Belonging – some suggested related texts

These notes have been prepared by Helen Sykes. 

The Arrival

by Shaun Tan. Lothian Books 2006. ISBN-13 978-0-7344-0694-1. 128 pp.

Wordless picture book/ graphic novel

This an extraordinary representation of the migrant experience, including temporary separation from family. The visual images are very powerful, including a combination of photo-realistic images with the surreal, capturing the notion that to the migrant in a foreign land everything is bizarre. Tan has used sepia tones, appropriate for telling the historical experience.

This is suitable for use at all levels.

The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing, Traitor to the Nation

by M. T. Anderson. Walker Books, 2007. ISBN-13: 9781844282111. 368 pp.

Young adult novel.
This is a powerful and original young adult novel about the big questions: are all human beings equal? does any human being have the right to own others? how important is personal freedom? It is set at the time of the American Revolution and tells the story of a young man who is the subject of an experiment.
This is a book for good readers – and readers who are prepared to be patient. Although it is a young adult novel, it is perfectly suitable for Advanced students and for the best Standard students.

Big Fat Manifesto

by Susan Vaught. Random House Australia, 2008. ISBN-13 9781741663037. 308 pp.
Young adult novel.
This American young adult novel is a warm and ultimately positive story about body image. Jamie, in her final year at high school, writes a column in the student paper – her ‘big fat manifesto’, complaining about the poor press given to fat people and arguing, in effect, that fat is beautiful.

This would be a good text for Standard girls.

The Catcher in the Rye

by J. D. Salinger. Penguin Books, 1994 (1951). ISBN-13 9780140237504, 208 pp.
Adult novel.

This is the ultimate novel about disaffected youth – the book that for good or ill spawned the young adult novel.

This is enjoyed by most students.

Destroying Avalon by Kate McCaffrey

by Kate McCaffrey. Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2006. ISBN-13: 9781921064579. 177 pp.

Young adult novel.

This is a high-interest young adult novel about cyberbullying. The viciousness of the language is interesting – does cyberspace provide teenagers with a sense of distance that allows them to be more vile than they would be face to face? There is a very strong representation of school cliques – the A Group (or the Bitches), the Weirdos and Queeros – and of contemporary teenage language.

This is a good choice for Standard students.

Does my Head Look Big in This?

by Randa Abdel-Fattah. Pan. ISBN-13: 9780330421850. 151 pp.

Young adult novel.
This is an engaging first-person narrative about life as an Australian Muslim girl. It is very much about cultural symbols and belonging.

This would be a good text for Standard girls.

The Glory Garage: Growing up Lebanese and Muslim in Australia

by Nadia Jamal and Taghred Chandab. Allen & Unwin, 2005. ISBN-13: 9781741146493. 182 pp.

Non-fiction.
This is strictly speaking a collection of essays about what it means to be Australian, female, Lebanese and Muslim. However, it reads much more like a collection of short stories. The essays are personalised accounts of the lives of a number of young women, including the authors.

This is a good Standard and ESL text. Students can concentrate on an individual essay.

Growing Up Asian in Australia

edited by Alice Pung. Black Inc, 2008. ISBN-13: 9781863951913. 288 pp.
Non-fiction anthology.
This is a very rich collection of stories about the experiences of Asians in Australia – from ABCs who have been here for generations, but who still look Asian, to very recent migrants. The themes of belonging and not belonging are at the core of this collection.
This is a rich resource for all students.
In Ecstasy

by Kate McCaffrey. Fremantle Press, 2008. ISBN-13: 9781921361166. 264 pp.
Young adult novel.
Following the success of her book on cyberbullying, Destroying Avalon, McCaffrey has tackled another teenage hazard, in this case that of drugs. Sophie lacks confidence and feels inadequate beside her outgoing and popular friend, Mia; the first time that she takes ecstasy she is amazed at the change in her personality and her sudden ability to attract a desirable older boy.

This will appeal to Standard girls.
Interpreter of maladies

by Jhumpa Lahiri. Flamingo 2000 (1999). ISBN-13: 9780006551799. 198 pp.
Picture book for older readers.
Nine superb stories – some set in India, some in America – all related in some way to the experience of Bengali Indians. Many of these stories are about alienation and the longing for home.

This is an excellent resource at all levels.
The Island
by Amin Greder. Allen & Unwin 2007 (2002). ISBN-13: 9781741752663.

Picture book for older readers.

This is a dramatic and disturbing story of what happens when a stranger comes to the island. There are contrasting images of the large, overfed islanders, pitchforks in hand, and the little, naked figure of the outsider. There is a succession of increasingly threatening illustrations of the islanders.
This is suitable for use at all levels.

Jane Eyre
Television adaptation by Sandy Welch, 2007

The Jane Eyre story obviously has lots to do with the concept of belonging (and not belonging) and this television adaptation focuses on the concept beautifully by using the recurring image of the family portrait. Early in episode 1 Jane is excluded from the family portrait. At the beginning of episode 3 she returns to the house and the camera zooms in on that family portrait from which she was excluded. At the end of Episode 4 there is a triumphant, wide shot of a much bigger family group, with Jane in the centre.

This is suitable for use at all levels.

King Dork

by Frank Portman. Penguin Books, 2007 (2006). ISBN-13: 9780141322803. 344 pp.

Young adult novel.

The disaffected youth of the twenty-first century make Holden Caulfield of The Catcher in a Rye look like a wimp. This very funny and clever novel is partly about The Catcher in the Rye, which the narrator despises.

This will appeal particularly to boys – especially if they are interested in popular music.

Metamorphosis and Other Stories

by Franz Kafka. Penguin, 2007 (1915). ISBN-13: 9780141188126. 304 pp.
Novella.
This has to be the ultimate story of alienation – the conventional young man who wakes up to discover that he has been transformed into a beetle.

This is for Advanced students.
Nine Hours North

by Tim Sinclair. Penguin, 2006. ISBN-13: 9780143003762. 216 pp.
Verse novel.

This is about young Australians teaching English in Japan – nine hours north in distance but a million miles away, culturally. It looks at the phases of the trans-cultural experience - from the wonder at the new culture, to fear and depression, to frustration and anger, to, for those who persist, eventual acceptance. There is a use of brief snapshots of experience in the individual poems. The narrative is used to trace the phases of the experience. The text uses a variety of free verse forms. 

This is suitable for use at all levels.

The Peasant Prince

by Li Cunxin, illustrated by Anne Spudvilas. Viking, 2007. ISBN-13: 9780670070541.
Picture book.
This is simply and lyrically told, using two main unifying symbols – the kite that the boy and his father are flying on the first double page spread, and the father’s story of the frog who wants to escape from the well.

This is suitable for use at all levels.

A Requiem for a Beast: a work of image, word and music

by Matt Ottley. Lothian, 2007. ISBN-13: 9780734407962. 90 pp.

Picture book for older readers – multimodal.

This is an extraordinarily ambitious and impressive work. The publishers call it a graphic novel, but there is nothing like it. It is multimodal. It is an illustrated story, with a wide variety of illustration styles, from dramatic double-page paintings to comic-strip style frames. It is several stories at once, and this is reflected in a range of font styles and layouts. And it has in the back a music CD, consisting of the author’s own original compositions interspersed with traditional Aboriginal music.

This will appeal particularly to boys, at all levels.

The Sacrifice

by Bruce Mutard. Allen & Unwin, 2008. ISBN-13: 9781741751178. 244 pp.

Graphic novel.

This is a long and complex text that follows the life of one ordinary Australian man through the difficult years leading up to World War II and then through the war itself. Robert is atypical of his generation in many ways. He befriends an Austrian Jewish refugee family, even giving up his flat for them when they cannot find accommodation. He is a pacifist, unlike his brother Artie who can’t wait to join the great adventure of war. His long-term girlfriend Elsa is a committed communist. This is both an interesting personal story and a fascinating social history. The drawings create a great sense of place and of time.

This is suitable for use at all levels.

The Secret River
by Kate Grenville. The Text Publishing Company 2006 (2005). ISBN-13: 9781921145254. 336 pp.

Adult novel.

This is superb – a wonderfully readable account of William Thornhill, transported to the colony in 1806, with his wife Sal and his children. William has grown up on the meanest of London streets and has known hunger and fear, but never anything as alien as the foreign world of Sydney Cove: ‘How could air, water, dirt and rocks fashion themselves to be so outlandish?’ This is the ultimate emancipist story and a revelation into the inability of the settlers to understand the indigenous sense of belonging to the land.
This is for Advanced Level students.
The Spare Room

by Kathryn Lomer. University of Queensland Press, 2004. ISBN-13: 9780702234774. 165 pp.
Young adult novel.
This is quite short and it’s an easy read. It’s about culture shock – a young Japanese student sent to learn English in Tasmania. There are lots of humour about Australian idioms. Language is represented as an important part of belonging: ‘We talked about how natural and thoughtless a native language is, something you think about as little as the fact that your skin holds all the parts of the body together. It is like a second skin, a skin of words and phrases and meaning.’

This is a great choice for ESL students, as well as for Standard students.
Spud

by John van de ruit. Penguin Books, 2008 (2005). ISBN-13: 9780141323565. 389 pp.

Young adult novel.
This is a novel about boys behaving badly in a posh private boarding school – set in South Africa at the time Mandela was released from gaol. This is a coming of age novel in which the main character finds himself, for the first time in his life, treating a black person with respect. This is at times very funny.

This will appeal mainly to boys.

Ten Out of Ten

by Allan Baillie et al. Phoenix Education, 2003. ISBN-13 9781876580483. 90 pp.

Short stories.
This is a collection of ten Australian short stories, chosen to be used in the classroom with readers in Years 9 and 10. There is a wide variety of story types but a common concern with issues of diversity and tolerance, so that a number of stories fit well into the concept of belonging. For example, Melissa Lucashenko’s ‘Mr Walker’ is a story about the discrimination that indigenous people face in their day to day lives; Sophie Masson’s ‘Pintade’ is an amusing story of growing up between two cultures – in this case, as a French-Australian. Nadia Wheatley is at her considerable best in a quite short story ‘Alien’, about a girl whose parents are profoundly deaf. ‘Alien’ is about the experience of moving to a new town and a new school and the yearning to belong. Jenny Pausacker also has an excellent school-based story about a boy who is gay.

This is an excellent Standard text.
Ten Things I Hate About Me

by Randa Abdel-Fattah. Pan. ISBN-13: 9780330422741. 288 pp.

Young adult novel.

The main character suffers the usual teenage angst of feeling different from her peers. Jamilah has become Jamie, has dyed her head blonde and wears blue contact lenses in order to turn herself into someone she thinks is more acceptable to her peer group. The process of her journey to self-discovery is entertainingly told.

This is a high-interest easy read, suitable for ESL or Standard students.

A Thousand Years of Good Prayers

by Yiyun Li. Harper Perennial, 2006. ISBN-13: 9780007196630. 203 pp.

Adult short story anthology.
Many of these ten beautifully written short stories, all set in contemporary China, are about belonging or not belonging. They are character-focused stories, each one telling of an ordinary, apparently insignificant, human being and their apparently little lives. There’s the story of the spinster school teacher who arranged for her best friend to legally marry her boyfriend, so that they could all go to America to study – only to be betrayed when they decide to stay married. There is the young man returning home from a successful life in America to his mother’s match-making attempts and his decision to finally tell her that he is gay. They are stories of simple lives, told against the rich tapestry of their settings, and, most remarkably, reflecting the astonishing changes that have occurred in the lives of modern Chinese. But they are not simple stories: the endings often surprise, and the author has an unerring eye for the ironies of the human condition.

This is suitable at all levels.

The Two Pearls of Wisdom

by Alison Goodman. HarperCollins Publishers, 2008. ISBN-13: 9780732288006. 435 pp.

Young adult fiction.

This is a superb fantasy for older teenage readers. It involves dragons, but this is most certainly not stereotypical. Beautifully written, it is the story of a young protagonist who is convinced that the only way that she can ‘belong’ and succeed is by denying her identity. 
This is suitable at all levels. 

Woolvs in the Sitee

by Margaret Wild; illustrated by Anne Spudvilas. Picture Puffin, 2008 (2006) ISBN-13: 9780143502562

Picture book for older readers.
This stunning picture book is a superb example of a picture book specifically aimed at older readers. Wild’s use of phonetic spelling gives an appropriately disturbing sense of something primitive and uncontrolled. In a society that has broken down, even the language conventions have been lost.
This could be used at any level.
Ziba Came on a Boat

by Liz Lofthouse, llustrated by Robert Ingpen. Penguin Viking, 2007. ISBN-13 9780670028610.
Picture book
This is a beautifully told story of a little Afghan girl taking the perilous journey that so many others have taken in the hope of finding freedom. The story moves from the frail fishing boat to Ziba’s memories of home, giving the reader a rich picture of the world that she has come from, including the fear and danger.

This is suitable at all levels.
Some films

Issue 4, 2007, of the journal mETAphor – the journal of the English Teachers’ Association of NSW – contains an article by Bill Simon listing 10 recent films that are useful related texts for the study of ‘belonging’. Bill emphasises that the texts students choose ‘must have a relevance to them personally’ and that students need to work out for themselves how cinematic techniques have been used to elucidate the concept of ‘belonging’. Your teacher is likely to have a copy of this article. The films listed are:

Babel

Happy Feet

Pan’s Labyrinth

Children of Men

The Lives of Others

Water

Brokeback Mountain

Transamerica

Sophie Scholl – The Final Days

Donnie Darko

Monsoon Wedding
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