seeing them and 
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connecting with them enforces a bond between the middle schooler and the 

community. 

 Coach A came to the middle school Club to speak on what it has felt like for 

her to be the only woman in classrooms of men through the years of her education. 

Coach A is now an architectural engineer for Kiewit, a construction engineering 

company.  

 Coach B came to Club to speak on when women were given the right to vote, 

but not in the simple answer of the birth of the 19th Amendment. She spoke to the 

exclusion of voices from women of color in the suffrage movement that was 

predominantly for white women.  

 Coach C came to speak to the girls on building neighborhoods and 

communities and found herself explaining the structures of racism to Student A, 

mentioned earlier, in the Capri Sun name-calling conversation. 

 These women are all coaches in the Club and bring the community to life to 

the middle school students. It's important to see their bodies in middle school 

spaces. When middle schoolers see, meet, and speak to women in their 

communities or neighboring communities, states, or countries in a mentor-mentee 

styled approach, they are able to look through the windows and mirrors of women, 

and therefore begin to dismantle the Otherness they see in women unlike them.  

 To teach outside the framing of essential feminism, community members 

are instrumental in the shift to a transnational and intersectional approach. 

However, asking the community members to be coaches needs to be done in a 

manner that does not exploit, exoticize, or tokenize. 

 How do teachers not exploit, tokenize, or exoticize community Coaches? 
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 You don't ask them to teach to a specific thing that caters to their identity as 

Othered. You ask them what they want to teach, what they think is important, and 

what they want middle schoolers to know. You don't put their curriculum in a box 

framed by their stereotyped identities and ask them to teach to that. You assist and 

facilitate when they need it. You bleed into the walls and let them teach with the 

understanding that "Anybody who is experiencing something is more expert in it 

than the experts" (Steinem 37). 

 You don't teach students that a Coach is reflective for an entire population. 

You teach that a woman is an individual and cannot possibly represent the whole 

of a population. In a similar way of teaching with literature to open conversations, 

such as Lahiri's story "When Mr. Pirzada Came to Dine" mentioned earlier, coaches 

open the doors to conversations, but cannot be looked at as representing the whole 

of a group.  

 You extend an invite to all women and workshop your lessons continuously 

to create space for inclusion. You answer to the silences in an intersectional and 

transnational way. You might not nail it, but you continue to grow and shift the 

conversations, the lessons, the metaphoric teaching styles, and asking of the 

community’s voices in facilitating an inclusive environment. 

 The community shifts the national framework of essential feminism to 

incorporating the transnational and intersectional experiences of women. This 

scope of feminism, when taught to middle schoolers widens their feminist 

imaginations and gives them a voice in the political conversations that are already 

absorbed in the happeningness of their school days.     
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III. S P I L L I N G   T H E   T E A 
 

The Humanization and Teaching of Incarceration in Middle School After-
School Programs 

 
 

“We must not let prisons stay a secret.  
It dawned on me that for prisoners,  

getting out of that secret place is progress, 
 but because I am free, progress for me is going in.” 

 
 - Gloria Steinem, My Life on the Road  

 
 
 
 

I am an educator in seemingly disconnected spaces. I teach in both middle 

school after-school programs and at the Douglas County Department of 

Corrections. In addition to teaching, on Tuesday nights, I attend a re-entry 

program with a group of men who travel 15 minutes away from the jail to eat 

donuts, sometimes drink Arabic coffee, and plan their future reentries into society 

against the realities of recidivism, and becoming boxed in. In being a member of 

these educational spaces, I have worked outside the lines of standardized academic 

systems. In this way as well, I’ve kept one eye on each physical and metaphorical 

space: the standardized classrooms, and the nonconforming. I’ve come to learn 

quickly that curiosity is a privilege, and that it’s a privilege to not have to know 

some things. I’ve learned that systems are often invisible to those who do not have 

to know them. While I teach at the middle schools and at the jail, the men at the 

re-entry program often teach me things I never had to understand. 

In The Worlding Project: Doing Cultural Studies in the Era of 

Globalization, editors Rob Wilson and Christopher Leigh Connery delve deeply 
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into creating ‘worldly texts’ on the local level as a way of combating the media’s 

“globaloney spread” (Wilson & Connery v.). Wilson and Connery are interested in 

the conversation of worlding as a “trans-critical process of listening to and caring 

for one’s own life-world as well as the related and emergent species being of others” 

(Wilson & Connery 213).  Their project functions as a lens into the “’worlds’ of 

humanities, pedagogy, and social studies” in educational spaces. Using Wilson and 

Connery’s idea of worlding at the local level, I will bridge the two classrooms, the 

module at the Douglas Department County of Corrections and the after-school 

classroom spaces, as a way of teaching and having conversations about 

incarceration in America. 

This is an argument for the teaching of social justice and incarceration in 

middle school after-school programs with incarcerated individuals as the teachers 

of these spaces. After-school programming is specifically designed to keep 

juveniles from being the perpetrators and victims of crime (Council for a Strong 

America). However, in this design, there is a lack of attention paid to the structures 

and systems that highlight America’s addiction to incarceration that has grown by 

700% since 1970 according to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU, Fact 

Sheet on the Juvenile Justice System). This is a paper about connecting two 

groups, middle schoolers and incarcerated individuals, with high aims: to teach 

middle schoolers about systematic oppression and inequalities in the justice 

system, and to humanize incarceration by asking and finding ways for the 

incarcerated to be the teachers in after-school program spaces. My argument seeks 

to teach systems of oppression instead of using fear-based tactics when teaching 

students about penalized crime. With the aid of teachers who know incarceration 
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more intimately than the textbooks, this teacher-student dynamic can become a 

physical embodiment of rhetoric alteration, the humanization of incarcerated 

people in the minds of middle schoolers and community. This is a call for 

incarcerated individuals to be given the space, if they would like, to be able to teach 

crime and justice from the inside out. 

The first section of my paper will speak to middle school realities. First, I 

will be analyzing the approachable language of students that they have adopted 

from popular culture. Specifically, I’ll be breaking down the phrase “spilling the 

tea” and how this phrase transcended from John Berendt’s Midnight in the Garden 

of Good and Evil and black drag culture into the Kermit the Frog memes passed 

around middle school cell phones.   I will explain how a shared language in student-

teacher dynamics creates a freer space to discuss the complicated noise of middle 

school culture. After this, a thorough examination of the perpetuation of violence 

in media and politics is needed in order to have an understanding of how both 

systems portray “The Youth” into dichotomies of both needing to be saved, and out 

of control. I will explain how this dynamic takes the sweat off of the media and 

politician’s backs, and how this in turn perpetuates systematic oppression.  

The second section of my paper will look at the school-to-prison-pipeline 

and the storytellers who make their experience visible in order for communities to 

better understand the oftentimes ignored systems that children are placed in that 

can eventually lead to prison. I will then consider how after-school programs can 

become a space for metaphoric learning with community about incarceration. 

Metaphoric learning is the ability to encapsulate an idea, in this case the 

perspectives of the lived realities of incarceration, and transcend it into a 
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conversation and activity for youth that places them in the shoes of those who are 

formerly or currently incarcerated. Specifically, metaphoric learning in this article 

will glimpse into two hypothetical activities based off the ideas from a man who is 

incarcerated and is a great teacher to me. One metaphoric activity will speak to the 

Diagnostics and Evaluations Center in Nebraska positioning itself within a popular 

culture reference, the world of Harry Potter. The other metaphoric activity seeks 

to humanize incarceration by teaching students how incarcerated individuals lose 

their bodies and become numbers. They are stripped of individuality— something 

the Generation Z culture prizes. 

The reality is that middle school students are in reality, not distant from it. 

There is no protective bubble shield from the fictitious “real world” they are told 

they will one day inhabit after growing up. They are just as much a part of the world 

as adults, and it is all real. In a way that teaches outside of shame or fear tactics, 

middle schoolers can learn about incarceration from those who are directly 

impacted by the system. The names of those who are incarcerated, and the names 

of my students have been changed in order to protect their privacy.  

 

Code-switching Language to See Through the Honest Eyes of 
Middle Schoolers 

 
 In middle school culture, I've learned there are questions that can connect 

people no matter the age, and other questions that land flat and further disconnect 

because they lack depth.  

 Questions such as "How are you?" and "How was school?" while polite, 

oftentimes evokes a sanitized response from a student that can be answered in 
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either a word or single body movement: a "good," a "bad," the unfortunate 

"horrible," or a thumbs up or a shoulder shrug. This question, while harmless, and 

spoken from a place of care for another being, is a rote politeness students are 

accustomed to being asked by people who are older than them.   

 However, when you ask a student to "spill the tea," the beating moments of 

their day are recounted.  

 I picked this phrase up from the after-school program site director at Norris 

Middle School one day when she was speaking to a student who kept her head 

down in between her arms on the cafeteria table. She was barely shaking her head 

in 'yes' and 'no' responses. When the site director asked the student to "spill the 

tea" she laughed, and her wall of arms slowly retreated.  At first, the student 

laughed because it's an unusual phrase, more commonly seen on a meme from the 

internet than coming from a teacher's mouth, but then the student opened up to 

allow for the reality of her day to be seen. In this moment, the site director was able 

to code-switch from adult politeness into a teenager's language. 

 The site director was able to code-switch, or alternate between the two 

language-styles in the cafeteria: adult professional politeness as a teacher, and then 

into the slang of a middle school student that evolves with the internet. This code-

switched direction of conversation allows students authenticity in their responses 

because they are given options on how to answer the question.  

This is oftentimes a different dynamic than conversations between students 

and teachers during the school day. This is partially because there are less students 

in a room, allowing more genuine reactions and thoughts between the students 
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and teachers. It is also because “respect” does not carry the same meaning in these 

spaces. Respect in a classroom of thirty people or more during the school day, 

means quietude, obedience, and staying on task. Respect in after-school 

programming is different because students are not obligated to show up. They 

choose to. After-school program teachers are responsible for engaging the 

students, and the students respect the teachers of these spaces by showing up and 

engaging. Respect is less a product of containing many students, than it is about 

the students having the self-agency to show up physically and mentally to club. 

Because of this dynamic, after-school program teachers can relate to their 

students in a more approachable language, such as using the phrase “spill the tea.” 

When a student is asked to “spill the tea”, they can answer with their feelings, their 

thoughts, or the happenings of their day between bells or in their classrooms. It's 

a question that gifts space in its answering because it can be answered in any 

direction. This might be because when a teacher uses the language of a student, it 

brings the conversation into a place that says, "I'm here to listen to you in your 

language."  

 The phrase "spill the tea" or 'T' was coined from the drag queen Lady Chablis 

in Berendt's Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil and originally meant for 

someone to tell the truth about something juicy or scandalous. In the non-fiction 

novel, Berendt is interviewing The Lady Chablis, who is a prominent drag queen in 

Savannah, Georgia. When Berendt asks her about her dating life, she tells him that 

she avoids some men because they might become violent when they "find out her 

T," that she is transgender. 
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 The phrase "Spill the T" from Lady Chablis first "gave the world a peek into 

the vocabulary of black drag culture" (Merriam-Webster). Then the meaning of the 

word stretched outside of drag culture, specifically black drag culture, to be a slang 

term for gossip. There can be "juicy tea" "weak tea" and sometimes "the tea needs 

to be steeped," according to the middle schoolers I teach. With the evolvement of 

language, the phrase "spill the tea" has now trickled down into the common 

phrases of a middle schooler, perhaps because the slang became a popular meme 

with Kermit the Frog drinking a mug of Lipton tea. Now, it can mean anything 

from "what really happened in school today" to "how do you truly feel" when 

coming from a teacher to a student. 

 When an after-school program teacher asks a student to "spill the tea" they 

can open-up the realities of middle school to see a student's truth. I have learned 

that this code-switching of language that leans toward a middle schooler's 

communication style instead of keeping confined to adult pleasantries allows for 

the student to transition from the school day to the after-school environment. 

During the school day the students typically learn the core subjects, however in 

after-school programming there is a landscape of knowledge that does not have to 

stay confined to the curriculum of standardized education. 

 When a middle schooler “spills the tea,” or truth of the day, they disclose 

the world that is not seen on the surface of class schedules, late bells, lunchtimes 

and academic performance. A middle schooler's truth is complicated and messy. 

What isn't seen in their strict time-tabled day, that is oftentimes longer than an 

adult’s workday, is the amount of toxic-masculinity, emotional repression, 
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posturing, and other behavioral issues that can't be spoken to in algebraic formulas 

or geography. 

 One day in the after-school program, the tea took the form of a Snapchat 

recorded fight that went viral among the school in seconds. The students asked 

each other what class the fight was in, who was in it, who ignited the media fire, 

who started the fight, and why. The violence was the exciting, or most interesting 

part of the school day for the whole group. 

 Later in the week, a student brought in another video clip on their cell phone 

to show the students more "tea" of viral snapchat fights being documented behind 

the backs of teachers, or even videos of students fighting despite the teachers’ 

efforts to stop them. Many of the students will laugh when watching these videos 

of fights that circulate around the school.  

 In a society where juveniles can be suspended or expelled from schools and 

after-school programming, or worse treated as adults for assault, it's alarming to 

see the recorded fights on the screens of students with no awareness for the 

repercussions of their decisions, whether planned or spontaneous. However, the 

portrayal of crime in media and politics that perpetuate the glamorized depiction 

of crime as "cool" might be one of the reasons why students laugh at these videos 

of students being pushed around locker filled hallways and why they continue to 

spread the videos around the screens of their friends.  

 Anthony*, a man from the re-entry program I attend, desires to be a teacher 

once he is released. During the short donut breaks, we sip coffee out of mugs or 

Styrofoam cups and talk about how to teach middle schoolers about the juvenile 
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justice system and why there’s a need for it. Anthony and I communicate over 

coffee, and through email every two weeks when he is in his college’s computer 

labs. In our email correspondences we design ideas for curriculum and speak about 

how crime affects K-12 students. In one email he wrote: 

"In my opinion, penitentiary life runs the risk of being sensationalized, 

and in certain communities, prison can be seen as a 'rite of passage.’ I 

recognize that incarceration can be a taboo topic, within academia, but 

I firmly believe that it's imperative for youth to understand the 

dichotomy of life in a cage, as opposed to life in an objective society."  

 Because the language surrounding gossip and fights is injected with phrases 

from memes and internet jargon, it’s clear that violence and crime is perpetuated 

by sensationalized media.  

 In after-school programming there is space to relate to a student in their 

language. There is not always a space for that during the school day for teachers. 

As after-school program teachers we are facilitators and we are mentors. There are 

certain topics like crime, sex, equality, and violence that we speak and educate 

about because oftentimes after-school programming is designed to teach students 

everyday life skills and connect them to their communities and the topics that are 

relevant in the news. Opening up the language to something less academic can 

bring insight into a student’s world. In this instance, the “tea” showed me how 

often fights happen during the school day, and that in some cases even middle 

schoolers are pulled through the juvenile system for a videotaped school fight. 

Anthony sees these fights as sensationalized. While students are their own active 
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self-agents, media and politics feeds the coolness of crime to students. This 

perpetuation distracts the eyes from systemic oppression in the criminal justice 

system. 

 

Crime as Spectacle, the Media and Politics Target "The Youth" 

In The Language of Crime and Deviance by Andrea Mayr and David 

Machin, the scholars write on the proliferation of crimes and deviance in media 

culture. They look at how our media informs us as a society, and in turn shapes us 

too. They write:  

Media portrayals of crime and deviance are a source of fear, but 

also... of fascination and escapism...What all these representations 

have in common is that crime is largely portrayed as the product of 

individual choice or individual pathology and as more or less 

unrelated to wider social structures and culture. (Mayr & Machin 2-

3) 

 Media and political discourses oftentimes depict violence in schools with 

shock value. Because of this, a viewer from the outside looking into the screen of a 

middle schooler's viral Snapchat fight might cling to the sensationalized narrative 

that the youth are "out of control" or in need of protection (Mayr and Machin). This 

is the narrative that is supplied to us. But this same media that shocks us is also 

the hand that heavily influences the youth by feeding them images of "consumer 

and popular culture with its glamorization of 'cool criminality and gangster chic'" 
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(Mayr & Machin 109). There is a dual narrative that oftentimes blinds society from 

the unequal structural factors that are linked to crime.  

 Between media and political discourses, there seems to be a lack of clarity 

or accountability between the link of sensationalized deviancy and greater societal 

concerns that are systemic. Mayr and Machin declare that the government steers 

away from the link between "poverty, lack of opportunity and delinquency that 

often characterize the lives of (young) people who fall foul of the law" (Mary and 

Machin 4), while the media also shies away from conversations that "discuss 

concrete issues in relation to youth crime, such as social marginalization and 

exclusion from mainstream opportunities" (Mayr & Machin 109). 

 There is a strong connection between the perpetuation of how crime is 

portrayed in the media, how it is portrayed in politics, and how in turn it is seen 

from the eyes of middle schoolers. This mixed messaging of crime as "cool" and the 

youth as needing "protecting" or even being "out of control" is really what 

sensationalizes the experiences of crime in middle schools, as seen by the content 

that is streamlined between teenagers throughout the school day.  

 Not only can juveniles be tried as adults in cases of assault, as Michelle 

Alexander in The New Jim Crow notes, people, including children, can be 

convicted without ever meeting with any form of legal representation. She writes:  

Children caught up in this system are the most vulnerable and yet are 

the least likely to be represented by counsel...In some states, such as 

Ohio, as many as 90 percent of children charged with criminal 

wrongdoings are not represented by a lawyer. As one public defender 
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explained, 'The kids come in with their parents, who want to get this 

dealt with as quickly as possible, and they say, 'You did it, admit it.' 

If people were informed about what could be done, they might 

actually ask for help. (Alexander 86) 

 When considering the after-school environment, a space that allows for 

knowledge outside the confines of standardized education, this could be the place 

for an educational opportunity to dissect the media's rhetoric of crime and 

incarceration and give context back to the middle schoolers who are fed the 

glamorization of violence. It could also be the space to teach students their legal 

rights before, if in the unfortunate case, they ever needed to know them, instead of 

after. 

 

            The School-To-Prison-Pipeline and the Storytellers 

            In a country where juveniles can be tried as adults and sent to prison for 

minor offenses, asking inmates to be the teachers and storytellers can be a 

resolution in lessening the amount of crimes that occur in public schools by 

incorporating a nontraditional lens in education. This academic approach could be 

considered more intuitive than instinctual because of the rhetoric surrounding the 

incarcerated as perpetuated by media, government, and history books.  

 At the very least, these storytellers can give the other half of the narrative, 

the interior realities of the judicial system that bring to light the School-to-Prison-

Pipeline. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People's 

(NAACP) legal defense fund depicts this timeline as "the funneling of students out 
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of school and into the streets and the juvenile correction system [that then] 

perpetuates a cycle known as the 'School-to-Prison-Pipeline,' depriving children 

and youth of meaningful opportunities for education, future employment, and 

participation in our democracy" (RED). An example of this school-to-prison-

pipeline is recounted and timelined by Jimmy Santiago Baca in the very beginning 

of his memoir A Place to Stand: 

No, prison was not new to me when I arrived at Florence; I had been 

preparing for it from an early age. I had visited it a thousand times in 

the screams of my father and my drunken uncles, in the tight-lipped 

scolding of my mother, in the shrill reprimands of the nuns at Saint 

Anthony's orphanage; in all the finger pointing adults who told me I 

didn't belong, I didn't fit in, I was a deviant. Security guards and 

managers followed me in store aisles; Anglo housewives walking 

toward me clutched their purses as I passed. I felt socially censured 

whenever I was in public, prohibited from entering certain 

neighborhoods or restaurants, mistrusted by government officials, 

treated as a flunky by schoolteachers, profiled by counselors as a 

troublemaker, taunted by police, and disdained by judges, because I 

had a Spanish accent and my skin was brown. Feeling inferior in a 

white world, alien and ashamed, I longed for another place to live, 

outside of society. By the time I arrived at Florence, a part of me felt 

I belonged there. (Baca 4)   

 In this recollection, Baca's story directly points to the NAACP's definition of 

the school-to-prison-pipeline. The NAACP provides the definition as a framework 
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of understanding many marginalized student's lives, however Baca's voice fills in 

the broad definition with his personal account of incarceration, handing readers 

the microscope to look at all the life-leading events that placed him in Arizona's 

Florence State Prison. Both the microscope and macroscope need to be looked 

through when considering incarceration in America, especially as it effects 

juveniles. 

 One of the main causes that displaces students in the school-to-prison-

pipeline early, is the quick use of court referrals as a means to solving behavioral 

problems in schools. Students are often handed out suspensions and expulsions 

with too much ease (RED). In truth, at the middle school I teach at, the language 

and education around social emotional learning is sparse outside of after-school 

programming, and I often times question if the consequences for misbehavior are 

a reflection on the student's actions, or a reflection on the lack of social skills they 

have been taught by teachers, or mentors.   

 The social and racial barriers outside of expulsions and suspensions can be 

less visible without the truth-telling and stories, like Baca's, to bring them into 

context. The school-to-prison-pipeline is not just the systemic oppression by 

government; it is a person’s held stereotypes on another individual. These 

stereotypes based off of factors like race and class lead to prejudice, and in turn 

can accumulate into a collective discrimination against an individual as early as 

elementary or middle schools. 

 In a similar way that Baca chose to narrate the system, incarcerated teachers 

can illustrate to K-12 students both the repercussions of their crimes, small or 



 58 

large, and how societal structures and barriers can place youth in a freedomless 

system very early in their lives. They can teach this in engaging activities, in a 

language that is both relatable and references popular culture.  

 Connective language and relatable reference points can foster a type of 

learning that both K-12 students and adults will grasp when beginning to 

understand incarceration from those who better know its reality, the other side of 

the story that isn't often heard from in America's education system. Whether it is 

because these peripheral voices of the incarcerated are overlooked in textbooks, or 

glazed past in curriculum, they are not heard in the classroom. 

 However, with their voices unheard, or their presence not felt, story-telling 

lessons slip through the cracks, and juvenile crime could continue growing instead 

of decreasing. Anthony, the man from the re-entry program mentioned earlier, 

wrote to me:  

"In regard to K-12 students (and probably older, for that matter), my 

largest concern is their inability to recognize that the decisions they 

make (some planned, some spontaneous), can have everlasting 

consequences and repercussions. One lapse in judgement, can derail 

the entire trajectory of your life." 

 If the group from re-entry could teach, schools might see a switch in rhetoric 

surrounding incarceration that, instead of ostracizing, humanizes and includes. In 

turn, a fuller understanding of incarceration could potentially lead members of 

society, including middle schoolers, parents, teachers and the incarcerated to tear 

away the idea of the "other," and formulate an alternative form of punishment, in 
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a nation that's incarceration rate has grown by 700% since 1970 (ACLU). At the 

very least, students would learn about the U.S. criminal justice system from a 

perspective outside their textbooks, which are oftentimes outdated, and 

understand the repercussions of their decisions, whether planned or spontaneous.  

 With intentional lesson planning that incorporates the incarcerated as the 

teachers, and lessons taught in relatable, metaphoric language, students will 

connect to a fuller perception of incarceration, one that shows the consequences of 

decisions made. This lesson-planning will hopefully deter students from 

committing acts of crime, as well as hopefully promote schools to mindfully 

approach the dismantling of the school-to-prison-pipeline system by creating 

equal, fair and consistent consequences for a positive school climate (RED). With 

the incarcerated as teachers, students and teachers would gather a fuller 

perspective on incarceration, with touchable stories and experiences to learn from.  

 

After-School Programs as the Space for Metaphoric Learning 
about Incarceration 
 
After-school programs function with more freedom than the bell systems 

that regulate students’ movements between the hours of 7:45am-3:05pm. In this 

space outside of math, reading, science and history, the students have uncensored 

conversation on their daily realities. The students who participate in after-school 

programming are given a space to learn and grow between the school bell and the 

dinner bell, which is the time when juvenile crime and victimization are at their 

peaks (Beyond School Bells). In 2011, between the hours of 2pm-5pm there were 

310 juvenile arrests in Council Bluffs, a city eleven minutes outside of Omaha and 
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in Iowa. In 2017, six years later and between the same hours there were 128 

juvenile arrests. Over time, that number has declined to the less than half in part 

because of the after-school programs available to students and parents (Beyond 

School Bells).  

 The Council for A Strong America believes that the most fundamental 

benefits of after-school programming are that students are given a space to boost 

academics, improve behavior, and be taught healthy habits, all while reducing 

crime by providing a safe environment during the hours of 2pm-6pm (Council for 

A Strong America). This is true. However, this is the wide angle of what after-

school programs provide to students. After-school programs also hold space to 

teach life skills and teach with the local and worldly communities in mind. This is 

because after-school programs are less institutionalized and function outside of 

standardized education. 

 Since after-school educators and funders have built a space to keep students 

safe from committing crimes, or being the victims to them, could this be the ideal 

space to educate students on the criminal justice system that after-school 

educators and funders are seeking to keep them out of? 

  In Curriculum as Spaces: Aesthetics, Community, and the Politics of Place, 

David M. Callejo Pérez, Donna Adair Breault, and William L. White bring an 

awareness to the passive form of learning that is found in the curriculum of P-12 

grade school students. They examine how the academic measures of success in 

standardized education dismiss the physical and existential conditions students 

live in (Callejo Pérez et al. 1). In contrast, after-school program clubs facilitate a 
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space for the community to connect to the students. In Curriculum as Spaces, 

Callejo Pérez, Breault and White consider teaching with metaphors as a way of 

bridging communities. They write:  

Metaphors force us to hold onto multiple meanings of our symbols 

and experiences and thus ourselves. As a result, the simultaneous 

exploration of diversity and community evident within a democracy 

come to life in our metaphorical understandings and our shared 

experiences. (Callejo Pérez et al. 8) 

 This way of teaching through metaphor is without a formal text to read 

from. In a sense, texts are people in a community that speak to the systems that 

they live in. In this context, incarcerated humans are the texts we learn from and 

begin to understand. Through seeing their body as textual, holding onto 

experiences, stories, and histories, students and teachers can begin to see the 

systems these incarcerated humans are placed in and why. In The Aesthetic 

Education in the Era of Globalization, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak deconstructs 

the idea of text being solely a source of written narrative. She writes, “we expand 

the definition of literature to include social inscription.” Texts are more than 

written words. Radically, storytellers are also bodies of texts. Incarcerated 

storytellers, curriculum writers, and after-school program teachers can create 

metaphoric lessons that place students in the shoes of life in incarceration and 

make visible the systemic oppression that works against specific groups of people 

based on ethnicity, class, and background. Specifically, incarcerated folks can 

teach about incarceration, not just through storytelling, but also through 

metaphoric lesson planning that demonstrates the realities of prison with engaged 
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learning. For example, Anthony does see the consequences for adolescents with 

judicial system affiliation that are more commonly spoken about: prison, family 

separation, toxic environment, rape, violence, etc. But he also considers the more 

obscure consequences, and believes they are important to teach to as well: 

“Some more obscure consequences are conformity, lack of 

individuality and dehumanization. When I was a kid conformity was 

cool. If you did well in school, you were a nerd. If you did terrible in 

school, you got laid. The ascension of individuality in adolescence is 

beautiful. Kids are not confined or marginalized into nice and neat 

boxes. On the contrary, our youth prides itself on being trendsetters. 

It's ok to be gay or a gender non-conformist. It's ok to be black, wear 

Vans and listen to rock & roll. The internet is stuffed so far down our 

throats that we have no choice but [to] regurgitate individuality in 

hopes of separating oneself from the herd! The antithesis of all of 

these positive steps in humanity, is what the system does to those 

who are impacted by it. Institutionalization is quintessential 

conformity. You are a number, attached to a crime. You are told how 

much toilet paper you can use. When You can use the bathroom to 

use the toilet paper allotted. You will dress in strict uniform, listen to 

edited music. You will not have eccentric hair or wear makeup. You 

will work many hours for $1.21 a day, and that job will include 

cleaning putrid public bathrooms. You will not fraternize with the 

opposite sex OR your same sex, both are infractions that are 

accompanied by a misconduct report. You will kiss your significant 
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other, in a monitored visit with no tongue and for one second. For a 

young generation, these repercussions are grossly underutilized, and 

I firmly believe that they belong in an education program for the at-

risk, underserved, underprivileged and/or marginalized.” 

 With incarcerated individuals being allowed the space to teach, their bodies 

are textbooks. In the after-school environment, metaphoric learning is welcome. 

While it is enough to quote Anthony, or for Anthony to list off the privileges that 

are stripped from an individual once they are incarcerated, this idea can be written 

and metaphorized into an activity.  

 In the article “What is a Metaphor a Metaphor for?” Colin Dayan asks the 

purpose of a metaphor’s existence. She writes: 

A metaphor is a representation, but it is always and necessarily a 

representation in the service of something else, something larger 

than itself… Precisely because a metaphor (as distinct from a simile) 

is a representation, it contains, it represents, it actually is, a falsity. A 

metaphor is, by definition, not the thing it represents. What it stands 

for is, by definition, not it… Not, “what does it represent?” or “what 

is it a representation of?” but “what does this representation exist 

for?” What does it exist in order to do? Why does it exist at all? 

(Dayan, SSRC) 

 I find the question of “Why do metaphors exist at all?” to be complex, yet 

answerable. Teaching with metaphor, making a concept of the justice system into 

a representation that serves to force students to reckon with the realities of 



 64 

incarceration is the purpose of metaphoric learning. Creating a metaphor that 

correlates to an objective of a lesson, grants smooth access into knowledge by 

making it approachable and understandable. But, like Dayan suggests, the content 

must be reflective, yet juxtaposed, two seemingly distant concepts that fold 

together with one meaning.  

 When considering Anthony’s quote above that seeks to impart a lesson on 

the dehumanization of people and loss of individuality once they are members of 

the incarceration system, I am confronted with two questions: How does an 

incarcerated teacher reflect this idea in a lesson using metaphor with an 

incarcerated teacher physically present in the classroom? And why does this 

metaphor need to exist at all?  

 This lesson starts with teaching students the concepts of freedom and 

individuality and ends with erasing these concepts entirely. This lesson needs a 

metaphor that teaches both freedom of individuality and the taking away of it. 

I can’t get Anthony’s words out of my head from one night at the re-entry 

program when he said: “It’s all stick, and no carrot.” He was referring to the time 

and tasks of incarceration, and then re-entry into society. Once, an incarcerated 

individual completes their time in prison or jail, there are still freedoms that they 

are not privy to. Incarcerated individuals cannot vote in the state of Nebraska until 

two years after parole. For those who are formerly incarcerated looking for a job is 

more difficult than it was for anyone, incarcerated or not, in the time period of the 

Great Depression, according to Lucius Couloute and Daniel Kopf in the article “Out 

of Prison & Out of Work: Unemployment Among Formerly Incarcerated People” 
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(Prison Policy Initiative). While freedoms exist outside of incarceration, not all 

freedoms do. This is what Anthony meant by “It’s all stick, and no carrot.” The task 

now is to create a metaphorical lesson that teaches a student their freedoms, then 

takes them away, and then gives only some back over time, while others are lost 

for good. The metaphor, like Dayan writes, must be both a representation and a 

falsity. This metaphor exists to teach students the worth of freedom, and the 

injustice of serving time for the sake of your freedom, but never getting your full 

range of freedoms back. 

In a sense, a person who is formerly incarcerated can rebuild the house, but 

it won’t be the same as it was before, and they can’t replace everything that was lost 

in it.  

This lesson can be metaphorized through Legos while incarcerated teachers 

facilitate conversations and storify their lived experiences on the worth and costs 

of freedom. I envision the students first with a collection of limitless Lego blocks 

building a home on a green Lego-ed pasture. They can create anything that they 

wish to build for themselves with these Legos, and each home is unique, tailored 

to the student’s needs and desires. This is a hands-on metaphor for students to be 

allowed creativity and dreamscapes for their envisioned realities. Next, the 

students are given twenty slips of paper to write out the objects, people, and 

ambitions that float around their Lego homes. They then fold up these slips of 

paper. Their creativity, their homes, and the choice of what’s inside of them are 

representations of their freedoms, their privileges. 
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 There are clearly smaller stakes in Legos. They are plastic and inanimate. 

This lesson would be diminutive if not constructed intentionally with the aid of 

incarcerated individuals. The teachers, both the after-school teacher and the 

incarcerated teacher, would then design a reality in which the students Lego-ed 

freedoms are lost to incarceration. Each student must tear down their house and 

place their stripped papers of privileges to the side. This space of time can function 

for an incarcerated teacher to speak to the realities of Anthony’s words: “It’s all 

stick and no carrot.” This conversation speaks to freedom, the loss of it, and the 

rebuilding of it after parole. This conversation is sandwiched between a Lego 

metaphor that represents freedom but is also, like Dayan notes, a falsity. This 

conversation needs to be asked of the incarcerated teachers, because otherwise 

there’s too much room for conversations to be appropriated, to be led with fear and 

shame tactics, or quite frankly be less influential in the imaginations of kids. People 

can only speak to the realities of losing freedoms if they have in fact, lost them. 

Once students are taught the realities of losing freedoms to incarceration, 

they are instructed to build their Lego homes with less building blocks, and fill 

their homes up choosing only five of the slips of paper from the twenty. They are 

still “free” but without the many freedoms they once had. This metaphor exists to 

teach students both that freedom is a privilege, and that not all freedoms 

boomerang back once re-entering into society from prison or jail. This lesson also 

teaches students the flaws of the justice system in America. 

This way of learning paves a way to empathic understanding and 

relatability, all while allowing students to experience new realities. This 

metaphoric way of learning is available to use in after-school programming 
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because of the freedom of education to be taught outside of the standardized school 

day.  

 One Tuesday night at the re-entry program, I asked a question about 

something I never knew existed, The Diagnostics and Evaluations Center which 

assess all adult males in the criminal justice system and then assigns them a 

permanent facility to be incarcerated in. Anthony is skilled in spinning the group 

from a serious topic to easy humor. He does this to teach a point to those of us who 

haven't lived the realities of a person who is incarcerated. He bridges the language 

gap between the members of the group, the incarcerated folks, the students, the 

volunteers, and the members of the church. On this night when I asked him about 

this facility, he spoke to the group: "The Diagnostic and Evaluations Center is kind 

of like the sorting hat from Harry Potter. Except it doesn't really matter how you 

do on the tests. They're going to assign you to whatever house they want to." 

The example of Harry Potter's sorting hat, while an off the cuff metaphor at 

the time, is a relatable example of teaching through metaphor. 22 years ago, the 

world of Harry Potter erupted. And these years later, it is still a world fantasized 

about in teenage popular culture. It wouldn't be a shock for anyone to hear "What 

house are you in?" In fact, it might be more of a shock to hear, "I don't know" as a 

response. There is a Harry Potter club that runs on the same days I work at the 

after-school program where students quiz each other on spell trivia. However, this 

magical club, and the previous conversation from the re-entry program, where the 

Diagnostic and Evaluations Center was compared to the sorting hat, lined up. J.K. 

Rowling made up a world that 22 years later connected the lives of middle 

schoolers and lives of incarcerated folks. What could be considered a difficult 
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concept to understand about incarceration, if you haven't heard of the Diagnostic 

and Evaluations Center before, is made engaging and understandable through 

metaphor and the language of popular culture.  

This can be translated into a lesson that is tangible, two juxtaposed realities, 

that of the world of incarceration and that of the world of Harry Potter, with the 

greater meaning of demonstrating how no matter how a person tests, the “house” 

assigned is random. This metaphor can be translated into an after-school program 

activity where an incarcerated teacher gives the students a basic test on “Which 

Harry Potter house do you belong to?” The students can take their time answering 

the test, and then after, the incarcerated teacher can number the students off one 

through four. Once the students are numbered, they are told to each go to the 

numbered wall that correlates to their number assigned. Then, the students find 

out that each numbered wall represents a house: Gryffindor, Hufflepuff, 

Ravenclaw, and Slytherin. The tests they originally took before being assigned a 

number are then thrown in the garbage.  

This is confusing. Why did they take the Harry Potter house tests in the first 

place if it wouldn’t have mattered? 

This is confusing. Why do incarcerated folks take a test at the Diagnostics 

and Evaluations Center if it doesn’t matter how they test?  

This is a metaphoric teaching, two contrasting realities, that in turn allow a 

student to see into the wasted time and energy of taking a test that determines 

where an incarcerated human will go, that doesn’t matter in the long run. 

Anthony’s inside knowledge of the Diagnostics and Evaluations Center in 
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Nebraska is then made visible, not through othering eyes, but through 

understanding eyes. 

I find this way of teaching through metaphor to be sticky in that students 

remember activities more than they remember lists and information. And, 

students remember teachers who speak to their experiences, rather than teachers 

who teach about other’s experiences. It is more impactful and humane to teach to 

what you know and to ask (and pay for) community members to teach to their 

lived experiences, instead of trying to figure it out. Anthony’s words above can 

shift into an activity; however, Anthony deserves the space to write that lesson. 

While the system of writing a lesson with someone who is incarcerated has hoops 

(time, space, energy) it is doable. I luckily met Anthony who sees this as his 

vocation.  

The incarcerated are aware of the school-to-prison-pipeline because some 

have lived it directly. They know how to connect with people, because they can 

code-switch from a variety of different vocabularies depending on the space they 

are situated in. Some can especially connect to students or people who are unaware 

of the many barriers of incarceration, because the incarcerated have had to find 

the language to explain their circumstances to those who don’t know the realities 

of incarceration because they’ve never had to know.  

 

“Half the world, it is said, knows not how the other half live.” 
— Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 
This is why we need them in the classrooms, because of their ability to code-

switch and talk about the realities of crime that are ingested as a spectacle by 
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middle schoolers daily through social media platforms. With the incarcerated as 

teachers, the school-to-prison pipeline will be more visible, and the justice system 

will be more factual. It is more often that we get the stories from the side of the 

law, instead of the side of the story from those who are affected by the law. Both 

can co-exist, an in fact, when they do, this creates a fuller narrative around 

incarceration. Without seeing both sides of the justice system, systems of 

oppression can continue to perpetuate.  

In a 2013 research study conducted by the ACLU, it is reported that “On any 

given day, nearly 60,000 youth under the age 18 are incarcerated in Juvenile jails 

and in prisons in the United States.” In Nebraska, the age of criminal responsibility 

is 18 years old, and in this state alone, there are on average 411 youth in juvenile 

facilities per 100,000 people. The state population itself is nearly 2 million, 

meaning that there are approximately 8,000 youth in the juvenile system in 

totality. But outside the juvenile court system, youth are still incarcerated in adult 

prisons on a case by case basis. The number of youth per 100,000 people that are 

incarcerated in adult prisons are 15, meaning that in the state of Nebraska there 

are nearly 300 youth that are convicted as adults. In this system, there is also a 

racial imbalance in these statistics: the rates of youth of color to white youth in 

custody are 4.2 to 1. (ACLU) 

 In Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow, the civil rights lawyer, 

advocate, legal scholar and author writes on America’s social control that 

permeates outside the walls because of the “prison label” (Alexander 14) The prison 

label is worn by all who have been incarcerated, making it no small feat to land a 

job, find a home, be accepted into school, or apply for welfare. People who have 
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been incarcerated have to “check the box” telling employers, leasers, and volunteer 

organizations if they have ever been convicted of a crime. These check boxes create 

a “boxed in” social control system for those who have been formerly 

incarcerated (Alexander 149). 

The term mass incarceration refers not only to the criminal justice 

system but also to the larger web of laws, rules, policies, and customs 

that control those labeled criminals both in and out of prison. Once 

released, former prisoners enter a hidden underworld of legalized 

discrimination and permanent social exclusion. They are members 

of America’s new undercaste (Alexander 13) 

If the incarcerated are physically present in spaces of education, the political 

rhetoric around incarceration can begin to change in a way that is humanizing and 

factual outside of media spectacle and political rhetoric. These institutions don’t 

confront the systems of oppression that perpetuate incarceration and target groups 

of people, specifically men of color.  

 These teachers, like Anthony, can become a form of rhetoric alteration in 

middle schools by teaching to their lived experiences in a language that students 

can approach, activities that resonate, and stories that make the lived realities of 

incarceration and the school-to-prison pipeline understandable. In a space that is 

in part designed to keep students from being the perpetrators and victims of crime 

between the hours of 2pm and 5pm, the incarcerated, if they are allowed and 

willing, can teach students about the incarceration system in the hopes that their 

students will never have to be members, or numbers, in it. 
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IV. T H E   N E I G H B O R H O O D S   O F   I D E N T I T Y   A N D   T H E   
C O S M I C   P E R S P E C T I V E  

 
A Poetic Exploration of Classrooms in Action 

 
 

“I cannot read without my body.”  
– Stacey Waite, Teaching Queer 

 
 

           
 
  I am at home in my fifteenth apartment. When I reach out the palm of my 

hand, I see a neighborhood of the homes I have lived in since 1992 shaped in a 

crescent-like cul-de-sac. The fourteen former homes touch each other in a 

cobwebbed constellation of tin can telephone strings, communicating and telling 

one another stories. From this angle above them, I hear a humming of acoustic 

resonances and see a DNA line that spins from each home— between one cracked 

window in the night to another’s. There’s a porch light loudly eating the mosquitos. 

On the fibers of the tin can telephone strings, an electric whisper lassos in the 

residual trinkets and sentimentalities from 1992 to today’s fifteenth home. These 

homes are the collectors of treasures: a misplaced shower faucet, a field’s mouthful 

of Indian paintbrush flowers on I-35, a carpet black from fire stain, and a wind 

chime that says “sister.” 

 I carry these homes in the palm of my hand with me, always. They take care 

of the objects, memories, and daydreams that inform my identity. They create a 

map, a starting point to poetic self-examination.  

 “The house acquires the physical and moral energy of a human body,” 

Gaston Bachelard writes in The Poetics of Space (67). A tension Bachelard pulls on 

is between the reality of home and its counter-balanced dreamscape. Another is 
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between the home as both a literal, physical structure, against its parallel— a 

figuratively built structure within ourselves. In both of these dichotomies, 

Bachelard builds his foundation on poetry. Poetry gets to the truthiness of our 

identities. Poetry makes the objects and landscapes we have stored inside talk. 

 Identity is an inconclusive space in which our histories are not effaced by 

our daydreams. And, our daydreams are not effaced by reality. Identity is un-pin-

downable, and synchronously, an anchor too. For the purposes of this conversation 

on poetic identities in the classroom, this is how I will define identity, knowing 

there are landscapes of identity that Droste effect downward and upward and out. 

My research and poems are about identity baseboards and rafters, speaking from 

a non-judgmental space of “what is” and “what is dreamed” and what our body 

homes keep. The central question is if we can use and teach the writing of poetry 

with identity, exploring rooms that we’ve only seen the beds in, but never the 

amber dust motes, or the sun winks caught on the wall. In other words, how do we 

pull out what’s under our beds, however nicely it is folded? And, can we use and 

teach identity poetry that isn’t painted in blacks or whites, or binaries of good and 

bad, but instead teach from a couch, one that feels your body deep in the cushion, 

a reminder that poetry is about embodiment, reclaiming our homes as identity 

pieces and stakes in this world: “Come what may the house helps us to stay: I will 

be an inhabitant of the world, in spite of the world” (Bachelard 67). 

 Homes show our bones. Homes move and shift, too. 

 In Borderlands/ La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gloria Anzaldúa speaks to 

the body’s intelligence, its spirit, and perceptibility in sensing our identities 

through discovering our deeper realities: “La facultad is the capacity to see in the 
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surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep structure below 

the surface... the one possessing this sensitivity is excruciatingly alive in this world” 

(Anzaldúa 38). Anzaldúa and Bachelard breathe a connection between identity and 

poetry through visions of homes and borderlands, confirming place as identity in 

both the homes we see and touch, and the homes we spend time with in our minds. 

These homes—real, imagined, or recalled, are the foundations of identity.  

~ 
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Homebodies 

 
 

“Entering the classroom determined to erase the body and give ourselves over more 
fully to the mind, we show by our beings how deeply we have accepted the assumption 

that passion has no place in the classroom.”  
 

-bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom  
 

 

Sometimes the neighborhood I’ve held onto in my body becomes an 

illusionary irritant. My feet will sink into a bur patch of the little, old homes it 

carries. Each home hooks onto the threads of my socks, and their itching begins to 

eat my ankles. All of my body becomes landscaped with these once-real homes 

whose welcome mats I’ve memorized and have now stored inside my being. Long 

after I’ve pulled the bur homes out of my skin, they continue to linger and be 

present in my day. Their nerves are still there, and they will grow again, in the same 
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cycle as a bur seed being flicked back into the grass, eventually beginning to put 

down roots with the aid of the wind and the elements.  

These homes’ histories, much like Rebecca Solnit writes in her article “The 

Arc of Justice and the Long Run,” are like the weather, never-ending and always 

turning themselves over again, tumbling with stories and perspectives outside of a 

linear timeline. History isn’t a game of checkers, with a concrete ending and a 

forward-looking movement, writes Solnit. The homes I hold have a cause and effect 

relationship with one another that when looking backward on a timeline, I can see 

their curve and the way they weave together, functioning as neighbors. “Hope lies 

not in the looking forward, but backward, to study the line of that arc,” Solnit writes 

(Solnit, The Nation). My homes, and many individuals’ homes, live outside a linear 

timeline when thought about poetically and when considering the wholeness of our 

identities. Our once-inhabited homes interact with each other. 

In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard, like Solnit, speaks to the lucidity of our 

homes when not laid out on a line. He writes, “If we have retained an element of 

dream in our memories, if we have gone beyond merely assembling exact 

recollections, bit by bit the house that was lost in the mists of time will appear from 

out the shadow…” (Bachelard 78). Bachelard, while rarely direct, is very clear that 

he does not seek to change the images his readers conjure of their homes. He does 

not ask his readers to simply take an object of memory, or a scene of memory, or 

an entirety of a lived-in home, and “spin it” into a generalized sweep of positive 

meaning. He does not ask his reader to put on their blinders to their lives of the 

past, present, and coming futures. Bachelard merely asks his readers to look at 

their lives and hold all the spaces of themselves without judgement: “...We do 
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nothing to reorganize [home]; with intimacy it recovers its entity, in the 

mellowness and imprecision of the inner life” (Bachelard 78).  

 Intimacy. Bachelard beckons us to get closer to our homes: their attics, their 

cellars, and everything in-between. Intimacy with identity is the recognition that 

identity is nonlinear, part reality with specs of daydreams, and part daydream with 

specs of reality. Identity is both inconclusive and settled. There are constructs of 

identity that are the air we breathe and the second-hand smoke we take in 

unnoticeably.  

When pieces of a person’s identity are painted in black and whites, or 

binaries of what is “good” and “bad,” problems can arise. This strictness of identity 

can be painful. In Borderlands/ La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Anzaldúa writes: 

“Our greatest disappointments and painful experiences— if we can make meaning 

out of them—can lead us toward becoming more of who we are. Or they can remain 

meaningless” (Anzaldúa 68). An intentional poetic examination of identity can 

work to peel the judgement off the walls and look at it with non-judgmental eyes.   

In a sense, with writing, we can adjust our defining experiences with an 

understanding that there are not “good” or “bad” pieces of ourselves. Instead we 

can seek an understanding that all pieces of our identities just “are.” We can take 

the nails out of the baseboards to rebuild a sturdier structure. Mary Pipher writes 

in The Middle of Everywhere that “We need to take care with our words, as they 

shape our perceptions and experience” (Pipher 306). Poetic identity grants us a 

space to tailor the stories, to tend to the meanings of our experiences in the same 

way that Anzaldúa and Pipher write. We become more of who we are when we 
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make meaning out of our experiences with careful and true words. These self-

examined stories are the stakes in our identity’s framework. 

~ 

I pinch off the bur homes from my ankles and a small dot of skin between 

my thumb and finger are repricked in the process. It is unavoidable in the healing 

to not get pricked in the mending.  The creation of a sense of home in oneself, 

embodiment of all the neighborhoods in our beings, can be deeply thought about 

through the creative tool of poetry. In the space of poetry, emotions can be 

metaphors and homes can weave in and out of one another blurring the backyards. 

We can look at ourselves on paper, and nothing has to be constricted to form. We 

don’t have to be in order, or timelined, to be a whole person. The reality of the past, 

the daydreams, and the ever-happening present moment, are one and travel in a 

line between our minds and pencils, writing our words, ourselves, down. Poetry 

asks the question: “What do I need to write?” And is answered with what we 

know— a lacey web of identity.  

In Teaching Queer, Stacey Waite writes: “When we ‘compose’ ourselves, we 

reduce ourselves to available and understandable forms, we get it together, we 

clean up our messy identities, our emotions, our grammar, and we ‘produce 

shapely texts’’ (Waite 7). Writing poetry allows us to look at the messiness of our 

identities that are more whole than the conformed and the composed because they 

are themselves— messy, unbound, free. Queering the lens of writing gives the non-

normative and the non-dominant spaces to be considered, questioned, tried on, 

kept, or kept for now. As a self-reflection tool, poetry gets the writer off the 
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sidewalk of normative thinking, and out of the shoes of the roles that they have 

directly or indirectly taken on as their own.  

Poetry is the disassembler, pulling the twigs and the shed feathers out of the 

home’s nest to be looked at.  

Poetry is the great reassembler, weaving the earth’s natural pieces back into 

a stronger home.  

At one point, Waite quotes one definition of queer, a term and identity that 

in itself is not to be cornered:   

Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the 

legitimate, the dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it 

necessarily refers. It is an identity without an essence. — Halperin 

from Saint Foucault (Waite 46).  

Waite writes on the contradiction of how the word queer is now contained 

by a definition, when the word itself has no definition. There is nothing in 

particular to which it necessarily refers. There is nothing the word queer can point 

to and say, “that’s me.” The definition is allowed its own interpretation by its 

interpreter.  Teaching poetry with an intentionally queered methodology gives 

students the freedom to be uncontainable, messy, and whole as they write their 

homes down on paper, crafting and redrafting each narrative piece. Queering the 

lens on teaching lets identity breathe outside the boxes of societal 

constraints.  What is once a “girl thing” or a “boy thing” to do, or act like, can 

evaporate and allow for individualized thinking and inclusive teaching.  

In Unruly Visions: The Aesthetic Practices of Queer Diaspora, Gayatri 

Gopinath writes on the placement of queerness in histories and narratives. 
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Similarly, to Solnit’s previous idea on history and hope as an arc rather than a 

linear timeline, Gopinath points out that the past continues to reverberate into 

present time (Gopinath 381). History is not fixed, however it is written by the 

winners. And these “winners” get to write the histories of the people they choose.  

They also get to choose to leave out the equally important histories of people that 

they do not want to be written down. These “winners” can leave lives, full histories, 

textual bodies in the shadows. Gopinath’s work seeks to give a path of mobility to 

imaginations outside dominant heteronormative spaces by implementing a “queer 

optic lens” in history, fiction, and media. She seeks to open up the history we know 

and give space for the narratives of those who were placed in shadows. Gopinath 

desires to open up the framework of identities and histories to be whole, seen, non-

structured, and continually moving.  

This practice of opening up the imaginings of identity is similar to Waites’ 

practice of teaching outside the “normative” paths. Gopinath writes that 

“Queerness is the conduit through which to access the shadow spaces of the past 

and bring them into the frame of the present" (Gopinath 270). Queering a student’s 

gaze to see outside the material landscapes that they are currently living in, and 

into all the spaces they have known, creates a full poetic identity. We are not only 

the histories we are living, and the spaces we are in now, we are all the landscapes 

we’ve touched, circularly and in the present moment. We are queered when we 

begin to see ourselves outside a timeline of homes, but instead as a collection of 

homes living all here in the present. When students open up to all the spaces they 

have known through poetic identity practice, they are queering their optic, 

touching the shadow spaces and putting them into words. In classrooms that allow 
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space for all narratives and vulnerabilities, students and teachers can make room 

to feel comfortable and seen when touching on these “shadow spaces” of their 

identity. Then, they can begin to see these spaces not as “dark” or “light” or “good” 

or “bad” but as pieces that are safe to reckon with using poetics as a social-

emotional learning tool.  

Gopinath wrote Unruly Visions: The Aesthetic Practices of Queer 

Diaspora not to normalize queerness but to disrupt America's binary of what is 

"normal" and what is not. In a sense, Gopinath writes to show that nothing can be 

whole and normal at the same time, because being “normal” is a prescription 

from America’s imagination that is sterile, confined, and told what to be and how 

to act. This is the opposite of teaching queer, which can’t point to any framework 

or definition and say, “that’s me.” It’s messy, it’s flexible, it’s more, and it’s whole. 

A queered lens, not a normative lens, is expansive and inclusive of all identities. 

Gopinath writes: 

My hope is that this book has demonstrated the possibility of 

queering the project of curation: a project that seeks not "to heal" in 

the sense of normalizing deviant vision but, on the contrary, to 

suggest how unruly vision can open up other ways of seeing and 

sensing the world unimaginable through a normative lens.  

(Gopinath 3506)  

 Teaching through the queer optic grants space to students to pursue their 

identities, however deviant, in whichever direction they are compelled to follow 

outside what they are told they “should be” or that they simple “are.” Poetic identity 

is a material landscape of the stories we’ve lived, the rooms we have wandered, and 
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the interior and exterior of our homebodies. No homebodies are normative 

because none are ever the same. When students write on the pieces of their identity 

landscapes, they write themselves out of the nation-centered narratives, and into 

their truest homebodies. Our poetic identities are our indirect daydreams, and 

both our running and conscious thoughts. The body is textbook. It writes down 

everything, and can be read through a microscope of judgments, trapped in ideas 

of who we believe we are. Or, the body, a home of homes, can be a macroscope of 

stories, letting the words, identities, trappings have more room to breathe while 

still retaining their untangleable subjectivity.  

In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard writes: “Words— I often imagine this—

are little houses, each with its cellar and garret… To mount and descend in the 

words themselves—this is a poet’s life” (166). Words themselves are nuanced, each 

forming their own interpretation in an individual’s mind. The creation of our 

identities is written by the words we give to ourselves, and each word has its own 

meaning and definition. Again, identity is messy, fluid, staked, moving, and 

queered when taking from all the terrains of spaces we have lived, experienced, 

and held onto because it is the essence of who we are. In this idea of fluidity of 

identity, it must be believed that definitions are not fixed because they evolve as 

we do, and we are groomed by the stories we tell ourselves throughout time. Words 

and their meanings shapeshift. Feelings about these words do not always. The 

above quote by Bachelard is only beautiful to those whose definitions of words have 

always been beautiful and never hurtful. However, words can be letters that form 

and create little bombs of violence against others or ourselves. Descending and 

mounting into these words of violence as if they are little sweet houses themselves 



 83 

is not possible if our experiences are shaded in “good” or “bad.” Or, if these words 

are shamed into categories of “abnormal” or “normal.”  

In Borderlands/ La Frontera, Anzaldúa looks deeply into her own pieces of 

identity, acknowledging Gershen Kaufman’s words that “shame is a wound felt 

from the inside, dividing us both from ourselves and from one another” (Anzaldúa 

64). If we are to descend unto the words gracefully like Bachelard suggests, we 

must move flexibly, cautiously and with the intent to remap the words that have 

hurt, not necessarily to heal, but to allow those stories to exist within us safely. 

And, we must do so in our time. Words are not always sweet homes, sometimes 

they are chaotic and take time to find the words for, and then create our own 

meaning from. In Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, 

bell hooks writes: 

The classroom, with all its limitations, remains a location of 

possibility. In that field of possibility we have the opportunity to 

labor for freedom, to demand of ourselves and our comrades, an 

openness of mind and heart that allows us to face reality even as we 

collectively imagine ways to move beyond boundaries, to 

transgress. This is education as the practice of freedom. (hooks 207) 

A word’s meaning can be transgressed for the sake of our own freedom. A 

classroom can be seen as a space of possibility, a movement of growth, and a place 

where students can look at word’s meaning with possibility instead of confining 

themselves to their former definitions. In safe space classrooms, we can hold our 

neighborhood of homes with intimacy and patience as our words and our 

definitions of them evolve to be truer to ourselves. Students can begin to write 
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themselves and see themselves, from a space of non-judgmental observation and 

feeling. To be trusted in these spaces of sensitivity and intimacy, which is necessary 

when guiding a student into a space of self-reflection, a teacher must be vulnerable 

with their own identity. In a sense, a teacher’s own identity is at stake. They are the 

ones standing at the board, on display for the students to see. They are the 

embodied force of themselves, bookshelves of identity with bookmarked stories, 

internal identities unspoken.  

 A teacher is a collection of themselves that is always collecting and 

discarding, standing still and moving: “And as queer theory also tells us, 

representation is already impossible before we even begin— identity itself is 

moving beneath our feet as we teach, as we write about teaching” (Waite 13). 

 Before we ask our students to write their own poetic identities, their 

homebodies, we turn the lights on in every room of our own homes and begin to 

see the lacey web of our identities, both external and internal, that create our 

perception of ourselves. 

~ 
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Miniature Landscapes 
 

 
 

“Place is identity...We are landscape internalized.  
Our souls are etched with the geography of a particular place.” 

 
— Mary Pipher, Middle of Everywhere  

 
 

When these bur patch moments happen, I delicately shine a light around 

the ring of homes that form a cul-de-sac in my palm. I open up their mailboxes, sift 

through junk mail and bills, to see the stamps of whom they love and who loves 

them. I dig through each home’s trash, making a list of what they’ve used, and what 

they are hiding. I pull their weeds and tidy up their lawns, giving them signs of 

unconditional love, however, I’m hoping they’ll answer a few questions for me. I 

can’t help but watch the memories each home has stored inside, wondering “Why 

these?” “Why this one?” “What makes you stay?” 
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One home plays a scene that is now a daydream. It’s caught in the bedroom 

of Home 1995. It’s night and the windows are open wide while it rains deeply in 

Oklahoma mixing up the smells of red dust and clay earth outside. It must be early 

summer. My little sister’s hands paint a shadow monarch against a pocked popcorn 

wall. I hold the plastic blue flashlight between my knees and share light because 

hers is out of juice. We had bunk beds, and we were always hiding from sleep.  

As my eyes roam over the cul-de-sac, I can see the storified objects in my 

body’s homes. This 1995 home and its neighbors carry with them a collection of 

VHS tapes my sister would never part from. In most of the homes, there wasn’t a 

VHS player. But she still packed the moving boxes with the tapes and made stacks 

of them in the corners of homes 2000, 2003, and 2007. When I look closer into 

the 2007 home, for a split moment, I catch a reminder of the year we lived in 

different states. She disappears and I’m alone with the tapes near my bed. 

When I look into the second-story window of Home 2019, the lights are all 

on. I’m sitting on the couch in the kitchen, laughing with her that I have a couch in 

the kitchen. It’s the kind of laugh, I think, only sisters might know. She’s on the 

phone, and I don’t want to hang up because it feels like she’s right here sitting on 

the kitchen couch with me. We shared a bedroom for almost all our lives, and it 

feels like we are tonight too. But we hang up, and I don’t remember anything else 

we talked about. 

I wonder if when I stumble into this particular bur patch of neighborhood 

homes it’s because I miss her, or because I get a sister feeling in my body. I start to 

follow the arc of the cul-de-sac, looking into the rooms to find her. “Sister” and 

“older sister” are words and feelings that are attached to my identity forever. There 
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will always be new rooms to look into, weaving the objects of memory— blue 

flashlights, VHS tapes, bunk beds, kitchen couches— into a place of identity that is 

both moving and eternally staked in memory. There are the pieces of me that are 

“older sister,” holding up the flashlight for her and keeping her VHS collection safe 

while she is gone. And, there are the pieces of me that are “sister,” laughing with 

her from states away, and sleeping next to the VHS tapes because I miss her.  

In The Poetics of Space, Bachelard writes that “with a single poetic detail, 

the imagination confronts us with a new world. From then on, the detail takes 

precedence over the panorama, and a simple image, if it is new, will open up an 

entire world” (Bachelard 153). I am constantly stumbling into new objects, from 

memory or phenomenological events, that inform the sister in me. I cannot 

separate the poetic details of shadow monarchs from this associated identity. The 

details that make up the identity of “sister” in me are my sole experiences being a 

“sister” and “older sister.” I will only ever know my own experiences, and 

inconclusive identity of being a sister. I cannot project my idea of “sister” onto 

someone else’s identity who is a sister as well, because mine is made up of 

telephone calls, bunk beds, and blue flashlights. Theirs is created from their own 

moving experiences. My own sister, Rachel, has a completely different identity as 

a sister from my own. 

The sister pieces of my identity are staked in the ground and lucidly moving 

forward and backward, accumulating new stories, and remembering former 

memories, however exact. There is no space in which I am not a sister. This piece 

of my identity is typically invisibly written on my body; however, it informs the way 
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I think and the way I teach. Other pieces of my identity are linguistic or audible in 

particular spaces I walk into.  

~ 

 In the 2007 home, a story has sifted through the window screen and itches 

me too. My toothy-grinned “y’all” hides in the closet from the mouth of a boy and 

a high school cafeteria echo. They both yell “hick.” Another voice asks my recoiling 

“y’all”: were you meant to have buckteeth, new girl? This memory, while 

unpleasant in this surface description, has informed a road of identity for me. On 

the day this memory first became a seed that stunned me in a cafeteria seat, I 

laughed along with my new classmates. Maybe that’s how these memories are let 

in and welcomed to find a seat at our kitchen tables. When I open the door to Home 

2007, and let the little hick walk out onto my hands for a closer look, I see this 

home is more than a simple itch on the skin of my body. Hick is a linguistic 

identifier, a quick audible tag of otherness. It is a categorized definition in my mind 

that creates a perspective of my identity.  

 At this time in high school, I didn’t have the words to explain how clean 

everyone talked in Bellevue, Nebraska, like the words were carved right out of 

people’s mouths when they spoke. The speech sounded like freshly folded laundry 

and strict curfews. In the kindest comparison, I felt like my words were smooth in 

the way my vowels stretched, covering the dialects of Texas, Oklahoma, and 

Arkansas mapped in the back of my throat. On days when I was outrunning 

reverberations of “hick,” I projected the derogatory word in the pupils of my 

classmates, and the stereotypes they might perceive of me in hearing my soft, 

lingering vowels. Oftentimes, the fragmented dialects from the three states fought 
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over pronunciation in my mouth, mixing clean words with generations of 

intonations.  For a while, words would spool up in a tangle in an effort to speak like 

a Nebraskan, like my voice kept up its front lawn with a crew cut and led 

neighborhood associations. 

  Much like there isn’t a defining moment when a headache vanishes and 

mends itself, I didn’t notice the moment I lost my accent. Something my high 

school self treated like a headache, my natural voice finally wore off and hid itself 

in the closet of Home 2007. My tag of otherness was then made invisible, forgotten 

that it ever existed. At least, on the surface. I still kept the small “hick” and “y’all” 

in me.  

 Bachelard dedicates pages to looking through the poet’s eyes that can 

lyrically describe the differences between two figurative spaces: the curvature of a 

scroll and the edges found in a corner. A corner represents to Bachelard a place of 

immobility and “the space of our being” (Bachelard 156). The corner is a space to 

withdraw from the universe and also a trap that “detains the dreamer.” And then, 

there are the warm scrolls, symbolizing a space where “language dreams” and the 

loops “welcome us… For the beloved curve has nest-like powers” (Bachelard 165). 

For the philosophical mind, or the critical minds, it could be a stretch to allow 

objects like scrolls and corner angles into the space of imagination and outside 

their precise meanings. However, for the poet this world outside common sense 

and practicalities loosens the reins. The loops on the soft vowels of Southern 

American English are syllables I like to nest in. A call from my stepmom in 

Oklahoma can transform a cell phone into a shell I listen to, “warshing” out my 

ears. My words begin to soften back from their edges. The word “feel” begins to 
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glide itself out into the pronunciation “fill.” The language is looser and “fills” like 

holding onto a couch pillow as the syllables widen out.  

 Much like Bachelard’s warm metaphor of the scroll, the language and 

dialect of the South, specifically in the landscapes of Oklahoma, Texas, and 

Arkansas I have lived in, feel like a home, a place of identity. However, the corner 

correlates to a different piece of identity stored inside my body as well. The 

Southern dialect is not in contrast to the clean language of Nebraska I learned as a 

high schooler. Both landscapes of language function together. Without knowing, 

the language I use changes depending on the spaces I am in. In spaces where I am 

the academic, or the professional, my language stays inside the lines of the 

standard English I associate with Nebraska, which is often described as being a 

state that is accent-less or has less of an accent than other states. This language is 

the default I operate within most of the time. However, in spaces of comfortable 

vulnerability, the language morphs back into the way it was originally born into 

me. I reach outside of the corner space into the warmth of the scroll.  

 Language shifts depending on space. In rooms or atmospheres of comfort 

the Southern identity finds itself more at home in my body, however toothy, and 

spectacled. In the space of poetry, I can watch the little hick in my body walk out 

of its bur home, and transform itself into a piece I can hang in the home of 2007— 

a suncatcher that scatters lights all over the cul-de-sac informing and illuminating 

all the Southern landscapes within my neighborhood of homes. With poetry, I can 

take non-judgmental eyes to the stories I’ve hid in the crevices of closed doors and 

in the latches of locks. Self-reflection using the written tool of poetry, allows for a 

better understanding of the trapped stories that were first stored haphazardly in 
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an attempt to avoid the Southern in me that I didn’t always have the language to 

explain. These poetic eyes can remap a story through the imagination, being honest 

with both the reality of the experience and the daydreams spurred by the 

experience that has happened. Anzaldúa writes on the connection between 

imagination and reality. She notes that there is a very thin line of differentiation 

between them: “We are taught that the body is an ignorant animal; intelligence 

dwells only in the head. But the body is smart. It does not discern between external 

stimuli and stimuli from the imagination. It reacts equally viscerally to events from 

the imagination as it does to ‘real’ events” (Anzaldúa 38). Imagination remaps 

identity into a space that is nonjudgmental but instead sees experiences for what 

they are, avoiding binaries and categorizations of what is “good” and what is “bad.”  

 When confronted with imagination, my “y’all” and other words that trickle 

in from my Southern dialect can disassociate from the word hick. In turn, I can 

love my collection of memories and identity pieces that I have kept away, out of the 

fear of being labeled a “hick.” Using imagination, I can tilt the stories into a 

friendlier angle, not denying the Southern pieces, but accepting them outside of 

judgment. In poetry, I can skew the word “hick” into being seen for its description, 

my own nuance of the word. In this, “hick” can begin to not define me, but instead 

describe me outside the stereotyped definition. 

~ 

 In Home 2014, my mom tells my sister and me about the chocolate bar she 

stole while running barefoot in the grocery store. She points a finger off the porch 

to a nowhere parking lot in Springdale, Arkansas. The porch starts to rumble, and 

we all take off our shoes to better feel the splintering boards vibrate underneath 
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our feet right before the six o’clock train blurs in front of us. It’s quiet. It’s the timed 

ritual of every night that summer trip— peeling off the socks and laughing as our 

bodies shake. We eat fried bologna sandwiches.  

 Once the train is out of sight, she tells us, “I felt so bad y’all, I took the 

chocolate back.” She sounds like Arkansas on the first night, breathing in her own 

warm scrolls of words. This home sits next to her childhood home, the one with 

the living room floor sunk in through the earth. It’s the home my uncle’s fixin’ to 

fix up.  

In a few weeks, my mom will return home to lawn care services and nail 

appointments. Her voice will be erased of all its Arkansas flavor, hiding from its 

lineage. She’ll wear shoes in the house. 

~ 

 In Home 2015, my aunt breaks a bottle, chases a man down the road, then 

decides a glass isn’t strong enough. She throws a hacksaw. “I told them,” she’d tell 

us, “I said to the police that them better drive by my house and make sure I don’t 

kill a man tonight. They laughed at me.” We laughed because her aims not good. 

He’s alive, and she’s not in jail. 

~ 

 These homes’ memories are the terrains of my experiences. They could be 

spectacled, labeled, or judged. Or, they can be written into a space of identity 

outside the simple, nuanced word of “hick.” These stories are the definitions to a 

label that has categorized me. Writing my own stories declares an identity that is 

free of “good” or “bad” judgments and speaks to what just “is.” Waite writes in 

Teaching Queer: “Writing, much like reading, risks revising the self, having the self 
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in question, even at times of annihilation” (Waite 30). Writing stories of identity 

asks us to question the self we know, and the parts of self we hide from. Poetry asks 

us to stop hiding behind the screen door.  

  These stories and fragmented scenes keep my eyes at the windowsills, 

watching the lights flicker. These homes, making a neighborhood in my body, are 

both conscious reality and daydreams— pieces of my identity. Both, fact. I can hear 

the word “hick” and let it blow away in a Spring’s tornado siren deeper into my 

unconscious. I can forget about it, until pricked by a bur again.  

Or, once pricked by these bur homes, I can observe them in my palm, and 

ask, “Why did you stay here in my memory?” “What do I need to see here?” I can 

intentionally bring the memories and daydreams forth into conscious awareness. 

Like, the phenomenologist Bachelard, in Borderlands/ La Frontera, Anzaldúa 

writes on the tension of acquiring self-knowledge:  

Every increment of consciousness, every step forward is a travesía, a 

crossing. I am again alien in a new territory. And again, and again. 

But if I escape conscious awareness, escape “knowing,” I won’t be 

moving. Knowledge makes me more aware, it makes me more 

conscious. ‘Knowing’ is painful because after ‘it’ happens I can’t stay 

in the same place and be comfortable. I am no longer the same 

person I was before. (Anzaldúa 70) 

Home can be the physical presence in its strictest definition, or it can be 

flashlight, an object lodged in memory. Identity can be a category, a sheet to fill in 

with a leashed pen at the doctor’s office. Or, it can be forever germinal, absorbing 

landscapes and feeling the boards off a porch in memory. Knowing ourselves and 
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bringing the unconscious to the conscious awareness creates a tension that is 

uncomfortable yet rewarding.  

“When a dreamer can reconstruct the world from an object that he 

transforms magically through his care of it, we become convinced that everything 

in the life of a poet is germinal,” Bachelard writes in The Poetics of Space (90). 

These pieces of homes and constructs of identity are difficult, if not 

impossible to detangle from each other. Homes hold parts of the formations of our 

identities. Bachelard suggests poetry is a reconstructing tool, an artistic creation of 

thought and words that can open up life to new ways. Through poetry we can look 

at the identities (whether self-proclaimed, labeled, born into, or trying on for now) 

in a space free of judgment. Poetry gives us new words to describe our stories 

outside the broad-brush stroked labels. Poetry shows the details and descriptions 

of the “hick” and the “sister” labels that I carry with me. However, the “sister” and 

“hick” in me are identities that can be turned on and off with a switch. There is a 

privilege in being able to deny my unseen identities that can melt away for the price 

of comfort in a space. 

~ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 95 

Cosmic Bodies  
 

 

  
“‘Being home’ refers to the place where one lives within familiar, safe protected 

boundaries; ‘not being home’ is a matter of realizing that home was an illusion of 
coherence and safety based on the exclusion of specific histories of oppression and 

resistance, the repression of differences even within oneself.” 
 

- Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Feminism Without Borders  
  

 

Classrooms are the spaces in which students are building their own ideas 

about the world, stretching outside the desks they write on. Classrooms can 

represent the outside world from a “cosmic perspective” if teachers give space for 

their students to consider their morphing, always changing, and staked in the 

ground identities.  

 A cosmic perspective is the noticing of an identity as categorically. 

However, this categorical approach needs careful defining to be used correctly in 
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order to avoid being mistaken for a form of stereotyping. When considering 

Ferdinand De Saussure’s linguistic approach to language, words define, not 

describe. This is because they are shaped from our own meanings of words. Our 

words are prepackaged in our heads because they are the sensuous experiences we 

know. Words are nuanced because their meanings differ from person-to-person. 

~ 

My visible home body is, categorically speaking, that of a southern white 

woman. The southern part of my identity is the electric light switch that I can flick 

on and off with my voice, making it both a “visible” and an “invisible” piece of my 

identity. My whiteness, the physical presence of my identity, doesn’t change. 

Mohanty in Feminism Without Borders speaks that home is a space of 

comfort and familiarity, but also an illusion that pulls down the blinders to keep 

ourselves comfortable and unchallenged by the perspectives, histories, and world 

around us. It’s a problem to not consider my whiteness and how it plays into the 

dynamism of a classroom. Whiteness is not invisible, but it is oftentimes blind. In 

the article, “The Possessive Investment of Whiteness: Racialized Social Democracy 

and the ‘White’ Problem in American Studies,” George Lipsitz writes that 

“Whiteness is everywhere in American culture, but it is very hard to see. As Richard 

Dyer argues, ‘white power secures its dominance by seeming not to be anything in 

particular” (American Quarterly 369). Denying my identity places me in a space of 

comfort, of blinders, and of power over the students I am teaching because I am 

not acknowledging my own identity in the classroom space that we all create 

together. Not seeing my whiteness and asking to hear about the differences of my 

student’s skin color, their histories, and their identities, is a form of tourism into 
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identity. Not seeing my whiteness, or the color of my students’ skin, treating 

everyone as if we have the same history, is an erasure of identity altogether. This 

not-noticing is a perpetuation of America’s cultural representation that is white by 

default, notes Ijeoma Oluo in So You Want to Talk About Race (233). When the 

individual identities of a classroom are not seen or heard, the classroom dynamic 

runs the risk of absolving into a “white by default” space. 

Even now as I write this, a question that plays on repeat is, how do I 

confront my whiteness, my identity as a whole, while being careful not to place 

myself in the focal point of the room or the page? This question unravels more 

conscientious, self-conscious, and unhelpful questions that knot all over my body. 

I think, Why do I think I can be the one who writes about identity? Or, very 

unhelpfully, Should I find someone to replace me at my job?  

The thing about these questions is that they are looking out the window, 

without the blinders, or without the comfort of the body home I grew up in. These 

eyes are not blind to the history moving. They see. And, that’s kind of the point. 

Once the blinders are opened, there are choices. The eyes can be closed in willful 

ignorance, or they can be kept open, watching the body’s idea of home shift by 

observing the individual perspectives and histories of students. If they stay open, 

we can begin to see each other’s nuanced definitions of words.  

~ 

My students call me tender headed. Miss, are you tender headed, they say 

to me with thirty-two eyes smiling, not waiting for me to say yes.  

My leaking eyes and I transport into my neighborhood of bur homes. Home 

2003. There is a room I sit in for hours on the floor with my back against the couch 
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and a towel tucked around the neck of my t-shirt, the one with moth holes in the 

pits. My aunt is teething out the knots in my hair. Your so tender headed she says 

to me again, and again, at 10 years old, 11, 12, 13… With her arms, the ones she the 

learned to box with, and with her fingers, the ones a sister taught her how to break 

the neck off house keys with, she plays my gold strands, like nothing should hurt, 

and it all should be good. Your so tender headed, she says to me like an old song.  

~ 

My students call me tender headed. Miss, are you tender headed, they say 

to me with thirty-two eyes smiling, not waiting for me to say yes. 

They are paired off in this classroom, cross-legged, with one asking the 

other to touch their hair, make it say something. A halo braid around the crown. 

A single braid down the back. They can’t move their faces, because they are going 

to war, or school, and they are being braided. Miss, my grandma would whap you 

with the brush if she saw you tear, she says and pretends to tap, tap, tap a brush 

on the imaginary head of the person in front of her. Two tight braids on either side 

of her head. Some eyes laugh, and some try not to so they can avoid blinking out 

the teardrop wells. Strong, tender headed, young women. Tender, strong headed, 

young women.  

~ 

In Gayatri Spivak’s The Aesthetic Education in the Era of Globalization, she 

writes that “We expand the definition of literature to include social inscription” 

(Spivak 154). A text is not simply a written story or history. A text is also the body’s 

held stories, and in a classroom, there are many texts, that of the teacher and those 

of the students. When all of these texts are held in one space the meanings of words 
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are nuanced. The word tender headed to my body is the story of my aunt that 

shapeshifts to see the many meanings that my students derive from the same word. 

The word tender headed begins to shapeshift to not only be associated with my 

aunt and a towel around my neck, but to my students braiding each other’s hair. I 

am not taking their definitions; I am merely expanding my own to see that there 

are bodies of texts and meanings behind every definition that elude my own. 

Back to the original question that unspools me: How do I confront my 

whiteness, my identity as a whole, while being careful not to place myself in the 

focal point of the room or the page? …And why is it important to?  

The schools, the jail, and the ESL classes I have taught in have, so far, been 

majority non-white student spaces. I am oftentimes the “minority” in the space and 

oftentimes the teacher. I write this hesitantly out of the discomfort of being pinned 

as a white savior. However, it’s a fact that I teach in these classrooms. To not write 

it could be a lie of omission. But the other fact is that there’s a reason this fear of 

being seen as a white savior, or worse embodying and teaching like a white savior, 

exists.  

Saving students from their identities is not the point, it’s seeing students. 

Seeing their bodies as textbooks of experiences, histories, dreams, and realities. 

Students don’t need to be saved, they need to be heard and seen as individuals, 

with neighborhoods of homes that flicker on and off inside them. The point of 

teaching about identity as a white woman is not to appropriate likeness between 

me and my students as a way of hot-wiring connection. It is not about exploiting 

them by becoming a tourist of their neighborhood homes with a set of binoculars. 
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It’s about creating a heterogeneous classroom outside the white by default 

representation of Americans.  

I have two students who are sisters. Sometimes they sit next to each other 

sharing pens and picking knots out of one another’s hair with their finger combs. 

Other times, they sit across the classroom from one another and speak to each 

other in Spanish and laughter. There is a “sister” identity piece in me that is 

miniature, my own lived reality. I identify “sister” as “Rachel”: someone I hold the 

flashlight for. From a cosmic perspective, I can categorically relate to my students. 

However, I must know deeply that the definition of my “sister” identity is never the 

same as anyone else’s definition. If I were to point at these two siblings in a 

classroom and say, “they are sisters,” each person would have their own definition 

of what being a sister means based on their own previous experiences and 

nonexperiences of having a sister identity.  

However, before attributing our own meanings of “sister” to another’s 

definition of “sister,” we can develop an awareness of the cosmic perspective— our 

descriptions of the linguistic “sister” are different.  

Life is lived in the miniature, the stories, the collections of experiences, 

because the miniature creates identity landscapes, the descriptions of our identity. 

These are the texts of our bodies and these texts cannot always be found in the 

“normative” definition of the word, such as published pieces of literature. But 

classrooms hold texts in their students and teacher’s identities.  

The cosmic perspective can be applied when relating to a categorical term, 

but the miniature landscapes are uniquely a person’s own perspective. When we 

try to relate too much to a student, we cross caution tape and risk appropriating 
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their likeness. Everyone deserves to keep their own landscapes, and their own 

descriptions of nuanced words. Seeing through the lens of the cosmic perspectives 

is an act of listening without seeking to put someone else’s idea of “sister” in a box 

labeled “Other” or a box labeled “Same.” The cosmic perspective is a created space 

of noticing and listening to one another’s stories that create our individualized 

identities.   

There is a presence of mind that needs to be worn when teaching about 

identity. We must acknowledge white identity, and not understand it as blind. We 

must see the destructiveness caused by those who own white identities, without 

remaining trapped, immovable, in white guilt. When teaching, we cannot become 

a tourist of identity or “save” the lives of our students. We cannot appropriate 

likeness in order to relate, or rely on students of color to teach the class “what it’s 

like to be a person of color.” We cannot use a mix and stir approach when deciding 

what texts we teach our students. We must decolonize the syllabus from the ground 

up. In the article “It’s Time to Decolonize that Syllabus,” Yvette Chavez, a Latinx 

woman, writes about her experiences changing the canon of white writers that 

dominate classroom literature. She writes: “This wasn’t an attempt to diversify; I 

wasn’t simply sprinkling in indigenous and person of color works. Instead, these 

voices were dominant.” Intentionally teaching identity through literature or poetry 

requires a lens outside the white canon of writers. Building a syllabus that is 

reflective of identities outside the white canon can give space for equality of 

identities in the classroom. If syllabi continue to not centralize the narratives of the 

marginalized, the indigenous, and the works by people of color, the white canon 

continues and perpetuates inequality in learning. 
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There is a civic responsibility to being aware of societal structures, theories, 

and placement in the room as a teacher because, “...our bodies are with us always. 

We cannot as it were, teach without them” (Waite 34). Our bodies are textbooks, 

listening to and seeing our student’s text books.  

Teaching identity through poetry is more than talk, it is an act of writing, 

permanence, and of listening. Talking is an action of the mind, not the hands. 

Talking can evaporate. Writing can move narratives. In So You Want to Talk About 

Race, Oluo writes:  

If you want to talk about race, there is plenty of opportunity. There 

are countless memes you post, tons of outrage you share, limitless 

“thought exercises” you can participate in. But it is easy to get caught 

up in this talk and think you are doing so much more than just that— 

talk. (Oluo 227) 

 Poetic classrooms are an action of seeing and hearing the students and 

teachers within them. 

~ 

 I like to think that writing is an act, that ideas from the mind are able to 

walk out of the fingertips, that somehow words and ideas eventually seep their way 

into the earth and change the narratives as we walk into them barefoot. I like to 

think that words and theories are those dandelions that crawl out of the pavement, 

that kids rip up in handfuls, and blow off the tiny little seeds with the breath of 

their perspective and stories. I like to think these new stories, these tiny little 

dandelion seeds, eventually catch on the eyelashes of America and change the locus 

of identity from the homogenous to the heterogeneous. But this is all metaphor 
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magic thinking, not reality. The exhaling and inhaling of dandelion narratives will 

not work through just talking. But maybe we need both the metaphor magic, and 

the actions of words.  

 Gloria Steinem recalls a lesson from Native elders in her memoir, My Life 

on the Road that speaks to Oluo’s idea of talking about problems. Steinem recalls 

these words: “You cannot think yourself into right living. You live yourself into 

right thinking” (Steinem 266). As teachers we are highly visible, and it’s imperative 

to not pretend to be invisible. To change the possessive investment of our 

whiteness, white teachers are obligated to acknowledge their identities, however 

uncomfortable, because without acknowledging we carry the power of not having 

to talk about our identities. This is a marking of our privilege, which is not what 

we’ve been through, but what we’ve never had to go through. Oftentimes, we don’t 

have to explain our “whiteness” while people of color do.  

Poetic writing in the classroom creates a self-reflection tool for ourselves 

and our students that allows for nonjudgmental and inclusive spaces for identities 

to be seen and heard. Viewing identity as the places we have lived, real or imagined, 

is a starting point for considering the messiness and beauty of individual identities, 

homebodies 
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V.   A P P E N D I X   1 — C L A S S R O O M   U N I V E R S E  
 

A Three-Part Curriculum Tool for Poetic Identity Mapping with Middle 
School Students 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
"We are all living in each others' backyards."  

 
- Michael Featherstone, British Sociologist  
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M A S T E R   L I S T   O F   M A T E R I A L S  
 
 
 

1 Poster board for each student 
 

1 Composition book for each student 
 

Markers or coloring utensils for each student 
 

Pencils/Pens 
 

1 Post it notes pad for each student 
 

Whiteboard 
 

Whiteboard markers 
 

Construction paper 
 

Scissors 
 

Copies of Nikki Giovanni’s poem “Knoxville, Tennessee” 
 

Copies of Sandra Cisneros’s short story “Eleven” 
 

Copies of Mary Oliver’s “Leaves and Blossoms Along the Way” 
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R E A D I N G   R E S O U R C E S 
 
 
 

My Wicked Wicked Ways by Sandra Cisneros 
“Good Hotdogs”  

 
~ 
 

The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros 
 

~ 
 

Woman Hollering Creek by Sandra Cisneros 
“Eleven”  

 
~ 
 

Acolytes by Nikki Giovanni 
“Criaskew’s Family”  

“Paint Me Like I Am”  
“Don’t Hold Me Back”  

“My First Memory (Of Librarians)” 
“Raid This Joint”  

“Drinking Snowflakes”  
“A Library” 

 
~ 
 

Nikki Giovanni in the Classroom by Carol Jago 
“Knoxville, Tennessee”  

“Kidnap Poem” 
 

~ 
 

Felicity by Mary Oliver 
“Leaves And Blossoms Along The Way”  

 
~ 
 

The Smell of Good Mud by Lauren Zuniga 
“To The Oklahoma Progressives Plotting Mass Exodus”  

 
~ 
 

Middle of Everywhere by Mary Pipher 
Chapter 1: “Cultural Collisions on the Great Plains” 
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Lesson 1: Neighborhood of Homes 
 

 
 

“Immensity is within ourselves.” – Gaston Bachelard, Poetics of Space  

 
O V E R V I E W  L E A R N I N G   O U T C O M E S 

 

Students will turn their lives into art 
through a three-part project on 
identity mapping. 
 
On the first day of the series, students 
will create the initial identity map, 
reflecting on the homes they have 
lived in or the places they associate 
with the feeling of home.  
 
Students will speak and write their 
thoughts as their identities pertain to 
place. 

Develop self-reflection, input, and 
group conceptualization skills. 
 
Consider the pieces of their identities 
that correspond to the homes they have 
drawn. 
 
Interpret the poetic works of Nikki 
Giovanni and design their own writings 
based off her interpretations of place. 
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M A T E R I A L S  
 

- 1 Poster board for each student 
- 1 Composition book for each student 
- Markers or coloring utensils for each student 
- 1 Post it notes pad for each student  
- Whiteboard 
- Whiteboard markers 
- Copies of Nikki Giovanni’s poem “Knoxville, Tennessee” 

 
 
S T E P – B Y – S T E P   G U I D E  
1:10 minutes total 
 
 
P R E P  
 

- Gather materials  
- Create demo of project 

 
 
W E L C O M E  
20 minutes 
 

- Greet students and explain that they will be doing a poetry project for the 
next three days. The poetry project involves them turning themselves into 
art, first through an art project, and then through a written poem. Ask the 
students to come to the whiteboard and draw a home. The home can be one 
they know or one they have imagined. 

 
- Next, read the poem “Knoxville, Tennessee” by Nikki Giovanni and pass out 

a copy to each student (Jago 10). Ask the students to listen carefully and 
write down the words they remember from the poem in their individual 
composition books. This will aid with moving the classroom discussion. 
 

- Ask the students to take five minutes to write a response to the following 
questions (if possible, write them on the board for reference): “What can 
you tell about the speaker in this poem?” and “What can you tell about the 
speaker’s attitudes?”  
 

- Pair and share: Ask the students to share their thoughts with their neighbors 
for the next two minutes. The “pair and share” technique is used as a step 
in allowing the students to consider their peer’s thoughts with their own. In 
turn, this will create more ideas and build confidence for sharing their 
opinions in larger groups. 
 

- Group share: Ask the students if anyone would like to share what the wrote. 



 113 

 
- Tell the students about Nikki Giovanni.  

 
o For example: “Nikki Giovanni is a poet who caught the attention of 

Americans during the Black Arts Movement. Through poetry, she is 
an activist. She has written about many different things, but in this 
collection Acolytes, she recalls Hurricane Katrina, the gifted voice 
of Nina Simone, and her life experiences. Some of the poems we will 
be reading by Nikki Giovanni delve into her home spaces, whether 
that is a physical house that she has lived in, or a space that feels 
like home.” 
 

o Tip: The biography on nikki-giovanni.com/biography/ is a great 
resource. 

 
 
P R E S E N T A T I O N   A C T I V I T Y 
5 minutes 
 

- Display demo of the instructor’s “Neighborhood of Homes” project. If 
possible, point out a few things from the project.  
 

o For example, “This was my first home. It was in Abilene, Texas and 
we lived next to a playground and people from the neighborhood 
would gather here on Summer nights.” 
 

o Or, “This is the library I would walk to after-school. The librarian’s 
name was Shari and the first book I checked out was ‘The Wizard of 
Oz.’’ The more detailed, the better. The goal of this presentation is to 
visibly see the teacher’s identity and promote an inclusive space for 
students to share their own identities. Sharing creates more sharing. 

 
 
G U I D E D   P R A C T I C E   A C T I V I T Y 
30 minutes 
 

1. Pass out materials (Ask students for assistance): A poster board to each 
student, a post it note pad to each student, and coloring utensils for each 
student.  
 

2. Ask the students to take the next fifteen minutes to draw the homes they 
have lived in or the places that feel like home to them. This can be anywhere 
from actual homes, to scenes in nature, to friend’s homes, or other family 
member’s homes. It can be as small as a chair in the library, or as expansive 
as a neighborhood or city. However, explain to the students that for now 
they cannot use words, just images. Explain that they will be able to use 
words after the fifteen minutes. 
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3. After the fifteen minutes is over, ask the students to write about their 

“Neighborhood of Homes” on the sticky notes. On these sticky notes, have 
the students consider the details of each home. If they get stuck, ask them: 
“When you think about a home, who is there?” “What are you doing?” 
Explain to the students that these post it notes will be lists of words or 
phrases, like Nikki Giovanni’s “Knoxville, Tennessee.”  

 
 
W R A P   U P   A N D   R E F L E C T I O N S   
15 minutes 
 

- Facilitate a conversation with the students by asking them: “What is 
identity?” Then, “In your opinion, do our homes create parts of our identity? 
Why or why not?”  
 

- Ask the students to take out their composition books. Have them take the 
last five minutes to write out their thoughts. This can be a free write, or, if 
the students would like a prompt, they could answer any of the following 
questions: 

 
o How did one of the homes you drew shape who you are? 

 
o How did one of the stories you wrote about shape who you are? 

 
- Have the students write their names on their “Neighborhood of Homes” 

project and collect them. 
  

- Collect composition books as well. This will ensure that nothing is lost.  
 

- Do not read from student’s notebooks unless they have asked you to. If you 
would like, have the students put a post it note on the front of their notebook 
if they would like you to read what they wrote. This promotes trust in the 
teacher-student dynamic. 

 
 
A D D I T I O N A L   N O T E S  

 
*If the instructor would like to, they can send the students home with a 
poem packet that reflects homes, or home-like spaces. I recommend: 
“Criaskew’s Family,” “Drinking Snowflakes,” and “My First Memory (Of 
Librarians)” by Nikki Giovanni. 
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Lesson 2: Homebodies 
 

 
 

"...I had to leave home so I could find myself, find my own intrinsic nature buried under 
the personality that had been imposed on me."— Anzaldúa, Borderlands/ La Frontera: 

The New Mestiza  
 

O V E R V I E W  
 

L E A R N I N G   O U T C O M E S 
 

On the second day of the series, 
students will focus on parts of their 
identities created from the previous 
day’s “Neighborhood of Homes” 
activity.   
Students will consider what 
descriptions and experiences are 
underneath their defined identities.  
 
Students will speak and write their 
thoughts as their identities pertain to 
embodiment. 

Develop self-reflection, input, and 
group conceptualization skills. 
 
Consider the details of their identities 
by utilizing metaphors and similes. 
 
Interpret the fictional and poetic works 
of Sandra Cisneros and design their 
own writings based off her use of 
figurative language. 
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M A T E R I A L S 
 

- Construction paper  
- Each student’s “Neighborhood of Homes” map  
- Each student’s composition book  
- Markers or coloring utensils for each student 
- Whiteboard 
- Whiteboard markers 
- Copies of Sandra Cisneros’s short story “Eleven”  

 
 
S T E P – B Y – S T E P   G U I D E 
1:10 minutes total 
 
 
P R E P 
 

- Gather materials  
- Cut construction paper into different sized circles 
- Create demo of project 

 
 
W E L C O M E  
20 minutes 
 

- Greet students and explain that they will be working on the second piece of 
the poetry project in building our “Classroom Universe.” This piece of the 
poetry project will be focused on the tactile experiences of how the body 
feels when in various spaces. Ask the students to come to the board and 
draw an emoji or symbol of how their day is going today. This is designed to 
give the students space to express and play with their feelings through 
drawing. This piece of the lesson is a development in the practice of social 
emotional learning. 
 

- Next, read the short story “Eleven” by Sandra Cisneros and pass out a copy 
to each student (Cisneros Part I). Ask the students to listen carefully and 
write down the feelings they remember from the tone of the short fiction 
piece in their individual composition books. This will aid with moving the 
classroom discussion. 
 

- Ask the students to take five minutes to write a response to the following 
questions (if possible, write them on the board for reference): “What can 
you tell about the speaker in this poem?” and “What can you tell about the 
speaker’s attitudes?”  
 

- Pair and share: Ask the students to share their thoughts with their neighbors 
for the next two minutes.  
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- Group share: Ask the students if anyone would like to share what the wrote. 

 
- Tell the students about Sandra Cisneros.  

o For example: “Sandra Cisneros is a writer in so many forms. She is 
a poet, short story writer, novelist, essayist, performer, and artist. 
Her work centers on the lives of the working class. She has won 
many awards, including National Endowment for the Arts 
fellowships for both poetry and fiction. She has founded two non-
profits that foster the careers of writers. Sandra Cisneros is a dual 
citizen of the United States and Mexico.” 

o Tip: The biography on sandracisneros.com/mylifeandwork is a great 
resource. 

 
 
P R E S E N T A T I O N   A C T I V I T Y  
5 minutes 
 

- Display demo of the instructor’s “Neighborhood of Homes” and 
“Homebodies” projects. If possible, point out a few things from the project. 
The idea is to connect the two projects. While the “Neighborhood of Homes” 
is the skeleton map of identity, the “Homebodies” is the sensuous 
experiences of being in the home depicted in metaphors and similes. 
 

o For example, “Remember, this was my first home in Abilene, Texas 
from my ‘Neighborhood of Homes’ map.  It was in Abilene that we 
lived next to a playground and people from the neighborhood would 
gather here on Summer nights…I remember the air felt dry there 
and stuck to the back of my throat. I remember when it rained, the 
water steamed and disappeared off the sidewalk like tiny ghosts.” 
 

o Or, “Remember, this is the library I would walk to after-school. The 
librarian’s name was Shari and the first book I checked out was ‘The 
Wizard of Oz.’ I remember time was endless behind the shelf with 
my friends Dorothy and the Cowardly Lion.” 

 
o The more detailed, the better. The goal of this presentation is to 

visibly see the building blocks of the project. While the 
“Neighborhood of Homes” project is designed to be the identity map, 
the details of the construction paper circles are spaces to write the 
details down.  

 
 
G U I D E D   P R A C T I C E   A C T I V I T Y 
30 minutes 
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1. Pass out materials (Ask students for assistance): Each students’ 
“Neighborhood of Homes” map, construction paper circles, each student’s 
composition book, markers or coloring utensils.  

 
2. Ask the students if anyone knows what a metaphor or simile is in writing.  

 
a. Metaphor: a figure of speech in which a word of phrase is applied to 

an object or action to which it is not literally applicable. Ask the 
students: What does this mean? 
 

b. Simile: a figure of speech involving the comparison of one thing with 
another thing of a different kind, used to make a description more 
emphatic or vivid. Similes use the words ‘like’ or ‘as’ in the 
comparison.  

 
c. Go back to this quote from “Eleven” by Sandra Cisneros: “Because 

the way you grow old is kind of like an onion or like the rings inside 
a tree trunk or like my little wooden dolls that fit one inside of the 
other, each year inside the next one. That’s how being eleven is.” 

i. Ask the students, is Sandra Cisneros using metaphors, 
similes, or both in this passage? 

 
3. Ask the students to take a minute to look at the details of their 

“Neighborhood of Homes” maps and the post it notes on the poster board. 
Explain that they will be doing a small writing exercise. 
 

4. Ask the students to take the next 15 minutes to write metaphors and similes 
that connect their homes to the details on the Post-it notes. Have the 
students write their new notes on the construction paper circles. If they get 
stuck, ask them to think about the 5 senses: “What do they hear, see, feel, 
taste, and smell?” Or, ask them, “How do you remember this home at 
different ages?” Explain to the students that these construction paper circles 
of metaphors and similes will be the connecting pieces that bridge the 
details with the homes or spaces, like in Sandra Cisneros’s “Eleven.” 
 

5. Ask the students to tape their construction paper circles over the homes on 
their “Neighborhood of Homes” projects. 

 
 
W R A P   U P   A N D   R E F L E C T I O N S 
15 minutes 
 

- Facilitate a conversation with the students by asking them: “What do you 
think identity is today?” “Have your thoughts about identity changed? Then, 
“In your opinion, how can we use figurative language to speak about our 
identities?” 
 



 119 

- Ask the students to take out their composition books. Have them take the 
last five minutes to write out their thoughts. This can be a free write, or, if 
the students would like a prompt, they could answer any of the following 
questions: 

 
o How did one of the homes you drew shape who you are? 

 
o How did one of the stories you wrote about shape who you are? 

 
- Have the students turn in their “Neighborhood of Homes” + “Homebodies” 

projects. 
  

- Collect composition books as well. This will ensure that nothing is lost.  
 

- Do not read from student’s notebooks unless they have asked you to. If you 
would like, have the students put a post it note on the front of their notebook 
if they would like you to read what they wrote. This promotes trust in the 
teacher-student dynamic. 

 
 

A D D I T I O N A L   N O T E S 
 

*If the instructor would like to, they can send the students home with a 
writing packet that reflects metaphors and similes. I recommend: “Good 
Hotdogs,” or excerpts from the short novel “The House on Mango Street” 
by Sandra Cisneros. 
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 Lesson 3: I Am From…  
An adaptation from Mary Pipher’s Middle of Everywhere 

 

 
 

“…We are landscape internalized. Our souls are etched with the geography of particular 
place." Mary Pipher, Middle of Everywhere  

 
O V E R V I E W L E A R N I N G   O U T C O M E S 

 

On the third day of the series, students 
will focus on parts of their identities 
created from the previous days’ activities 
 
Students will write poetry using their 
poetic map of physical homes on the 
poster board, lists on the post it notes, 
and experiences in the construction 
circles. 
 
Students will use metaphor, simile, and 
place to articulate their thoughts on 
identity.  

Develop self-reflection, input, and 
group conceptualization skills. 
 
Consider the details of their 
identities by combining place, 
metaphors, and similes.  
 
 
Interpret the poetic works of Mary 
Oliver and design their own writings 
based off her use of literal places and 
dreamscapes. 
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M A T E R I A L S 
 

- Each student’s “Neighborhood of Homes” map  
- Each student’s composition book  
- Pencils/Pens 
- Whiteboard 
- Whiteboard markers 
- Copies of Mary Oliver’s “Leaves and Blossoms Along the Way” 

 
 
S T E P – B Y – S T E P   G U I D E  
1:10 minutes total 
 
 
P R E P  
 

- Gather materials  
- Create demo of project 

 
 
W E L C O M E  
20 minutes 
 

- Greet students and explain that they will be working on putting together all 
parts of their poetry project to wrap up the “Classroom Universe” project. 
This piece of the poetry project will be driven almost entirely by 
conversation and writing. Ask the students to come to the board and draw 
one thing that happened during the school day. This is designed to give the 
students space to get out of their minds and reflect on the happenings of 
their day so far. This piece of the lesson plan is designed to allow time for 
the students to get to know one another. Have conversations with the 
students about what they drew. 
  

- Next, read the poem “Leaves and Blossoms Along the Way” by Mary Oliver 
and pass out a copy to each student (Oliver 17). Ask the students to listen 
carefully and write down the feelings they remember from the tone of the 
poetry piece in their individual composition books. This will aid with 
moving the classroom discussion. 
 

- Ask the students to take five minutes to write a response to the following 
questions (if possible, write them on the board for reference): “What can 
you tell about the speaker in this poem?” and “What can you tell about the 
speaker’s attitudes?”  
 

- Pair and share: Ask the students to share their thoughts with their neighbors 
for the next two minutes.  
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- Group share: Ask the students if anyone would like to share what the wrote. 
 

- Tell the students about Sandra Cisneros.  
o For example: “Mary Oliver was a poet and prose writer who won 

the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize. She writes a lot 
about nature and how humans interact with the natural world.” 

o Tip: The biography on poetryfoundation.org/poets/mary-oliver is a 
great resource. 

 
 
P R E S E N T A T I O N   A C T I V I T Y 
5 minutes 
 

- Display demo of the instructor’s “Neighborhood of Homes”, “Homebodies” 
and “I Am From” projects. This will show the interconnectedness of the 
project pieces. The “Neighborhood of Homes” project is the skeleton map of 
identity, the “Homebodies” project is the sensuous experiences of being in 
the home depicted in metaphors and similes, the “I Am From” project is the 
written poem created from the previous two projects. The idea is to teach 
the students that their lives are germinal, that they can always create a poem 
based on who they are. 
 

- For example, an “I Am From” poem might read like— 
 

 
“I am from… a home with long, looping vowels 
I am from… a road swallowing Indian paintbrush flowers 
I am from… a home with VHS tapes 
I am from….  a home with no VHS player, but a sister 
I am from… y’alls and fixin’ tos, and lights pronounced “lats” 
I am from… the Irish O’Loughlin’s and the Swedish Bennetts 
I am from… sidewalk steam in Texas rains 
I am from… my shelf friends Dorothy and the Cowardly Lion  
I am from… etc.” 

 
 
G U I D E D   P R A C T I C E   A C T I V I T Y 
30 minutes 
 

1. Pass out materials (Ask students for assistance): Each students’ 
“Neighborhood of Homes” with the attached “Homebodies”, each student’s 
composition book, pens and pencils. 

 
2. Ask the students to take a minute to look at the details of their projects. 

Explain that we are writing an anaphora poem. Ask the students if anyone 
know what an anaphora poem is. 
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a. An anaphora is a poetic technique in which the phrases or lines in a 
poem begin with the same words. 

 
3. Ask the students to open their composition books and write “I Am From” 

and the beginning of each line. Explain that they writing poems based off 
their artistic creations. They have the next 30 minutes to write a poem about 
the pieces of their identity drawn and written about on the “Neighborhood 
of Homes” and “Homebodies” project. 

 
 
W R A P   U P   A N D   R E F L E C T I O N S  
15 minutes 
 

- Ask the students if anyone would like to talk about how they created their 
poem and read their poem to the group. I encourage the teacher to read 
theirs as well. 
 

- After everyone has read that wants to, facilitate a conversation with the 
students by asking them: “What did you learn from your classmates and the 
way they communicated their identities?”  “Have your thoughts about 
identity changed? Then, “In your opinion, how can we use figurative 
language to speak about our identities?” This will be an update from the 
previous days’ conversations. 

 
- Have the students take home their projects. Encourage the students to 

continue building on their identity maps with anything they would like to. 
They could add pictures, thoughts and moments as they come, favorite 
poems they have read, etc.  
  

- Give students their composition books. These can be journals, and they can 
continue to add to their “I Am From” poems as the ideas happen. 
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