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Introduction

A tace floats up through the leaves. First the
eyes appear, green eyes with leaves for eyebrows,
then the nose, and finally the ... No. There is no
motth. Though the eyes speak volumes, the miss-
g mouth says even more.

This is how we are first introduced to protago-
nist Melinda Sordino on the cover of Laurie Halse
Anderson’s (1999} award-winning novel, Speak.On
her first day of high school, we quickly learn thar
Melinda is ourcast, despised by her peers because
she called the cops ar a summer party and several
teens were arrested, But we don't learn why she
called 911 until imuch later in the novel, for Melinda
has been silenced by sex.

The silencing of young voices, both on and off

the page, because of sexual trauma and even sexual
curiosity. is the focus of this piece. InSpeak,
Melinda's silence stems from the fact thar she was
raped at that summer party by a senior boy, and
she retreats into herself refusing to share the trurh
of thar night wirh anyone,
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I addition o Speak. we will explore two ather
literary texis that center on sexual issues for young
teens, { Hadn 't Meant to Tell You Thisby Jacqueline

Woodson (1994) tells of a complex, cross-racial

friendship Detween upper class, African American
Marie and lower class, Furopean American Lena,
Butat the heart of the story is the disclosure thar
Lena is being sexually abused by her father, and
she asks Marie to keep the secret. Marie's revela-
tion is the narrative of the novel. The third novel.
Silent 1o the Bone by E. L. Konigsburg (2000), in-
volves another friendship, but this time between
two boys. Branwell has chosen silence over reveal-
ing the truth of his baby sister’s nearly faral acci-
dent. bur his silence is not caused by another’s
sexual aggression. Instead, Branwell is muted by
his own shame. He was too infatuated with Vivian—
the au pair who actually shook the baby into un-
consciousness—to speak when he should have
spoken. Throughout the novel, Branwell's friend,
Connor, works to break the mystery of his friend's
silence, as well as to show him thar being seruck
dumb has only temporary advantages.

Theoretical Frame
Our theoretical frame leans on Brown and
Gifligan's (1992) belief that when listening to ado-
lescents talk: “Four questions abour voice artune
one’s ear to the harmonics of relationship:”
* Whois speaking?
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* In what body?

» Telling what story about relationship—from
whose perspective or from what vancage poinr?

+ ln whar societal and cultural frameworks? (p.

21)

While they place voice
at the center of their work,
it never stands alone i a
disembodied stare. In-
stead, it comes replere
with physicality, relation-
ship, and social setting.
They argue: “Voice is inher-
ently relational—one does
nOL require a micror to
hear oneself—yer the
sounds of one’s voice change in resonance depend-
ing on the relational acoustics: whether one is heard
or not heard” (p. 20).

Brown and Gilligan ponder what happens to
young women when they are silenced, and their con-
cerns are echoed in other research work on gender.
For example, Orenstein (1994} describes “the pat-
tern of silence and shame . .. among girls” (p. 149}
she witnessed in middle schools—girls who often
harm themselves because of low selt esteem, She ex-
plains, “as girls, they are disallowed the luxury of
turning their anger outward; the only outler they
have for their rage is their own bodies” (p. 107).
Orenstein argues that their rage is often the result
of sexual harassment. Still, these very visible, yet con-
mradictory. signs of silence, scream, and sexual ag-
gression are repeatedly ignored in school. Lehr (2001)
observes “that teachers are woefully unequipped to
handle situations like this” (p. 8). And Smagorinsky
and Coppock (2000) warn us of the dangers of whart
happens in school when teachers cannotr monitor
all their small group activities. In the Bahktinian
{1984) sense, Lensmire (2000) argues that powerful
groups—Ilike males—rurn the apenness of the oft
fimes carnivalesque aspects ot classroom life to their
own advantage. turning against "more powerless
groups” (p. 20), especially young women.

Still, i is impartant to remember that young
men can also be victims. They too can be caughein
the “knotted dilemma” described by Gilligan, Lyons,
and Hammer (1990)—trying to untie the knot of

However, fiere we will listen to
three young teens: Melinda, Lena,
and Branwell. Though they are afl

too silent, they do communicate,

offen through their bodies.
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speaking out when traditional gendered expecta-
tions, guilt, and shame convince you thac keeping
silent to the bone may serve as your only weapon,
especially in a community that really doesn't care
to listen. While many researchers are listening, per-
haps another knot in the
ditermima exists in how the
youth in these studies only
speak through their adult
interpreters. What might
be the potential for errors
in such translations?

In Speak (Anderson,
F999), Melinda Sordino
telis us that one of "THE
FIRST TEN LIES THEY TELL
YOU IN HIGH SCHOOL
[is}"“We are here to help you' (p. 5). After a cata-
strophic controntation with a social studies teacher
Melinda calls “Mr. Neck,” she knows there is no
way heis here to lielp her. She faces him in silence,
but her “headvoice” says: “It is easier not to say
anything. Shut your trap, button your lip, can it,
All that crap you hear on TV about communica-
tion and expressing feelings is a lie. Nobody realiy
wanrs to hear what you have ro say” (p. 9).

However, here we will listen to three young
teens: Melinda, Lena, and Branwell. Though they
are all too silent, they do communicate, often
through their bodies. Thus, our first secrion deals
with Browt and Gilligan's (1992) first two ques-
tions abour voice and body. We will then turn to
their third question about relationship, for each of
these teens does have someone in the community—
a friend or a reacher—who is willing to listen. Fi-
nally, we will address their fourth question about
the societat and cultural frameworks in which these
teens exist. We will focus on schools in this final
section, foltowing the lead of Dan Hade (1997) and
Kathy Shorr (2001), who suggest, “educators im-
ply through their silence that injustice, stereotypes,
and inequity are acceptable. By not saying anything,
educators send a message that is just as loud as if
they were speaking openly in the classroom” (p.
189). Teachers, too, can be silenced by sex, and it is
our goal 1o consider the consequences of keeping
our mourhs shut.
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Who is Speaking? In Whar Body?

In The Poisonwood Bible, Barbara Kingsolver
{1998) argues:

You can't pust point to the one most terrible thing
and wonder why it happened . . . tach bad thing
causes something worse ... Al you look hard enough
you can always see reasons, but you'll go crazy if
you think it's all panishment for your sins, | see
that plainly when Hook ar my parents. God doesn't
need 1o punish us. He juse grants us a long enough
life to punish ourselves. (. 327)

Kingsolver's quote goes straight to the heart of
our first two questions; Who is speaking? in what
body? Prior to her rape, Melinda described herself
as “a one-piece talking girl” (Anderson, 1999, p. 97,
someone who talked eagerly and often with friends.
She remembers earlier days when her family vis-
ited an apple orchard, and as her Dad lifted her
info a tree, she feft “it was like falling up into a
storybook” (p. 66). But the seeds of discontent had
already been planted. The night she stumbles home
atter the rape, having been unable ta speak to the
police, both parents are gone and they're not to-
gether. And rthe partern of absence and separate-
ness only grows.

Atter the rape, Melinda rarely speaks. The au-
thar makes this clear through multiple conversa-
tions wrirten in the torm of a play script—a name,
a colon, and then the words spoken. But, in these
“conversations” Melinda’s respanse is consistently
ME:—M. £, colon, and no words follow. Although
her parents and reachers mostly ignore her, they
do ultimately realize thar she has stopped ralking.
But rather than sympathy or even curiosity about
what might be standing behind the silence, they
are angry. Her mother exclaims, “She won't say
anything! I can't get a word out of her. She's mute”
(p. 114).

still, Melinda's body is saying so much. Her hair
is unwashed, her face dirty, her jeans crumpled,
her clothes too large—ail in an arrempe to shield
her body. Even more obvious, she chews her lips to
shreds, emblematic of the feelings thar are eating
her alive. Fven classmates notice this. Melinda over-
hears one girl comment: “She's creepy. What’s
wrong with her lips? 1r laoks like she's got-a dis-
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ease or something™ (p. 45). But no one asks why.

Many of Melinda's patterns are repeated in
Lena, We don’creally have a sense of Lena prior 10
her father's abuse, bur we do know that at one
time—perhaps when her mother was still alive—
she must have been lighter. When she first intro-
duces herself to Marie. she gets the typical teen
reaction: “Who cares.” Lena shrugs. butis clear in
her response: 1 care. That's who” (Woodson, 1994,
p. 16). And she does care. Of the characters in these
three books, Lena is the clearest about who she is
and how her father's abuse is nor her fault. Still,
discussing the derails is hard. When she talks with
Marie about her father's advances, she is brief and
then shuts down, Marie explains, “She looked hol-
low, vacant as sky, and I knew she had said all she
wils going to say about it” (p. 79). Like Melinda,
Lena's appearance is “raggedy” (p. 52), with her hair
unwashed and clothes a mess. Even her gait s af-
fected, for Marie declares: “Sometimes Lena walked
like somebody broken” (p. 33).

Branwell, our rhird characeer, is broken as well —
but not by abuse. Instead he is ashamed that his
infatuation with the au pair has prevented him
from speaking about her neglect of his lraby sister.
Prior to the arrival of the au pair in his home,
Branwell is described as one “who loved words so
much” (Konigsburg, 2000, p- 22). But when the au
pair shakes the baby into an unconscious state and
accuses Branwell of dropping the child, he retrears
mto silence. Indeed. " SILENCE," written all in capi
tal lerters, is the first word we don'thear from
Branwell in his call to 911. The author repeats the
word four times within the very short emergency
catl, and then has Connor, the narrator, use it once
agatn to explain,“The SILENCFS were Branwell's.
He is my friend” (p. 3). And throughout the novel,
Connor comes up with a variety of synonyms for
his friend's silence. describing him us “struck dumb”
(p- 134). "unspoken “(p. 123Y, and, true 1o the title
ot the book, “silent to the bone” (p. 218).

Like Melinda and Lena, Branwell's appearance
is problematic. Placed in the town's Behaviosal Cen-
ter, awaiting inews of his sister as well as whether he
will be criminally charged, Connor describes Branwell
as “zombielike” (p. 7). The first time he visits Branwell
in the Center, “He looked awful. His hair was greasy
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and uncombed, and he was so pale .

"(p. 6).

Who is speaking? In what body? In each of

these three novels, the protagonists are silent, or ar
least quiet abour their pain, but their bodies scream
out, and chis is a common human partern. Hol-
tand and Eisenhart (1992) explain: “the interper-
sonal signs of attractiveness are important: one
gains or loses attractiveness depending on the ar-
tractiveness of those whom one attracts and the
treatment thar one receives from them” (p. 102).
Since “rape is an ultimate form of bad trearment”
(p- 101), Melinda's silence
and slovenly appearance
reflect her pain. Similarly,
Lena puts personal hygiene
at a distance as she at-
tempts to spend shoreer
amounts of time in a house
with a father who can al-
ways walk through the
“bathroom door. Finally,
Branwell's zombielike ap-
pearance is explained in his
shock with the au pair's betrayal as well as his shame
for not 5peak1nﬂ when he should have spoken our.
If ic’s true that “artractiveness is self-reinforc-
ing ... symbolic capiral” (p. 103), these three char-
acters are painfully demonstrating their lack of
worth. Forumatety, however, though their parents
are missing rhe signs, there is a member of each of
their communities who is listening.

Telling What Story About Relationship?
About midway through the novel, Sifenie to the
Bone (Konigsburg, 2000), a characrer named
Yolanda asks, “And Branwell? Can he talk?” Cannor
says"“Not yer. But we have a way of conununicat-
ing.” And Yolanda replies: “That's nice. Friends ai-
ways find a way to keep in touch” (p. 171). These
three novels demonstrate exactly that—friends find
a way. In their work, Brown and Gilligan (1992)
emphasize that rather than telling “a story abour
separation,” they are interested in "voicing the re-
lationships” (p. 22). Even when a character is not
ralking, there are other ways to be in relationship
and other modes of communication. Connar, for
example, writes words and the alphabet on cards

These three novels demonstrate
exactly that—friends find a way.
Even when a character is not
talking, there are other ways to be
in relationship and other modes of

connruication.

because he understands that *Branwell could speak
to [him] with his eyes” (p. 26), blinking, nodding,
and evenrually pointing ro indicate which letrers
and words would help Connor unlock the mystery
of Branwell's silence.

Although this communicative method steadily
reveals more and more of Branwell’s secret, there is
a point in the novel where progress is stalled. And

thisis rue in many nareatives. In analyzing fairy tales,

for example Zipes (1991) explains that there is of-
ten “a peripety or sudden fall in the protagonist's
fortunes, which is generally
only a temporary setback”
(p. xiii). In Silent to the
Bone {Konigsburg, 2000),
Connor meets the au pair,
Vivian, and succumbs
somewhat to her charms.
In his conversations with
Branwell, he begins to tease
and even use sarcasm to
chide his friend about what
he thinks are their parallel
infatuations. Bur Branwell, who knows much more
about Vivian, withdraws. In the shock of stepping
back rather rhan moving forward in relationship,
Connor realizes “Maybe my sarcasim led to his si-
lence abour Vivian™ (p. 123).

In fairytales. Zipes (1991) argues, “A wonder
or miracle is needed to reverse the wheel of for-
tune” (p. xiin), but in real lite the miracles occur in
realizations thar help ro reestablish relationships.
Connor realizes that Branwell needs protection and
understanding, not sarcasm. As he eloquently puts
it: “Civilized people have ro preserve rare birds” (p.
134).

tn 1 Hadn't Meant to Tell You This (Woodson,
1994), Lena's mode of communication is vocal, but
the revelation of her secret comes in hints and ques-
tions, She asks, “You love your daddy, Marie? . . |
wish 1 could love mine” (p. 42). The perlpety in
Lena and Marie’s relationship occurs not once but
several times throughout the novel. When Lena fi-
nally reveals the tr uth about her father, Marie ini-
tially refuses to believe ir. Even more catastrophic,
atone point she becomes so angry that she screams
at Lena: “Why do you let him? ... You mast like
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il Lena’s reaction is immediate; she “looked as
though [Marie] had hit her” (p. 81}, and then she

.llked away. Marie quickly realizes thae the pain
she has caused her friend stems from her own an-
ger. She reflects, "1 vealized it wasn't about Lena. It
was him Fwas mad ac” (p. 82).

I both { Hadn't Meant ro Tell You This and $i-
lent to the Bone (Konigsburg. 2000), the protago-
nist in pain is in relationship with a close friend.
And though their friendships have their times of
crisis—with Connor’s sarcasm and Marie’s rerrible
accusation—rheir relationships are reestablished
through reflection. The
novel Speak (Anderson,
2000} follows a similar
pattern, but the relation-
ship Melinda has is with
her arr teacher. On her
first day of class, her
teacher—purposefully
nared Mr. Freeman—de-
clares: "Welcome to the
only class thar will teach
you how (o survive . . .
Welcome to Art.” Though
Melinda speaks only
rarely, she finds a survival
mode of communication through her art. She
struggles with it, of course, tying again and again
to construct lier year's assignment, a tree. But after
a particularly catastrophic Thanksgiving with her
parents, she discards the tree momentarily and con-
structs a sculpture out of the wirkey bones, insert-
ing a knife and fork into the piece. Her piecé de
resistance is a Barbie doll head, which she mounts
arop the pile of bones and utensils—a Barbie with a
piece of tape across her mouth, Mr. Freentan, who
has not only noticed Melinda’s struggte in class but
also her strugglesin life, analyzes the sculpture. Tap-
ping his chin and imaking Melinda nervous, he sug-
gests: "This has meaning. Pain” (p. 65).

Because they are not friends, the peripety is
shighter in this relationship. Mr. Freeman is frus-
trated by Melinda’s inability to infuse her art with
emotion. He tells her, "Art without emotion is like
chocolate cake without sugar. 1t makes you gag”
(p. 122). But after this quick but porent lesson, Iu'

The students in our three novels
are all frying to communicate, but
their voices are relatively unheard

in their communities, except for the

St of two best friends. Indeed,

their parents at home and Hrerr

teachers at school rarely notice

thelr plights.
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sottens the blow by saying, “1 think you have a lor
to say. I'd like to hearit” (p. 123). Melinda‘s former
friends are either roo angry over her 911 call or
have roo many of their own problems to really 1ry
to sorr otr why Melinda’s mure. From a greater
distance and with problems of his own, only Mr.

Freeman stays the course.

In What Socieral and Cultural Frameworks?

Turning to our last question from Brown and
Gilligan (I‘)‘)Z) we must ask: In what socieral and
culun al frameworks do our protagonists exist? The
students in our three novels
are all trying to communi-
cate, but their voices are rela-
tively unheard in their
communities, except for the
gitt of two besr friends. In-
deed, their parents at home
and their teachers at school
rarely notice their plights,
Melinda’s teachier, Mr. Free-
man, is the only adult to re-
ally take norice and try to
help her ta communicare her
life experiences.

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) describe
school settings that in essence work 1o silence chil-
dren. They state, “We are overwhelmed by the trag-
mentation that takes place as {the children] move
from the hopes of their families and the promise
of their early years through an educational system
that gradually d|smnne¢rs their lives” (p. 121). The
lirerature presented here mirrors the reality of this
disconnection.

Melinda’s Merryweather High, Lena's town of
Chauncey, and Branwell's Kllll’hl'bbi idge Middle
School are all places ironicaily umnteresred in the
mner lives of their teens. Even the names are a lie.
Merryweather implies suny skies, happy-go- lucky
students, smooth sailing—but we know from
Melinda’s story that lite is anything but smooth. Lena
lives in the town of Chauncey. pronounced

“chancey,” which implies the v:ussnudes oflife. And
Knightsbridge signifies a place of romanticized con-
nection, rather than the disconnection trom school
rhar Branwell and Connor often feel.
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The names that the protagentsts provide tell us
even more about their emotional distance from their
scheols and communities. Melinda. for example, tells
us that her school’s mascot was the Trojan, though
the school board decided to crush the sexual innu-
endo implied by this name. Melinda explains, “Hoine
of the Trojans didn’t send a strong abstinence mes-
sage, so they have transformed us into the Blue Dev-
||5 Better the Devil you know than the Trajan you
don’t, | guess” (Anderson, 1999, p. 4). The irony in a
school board’s acceprance of the Devil. but denial of
the Trojan is more than a little painful.

While the girls in 1 Hadn't Meanr ro Tell You
This (Woodson, 1994) don't have a specific name
tor their school, Lena
characterizes their town
by saying, “Chauncey ain’r
far trom nowhere” (p. 18),
and the lack of commu-
nity grounding is clear,
Their school is there, but
also nowhere, nothing
more than a place to be
during the day. For
Branwell and Connor,
school is so infantile at imes they call it "DAY CARE”
(Konigsburg, 2000, p. 29). And inanother instance,
Conunor describes school as a place with “cleverly
guarded halls™ where a person would have difti-
culry moving” without diplomatic passport or bul-
ler proof vest” (p. 111). Thus, the names and
descriptions the characters ascribe are further sig-
nals of the emphasis thar their schools place on
constraining and restraining rather than emanci-
pating and enmuraging communicarion.

Emblematic of this lack of communication,
the schools have little insight inte our protago-
nists” problems. and neither does the larger com-
munity. Even when the adults in authority
recoginize a problem, they focus on the surface
aspects rather than the core motivation. In Speak
(Anderson, 1999), Melinda is called to a meeting
of the principal. the guidance counselor, and her
parents. The principal, whom Melinda nicknames
“Principal Principal” begins the meeting: “We all
agree we are here to help. Let’s start with these
grades. They are not what we expected from you,

Emblematic of this lack of
communication, the schiools have
little insight into our protagonists’
problerms, and neither does the

larger commiintly.
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Melissa” (p. 114). Of course, the opening offer of
help aligns with Melinda’s first of “ten lies they
tell you in high school” (p. 9). 1he focus on grades
as well as the fact that he calls her “Melissa” rather
than her name, makes the lie all the more evi-
dent. No wonder Melinda makes no response
other than her internal voice: “Me: [inside my
head} Would you listen? Would you believe me?
Fat chance” (p. 114). 7

Lena, on the other hand, knows that help from
the adults in her community can often lead to per-
sonal disaster. The one time an adult did believe thar
her father was abusing her, it was a social service
worker who pulled both Lena and her sister from
their house, placing the girls
in separate foster homes,
Lena was desperate to get
back to her sister, but as she
explained, “The woman was
always  coming around
apologizing, ralking about
she couldn’t do anything
about it “cause there wasn'e
enough families out there
who wanted wo girls at the
same time” (Woodson, 1994, p. 77). As a result, both
girls ran away, but with nowhere 1o run, they re-
turned to their father.

As tor Branwell, he is forgotten at school. All of
his problems ave ignored by his teachers in the novel.
No teacher stops Connor to inquire or calls
Branwell's parents 10 see how he is. The one hint we
have of the school's reaction comes when Connor
rells Branwell:"We missed you at chorus rehearsal
today ... They decided to eliminate [your] solo. I'm
telling you. Bran. we do a lot better when you're
there” (Konigsburg, 2000, p. 135). That's certainly
Connor's opinion, but the teachers seem not to miss
Branwell in the least. Instead of thinking with their
students about the dilemima their friend is facing,
they simply eliminate his role in the school musical.

b d Hadir'e Meant ro Tell You This (Woodson,
1994}, Silent to the Bone {Konigsburg, 2000), and
Speak (Anderson, 1999), the adulc members of the
community and school aren'thistening, so ic's little
surprise that our protagonists stop talking. When
Melinda realizes that she and her parents have been



Sitenced by Sex: Hurd Tristles & Taboos e Teaching Literature

reduced to briet notes ro each other about how to
order the pizza for dinner, she asks in her headvoice:
“What clse is there to say?” (p. 14). We think there’s
plenty to say, but for that we will turn to eur final
discussion.

Discussion

It a recent review of a book on the Brothers
Grimm, Zarin {2001) explained how over time
Jacob and Wilhetm Grimim were challenged again
and again to revise their texts. Some. with an ex-
cess of violence, were eliminated; others, tales were
expurgated: “Wilbelm himselt did the work, but
he wrote, in some exasperation, “You can foo! your-
seft into thinking that what can be removed from
a book can also be removed fromreal life™ (p. 29).

Rut tet's not fool ourselves. True, it takes brav-
ery to read literature with taboo subjects, litera-
ture which raises ditficult ropics. True, these three
novels are not easy. and discussing them will, no
doubt, make reachers and studenes uncomfortable.
Bravery to confront these texts involves acknowl
edging the possible discomforts and pressing on-
ward in the face of difficulr obstacles. Teachers we
have spoken to have said things like, “1 know this
book can be powerful, bur I am not sure rhat |
would read it in my dassroon.” Some even go so
far as to say, “1 would never use this book in sdmolf
So our remaining question is: What holds us back
from treaching something so powerful? i1s ir fear?

Certainly. fear of administrative and parencal
opposition are real and must be addressed in each
individual situation. Still, we would like to make a
case for taking a strong stance and reaching such
lirerature. Knowing that unpredictable moments
will arise while discussing these texts is part of the
unknown territory that brave teachers take on daily.

However, ifa reacher is willing to rake on tough
texts—especially those that deal with taboo sub-
jeces like sexuality—first a safe space must be es-

tablished to begin the discussion. As Melinda shows
us. safety was essemml for her emanciparion. She
explains, “The art room is one of the places that |
feet safe. thum and don't worry aboutiooking stu-
pid” {p. 160). Our cassrooms must be safe, but in
that safety they must be places where people agree
to disagree, and feel comtorrable witly discomfort.
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Even more important, more must be read than the
rext irself. In essence, we must learn to read our
students and offer up opportunities for our stu
dents ro read one another (Macedo, 1993).

On the other hand, teachers have the right (o
choose which texts they will teach, and they may
have important reasons not to teach controversial
books. They may have a student in their class for
whom a novel like Speak (Anderson, 1999) may be
too close to home, And perhaps the novels are too
close to their own personal experiences. Fagle
(1995} explains, “We love to hear and read stories
that capture some emotional dilemma bur give us
enough distance, by virrue of the symbolic torm,
to experience it without being consumed by it” (p.
40). Perhaps, these three novels consume us in ways
thar don't offer enough distance. Yer, in making
the choice not to reach such texts, Dressiman { 1997)
reminds us that “choice is never completely per-
sonal, butis always potitical” (p. 321). Furthermore,
he argues. that such choices raise “questions about
how ‘meeting student needs’ might themselves be
a sort of well- m[en[mned doing ot hegemony along
the lines of ... gender, or Olht’l forms ofdlfferen—
tlation” {p. %22), What are we denying students
when we retuse to teach about issues that are a
part of their day-to-day lives?

Even if teachers choose not to teach mugh
books, they would benefit from reading chese texts
on their own, for they offer us a view into the si-
lenced. The outward eobservable signs in these si-
lenced teens are pateerns that we may see in present
and future students. Reading these rexes helps us
to know the signs of those who are begging for
help from the inside out.

I the final analysis, these three novels have
critical issues to share with readers about larger
life. the human condition, how to tive, and how to
survive. Whether our students can speak or will
speak depends on the communities we create in
our classrooms and the deep discussions we offer
around literature, At the end of each navel. the voice
of the protagonist is finally released. In Silent to
the Bone (Konigsburg, 2000}, Branwell tells Connor,
"I want to rell you everything™ (p. 238). In { Hadn't
Meant to Tell You This (Woodson. 1994), Marie
feels that Lena has given her perimission to tell the
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story: "It’'s okay now, Marie. Go ahead and rell it”
(p. 13). And in"Speak (Anderson, 1999, Melinda’s
voice is released at the end of the novel:

Mr. Freeman: “You've been through a lot, haven't
you!”

The tears dissolve the last block of
ice in my throat. [ feel the frozen still-
ness melt down through the inside
of me, diipping shards of ice tha
vanish ina puddle of sunlight on the
stained tHoor. Words floar up.

ME—"Let me tell you about ic.” (p. 198)

As teachers ot English. we can use literature ro
bring deeper meaning to students’ lives. These three
novels offer unique opportunities to help students
use their voices, bodies, and minds ro read the
world in which they live. We have to ask ourselves:
Do we want our students to be silent victims of a
dominant code that makes decisions for them? Or
do we hope to open up a human curriculum of
learning how ro care for one another-a space
where words floar up, voices are revealed, and our
students look us in the eye and say, “Let me telt
you about it."?

Excerpt trom SPEAK by Laurie Halse Anderson. Copyright 63
1999 by Lawrie Halse anderson. Reprinted by permission of
Farrar, Straus & Girous, LLC.
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