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The author encourages 
teachers to explore themes 
in literature that connect 
to experiences of young 
female immigrants and 
that eschew stereotypical 
representations. She 
discusses a list of 
recommended texts.
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and Adolescent Girl 
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for All Readers

themselves. In a study of genre fiction novels for 
middle-grade readers, Denise E. Agosto, Sandra 
Hughes-Hassell, and Catherine Gilmore-Clough 
found that, in the 4,255 books published in the 
United States between 1992 and 2001 they ana-
lyzed, less than one sixth featured a significant char-
acter of color (257). Hispanics were particularly 
underrepresented, comprising only 10% of the non-
white characters. Furthermore, the romance category 
of this selection of books, which is most popular for 
adolescent girls, was nearly an all-white area. 

Additionally, many of the books that contain 
significant female characters of color portray negative 
or stereotypical images. Wendy Glenn analyzed three 
popular series of genre fiction for young adults and 
concluded that there are many negative ethnic stereo-
types assumed in them. Latina characters were often 
depicted as sexual vixens and Hispanic and Asian 
immigrants generally serviced white characters. 
Kate McInally similarly claims that negative ethnic 
stereotypes are perpetuated in a popular novel series 
about the lives of adolescent girls, The Sisterhood of the 
Traveling Pants (Brashares), which might appear to be 
more complex in its approach to multiculturality due 
to its characters of different races. However, McInally 
states that this series’ “assimilative agenda” serves 
a fake sense of multiculturalism and “promote[s] 
whiteness through showing cultural differences to be 
merely an ‘add on’ to essentialised femininity” (190). 
These studies show that adolescent immigrant girls 
are far too exposed to literature that does not validate 
their identities nor mirror their lived experiences. For 
many decades, reader-response theory has made clear 
the reasons why one should have the opportunity to 
relate personally to a text. A remarkable 70 years 

wenty percent of all youth in 
America’s schools are children of 
immigrants, making them first- or 
second-generation immigrant stu-

dents. Addressing these students’ literacy needs 
with relevant curriculum paves the way for them 
to experience meaningful learning (Suárez-Orozco 
and Suárez-Orozco). Literacy scholarship also points 
to the specific literacy needs of adolescent girls and 
the disconnect of their in- and out-of-school literacy 
practices (Guzzetti). Many students fall into both 
categories, adolescent immigrants and girls, and de-
serve our attention to fully engage them in literacy. 

I have taught many students from this pop-
ulation and I have learned that they experienced 
many of the same things I did as a white, middle-
class, adolescent girl from small-town America. But 
unlike me and my literary friends from the Baby-
sitter’s Club, Sweet Valley High, and Judy Blume 
novels who guided me through adolescence, these 
girls had few pieces of literature in which their race, 
culture, and experiences were mirrored. If reading 
books in which I saw parts of myself was so impor-
tant to me during my adolescence (and still today), 
then I think all girls, regardless of cultural back-
ground, deserve the same opportunity to see them-
selves in literature. In this article I explain why 
adolescent immigrant girls deserve our effort to ef-
fectively engage them in school-based literacy and 
suggest literature that might serve such purpose. 

Representation and Cultural Relevance

Unfortunately, adolescent immigrants do not have 
access to many books in which they might see 

T
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Global Society, the Skipping Stones Honor Awards, 
and a particularly useful article in the Library Media 
Connection Journal (York) about literature by immi-
grants. I choose literary texts that met the follow-
ing criteria:

• Included an adolescent protagonist who is a 
first-generation, 1.5-generation (a youth born 
in another country and then immigrated 
with family at a young age), or second-gener-
ation immigrant girl.

• The coming of age experience is central to 
the story. 

• The story takes place in a relatively modern 
time (1990s to present). 

• The book is written by a female author who 
has personal experience as an immigrant or is 
the child of immigrant parents.

Figure 1 contains basic information about recom-
mended texts for immigrant girls.

I read each of the books on the list multiple 
times and I used an adaptation of Barney G. Gla-
ser and Anselm L. Strauss’s constant-comparative 
method to document the prevalent themes in the 
books. Figure 2 includes specific information about 
the texts, and the themes are coded under the broad 
categories of “immigrant experiences” and “adoles-
cent girl experiences” in the legend below Figure 2. 

Exploring Immigrant and  
Adolescent Girl Themes

Below I discuss some of the important themes from 
the recommended texts found in Figures 1 and 2. 

Immigration Themes

Immigration is something that affected the lives of 
each of the female characters in many ways. Immi-
grant issues are usually not present in most young 

adult and adolescent literature for girls; 
however, they are central elements of the 
recommended texts. 

One important thematic concept in 
the texts is “language brokering,” which 
is the process of youth translating and in-
terpreting between two languages and cul-
tures. Most adolescents do not engage in this 
type of activity, but for immigrant youth, 
it is quite common (Dorner, Orellana, and 
Jiménez). Sari, in Fitting In (Bernardo), 

ago, Louise M. Rosenblatt (“Moderns among Mas-
terpieces”) challenged educators to include modern 
texts among the classics. She stated that a good book 
for youth is one that they are able to respond to inti-
mately based on their own life experiences. One’s per-
sonal experiences are essential to the reading of a text 
as the transactional process occurs in order for each 
individual to create his or her own “poem” (Rosen-
blatt, The Reader). Throughout her influential career, 
Rosenblatt asserted that “the adolescent reader needs 
to encounter literature for which he possesses emo-
tional and experiential ‘readiness’” (Making Meaning 
65). Literature needs to connect to adolescents’ past 
and present experiences and the core of who they are. 
Alfred W. Tatum echoes the need for adolescents to 
engage with texts that are meaningful to their own 
lives because these “textual lineages” serve to guide 
them to “find their place in the world as they bump 
against academic, cultural, emotional, gender, histor-
ical, linguistic, and social forces” (4). 

Although sparse, studies exist that show the 
positive effects of adolescent immigrants reading 
texts to which they can personally relate. While 
using culturally relevant texts in a diverse English 
class, Steven Z. Athanases found that “identifying 
culturally with literary events provided some stu-
dents with pride and special access to the works” 
(284). This created a hunger for literature that mir-
rored students’ cultural experiences. Sapna Vyas reit-
erates these sentiments based on research with seven 
first- and second-generation Asian high school stu-
dents. An Asian literature club allowed students to 
better understand their identities and guide them in 
their life choices as they identified with the charac-
ters. Finally, Mary-Virginia Feger depicts how Latino 
high school English language learners became more 
engaged in classroom reading when she abandoned 
the basal readers for adolescent novels that mirrored 
students’ immigrant experiences. These studies dem-
onstrate the transformative power that lies 
in teachers providing immigrant youth lit-
erature that mirrors their lived experiences. 

Relevant Literature for  
Adolescent Immigrant Girls

To find texts to which immigrant girls 
might personally relate, I searched for 
texts through Worlds of Words (www 
.wowlit.org), the Notable Books for a 
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FIGuRE 1.  Literary Texts for Immigrant Girls

Text

Generation 
of Main 
Character(s)

Home Country 
of Main 
Character(s) 
and/or Parents

Age of Main  
Character(s)

Return to Sender (Alvarez) 1.5 Mexico 12 

Fitting In (Bernardo)

(Collection of five stories with  
different main characters)

1st and 1.5 Cuba Middle school

Loves Me, Loves Me Not 
(Bernardo)

2nd Cuba 15

Ask Me No Questions (Budhos) 1.5 Bangladesh 14

Call Me María (Cofer) 1st Puerto Rico High school

Fresh Off the Boat (De la Cruz) 1st Philippines 14

Born Confused (Hidier) 2nd India 17

Skunk Girl (Karim) 2nd Pakistan 16

Finding My Voice (Lee)

(First book in a series of two) 2nd Korea High school senior

Wait for Me (Na) 1.5 or 2nd Korea Between junior 
and senior year

FIGuRE 2.  Content Analysis
Text Immigration Themes Adolescent Girl Themes

Return to  
Sender

I1: Although Mari speaks English very well, 
she often does not understand idioms.
I2: She translates for her father with his 
employer.
I3: Her family is undocumented and con-
stantly fears immigration authorities. They 
have many legal problems and are eventually 
deported to Mexico.
I4: Mari’s race and immigration status are  
ridiculed by her classmates. 

A2: Mari develops a special friendship with a 
ranch owner’s son and his grandmother.
A3: When her parents are arrested and sent to 
jail, she gains the courage to come forward to the 
authorities about her legal status and explain her 
family’s situation. She reunites her family and 
saves her parents from further jail time.

Fitting In I2: Sari is embarrassed to translate for her 
grandmother.
I1: Tere is teased because of her Spanish 
accent.
I1: Mari does not understand her assignment 
because of language issues.
I5: Tere feels different from the American girls.

A1: Sari is excited to go to her first dance  
with Jim.
A2: Chari must choose between being a good 
friend and being popular.
A3: Chari learns the true meaning of her name, 
charity, and makes the decision to live up to it.

Loves Me,  
Loves Me Not

I1: Maggie is concerned her Spanish accent 
will be stronger when she is nervous.
I4: She has a crush on a white boy who  
belittles her and her Cuban mother.

A1: Maggie discovers her crush is not the right 
boy for her and begins a relationship with the 
new boy in school.
A2: Her relationship with her best friend is tested 
by their relationships with boys.
A3: She confronts racism and prejudice while 
remaining proud of her Cuban heritage.

Call Me María I1: María is in ESL classes and struggles to 
lose her accent.
I4: She perceives students to judge her as 
being less intelligent because of her Spanish 
accent.
I6: She feels caught between being Puerto 
Rican and a “barrio” girl.

A3: María learns to define herself as a writer. She 
makes peace with her dual cultures.

continued
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Text Immigration Themes Adolescent Girl Themes

Ask Me No 
Questions

I3: Nadira and her family seek asylum in  
Canada after 9/11 but are denied, and her 
father is put in a detainment center for their 
undocumented status.
I4: She realizes how Americans prejudge her 
Muslim family after the events of 9/11.

A3: Nadira steps out of her “perfect” older sister’s 
shadow to save her family from their legal prob-
lems. She begins to see herself as an intelligent 
individual capable of going to college.

Fresh Off  
the Boat

I3: Vicenza’s family entered the country on 
tourist visas and stayed. They support  
themselves by operating a black market  
video company.
I5: She struggles being the only Filipino girl  
at her private school.
I6: She wants to be American but cannot 
escape her Filipino family.

A1: Vicenza is in love with a boy who likes her 
friend and then discovers the boy who was there all 
along is more than she realized.
A2: She develops a close friendship with a new stu-
dent who brings her out of her shell.
A3. She becomes honest about her life with her 
family, her best friend in the Philippines, and 
herself. 

Born 
Confused

I5: Dimple is self-conscious because she  
does not look like her American friends.
I6: She has spent her whole life separating 
herself from her parents’ traditions but  
now wants to reconnect.

A1: Dimple’s traditional Indian parents set her up 
with a “suitable Indian boy.” Although she initially 
rejects the idea, she discovers love can appear 
where you are not expecting it.
A2: She feels her best friend is trying to steal her 
love interest.
A3: She learns to be proud of her Indian heritage.

Skunk Girl I4: A boy rudely mocks Nina’s culture in 
school. People in her town refuse to do busi-
ness with her father because he is Pakistani.
I5: She always feels left out because her par-
ents do not let her date, go to sleepovers, or 
parties due to their religion. She is self aware 
when she must wear pants and everyone else 
is wearing shorts.
I6: She wants to please her Pakistani Muslim 
parents and be like her friends at the same 
time.

A1: Nina has a crush on a popular boy throughout 
the novel. 
A2: When she feels everything in her life is going 
wrong, her friends raise her spirits with a surprise 
birthday party.
A3: She finally stands up to a bully at school and 
begins to feel proud of her Pakistani heritage as she 
makes her first trip to her parents’ country.

Finding My 
Voice

I4: Ellen receives many racial slurs from her 
classmates for being Asian.
I5: Her family has different rules and expec-
tations from her American friends’ families.

A1: Ellen has a crush on a jock who eventually 
becomes her boyfriend.
A2: She leans on her friends to overcome 
discrimination.
A3: She finally stands up to the girl who called her 
racist names.

Wait For Me I6: Mina’s mother wants her to be the  
perfect Korean girl, which she must balance 
with her own desires.

A1: Mina falls in love with her parents’ employee, a 
Mexican immigrant boy.
A3: She learns her life cannot be a lie and stands up 
to her mother so she can truly be herself.

Immigration Themes: Adolescent Girl Themes:
I1: Second language acquisition A1: Boys 
I2: Language brokering A2: Friendship
I3: Legal problems A3: Finding one’s voice or identity
I4: Discrimination or racial prejudice
I5: Not fitting in due to cultural differences
I6: Living in two cultures

FIGuRE 2.  Content Analysis (continued)

is a sixth-grade girl who must translate and inter-
pret for her grandmother, a seamstress. She describes 
her language brokering as “the embarrassing things 
Grandma put[s] her through” (15), as she must ask 
her grandmother’s clients personal questions about 

the fit of their clothes or translate awkward medical 
problems at the pharmacy. 

Another prevalent theme in these books is 
legal issues. Some first-generation American im-
migrant students are forced to live in hiding due 

EJ_May2012_B.indd   20 4/27/12   8:21 AM



21English Journal

Mary Amanda Stewart

tion solely through the lens of 
immigrant youth because they 
are also teenage girls who are 
authoring their own coming-
of-age experience. 

Almost each of the texts 
I examined has one or more 
male love interests central to 
the plot. As each of the girls 
comes of age, she has experi-
ences with boys that are com-

mon for most adolescent girls. Fresh Off the Boat 
(De la Cruz) relates Vicenza’s obsessive crush on a 
popular boy at her school. Later in the novel, Vi-
cenza realizes that the seemingly average boy who 
was there all along could actually be the boy of 
her dreams. After a memorable date with him, she 
writes her best friend in the Philippines: “You know 
when Mary Jane discovers it’s really Peter Parker 
she’s in love with? That’s how I feel. Seriously . . . .  
Friday night I went to the movies with this boy, and 
it was the best night of my life” (241).

In all of these books the protagonist finds her 
voice or identity as she grows throughout the plot. 
Throughout Skunk Girl (Karim), teenager Nina 
Khan feels lost. At home, she feels she will never 
measure up to her perfect older sister. She feels like 
she does not fit in at school because she looks dif-
ferent and has to live under the strict rules of her 
Pakistani Muslim family who forbid her to partici-
pate in her friends’ activities. She refers to herself 
as skunk girl because of the stripe of dark hair down 
her back that makes her extremely self-conscious 
and ashamed of her race. However, at the end of the 
novel her attitude changes and she not only begins 
to appreciate her culture as she sets out on her first 
visit to Pakistan, but she also begins to see herself 
as beautiful despite the fact that she is different 
from all of the other girls at her school: “My name 
is Nina Khan, and I’m a skunk girl . . . and this 
makes me a little different, yes, but not any less 
beautiful. Not one bit” (212–13).

Building Meaningful Connections  
for All Students

Adolescent immigrant girls need to read books that 
mirror their own experiences to negotiate the rocky 
paths they walk of being an adolescent girl and being 
an immigrant. I strongly urge literacy educators to 

to their legal status or other 
issues with the law. The trag-
edy of 9/11 changed the lives 
of many immigrants who had 
previously lived with few prob-
lems in the United States. For 
example, Nadira’s life turns 
upside down after her father 
is arrested and detained in Ask 
Me No Questions (Budhos). Na-
dira explains what it is like to 
be an undocumented student at her school:

We’re everywhere. You just have to look. . . . You 
can’t tell which ones aren’t legal. We try to get lost 
in the landscape of backpacks and book reports. To 
find us you have to pick up the signals. It might 
be in class when a teacher asks a personal question, 
and a kid gets this funny, pinched look in his eyes. 
Or some girl doesn’t want to give her address to 
the counselor. We all agree not to notice. (29) 

Adolescent girls of all cultures struggle with 
fitting in with others in their school, but many im-
migrant girls find themselves in schools where no 
one is like them. Not fitting in with peers due to 
cultural issues was an issue with which most of the 
protagonists in these books struggled. Dimple Lala, 
in Born Confused (Hidier), is a second-generation 
adolescent whose parents are from India. There are 
not many other Indian students at her school and 
she is surrounded by white, American adolescents. 
She struggles with the fact that she does not look 
like what she perceives to be the ideal American girl 
such as her best friend, Gwyn: “Gwyn appeared the 
very image of the American Dream itself, the blond-
rooted, blond-haired, blue-eyed Marilyn for the 
skinny generation. And if I was her reverse twin—
the negative to her positive—that made me? The 
Indian nightmare? The American scream?” (12).

Adolescent Girl Themes

Although the characters in these texts are dealing 
with immigration issues, they are still adolescent 
girls, trying to discover who they are as they tra-
verse the paths that lead them from being a girl 
to a woman. Donald R. Gallo says immigrant ad-
olescents are like American adolescents in many 
ways. “They feel insecure, uncertain, lonely; they 
want to be accepted, loved, respected. They want 
to succeed” (x). We should not view this popula-

EJ_May2012_B.indd   21 4/27/12   8:21 AM



22 May  2012

Juxtaposing Immigrant and Adolescent Girl Experiences: Literature for All Readers

Mary Amanda (Mandy) Stewart is a doctoral candidate in the Literacy and Language Studies program at the University of 
North Texas. She formerly taught adolescent immigrant students at the International Newcomer Academy in Fort Worth, 
Texas, and is interested in understanding these students’ out-of-school lives to create more relevant curriculum and teaching 
methods that build upon their unique strengths. Please contact her at Mary.Stewart@unt.edu.

cultural Protagonists.” Children’s Literature in 
Education 34.4 (2003): 257–75. Print.

Athanases, Steven Z. “Diverse Learners, Diverse Texts: 
Exploring Identity and Difference through Literary 
Encounters.” Journal of Literacy Research 30.2 (1998): 
273–96. Print.

Dorner, Lisa M., Marjorie Faulstich Orellana, and Rosa 
Jiménez. “‘It’s One of Those Things That You Do to 
Help the Family’: Language Brokering and the 
Development of Immigrant Adolescents.” Journal of 
Adolescent Research 23.5 (2008): 515–43. Print.

Feger, Mary-Virginia. “‘I Want to Read’: How Culturally Rel-
evant Texts Increase Student Engagement in Reading.” 
Multicultural Education 13.3 (2006): 18–19. Print.

Gallo, Donald R. First Crossing: Stories about Teen Immigrants. 
Cambridge: Candlewick, 2004. Print.

Glaser, Barney G., and Anselm L. Strauss. The Discovery of 
Grounded Theory: Strategies of Qualitative Research. Chi-
cago: Aldine, 1967. Print.

Glenn, Wendy. “Gossiping Girls, Insider Boys, a-List Achieve-
ment: Examining and Exposing Young Adult Novels 
Consumed by Conspicuous Consumption.” Journal of 
Adolescent & Adult Literacy 52.1 (2008): 34–42. Print.

Guzzetti, Barbara J. “Lessons on Literacy Learning and 
Teaching: Listening to Adolescent Girls.” Handbook 
of Adolescent Literacy Research. Ed. Leila Christenbury, 
Randy Bomer, and Peter Smagorinsky. New York: 
Guilford, 2009. 372–85. Print.

McInally, Kate. “Who Wears the Pants? The (Multi)Cul-
tural Politics of The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants.” 
Children’s Literature in Education 39.3 (2008): 187–
200. Print.

Rosenblatt, Louise M. “The Acid Test for Literature Teach-
ing.” English Journal 45.2 (1956): 66–74. Print.

———. Making Meaning with Texts: Selected Essays. Ports-
mouth: Heinemann, 2005. Print.

———. “Moderns among Masterpieces.” The English Leaflet 
39.350 (1940): 98–110. Print.

———. The Reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional The
ory of the Literary Work. Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
UP, 1978. Print.

Suárez-Orozco, Carola, and Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco. 
Children of Immigration. (Developing Child). Cam-
bridge: Harvard UP, 2001. Print.

Tatum, Alfred W. “Discussing Texts with Adolescents in 
Culturally Responsive Ways.” Best Practices in Adoles
cent Literacy Instruction. Ed. Kathleen A. Hinchman 
and Heather K. Sheridan-Thomas. New York: Guil-
ford, 2008. 3–19. Print.

Vyas, Sapna. “Exploring Bicultural Identities of Asian High 
School Students through the Analytic Window of a 
Literature Club.” Journal of Adolescent & Adult Liter
acy 48.1 (2004): 12–28. Print.

York, Sherry. “Culturally Speaking: Immigrant Authors 
Writing for Young Readers.” Library Media Connec
tion 26.4 (2008): 32–35. Print.

use the texts I recommend in this article to meet the 
literacy needs of all students. Adolescent immigrant 
girls should not be excluded from the literature in 
our classrooms, nor should the only representations 
of them be stereotypical. Like all students, they need 
and deserve to read books in which they see them-
selves and their experiences. As educators, we must 
be aware of the consequences of leaving these young 
women unrepresented in our classroom literature or, 
even worse, negatively portrayed. Hopefully, we will 
act on the basis of social justice and provide all stu-
dents with literature that has the potential to engage 
them, transform their in-school reading practices, 
and validate their lived experiences. 

Although many years have transpired since 
she wrote them, Rosenblatt’s words are still true 
in modern contexts. All students should be able to 
connect with texts in meaningful ways, and it is our 
job as educators to mediate that connection. “Our 
main responsibility is to help the student to find 
the right book for growth” (“The Acid Test” 71). 
All students. 
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