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Abstract 

Community concern about adolescent mental health and suicide is increasing. The 

school is a prime site of influence, and therefore integral to raising adolescent mental 

health awareness and promoting pro-social behaviours. The English curriculum provides 

this opportunity. This research aids in bridging the gap between the existing adult views 

of literature as a tool to increase mental health awareness in adolescents and adolescent 

readers’ own understanding. Importantly, it presents the adolescent voice that has been 

lacking in prior research. Using an exploratory grounded theory methodology within an 

interpretivist paradigm, this research introduced the contemporary young adult novel One 

Step (Daddo, 2016b), which deals with bullying and mental health concerns, as the class 

text for Year 10 English students in two regional Australian schools. Using both 

purposive and snowball sampling, this research recruited 23 participants from three 

classes. Students studied the selected text and responded to their teacher’s assignments 

through essays, questionnaires, short answer tasks, and creative tasks as components of 

their regular classwork. Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected in the form 

of written material produced by the students. Data were analysed using a constructivist 

epistemology, prioritising the adolescent voice in the discussion of mental health in 

adolescence. Four key themes emerged: ‘Mirroring student experience,’ ‘The emotional 

impact of One Step,’ ‘Talking about mental health,’ and ‘One Step should be read by 

others.’ The result is that students were aware of mental health issues and felt empowered 

to express their concerns regarding bullying and its impact on mental health. This research 

informs classroom practice when using contemporary Australian young adult literature to 

improve adolescent wellbeing. Findings suggest that the teacher’s attitude to discussing 

mental health is an important factor in raising student mental health awareness. 

Significantly, it shows that students are seeking support for their mental health in their 

appeal for greater awareness from peers, teachers, and parents. It also recommends 

modification of the Australian Curriculum by proposing that mental health be included 

as a priority, integral to teaching and learning across the curriculum. Further, activities 

must be extended to support parents’ and carers’ understanding of mental health in 

adolescents to ensure our young people are also effectively supported in the home 

environment. 

Keywords: adolescence; adolescent wellbeing; Australia; bullying; English 

teachers; help-seeking; mental health; mental health awareness; mental illness; reading; 

suicide; text selection; young adult literature.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“Gets you into teenagers’ heads” 

Encouraging a dialogue about mental health using young adult 

literature in the Australian English classroom 

 

The mental health of adolescents is a continuing concern in Australia. Half of all 

mental health disorders emerge before the age of 14 (NSW Department of Education, 

2021a), and the effects of poor mental health in adolescence can have lifelong 

consequences (NSW Kids and Families, 2014). Rates of mental illness and suicide in 

Australia’s adolescent population are consistently high, and the slow rate of improvement 

in mental health outcomes is recognised as a serious social concern (Mental Health 

Council of Australia, 2014, p. 4). Adolescence is considered the “final chance” to 

intervene (NSW Kids and Families, 2014).  

The problem of mental illness in adolescents is significant across Australia, 

however it is often worse in regional areas caused by a difficulty in accessing services 

due to distance, lack of funding, or an absence of service providers and facilities. As noted 

by the National Mental Health Commission (2015), while 30% of the population live in 

regional, rural and remote areas, they receive considerably less than 30% of the funding. 

This is compounded by the extremely low numbers of mental health professionals 

including psychiatrists, mental health nurses and psychologists working in regional 

Australia (AIHW, 2016, 2020a; National Rural Health Alliance, 2017).  

This research, therefore, focuses on adolescents in regional Australia. Using 

young adult literature as a lens through which to view mental health concerns, this 

research considers the way that a text addressing mental health concerns can be used as a 

classroom text to contribute to an understanding of mental illness in adolescence. This 

research addresses the questions:  

1. How do the learning tasks encourage engagement with and guide a discussion of 

mental health? 

2. How do adolescents respond to representations of mental health in contemporary 

young adult literature encountered in the classroom? 

3. What does this response indicate about participant perceptions of the issue of 

mental health in adolescents? 
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Adolescent Mental Health and Education in Australia 

In Australia, there has been substantial investment in time, policy, and funding to 

address mental illness and suicide, both identified as major issues with long-term health, 

economic and social ramifications. A number of reports and strategies have been launched 

since the 1980s aimed at improving mental health policies and services. These included 

the Richmond Report (Department of Health NSW, 1983), the Eisen-Wolfenden Report 

(1988), the Smith Report (1983); and the National Mental Health Strategy 1992–2011 

(Department of Health, 1991). Following the delivery of the Burdekin Report in 1993 

(Burdekin, 1993), four consecutive five-year plans outlined an increased community-

based mental health care program encompassing disease prevention, impact reduction, 

assured rights for the mentally ill, and health promotion. Services for young people have 

also improved since 1998, with the introduction of the Better Access program; nationwide 

youth mental health services through headspace; and the KidsMatter and MindMatters 

mental health literacy programs implemented through schools (Lawrence et al., 2016, p. 

2). While these strategies have been welcomed by the community and institutions alike, 

a Mental Health Council of Australia (MHCA) review of outcomes in 2002 revealed 

continuing poor quality, and an often inaccessible and underfunded system of care for 

those with mental illness (Groom et al., 2003, pp. 3-4).  

Despite some gains following the release of Australia’s National Mental Health 

Strategy, which underpins a whole-of-government approach to mental health reform 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, p. 11) young people with mental ill-health continue 

to face barriers to effective service access (Andrade et al., 2014). These include a family’s 

personal and financial circumstances, location of services, a lack of awareness of need, 

and beliefs that “professional counselling services are not relevant or helpful” (Heath et 

al., 2017, p. 544).  

Mental Health and Adolescence 

Research shows that adolescence is a critical period for the development and/or 

diagnosis of a psychiatric disorder described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) (Fox et al., 2015; Kessler et al., 2005; Kim-Cohen et al., 

2003). In Australia, the mental health of adolescents is considered the leading cause of 

disability in this age group (Muir et al., 2009, p. 96) and is of continuing concern to policy 

makers, health institutions, educators, individuals and families alike. Lawrence et al.’s 

(2019) study on over 5,000 Australian students in 2015 notes that students who have a 

mental disorder have lower school attendance, with absences for those in years 7 to 10 
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averaging 23.1 days per year, compared with 10.6 days for students with no mental 

disorder (p. 12) and this has long-term impact on academic achievement. The Australian 

Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing: Summary 

of Results 2007 found that nearly one quarter of Australians had a mental health condition 

during their teen years (ABS, 2008). In 2017–18, this number was almost one in three 

(30%) females and over one in five (21.3%) males aged 15 to 24 (Figure 1), the highest 

proportion across the lifespan for both males and females and evidencing a sharp rise 

from the rates in the 0 to 14 years age group.  

 

Proportion of Persons with a Mental or Behavioural Condition, 2017–18 

Note. Source: ABS, National Health Survey: First Results 2017–18 Australian Bureau 

of Statistics (ABS) (2019). 

 

There was also a reported increase in anxiety-related conditions between 2014–

15 and 2017–18, predominantly in the 15 to 24 years age group (18.9–24.6% for females; 

7.9–13.9% for males). There was a similar increase in young people with depression or 

feelings of depression, with a marked increase among males in this group (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2019). 

The Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY) ARACY 

compares data on Australia’s performance against a range of health and wellbeing 

indicators with data from other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Figure 1 
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Development (OECD) countries and presents it in its five-year Report Card. ARACY’s 

2018 Report Card indicated that 15.4% of young people aged 18 to 24, and 32.4% of 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people aged 18 to 24 have high or very high levels of 

psychological distress. Both populations showed an increase from previous figures 

(ARACY, 2018). Further, national figures show that almost one quarter (22.8%) of the 

population aged 15 to 19 have probable serious mental illness (up from 18.7% in 2012), 

with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander  at 31.6% for this category (up from 28.6% in 

2012).  

Mission Australia’s annual Youth Mental Health Survey draws responses from 

over 25,000 young people aged 15 to 19 across Australia (Tiller et al., 2020, p. 21). The 

2018 Report showed that psychological distress had increased, particularly among young 

females (Hall et al., 2019). In 2020, Mission Australia’s survey found that the COVID-

19 pandemic had disproportionately affected the mental health of Australian adolescents, 

particularly relating to stress (Tiller et al., 2020, pp. 2, 27), with 42.6% of young people 

saying they felt stressed either all of the time or most of the time (Tiller et al., 2020, p. 

36).  

The AIHW (2020b) also collects data on self-harm in young people. Figures show 

that females are more likely to be hospitalised for self-harm than males, with females 

making up more than 72% of intentional self-harm hospitalisations. In the 2019–2020 

reporting year, a total of 5,321 young people were admitted for intentional self-harm, 

compared with 3,713 a decade earlier (Figure 2). 
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Intentional Self-Harm Hospitalisations in Young People All Ages to 24 Years,  

2008–09 to 2019–20 

Note. Source: AIHW Intentional self-harm hospitalisations among young people 

website: https://www.aihw.gov.au/suicide-self-harm-monitoring/data/populations-age-

groups/intentional-self-harm-hospitalisations-among-young accessed 1 September 2021. 

 

Suicide and Adolescence 

While mental health in adolescence is a global concern, so too is the consistently 

high level of suicide in this population. According to the World Health Organization’s 

report Preventing Suicide – a global imperative, suicide is the second leading cause of 

death in the 15 to 29 years population globally (WHO, 2014), with suicide rates in 

developed countries such as New Zealand, the United States, and Canada among the 

highest (Canadian Mental Health Association, 2015; Department of Health, 2016; 

Whitlock et al., 2014). This is evidenced in the World Health Organization’s Global 

Health Observatory data repository (Figure 3). ARACY’s 2018 Report Card also 

Figure 2 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/suicide-self-harm-monitoring/data/populations-age-groups/intentional-self-harm-hospitalisations-among-young
https://www.aihw.gov.au/suicide-self-harm-monitoring/data/populations-age-groups/intentional-self-harm-hospitalisations-among-young
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indicated that youth suicide in Australia sits in the middle tier at 23 of 37 countries 

reporting these statistics (p. 7). 

 

Crude Suicide Rates (Per 100,000 Population) 2016 Both Sexes 

Note. Source: Adapted from World Health Organization Global Health Observatory 

data repository 

http://apps.who.int/gho/data/node.main.MHSUICIDE5YEARAGEGROUPS?lang=en 

accessed 1 September 2019. 

 

The 2015 Report on the Second Australian Child and Adolescent Survey of Mental 

Health and Wellbeing found that around 7.5% of 12 to 17-year-olds had ‘seriously 

considered’ suicide in the 12 months prior to the study, with suicidal ideation in females 

more than twice as high as in males (10.7% and 4.5%) (Lawrence et al., 2015, p. 118). 

The AIHW reports that suicide was the leading cause of death among all 15 to 24-year-

olds (37% in 2019), almost double that of transport accidents (21%) (AIHW, 2020b), with 

members of the LGBTIQA+ community six times more likely to attempt suicide 

compared with their peers (Tiller et al., 2020, p. 19). Further, rates of suicide for young 

people residing in all areas outside the major cities continue to increase, with those in 

very remote areas almost three times the rate for residents in major cities (AIHW, 2020b). 

While it is expected that these figures will have been influenced by the COVID-19 

pandemic in 2020 (Tiller et al., 2020, p. 15), the AIHW preliminary data indicated that 

the number of suspected deaths by suicide in 2020 was similar to 2019 (2020b). 
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http://apps.who.int/gho/data/node.main.MHSUICIDE5YEARAGEGROUPS?lang=en


P a g e  | 28 

 

Around one quarter of all Australian adolescents are living with a diagnosed 

mental illness or contemplating or actuating suicide. In response, following the release of 

the National Mental Health Commission’s Review of mental health programs, the 

Government established a new National Suicide Prevention Strategy (Department of 

Health, 2016) aimed at addressing the issue of suicide in Australia. These documents, 

supported by an assurance of ongoing funding (AIHW, 2019) and regular review, also 

identified the need for strong community support and improved education as focal points 

for the reduction of the impact of mental illness and incidence of suicide. 

Both mental illness and suicide carry with them the added burden of stigma for 

the individual and their family, and this adds another level of concern when addressing 

the problem in adolescents. 

Stigma and Self-Stigma 

Stigma is a significant issue across all social classes, cultural backgrounds, 

genders, and age groups. Whether stigma is perceived by an individual (self-stigma) or 

enacted by others, its effects are akin to a disability for the person in their access to 

conventional societal engagement (SANE Australia, 2013, p. 1). Erving Goffman, widely 

regarded for his work on the ‘stigma concept’, asserts that stigma reduces the individual 

“from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one” through a “language of 

relationships” rather than the actual attributes of a person (1963, p. 3).  

While stigma pertains to many conditions, such as physical difference, sexuality, 

religion, or race, Corrigan et al. (2005) note the greater degree to which people with a 

mental illness are stigmatised, when compared with those with a physical health issue 

(p. 6). In a survey of people living with mental illness, 95.6% of respondents indicated 

they had experienced stigma in relationships (SANE Australia, 2021). Stigma against 

those with mental illness has been found within the health professions (Hinshaw, 2005; 

Lauber et al., 2004; Poreddi et al., 2015; Reavley & Jorm, 2012; Yap & Jorm, 2011), 

when accessing mental health services (SANE Australia, 2021), in schools (Elkington et 

al., 2013; Gur et al., 2012; Hinshaw, 2005; Moses, 2010), and at times even by the parents 

of young people who have a mental illness (Johnco & Rapee, 2018; Markowitz et al., 

2011, p. 148). Hinshaw and Cicchetti (2000) found that, even in times of real motivation 

for policy change around mental illness, the stigma resulting from professional, societal, 

and personal attitudes to those with mental disorders may be the central issue negatively 

impacting the effectiveness of any program. While acknowledging further research was 

needed, the meta-analysis of studies of mental illness-related beliefs and attitudes by 
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Schomerus et al. (2012) found little advance in improving social attitudes towards those 

with a mental health concern (pp. 449-450) despite improved psychosocial education. 

Social attitudes have been linked to stigma and self-stigma (Gaziel et al., 2015, p. 332). 

Of concern is the suggestion that stigmatising attitudes are so ingrained and accepted in 

society that they skew the results of research undertaken to date (Wahl, 1999). 

Australia has shown its commitment to policies and programs supporting those 

with a mental illness in their recovery and inclusion, however, this must include the 

development of positive attitudes at all levels (societal, familial, individual) so that 

assistance is sought and has long-term positive impact (Robertson, 2012). 

Stigma and Adolescence 

In adolescence, stigma can result in avoidance, friendship rejection, active or 

implied exclusion from activities, verbal and physical harassment or teasing, bullying, 

and cyberbullying (O’Driscoll et al., 2015). Stigma in adolescence results in higher rates 

of absenteeism and can lead to school violence or suicide known as ‘bullycide’ (Barnard, 

2009). Mission Australia’s National Youth Survey indicated that 26% of respondents felt 

they had been treated unfairly for their mental ill-health, with a notably higher proportion 

of females (27.5%, compared with males 19.8%) (Tiller et al., 2020, p. 32). Corrigan et 

al. (2015) highlighted that ‘differentness’ – another way of conceptualising the stigma of 

mental illness – is a factor in assessing social desirability, particularly pertinent in 

adolescence. Corrigan’s study found that stigma often manifests in a ‘different from 

me/others’ response, more than a ‘conforms with stereotypes’ response. It has also been 

found that adolescents tend to favour the belief that it is acceptable to exclude peers with 

mental health problems (Lopez, 1991; O’Driscoll et al., 2015). 

For those with mental health concerns, another issue in developing and 

maintaining positive peer relationships is that of self-stigma – the internalisation of 

negative stereotypes – which reduces help-seeking and often exacerbates the issue for the 

individual. In adolescence, self-stigma, or ‘internalised stigma’, can be particularly 

powerful as adolescents are at the developmental stage that focuses on self-identity and 

autonomy, where social acceptance is a priority in their relationships (Gaziel et al., 2015). 

Further, Haas et al. (2010) posit that poor mental health influences the size of an 

individual’s friendship group, as maintaining social relations requires energy and 

resources. In one U.S. study of the subjective perceptions of youth with a mental illness, 

62% of the 56 participants experienced stigmatisation in relationships with close peers, 

which led to friendship losses, social isolation and/or transition to other friendship groups 
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(Moses, 2010, p. 985). O’Driscoll et al. (2015) state that “young people with mental health 

problems are some of the most chronically excluded individuals in school playgrounds” 

(p. 59). In peer relationships, the combination of external stigmatisation and self-

stigmatisation (Kranke et al., 2010; Moses, 2009) relegates adolescents with a mental 

health issue to the margins of their society. Further, adolescents are highly sensitive to 

external emotional cues, particularly social rejection and acceptance. Adolescents 

experiencing depression have a reduced ability to experience positive emotions, which 

means these young people are more likely to make negative judgements of social 

behaviours (Eisenberg et al., 2012) and this can impact their own behaviours. It is this 

broad recognition of the damaging effects of stigma that underlines the importance of 

addressing stigma when seeking to improve the lives of adolescents with mental illness 

(Corrigan & Penn, 1999, p. 772; Wahl, 1999). 

Improving the Outlook for Adolescents with Mental Health Concerns 

Most mental health concerns manifest in adolescence (Hinshaw & Cicchetti, 

2000, p. 573), therefore it is crucial that this age group is targeted in any programs aimed 

at reducing stigma and improving mental health outcomes. It has been shown that factors 

such as connectedness with family, community, and friends helps to reduce the incidence 

of suicide and improve the outcomes for adolescents with a mental health concern (Fox 

et al., 2015; National Mental Health Commission, 2012; Whitlock et al., 2014). A SANE 

Australia (2007) survey of people with a mental illness shows that almost all respondents 

asserted that reducing stigma would improve their self-image, reduce self-stigmatisation, 

and reduce social isolation. According to Corrigan et al. (2015), strategies and programs 

that reduce ‘difference from me’ may be effective in reducing stigma (pp. 189-190). The 

potential effectiveness of this strategy is supported by Corrigan et al.’s (2007) hypothesis 

that peers are a better resource for stigma change because their cognitive styles of 

communication are synchronous. In fact, friends were both ‘highly valued’ and cited as a 

source of help by 82.5 to 83.5% of the respondents to Mission Australia’s Youth Survey 

Report (Tiller et al., 2020, pp. 25, 33). Further, peers, including friends but also extending 

to the broader age group (Payne & Cornwell, 2007, p. 128), have been shown to have the 

strongest impact on an adolescent across all aspects of their lives (Bergh et al., 2011; Call 

& Nonnemaker, 1999; Fildes et al., 2014, p. 7; Gecková et al., 2003; Petruzzella, 1995; 

Schraeddley et al., 1999). During adolescence, the peer group becomes increasingly 

important to the wellbeing of young people (ARACY, 2008; NSW Commission for 

Children and Young People, 2014). 
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Researchers have made connections between peer attachment, self-esteem, and 

help-seeking behaviours in adolescents with mental ill-health and noted that these 

influences are cumulative (Gorrese, 2015; Gorrese & Ruggieri, 2013; Moore et al., 2014). 

Of further note is the significant negative impact of peer interactions and stigma towards 

teens with a mental health concern. This adversely affects help-seeking by the individual, 

peer support to enable the access to help, and the subsequent outcomes of interventions 

during the adolescent years (Boyd et al., 2011; Corrigan et al., 2005; Kelly et al., 2006; 

Kranke, 2009; Moore et al., 2014; Moses, 2010). 

In adolescence, a combination of factors increase stigma and these include 

separation from traditional support systems, the construction of an individual’s adult 

identity usually under the influence of peers, and an increased likelihood of the onset of 

mental illness. To reduce stigma among peers, a change in awareness and understanding 

of mental health in this age group is needed. 

Social Contact and Education 

Goffman’s (1963) view is that stigma is fundamentally a social phenomenon. This 

is “rooted in social relationships and shaped by the culture and structure of society” 

(Pescosolido, 2013, p. 16). It has been suggested that three main strategy types make up 

the ‘stigma-reduction armamentarium:’ protest, education, and contact (Corrigan & Penn, 

1999). It is also noted that social desirability continues to be a problem for successful 

outcomes of stigma-reduction programs (Corrigan & Shapiro, 2010). Social desirability 

is “the tendency for people to present themselves in a generally favorable fashion” 

through their language, presentation and culturally appropriate behaviours (Holden & 

Passey, 2009, p. 441), which can be difficult for a person who has a mental illness or has 

received treatment for it.  

A meta-analysis of research into stigma reduction by Corrigan et al. (2012) found 

that education and reduced social distance (social contact) both had positive effects in 

adolescent cohorts aged 13–18; however, education about mental health was found to be 

more effective at reducing stigma in this age group (Corrigan et al., 2012, p. 967). Several 

studies have shown that, in college/university age groups, quality social contact was more 

effective (Corrigan, Green et al., 2001; Corrigan & Shapiro, 2010); however, a later study 

found that “naturalistic contact alone does not necessarily yield a reduction in mental 

illness stigma” (Eisenberg et al., 2012, p. 1122). Importantly, in each study where contact 

was shown to be effective, a common thread showed the change was enhanced by a 

variety of factors. These factors included equal status; cooperative interaction; “structural 
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equivalence;” and institutional support (Corrigan, Edwards et al., 2001; Corrigan, Green 

et al., 2001; Corrigan & Shapiro, 2010; Eisenberg et al., 2012). Structural equivalence 

relates to peers who hold comparative positions and relationships in the school 

environment, whether in the friendship circle or more distant (Berten & Van Rossem, 

2011, pp. 185-186). While acknowledging there are many ways to approach stigma 

reduction, these studies suggest that a combination of psychosocial education and 

improved social contact with people who have a mental illness can be effective in 

curtailing this form of social injustice. 

The Education System and Mental Health 

A heightened focus on human rights from the early 1980s, combined with changes 

in societal attitudes, economic factors, multiculturalism and increasing poverty and 

homelessness, demanded changes in the educational environment. Since 2005, Australian 

educational policy has been guided by the Disability Discrimination Act 2005, Standards 

for Education, which states that mainstream education inclusion is a basic human right 

(Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2015b, p. 4). 

Additionally, the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians 

provides a framework for reform of the early childhood and school education systems 

nationally, recognising that “students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, those from 

remote areas, refugees, homeless young people, and students with disabilities often 

experience educational disadvantage” (Ministerial Council on Education Employment 

Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 2008, p. 15). The companion four-year plan 

aimed to ensure a “nurturing, positive school culture and learning environment that 

promotes student mental health and wellbeing …” (2009, p. 11). Research by Mission 

Australia supports the idea that schools have a role to play in adolescent wellbeing:  nearly 

four in ten students surveyed indicated that they saw teachers as a source of help with 

important issues (Carlisle et al., 2018, p. 26).  

While these doctrines provide a strong framework for working with young people 

in a fair and equitable environment, it is not only ‘top down’ policy that will ensure this. 

As a child grows toward adulthood, social relationships become a new challenge within 

schools – a challenge that increases into adolescence (Bowes et al., 2014, p. 45) – 

requiring both individualised and collective approaches to help students mature into 

confident and capable adults. In response, Australia’s education system has increasingly 

taken on the responsibility for the personal wellbeing of children in addition to, and 
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sometimes in place of, guidance within the home: A responsibility that includes being a 

source of advice and intervention on mental health (Lawrence et al., 2015, pp. 89-92).  

The school environment is a key site where peer relationships are formed away 

from the family, identity is shaped, and long-term personality traits such as self-

sufficiency, self-worth and confidence are fostered (Kranke et al., 2010). Schools are, 

therefore, an ideal environment in which to guide adolescent development through 

increased understanding of issues around mental health (Commissioner for Children and 

Young People WA, 2011, p. 134; Heath et al., 2017). Mission Australia’s Youth Survey 

Reports add weight to this assertion. The Reports advocate for “funding evidence-based 

universal mental health prevention and intervention programs in all schools” (Carlisle et 

al., 2018, p. 10). This has been acknowledged by the NSW Government’s Department of 

Education and Communities (DEC) in their Wellbeing Framework for [Public] Schools 

document (2015), which recognises that “schools have a pivotal role to play in connecting 

character development in children and young people to individual and collective 

wellbeing” (p. 4).  

The Australian school curriculum has since been reviewed to move to a more 

accepting and supportive environment. The aim is to provide improved understanding of 

mental health, mental illness, and suicide among students, and to communicate how to 

respond to peers who have a mental health concern. The Mental Health Council of 

Australia’s Submission to the NMHC Review into Existing Programs and Services 

recognises this in its statement: 

Primary and secondary curricula should promote the development of emotional 

resilience and other factors that help prevent mental illness, and provide education 

and other resources for parents, teachers and students in fostering good mental 

health and seeking help for psychological stress and mental illness. Mental health 

training should also be incorporated into accreditation and professional 

development courses for all staff within educational settings. (Mental Health 

Council of Australia, 2014, p. 26)  

This positive and supportive framework demands tools and programs that foster 

understanding of mental health in adolescent peers, supported by their teachers. This 

research explores one avenue towards that goal.   

The Curriculum Opportunity 

Mental health is one of the 14 ‘Contexts for Learning’ that underpin the three 

content strands in the Personal Development, Health and Physical Education (PDHPE) 

syllabus (NSW Government Education Standards Authority [NESA], 2018, p. 26). The 

PDHPE curriculum aims to promote the development of various personal attributes that 
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support healthy, safe and active lives (p. 12) through three identified Skills Domains: self-

management, interpersonal (which includes empathy-building), and movement (p. 27). 

While responsibility towards and respect for self and others is identified in the Stage 5 

objectives and outcomes, through reflection and practice students also learn about help-

seeking, inclusion, and impacts on the wellbeing of others. One potential drawback of 

dealing with mental health concerns only within the PDHPE syllabus is that, while it can 

provide students with a knowledge of the aetiology of mental illness, students may find 

it difficult to relate this knowledge to their social situation if they feel it is not relevant to 

them personally. Schools may elect to address this by accessing supplementary programs 

from the range of teaching and student resources such as BeYou (Beyond Blue, 2021a), 

ReachOut (ReachOut Australia, 2021), Beyond Blue’s Secondary Schools Program 

(Beyond Blue, 2021b), and the Black Dog Institute’s HeadStrong and MindStrength 

programs (Black Dog Institute, 2021). These programs are shown to be beneficial. For 

example, a 2014 study found that the PDHPE mental health units and the programs 

offered through HeadStrong both saw improvements in teen mental health literacy and 

reduction of stigma (Perry et al., 2014). A number of other programs are outlined in the 

Black Dog Institute’s (2016) report. 

While PDHPE has been identified as the key educational area for conveying 

information about mental health, the English curriculum also offers a significant 

opportunity for students to consider the behaviours, traits, and impacts of mental ill-health 

and stigma through encounters with literary characters in situations similar to those they 

may confront or personally experience. Research shows that exploring mental health 

vicariously through fictional texts in a safe and supportive environment is considered an 

appropriate means of developing empathy in teens (Miall & Kuiken, 2002; Oatley, 1999, 

2011, 2016). Keen (2007) notes that fictional stories are often used in narrative therapies, 

as storytelling is an empathy-inducing method (p. 11). Hunt (2002) also provides a 

historical observation: that novels in the 1800s were far more influential in developing 

human rights than any other form of treatise. Richard Beach et al. (2011) state that 

“learning how to relate to others requires the ability to empathize with others’ 

perspectives, share one’s feelings and perspectives, and negotiate differences of opinion” 

(p. 52, emphasis in original), which is described by Chisholm and Keller (2014) as a 21st 

century skill (p. 25). It appears, however, that the opportunity afforded by the English 

classroom is not being widely taken up by national and state curricula.  

The Australian Curriculum, which informs the NSW curriculum (NESA, 2020), 

currently identifies three contemporary social issues as cross-curriculum priorities: 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures, Asia and Australia’s 

Engagement with Asia, and Sustainability (ACARA, 2016). Not included is the crucial 

area of mental health, considered a priority for the 43% of high-school aged respondents 

to Mission Australia’s Youth Survey Report, 2018 (Carlisle et al., 2018, p. 4). Importantly, 

research shows that teaching only to curriculum outcomes can stifle the ability of students 

to seek greater meaning from texts (Jogie, 2015a; 2017, pp. 135-136). Therefore, teachers 

who focus their lessons on achieving these cross-curriculum priorities may do so at the 

expense of opportunities to discuss mental health with their students.  

Excluding mental health as a cross-curriculum priority integral to all class 

learning can cause the issue of mental health to be neglected within the school 

environment. In the subject of English, individual teachers might disregard aspects of 

mental health even when the opportunity is presented in set texts, as suggested by Jogie 

(2015b) in her discussion of addressing cultural stereotypes through classroom literature 

(p. 294). For example, Shakespeare’s King Lear (1605) and John Steinbeck’s classic, Of 

Mice and Men (1937) are both staples on school reading lists, and the mental state of a 

primary character is integral to these narratives. The discussion point is available; 

however, the characters are older and dealing with adult concerns in a world quite foreign 

to most students.  

While studying a text from another time and place can facilitate discussion at one 

remove, it also leads to questions of how adolescents view texts they are required to study. 

As Jogie (2015b) identifies, teaching well-known, canonical texts published in the 

previous century or earlier is problematic in relation to both the repetitive nature of 

teaching for the educators and because they become “irrelevant or boring” for 

contemporary adolescents (p. 291). According to Davies et al. (2017), adolescent readers 

who see a text as applicable to themselves and able to engage them with situations 

matching their own reality are better able to discover how they feel about characters who 

could be themselves or their peers. Patterson (2012) argues that “the important work of 

English literature study lies in the direction of shaping behaviour and beliefs” (p. 11); 

students then emerge ready to take part in civil society (Patterson, 2008, p. 311). The 

English classroom is recognised as an environment to develop the whole person, not just 

their literacy skills (Hannon & Allinson, 2014; Schrijvers et al., 2019).  

The Curriculum and Contemporary Australian Young Adult Fiction 

In her 2012 study, Patterson (2012) found that Australian texts have had a place 

for a number of years on the text selection lists for students undertaking secondary 
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education graduating certificates in Victoria and New South Wales (Victorian Certificate 

of Education [VCE] and Higher School Certificate [HSC] respectively). While there has 

been an increase in the number of Australian texts selected in final examinations, 

Patterson (2012) noted that 2010 saw only four, of which three are plays or films: Look 

Both Ways (Watt, 2005), Lantana (Lawrence, 2001), Cosi (Nowra, 1992), plus the young 

adult novel, Maestro (Goldsworthy, 1989) (p. 9). A number of studies identify reasons 

why canonical texts rather than contemporary young adult novels continue to take 

precedence in the English classroom in Australia and why the same texts are taught 

repeatedly. External factors are often invoked, such as the prescribed Area of Study 

concepts to which texts must be aligned and that run for several years (Jogie, 2015a, p. 

336). Jogie’s research found that 83% of teachers felt the texts listed had become 

repetitious to teach as the Areas of Study were infrequently changed. Her study also found 

that the same texts were interchangeable across Areas of Study further reducing variation 

or a need to set new texts (p. 341). Healy’s Teaching Australian Literature Survey 2009 

found that some teachers were restricted by a “book hire scheme,” which committed the 

school to use a text for five years before they could change (Healy, 2010, p. 39). Healy 

also found that several secondary teachers felt that the idea of an Australian canon was 

“narrow and exclusive,” and that there was some “compelling contemporary writing” 

outside the canon to which students should be exposed (Healy, 2010, p. 25). Despite these 

views, Jogie’s (2015b) study of the prescribed texts on the English Curriculum 2006–

2020 revealed that just two texts out of ten under the prose fiction category were written 

in the current century: The Namesake (Lahiri, 2003) and Tara June Winch’s Swallow the 

Air (2006). Only one of these is by an Australian author (Winch). 

Hateley (2014) took issue with the Australian Curriculum in its failure to provide 

guidance and resourcing for teachers in the selection of their texts. Instead, ACARA 

delegated this responsibility to teachers, asserting that they were “best placed to make 

decisions about the selection of texts in their teaching and learning programs that address 

the content in the Australian Curriculum while also meeting the needs of the students in 

their classes” (Hateley, 2014, p. 2). NESA’s website for New South Wales students’ 

English K–10 Syllabus (2012) also includes scant guidance on text requirements (2019a). 

With little official guidance, teachers must rely on publisher information and 

commercially available texts that include book lists suited to the teen reader in education 

contexts (e.g., Bodart, 2002; Cart, 2013b; Engberg & Chipman, 2014; Malo-Juvera & 

Greathouse, 2020; Nieuwenhuizen, 2007; Richmond, 2014; Trupe, 2006b). 
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Moss (2013) expressed concern that teachers see an exemplar list as the safe 

option when selecting texts for their adolescent students and may not look at new writing 

and formats. Jogie (2017) also affirmed that when the text lists had been revised, which 

was not often, adding “new or culturally diverse texts” was not a criterion (p. xii). This 

was also found in an earlier Australian study by Teese (1996/2013), where it was 

suggested that selection committees “play it safe” when selecting texts, and new writing 

was often disregarded (p. 39).  

According to Healy (2010), Australian teachers also indicated that assessment 

criteria were often the motivation for choosing a text. For example, teachers selected texts 

that worked well with curriculum outcomes or examination requirements with the goal of 

maximising student outcomes. These teachers repeatedly taught texts with which they 

were familiar, and Teese (1996/2013) also found evidence supporting this. Hartnett 

(1997) and Jogie (2015a) noted this strong focus on success in the HSC and that using the 

same texts for many years reportedly allowed teachers to better understand marker 

preferences,  improving students’ potential to achieve higher marks (Hartnett, 1997, pp. 

139-140; Jogie, 2015a, p. 349). Further, according to Jogie (2015) introducing new texts 

may be burdensome for teachers as they need resources, training and strategies for 

teaching these texts, and this requires time (p. 345). This association with a text can be 

further problematised; once a text is associated with a particular year or class group, it 

can become difficult for another teacher to wrest it away (Beach et al., 2011, p. 80). 

Budget constraints also preclude teachers from accessing class sets of more contemporary 

texts (Davies, 2019; Jogie, 2015b, p. 342; 2017) and the increasing diversity of students 

in Australian classrooms adds further pressure (Jogie, 2015a, p. 346; 2015b, p. 290). The 

combination of these factors means that contemporary young adult literature is often not 

considered as a classroom text. 

While much research is focused on the Stage 6 Syllabus (Years 11 and 12) where 

teachers must work from a list of prescribed texts, findings often have equal relevance for 

teachers of Years 7 to 10 students (Stages 4 and 5), who work within the Area of Study 

themes and face similar challenges related to text selection. There have been calls for 

change in the Australian Curriculum in relation to the HSC, its associated syllabi and the 

restrictive list of texts, and the structure of the Area of Study units with their strict 

application to assessment outcomes (Jogie, 2015a, pp. 342, 345). Modification to these 

syllabi would open the door for the inclusion of contemporary texts portraying characters 

with mental health concerns in the English classroom. 
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Understanding Mental Illness Through Literature 

Facilitating safe and respectful social contact between adolescents and those who 

have a mental health concern can pose a challenge. One answer is held in the many young 

adult novels that portray characters with mental illness in a realistic way. While Beach 

(1985) initially argues “it is unlikely that reading one or two books would result in any 

marked change in beliefs or behaviours” (p. 10), he later softens his stance, admitting that 

the classroom discussion of those attitudes and reactions may help expand the reader’s 

perspectives. Beach concludes with the statement, “interaction between literature and 

living should be part of [the student’s] continuing development” (1985, p. 16), and goes 

on to recommend this strategy in his subsequent works (Beach, 1993; Beach et al., 2011). 

This latter position is supported in empirical studies outside the classroom by Johnson 

(2012), who observed behavioural change in a group of young adults (mean age 21) 

through reading fictional literature, including increased empathy and pro-social 

behaviours. Guarisco et al. (2017) found that social cognitive skills improved in a group 

of sixth graders who read two young adult fictional novels, however gender, reading 

format and choice of book were key determinants in the outcomes. Mar and Oatley (2008) 

propose that the abstraction of social knowledge facilitated by literary fiction promotes 

opportunities for “personal consideration of response and action” that can allow the reader 

to grow emotionally (p. 183). 

In the Stages of Literary Appreciation outlined by Donelson and Nilson (2005), 

junior high and high school readers are looking for avenues to “find themselves in 

literature” and “venture beyond themselves” as a means of gaining both pleasure and 

understanding (pp. 38-43). Realist fiction and contemporary problem novels are read by 

junior high students (Stage 4) as an escape from social pressures (p. 42). Stage 5 readers 

respond to questions about “conformity, social pressures, justice and their aspects of 

frailties and strengths,” which are tied to the adolescent’s emotional development (p. 42). 

Literature is often an adolescent’s first experience of a particular situation or emotion 

(Cole, 2009b, p. 39), and is incredibly powerful in connecting teens with reading and 

contemporary issues (Cole, 2009b, p. 104). It is this sharing of experience, the opportunity 

to see oneself in the pages of a novel and to understand the concealed self, that “increases 

the reader’s understanding of and tolerance for all kinds of people” (Deshpande, 2012, p. 

383), and from this, grows empathy for the troubles of others.  Where an adult can look 

back over a lifetime of experiences, often having actually experienced those situations or 

feelings, teens are looking ahead. 
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The Research 

The present research takes into account the connection outlined between 

adolescent literature and improved mental health and wellbeing. Supplementing the adult 

opinion, the research is interested in the adolescent’s response to mental health concerns 

following an encounter with a particular Australian contemporary young adult novel, One 

Step by Andrew Daddo (2016b), when studied in the English classroom. The research 

also examines the instruments used by the teacher to access those responses. 

A young person’s identity is formed within a fluid range of social, institutional 

and political influences that change over time (Zubrick et al., 2000), and the school 

environment plays a significant part in each adolescent’s development and attitudes. 

Within this environment, young people are exposed to and influenced by information 

from a range of sources including their teachers, their peers, and the materials they 

encounter in each subject’s syllabus. The research stems from a belief that each 

adolescent reader will make their own meaning from a text, and that this meaning is 

derived from their own particular social system. In this, according to Barthes (1981, pp. 

43-44), they are ‘readers’ rather than ‘consumers’ of the text, reflecting their experiences 

in their responses. Each reader will therefore interpret the text individually due to the 

influence of their own experiences and values (Kharbe, 2013; Miall, 1990), and their 

‘aesthetic’ reading, stemming from each reader’s experiences, values and personal 

philosophy, their social status and elements in their environment (Rosenblatt, 1994) will 

influence their responses. The student responses are therefore subjective, situated and 

culturally determined. 

Many contemporary young adult texts depicting a range of mental illnesses 

including obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), anxiety and panic attacks, eating 

disorders, depression and suicide, bipolar disorder and schizophrenia, are available from 

publishers overseas and in Australia. These texts typically sit within the contemporary 

realism genre and have been known as problem or issues novels. They have at times been 

described as bleak or dark as they address issues such as teenage pregnancy, trauma and 

rape, suicide and other mental illness, poverty and drug-taking – social problems that can 

and do impact the lives of young people (Harding, 1996; Kaplan, 2012). According to 

Australian author John Marsden, these themes are more interesting for a writer to explore 

than the more safe or banal areas of humanity (Parry, 1996, p. 13). Marsden notes that 

they provide adolescent readers insight into their greatest fears and hopes, and vicarious 

experiences of teenaged life.  
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More recently, the reach and popularity of these stories has been further enhanced 

with the growing use of streaming services in Australia, and several novels have been 

adapted to movie or television series, for example, All the Bright Places (Haley, 2020; 

Niven, 2014), The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 1999, 2012), Our Chemical 

Hearts (Sutherland, 2016; Tanne, 2020) and the Netflix series, Thirteen Reasons Why 

(Asher, 2007; Yorkey, 2017). The early part of the 21st century saw an upturn in the 

number of texts that portray characters with a mental health concern published in 

Australia. As these novels are written for and about Australian adolescents, an Australian 

novel is the lens in this study.  

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this research is to describe and understand the responses of 

adolescents to a contemporary young adult text centred on mental health concerns when 

encountered in their English classroom. While young adult literature has often been 

promoted as a means of improving understanding of an issue or social environment 

(Brenna, 2015; Harris, 1990; Hayn & Hazlett, 2008; Hughes-Hassell, 2013; Jackett, 2007; 

Lin, 2014), little has been heard from those for whom these texts are written: adolescents. 

This is acknowledged by Christensen (2003) who links childhood studies and children’s 

literature in literary criticism, emphasising the importance of the actual reading 

experience of young people (p. 238). The current research responds to Hayn and Nolen’s 

(2012) assertion that there is little understanding of “what actually happens” when 

adolescents read young adult literature (p. 4). As suggested by Miall (1996), by using 

literature created for them and moving away from studies of functional consumption of 

texts in the English classroom, students are empowered to express their personal and 

emotional response to a text about mental illness even while that learning is situated 

within the English curriculum. 

Dresang (1999) points to the debate around “bleak” books and submits that “we 

[adults] can’t know what kids will take away from these stories” (p. 205). Subsequent 

research has done little to address this. In response, the primary aim of the research is to 

give voice to adolescents as they respond to the characters with mental health concerns 

in a young adult text provided for study in English.  
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This research addresses the questions:  

1. How do the learning tasks encourage engagement with and guide a discussion of 

mental health? 

2. How do adolescents respond to representations of mental health in contemporary 

young adult literature encountered in the classroom? 

3. What does this response indicate about participant perceptions of the issue of 

mental health in adolescents? 

By providing an alternative discourse, this thesis reveals that adolescents respond 

positively to a text presented by adult reviewers as being beneficial for understanding 

mental ill-health in adolescents. This research enables participants to gain epistemic 

justice through recognising their agency as legitimate ‘knowers’ in relation to their own 

experiences of young adult fiction. By exploring and explaining what underlies these 

reactions, this research has implications for the English curriculum and, more 

importantly, the mental wellbeing of adolescents. This research provides a first step to 

understanding whether contemporary narratives written for and about this age group have 

a role in improving understanding and empathy for adolescents who have a diagnosed 

mental illness. 

The Need for this Study 

The potential value of this research was underscored by the strong public debate 

around Netflix’s serialised adaptation of the 2006 novel by Jay Asher, Thirteen Reasons 

Why (Yorkey, 2017) [and later its sequels (not based on the novel), released 2018–2020)]. 

The original Netflix series became a hot topic for adolescents across the world: debated, 

discussed and deliberated over in the schoolyard and online, with each ‘chapter’ eagerly 

anticipated. The dramatisation was praised for being “relevant and even necessary” 

(Sheff, 2017), having “teachable moments,” and for its ability to drive conversations and 

portray a range of peer behaviours that can compound negatively on an adolescent’s 

psyche (Ayers et al., 2017; Ryan, 2017; Saraiya & Ryan, 2017). In contrast, the marked 

difference between the graphic portrayal of protagonist Hannah’s suicide in the Netflix 

series and its description in the novel (D’Agati et al., 2019) drew strong criticism from 

health professionals. This scene was later edited to make it less graphic and confronting, 

and – eager to reach the education market – the producers added filmed ‘chat’ sessions 

with the actors to lessen the dramatic impact and to provide further information on aspects 

of mental health the series communicated.  
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Other concerns about the televised version of Thirteen Reasons Why (Yorkey, 

2017) included the lessening of suicidal ideation as a medical concern, the lack of 

accessing any psychiatric or real counselling services by Hannah, and its pretence to 

‘authenticity’ (D’Agati et al., 2019). A response to some of these apprehensions came in 

a 2019 study completed across four nations including Australia, which found that 

participants both talked more about suicide with friends, parents, teachers or a counsellor 

(48.15%) as a result of watching the series, and the majority of their sample (74.26%) 

increased “reaching out to others” behaviours (Carter et al., 2020, p. 11). Despite these 

results, one aspect remains disquieting. Through its easily accessible format and ready 

availability to anyone with a Netflix subscription, children of almost any age could watch 

the series without any parental involvement or even knowledge (Cheu, 2001), and this 

was of particular concern in vulnerable populations (Quinn & Ford, 2018, p. 663). The 

present research crystallised around the concern that there was a lack of adequate 

discussion about and understanding of what was being consumed in narratives around 

mental health in adolescence, such as in novels and visual media.  

Many eminent literary scholars have undertaken critical analyses of young adult 

literature from various theoretical positions, including disability and representation. 

Disability (including mental health) is often taken at its broadest base, or the research is 

directed towards the stereotypical representations of disability such as cerebral palsy 

(Cameron & Rutland, 2006; Kaplan, 2003; McRuer, 2006a, 2006b; Moeller & Irwin, 

2012) or neurodivergence, such as autism (Loftis, 2015, Rozema, 2014). There has been 

research into representation of disability in dystopian fiction (Holdsworth, 2019; 

Kimberley, 2011), film (Fraser, 2016), and in superhero fiction (Nicol, 2017). 

Researchers looking at young adult literature and disability (Baumbach, 2016; Brenna, 

2015; Curwood, 2012; Dunn, 2015; Gabel, 2005; Gervay, 2004; Hayn et al., 2009; Kurtts 

& Gavigan, 2017; Menchetti et al., 2011; Nicol, 2017) and literature in education (Alsup, 

2010; Claiborne, 2004; Coats, 2011; Crowder, 2016; Glaus, 2014; Hayn et al., 2017; 

Jones et al., 2003; Paatsch et al., 2019; Rybakova et al., 2013; Savitz, 2019; Wolney & 

Boyd, 2021) have added to the knowledge. Young adult literature is often considered for 

its ability to promote empathy in the reader, and a range of research on reading and 

empathy has been undertaken by Djikic et al. (2013), Keen (2007), Kümmerling-

Meibauer (2014), Lander (2017), and Oatley (2011, 2016). This research into reading, 

literature, and empathy, however, tends to focus on studies from the northern hemisphere, 

in particular Canada and the United States. The Australian perspective is missing. 
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When researchers engage human subjects in research related to reading, empathy 

and literature, they typically recruit college-aged participants (18 years and older) and 

study their responses to short extracts, poetry or purpose-written texts (Collins & Lazard, 

2020) or are focused on canonical texts. To date, studies have provided a limited 

perspective on the value of these texts in understanding mental health concerns by 

adolescent readers. Spring (2016) also notes the high level of skills-based learning in a 

packed curriculum as a limitation to reading full-length texts (p. 358). A recent meta-

analysis of intervention studies using young adult literature in high school English 

classrooms by Schrijvers et al. (2019) identified 13 studies into the use of young adult 

literature in classrooms as a means to effect greater understanding and awareness of 

others. From these studies, the paper concluded that reading thematically relevant 

fictional texts combined with writing activities that allowed reflection on personal 

experiences can lead to discussions that foster students’ insight into human nature (pp. 

38-39). While Schrijvers et al.’s work is a valuable piece of research, their sample does 

not include any research from Australia, nor studies on interventions directed towards 

mental health in young adult fiction. There is more to be done in this space. 

Points of Difference in this Research 

As Lahman (2008) observes, research into children and children’s concerns is 

usually from an adult viewpoint, ‘othering’ the child being researched. deLeon (2017) 

laments the lack of an adolescent perspective in many of the studies into the role and 

value of using young adult fiction in the classroom, particularly through bibliotherapy 

and “counter-storytelling” (p. 5). deLeon (2017) goes on to indicate that, “despite 

increasing research in the fields of adolescent mental health and YAL [Young Adult 

Literature], there is no research exploring adolescent engagement in YAL to discuss 

mental health topics” (p. 11). Caroline Hunt (2017) also makes a strong point for 

accessing the adolescent view of young adult literature (p. 215) if scholars and educators 

are to understand readers and their reading. These observations both inform and support 

the importance of this research. The viewpoint provided by the adolescent participants 

will provide a little-heard voice in the discussion of text suitability, engagement and 

meaning for this cohort. This is important in addressing the epistemic injustice inherent 

in adult/child dialogue around young adult literature in schools to date. According to 

Fricker (2007), this form of “testimonial injustice” occurs where prejudices result in “a 

deflated level of credibility to a speaker’s word” due to gender, disability or age, for 

example (p. 1) and effectively silences the very group that it is seeking to support. As 
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noted by Henrikkson (2012), the adolescent is in “a world engineered and planned by 

adults” when in the school environment (p. 120), and much research on adolescent/text 

interactions only present the adult interpretation of adolescent behaviours. Therefore, 

embedded in the design and methodology for this research is an acknowledgement of the 

primacy of the adolescent voice, which will be validated through reflexive analysis and 

discussion. 

The second point of difference is that the research focuses on Australian 

contemporary young adult texts where the narrative motivation stems from mental health 

issues that directly impact the adolescent character. Within this, there are two themes: 

that of the Australian narrative voice, and the specific focus on mental health. As shown 

in the literature review much research is focused on the educational systems and literature 

of the United States, the United Kingdom, or Canada. Across the literature, there is 

attention to a range of issues including immigrants and people from other cultures, 

disabled people, differences in sexual orientation, and sexual harassment and rape culture, 

however studies using mental health as the lens for insight are scant, as shown in 

Schrijvers et al.’s (2019) meta-analysis, where no studies using mental health as the focus 

were included.  

The third difference is its setting, both that One Step is a central part of assessment 

activity in the classroom, and the location of the research in an Australian regional 

educational environment. In response to Crag’s (2014) calls for further investigation into 

the effectiveness of strategies for using young adult literature in student learning to 

encourage more teachers to include it in their resources (p. xiv), this research implements 

a young adult novel in three regional high school English classrooms. It explores how the 

text, in combination with classroom tasks, connects with the adolescents and encourages 

discussion of mental health through their own textual responses and with peers. Eliciting 

data from a natural classroom situation will normalise the experience for the adolescents. 

As the data gathered directly responds to conventional classwork, the students will 

approach the text as an integral part of their schooling, read material they may otherwise 

not, and respond to the questions posed by the teacher that aim to address course 

outcomes. Such data will provide valuable knowledge of adolescent engagement with the 

texts in response to class tasks and give an indication of students’ understanding of mental 

health through the experience they gain from reading these texts in a school context. 
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Importance of the Research 

Research has shown that peer behaviour and attitudes strongly influence the cause, 

perpetuation, help-seeking behaviours and outcome of mental illness in adolescents 

(Bulanda et al., 2014; Chandra & Minkovitz, 2006a; Kranke & Floersch, 2009; Martinez, 

2014; Moses, 2010), and that these interactions often have negative impacts. Further, 

Schnyder et al. (2017) note that negative attitudes to help-seeking and a person’s own 

stigmatising attitudes to those with mental illness are barriers to help-seeking. An 

Australian study of teenagers’ responses to peers with mental illness found that one in 

five students would not respond to a friend’s distress “in ways which are likely to facilitate 

appropriate help” (Kelly et al., 2006, p. 63). While numbers in this study were small, 

reasons given were that adolescents felt they may make the situation worse by doing the 

‘wrong thing’ or that they lacked the “emotional maturity to empathize” (p. 65).  

The authors of several studies suggest that awareness of mental illness and its 

impacts, and increased understanding in adolescents gained through education of the 

broader teenage population could reduce stigma, facilitate early intervention and be of 

benefit to those suffering mental illness (Chandra & Minkovitz, 2006b; Kelly et al., 2007; 

Naylor et al., 2018; Yap & Jorm, 2011; Yap et al., 2013). As early as 2006, Chandra and 

Minkovitz recommend that programs addressing stigma in middle school-aged children 

be included in schools “as an integral component of youth mental health education” 

(2006a, p. 773). Eisenhauer (2008), for example, recommends several ways in which art 

teachers can challenge the issue of stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination, with a view 

to understanding and reducing stigma (p. 17). While Chandra and Minkovitz did not 

specifically advocate for inclusion of programs to reduce stigma within the English 

curriculum, early advocates Protherough et al. (1989) and Pallotta-Chiarolli (1994) do 

suggest this approach.  

As noted earlier, identification with a character in a novel can enable the concerns 

of the self to be identified, encoded and reassessed by the reader (Miall, 1996). As a result, 

it is possible this self-reflection may impact behaviours beyond the text by projecting this 

information onto students’ understanding of others through increased empathy (Hilton & 

Nikolajeva, 2012; Kümmerling-Meibauer, 2014). Psychological studies provide support 

by suggesting that understanding through ‘education’ will change attitudes and reduce 

stigmatising behaviours often caused through lack of awareness (Corrigan, Green et al., 

2001; Corrigan et al., 2005; Corrigan & Shapiro, 2010).  
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Studies in critical literacy and reading improvement suggest that adolescents are 

more likely to engage with contemporary young adult texts than traditional canonical 

texts due to this perceived relevance to their own situations (Emmerson & Brenna, 2015). 

Recognising that English teachers need to include diverse literature in their classrooms, 

Malo-Juvera and Greathouse (2020) argue that the contemporary relevance of young 

adult literature is important to the adolescent reader (p. ix), at least alongside classic 

literature. Scrofano (2015) proposes that those who work in schools and libraries play an 

important role in promoting young adult fiction engaging with mental health concerns 

(p. 15). Importantly, Richmond (2014) specifically promotes the use of young adult 

fiction in the English classroom to address stigma related to mental illness by building 

awareness and confronting negative stereotypes. Her publication, Mental Illness in Young 

Adult Literature: Exploring Real Struggles through Fictional Characters (2019) is one 

resource for teachers, librarians and others working in the adolescent mental health space.  

This research also goes some way to assist with the concern of Malo-Juvera and 

Greathouse (2020) that English teachers who wish to include young adult literature need 

guidance around how to teach it (p. x) by adding the views of adolescents when such a 

text is included in their classroom. The primary importance of the research is that it 

provides an opportunity to hear the adolescent response to an Australian contemporary 

young adult novel depicting mental health issues in adolescence, through reading about a 

character just like them. It is this adolescent perspective that has gone unobserved in prior 

studies on young adult texts yet is paramount in understanding how fictional narratives 

can inform attitudes in this population and what role the education environment has in 

this. The focus on obtaining authentic adolescent voices in this research design provides 

a strong point of difference and compelling data to identify how adolescents respond to 

the text, and what value this may have in helping young people understand an issue that 

many deal with directly or indirectly every day. This research is important in light of 

current policy and practice around addressing adolescent mental health concerns within 

the Australian Curriculum. The research has ramifications for policy around curriculum 

development, classroom practice and school resourcing through providing evidence to 

inform the selection and teaching of texts by educators. 

Thesis Outline 

Chapter 2 Literature Review explores perspectives that intersect with the research 

and have implications for educators when considering these narratives for use in the 

classroom. The Literature Review discusses young adult literature and the ‘problem’ or 
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‘issues’ novel and examines current scholarly literature related to social issues such as 

disability, mental illness, and stigma that is present in much realist young adult literature. 

Psychological perspectives are considered, to describe how fiction has been used to 

examine emotional or empathetic impacts, such as through transportation or 

identification, and how fiction has been used in the related intervention bibliotherapy. 

Attitudes to young adult literature in the educational environment and how it has been 

used in the classroom to improve engagement, increase literacy, and to encourage social 

change and inclusion are reviewed. This involves discussion of the controversy that 

surrounds much diverse and challenging young adult literature. The influence of 

mediators of texts in the school environment, such as through publishers, marketing, 

libraries or censorship, is discussed. 

Chapter 3 Methodology describes the philosophical framework and the design of 

the research, and how the grounded theory method was utilised. The considerations for 

selection of the text, the implementation of the research in the schools, and handling of 

the resultant data is discussed. 

In Chapter 4 Findings – Tasks Design and Impact, the data collected is described 

in relation to each task set by the teachers. The tasks undertaken are creative tasks, essays, 

short answers, and a questionnaire. The questionnaire is divided into three sections related 

to student reading, using the selected text in class, and mental health. The influence of the 

various tasks on the type of data produced by the participants is also considered.  

Chapter 5 Findings – Themes describes the findings as they relate to the four 

themes that emerged through the coding and categorising phases of the grounded theory 

methodology. Data across the various tasks combines to reveal participants’ attitudes to 

mental health because of their interactions with the text and the tasks they were set. The 

student voices come to the fore in this chapter, as their own words are used to describe 

their views on the text’s role in relation to adolescent mental health. 

Chapter 6 Discussion and Conclusion, reflexively re-examines the Findings, 

further exploring the connections between the tasks and the themes and what the 

outcomes mean for both adolescents and their educators. This chapter also outlines 

limitations to the research, implications for the findings, and suggestions for future 

research directions.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Young adult literature has been labelled many things over the years: juvenile, teen 

or teenaged fiction (Hayn & Nolen, 2012, pp. 7-8); junior teen novels (Bushman & Haas, 

2001), or adolescent literature (Hilton & Nikolajeva, 2012; Nimon & Foster, 1997; Trites, 

2000). However, young adult literature is the currently accepted term for literature written 

for and about young adults (Bushman & Haas, 2001). Historically, young adult literature 

has occupied a position in the literary canon that is difficult to define. Still listed with 

children’s literature by many publishers and scholars and therefore often subsumed within 

this category (Crag, 2014, p. 2), young adult literature is, however, increasingly 

recognised as a discrete field of literature.  

Increased scholarship in young adult literature provides the academic support to 

bring young adult literature in from the margins, no longer deemed of little value or 

unworthy of study. Academic interest in the problem novel genre of young adult literature 

comes from a range of disciplines, including the psychology and social work professions, 

educators in the English discipline, and librarians.  

Psychologists and social workers study the ways this literature can be used, for 

example in bibliotherapy, to help young people improve their sense of wellbeing and 

social engagement (Caracciolo & Van Duuren, 2015; Carroll, 1999; Cornett, 1980; 

Myracle, 1995). Educators who feel charged with a responsibility to improve adolescent 

relationships and increase empathy as a way to reduce bullying in the school environment  

see that contemporary young adult literature with diverse and often challenging themes 

is a valuable resource (Cole, 2004; Reed, 1994; Richmond, 2014; Scrofano, 2015). 

Information studies professionals in both school and community libraries also take on an 

educative role in their dealings with young people providing a range of young adult 

literature through their collections (Bolitho, 2009; Chance, 2014; Doll & Doll, 1997; 

Edwards, 2002; Jones, 2003; Latham & Gross, 2014). In the preface to their ground-

breaking text Breaking the Taboo with Young Adult Literature, Malo-Juvera and 

Greathouse (2020) insist the fact that contemporary young adult novels address 

previously taboo topics relevant to today’s teens sets them apart from and even above 

classical texts (p. ix).  

This literature review describes the realist genre of contemporary young adult 

literature, also known as the problem or issues novel, and its perceived uses through the 

lenses of these academic disciplines, with a focus on young adult literature’s role in 

supporting adolescent mental health. 
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Contemporary young adult literature 

Research in Young Adult Literature 

Due to the often controversial and influential nature of young adult literature, 

research seeks to uncover social and political injustice as seen through the pages of the 

young adult novel. Since the latter part of the 20th century, literary critics have focused 

increasingly on problems such as representation of gender (Butler, 2007), femininity 

(Pipher, 1994/2005; Trites, 1997; Wilkie-Stibbs, 2002), masculinity (Aapola et al., 2005; 

Kidd, 2000; Stephens, 2008; Wannamaker, 2008), and power and identity (Nikolajeva, 

2009). Academics reveal to readers new ways of perceiving the world, the diversity of 

those who inhabit it, and ways of coping with the harshness that is depicted in many 

young adult novels (Dresang, 1999, p. 190). Criticism of children’s and young adult 

literature also focuses on social concerns such as family dysfunction, child exploitation, 

homelessness, substance abuse, teen pregnancy, violence, and death (Reynolds, 2010; 

Wilkie-Stibbs, 2011). Religious differences (Campbell, 1998, 2000), trauma narratives 

and the Holocaust (Kidd, 2005; Radstone, 2007; Reynolds, 2007; Smith, 2005), 

consumption and the digital age (Glenn, 2008; Martens, 2016; Merga, 2014a; Turner et 

al., 2019), and issues around migration and place (Webber & Agiro, 2019) all feature in 

young adult narratives and become the focus for study in that context (Wu et al., 2013).  

There is also a strong groundswell in publishing and promotion of texts addressing 

ethnic diversity through U.S.-based sites such as WeNeedDiverseBooks.org, 

socialjusticebooks.org, diversebookfinder.org and Australian bookstores and smaller 

publishing houses, such as Magabala Books. Further, previously neglected issues such as 

questions of sexuality (LGBTIQA+) (Hayn & Hazlett, 2008; Hayn et al., 2009), the 

gender of difference (Cumming-Potvin & Martino, 2018; Johnson et al., 2019; Pettersson, 

2016; Robinson, 2010), and disability (Dunn, 2015; Loftis, 2015) have seen more 

attention recently. Yet, Baumbach (2016) notes the paucity of books that represent 

multiple aspects of identity, such as race, disability, religion, or gender diversity, 

incorporated into one character, which he recommends is needed to create a truly 

intersectional character (p. 3). Hazlett et al. (2011) also promote more diverse 

representation in texts, adding that texts combining any exceptionality with an 

LGBTIQA+ character are “nonexistent,” even though these texts can increase awareness 

and understanding in the reader (pp. 210-211). The result of this recent upsurge in 

awareness of diversity is highly regarded literature challenging traditional ideologies and 



P a g e  | 50 

 

re-examining the social and theoretical constructs of these terms with a view to opening 

a broader dialogue. 

Young Adult Literature: The Controversial Text and Social Issues 

The late 20th century provided an arena for change in both writing and publishing 

for young readers and heralded a range of texts depicting the injustices and cruelties of 

society that impacted the inner life of the adolescent (McCulloch, 2011, p. 14). Australian 

author Ivan Southall caused consternation in the industry as early as the 1960s with a 

series of novels for young adults: Hills End (Southall, 1962), Ash Road (Southall, 1965), 

To the Wild Sky (Southall, 1967), Finn’s Folly (1969), Bread and Honey (1970), and Matt 

and Jo (1973). These texts drew international acclaim for their dramatic departure from 

traditional literature for young people and laid the groundwork for what became known 

later as the problem novel (Carey, 2018), part of the trend towards realism in fiction for 

young adults. The style of young adult literature known as realism gained dominance 

from the 1980s (Cart, 2011; Kaplan, 2012) and social realism’s problem novel became 

part of the canon.  

The digital age heralding a “radical change” in the way children and young adults 

interact with the world demands that books for young people continue to reflect the world 

around them with all its innovations and transformations (Dresang, 1999, pp. xvi, 6). This 

occurs across two platforms: the text’s format, which now included verse novels, graphic 

novels [“Fancy comic books” according to Hayn et al. (2017)] and “hybrid novels”; and 

its content (Kaufman & Kristoff, 2015; Martinez & Harmon, 2011, p. 13; Reynolds, 

2010). 

Realist young adult fiction navigates contemporary social issues and connects 

adolescents with the language and culture in which they live and interact (Gaffney, 2017). 

Writers incorporate new settings, subjects and more diverse and complex characters and 

societies in their texts to reflect real issues for young people (Andersen, 2015, p. 14; 

Dresang & McClelland, 1999, p. 161). Wolk (2013) also notes that students are 

increasingly reading to help their understanding of the important ideas that impact them 

and their world. The progressive social values and socially tolerant views of the 

Millennial generation (Pantaleo & Dzidic, 2020, p. 408), combined with their ready 

access to the internet and social media, saw a content shift in novels for young adults. 

There is also a resurgence in contemporary realist texts exploring trauma, negative 

emotions, and damaged lives (Reynolds, 2010, p. 89) from internationally known authors 

such as Laurie Halse Anderson, author of many young adult texts including the oft-
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challenged novel Speak (1999/2014), John Green, Ellen Hopkins, and David Levithan. 

Early ground-breaking Australian writers of fiction depicting the grim realities of society 

such as John Marsden, Maureen Stewart, Margaret Clark and Glyn Parry are 

complemented by a raft of new authors dealing with modern-day social issues, including 

Alyssa Brugman, Cath Crowley, John Larkin, Melina Marchetta, Irini Savvides, Diana 

Sweeney, Shaun Tan, Vikki Wakefield, and Claire Zorn. The diversity of children’s 

intelligence, temperament, experience, and interests demands a move from marginalised 

characters and negative portrayals to more positive representation in literature (Coats, 

2018, pp. 10-11), leading to a push for diverse own-stories texts. 

Realism, the Problem Novel, and Empathy  

Criticism of problem novels as a subgenre of literary realism moved from derision 

for what was seen as an often didactic and simplistic treatment of serious personal issues, 

a lack of character development, and being “without nuance, and often emotionally 

dumb” (Egoff, 1981, pp. 68-71) to praise for a literature of emotional engagement, that 

presents its young readers with a new vision of adolescence. According to Scutter (1999), 

texts that directly address a young audience through a highly subjective (and often flawed) 

first-person adolescent narrator (p. 3) have increased. In Scutter’s terms, these texts often 

appear to “manipulate and exploit” the adolescent reader, aiming to “drag the little 

halfwits kicking and screaming out of their naïve chrysalises and into the ‘real world’” 

(p. 288).  

According to McClenaghan (1997), many realist novels fit into the fluid genre of 

‘dirty realism’, a term coined in 1983 by Bill Buford (Whitmore, 2016). In Pipher’s 

(1994/2005) view, adolescence, and particularly that of young girls, became increasingly 

hard due to cultural changes and confusing social expectations that saw increasing anger, 

loneliness and self-destructive behaviours (p. 28). This is reiterated by Cart, who notices 

that adolescents are “becoming increasingly endangered by societal and personal 

problems” (2011, p. 54). An early Australian example is Care Factor Zero by Margaret 

Clark (1997). Novels in this genre are characterised by a focus on telling “hard, 

unpleasant truths” about contemporary life that cause discomfort for the reader. These 

realist texts challenge traditional notions of childhood and its social construction and 

reflect a diverse set of experiences removed from adult interpretation and interruption 

(Pennell, 2003).  

By 2004, according to Yampbell, young adult literature had “broken nearly every 

boundary of acceptable subject matter” in its efforts to both tackle real-life problems and 
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captivate the teen audience (2005, p. 351). These texts are often described as bleak or 

dark (Carey, 2013; Gurdon, 2011a, 2013; Salerno, 2018) and, while Dresang (1999, pp. 

203-204) suggests that teens seek out bleakness, these narratives are not always praised. 

The sense of hopelessness in some texts is often seen as a negative aspect of young adult 

literature (Salerno, 2018; Sullivan, 2000), prompting various shades of institutional and 

individual censorship (Pung, 2017). There are also suggestions that darker content in 

young adult novels is the result of mass media being infused into daily life (Salerno, 

2018). Michael Cart and educators such as Pam Cole, Judith Hayn and Jeffrey Kaplan 

call for reason in this debate (Cart, 2011; Cole, 2009b; Crowe, 2001; Hayn et al., 2017). 

Most critics accept that there is a place for texts that help young people understand the 

complexity of the world they live in (Hodge, 2014; Pung, 2017; Williams, 2011). Take 

Cassandra Pride’s (2015) review of John Larkin’s The Pause (2015):  

It encourages readers to seek out mental health help without reading as overly 

‘preachy’ and should be widely distributed – if for no other reason than its realistic 

portrayal of the opportunities for assistance in the Australian mental health sector. 

(p. 54) 

Crowe (2001) points out that the problem is the “negative hype” around these 

books, suggesting that many young people are suited to these texts and may even benefit 

from the experience of reading them (p. 149). Cole (2009b) also says that problem novels 

have been more frequently identified as the best novels for adolescents over any other 

genre, labelling authors as “courageous” for their willingness to address difficult topics 

(pp. 103, 107). 

Reviews of young adult literature focused on mental illness regularly appear in 

academic journals, magazines across the disciplines, and in the commercial press. 

However, the Goodreads website (https://www.goodreads.com) can be searched for any 

broad or narrow mental health text to find reviews from its users around the world. This 

themed social navigation site, according to Thelwall and Kousha (2017), has “tens of 

millions of book reviews, recommendations and ratings” (p. 972). 

The diversity of culture and experience in the latest new realist novels are often 

written from a place of personal experience, offering adolescents new perspectives and 

meanings about their world (Burling, 2014; Kaplan, 2012). Contemporary authors 

provide ways for readers to see aspects of life they would not otherwise access, discover 

solutions to their own problems, and understand that they are not alone in their troubles. 

Situating these contemporary novels within the bildungsroman tradition, Michaels (2004) 

emphasises the reader’s role in the character’s self-identification, which draws on a 

https://www.goodreads.com/
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reader’s lived experience while also interacting with “representations of experience in art, 

music and literature” (p. 57). Through this observation, Michaels suggests, the reader 

assimilates this reading experience into their own self-discovery. Pung (2017) also offers 

that letting young people read about “gritty lived realities” may be of benefit to young 

people, helping them “understand that their experiences are not invisible, that they 

matter” (para. 13). This was noted earlier by Reynolds (2010), who proposes that 

exposing young readers to serious issues of social concern through literature written for 

them creates “opportunities for young people to gain insights into themselves and those 

around them that may have positive long-term social and emotional benefits” (p. 89). 

Sturm and Michel (2009) caution that the problem novel is typically structured to 

create an emotional response in the reader through feelings of disquiet, upheaval and even 

impending danger, and the first-person narrative can cause the reader to take on those 

issues personally, “increasing the sense of burden and anxiety” (Bean & Moni, 2003, p. 

638). However, Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu (2013) propose that “fictional literature, 

in which we can understand without suffering negative consequences, may be a gentler 

teacher” than personal interactions, minimising the possibility of ‘misunderstandings’ 

that occur in real-life situations, and thereby reducing the chance of distress (p. 44). 

Reading fiction can therefore provide a ‘safe arena’ in which the reader can experience 

emotions and practise their reactions due to the “lack of obligation” to the fictional 

characters (Goldstein, 2009, p. 233).  

Well-written narratives with complex stories that reflect the lives of today’s 

adolescents provide an authentic reflection of the world many adolescents now inhabit 

(Chance, 2014, p. 67). The contemporary novel’s ability to shift the emphasis from the 

problem to the results and consequences of character action and interaction gives 

adolescents a fresh view of peer relationships and their effects. Keen (2007) identifies 

two narrative features as being particularly associated with empathy: character 

identification (in the reader) and narrative situation (point of view and perspective) 

(pp. 93-96). Therefore, by placing the adolescent reader in the central role, reader 

identification and empathy with the characters could increase (Sturm & Michel, 2009, 

p. 43). Stephens (1992), however, cautions against this being the primary goal. 

Identification, as Stephens contends, “fosters an illusion that readers are in control of the 

text whereas they are highly susceptible to the ideologies of the text, especially the 

unarticulated or implicit ideologies” (p. 68). 

Today’s readers have access to a diverse range of well-researched and well-

written titles. These are considered worthy of academic study as well as commendation 
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to a school readership due to the number of pioneering authors who pushed the boundaries 

and broke the taboos of their times (Cart, 2011, p. 139; Crowe, 2002, p. 116). Authors of 

contemporary young adult literature seek to engage their readers, to prompt them to 

contemplate and challenge societal and political norms and change their ways of thinking 

and feeling (McClenaghan, 1997, p. 64). Whether the adolescent reader wants themes and 

characters who are “interesting and true” or to learn more about themselves (Donelson & 

Nilson, 2005, pp. 87, 42), or authors and publishers are seeking fame or fortune by tapping 

into increasing adolescent consumerism, the contemporary young adult novel dealing 

with everyday circumstances and problems is now entrenched in the literary catalogue. 

Mental Illness as ‘Disability’ in Contemporary Young Adult Literature 

According to the Australian Human Rights Commission website (2021), disability 

includes “physical, intellectual, psychiatric, sensory, neurological and learning 

disabilities” as well as disfigurement and the presence of disease-causing organisms. In 

this research, mental illness is seen as a disability through the distinction noted by Mertens 

et al., 2011 between the innate characteristic of disability and “the societal response to 

that characteristic” (p. 228). Mertens notes how negative attitudes towards people with a 

disability creates a broader environment of disability related to exclusion, also recognised 

by the World Health Organization (2021), and this is prevalent in adolescence. The 

discussion around how representation of disability “attaches meaning to bodies” 

(Garland-Thompson, 2006, p. 5) supports the argument that disability is a social 

construction rather than an “objective biomedical reality” (Pothier & Devlin, 2006, p. 27).  

Differentiating between bodily (impairment) and the social (disability) are 

fundamental to the social model of disability as described by Oliver and Sapey (1999). 

From this perspective, disability must be viewed as a “social problem, requiring 

education, attitude change and social adjustment” by both abled and disabled people 

(Mertens et al., 2011, p. 229). Using literature as the lens, the focus of this research is on 

the societal response to representations of adolescent mental health that may be 

considered a ‘disability’ and treated as such by peers. Therefore, the term ‘disability’ 

infers mental illness as equivalent to physical, intellectual or other forms of disability due 

to its socially restrictive nature. 

Brenna (2015) acknowledges a dearth of research in disability studies in relation 

to young adult literature and asserts that children’s literature has great value as a lens 

through which to examine the social construction of disability (p. 5). A lack of 

engagement between disability studies and children’s literature was also noted by both 
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Holdsworth (2019) and Saunders (2004), who recommends that cooperation would 

strengthen both fields. Children’s literature studies would gain a greater understanding of 

disability and the social constructions that inform attitudes to characters who are both 

abled and disabled (Saunders, 2004, para. 6). These concerns are reflected in the ideology 

authors bring to their writing, and therefore to the understanding of young readers in 

relation to those ideological positions. Holdsworth (2019) emphasises the role young 

adult literature has in shaping the discourses around how young people see themselves in 

the world by being “socialised into specific ideological positions” (p. 2). Holdsworth 

discusses the “inauthentic and inaccurate” representations of disability in fantasy and 

science fiction (p. 11) and presses for greater resistance to current norms around disability 

and representation (p. 22). While Holdsworth’s thesis focuses on physical disability, the 

warning resounds across representation of other forms of disability in young adult fiction. 

Writing in 2015, Loftis called for more research on mental disabilities in fiction 

(p. 154), and there appears to be a body of work to provide material for such research. 

For example, Koss and Teale’s (2009) study of 59 award-winning texts published in the 

United States between 1999 and 2005 find a significantly higher representation of 

disability in the contemporary realistic fiction genre than they expected. They note that 

25% of all texts involved a character with a mental illness (p. 567). 

Where touched on in scholarly cultural and literary disability texts, the broad term 

of disability tends to subsume any specific focus on the study of mental illness in young 

adult literature. Further, many studies that discuss characters with mental illness and 

intellectual disability make no distinction of these within the disability category. Several 

researchers note that this is problematic and inconsistent in broader literary criticism 

(Emmerson & Brenna, 2015; Koss & Teale, 2009; Thaller, 2015a). In her study, Meyer 

(2013) excludes characters with mental illness as they are seen as having “increased 

political agency” in comparison to those with other intellectual disabilities (p. 273). 

Meyer reasons that characters with mental illness retain their intelligence and agency 

because their illness is invisible, could be medically managed, and would improve with 

time. Dunn (2015) focuses on texts featuring physical or intellectual disability, with 

mental illness barely mentioned. Of 13 protagonists examined in this work, 10 are 

physically disabled. Similarly, Kurtts and Gavigan (2017) seek to increase understanding 

of disability in pre-service teachers through suggesting children’s and young adult titles 

and websites to use as part of a bibliotherapy approach. Despite a more even spread across 

texts that portray visible and invisible disabilities in their study, there is an inclination 

towards texts with characters that have neurological conditions such as autism rather than 
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mental illnesses such as depression, anxiety or eating disorders predominant in 

adolescence. 

Dobbins (2017) proposes addressing the deficiency in research into invisible 

disability in her thesis, Disabled ≠ Disempowered. By applying a framework across a 

range of young adult novels with characters who have a mental illness including, When 

We Collided (Lord, 2016), It’s Kind of a Funny Story (Vizzini, 2006), Marcelo in the Real 

World (Stork, 2009), and Finding Audrey (Kinsella, 2015), Dobbins investigates 

representations of disability using both medical and social models, challenging the 

ableism inherent in so many novels. Dobbins explores characters who are empowered to 

retain their autonomy as adolescents with a mental health concern, rather than needing to 

be cured, given special powers, or romanticised to be seen as complete or normal. 

Townsend et al. (2015) also criticises the trend toward romanticising mental illness or 

suicide in young adult novels, as it trivialises the problem by failing to recognise the 

complexity of living with mental illness. Dobbins suggests that inclusive classrooms 

could use this framework to open a dialogue about whose voices matter when working 

with counternarratives that question societal norms and the representation of disabled 

characters (p. 157-158). Taking a different angle, Bérubé (2016) suggests that including 

disability in a narrative invites a “hyperattentiveness” to the text. By paying attention to 

every word, the reader becomes “emotionally invested in” depictions of disability 

(p. 165), which leads to the reader questioning their preconceptions of both those with the 

disability and the society in which they are situated. 

Reynolds (2010) blames the dearth of children’s books dealing with serious 

mental health concerns on apprehensions about what constituted the “wrong” kinds of 

stories for young people from early 19th century educators, publishers, editors, and critics 

(pp. 88-89). These attitudes are still pervasive in the various forms of mediation and 

censorship of texts to adolescents. The subject matter of children’s and young adult fiction 

is shaped by government health and education policies and politics more broadly 

(Mickenberg & Nel, 2011). However, the introduction of awards focused on social issues 

and the experiences of the marginalised have impacted authors, publishers and sales of 

novels dealing with mental illness.  

Webb (2016) notes an increase in young adult literature focusing on mental health 

concerns since the start of the 21st century (para. 1). This increase corresponds with global 

concerns and policy aimed at addressing the prevalence of these issues in our youth. Two 

recent examples include Shaun Tan’s The Red Tree (2001) and Mel Tregonning’s 

wordless picture book Small Things (2016). While Mickenberg and Nel (2011) perceive 
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The Red Tree (2001) as an effective way to see the world through the eyes of a clinically 

depressed child (p. 466), Tregonning’s portrayal of a small child with severe anxiety and 

depression is heartbreaking in its simple yet profound understanding of this disorder. 

While considered children’s books, these texts cross over into adolescent reading. Both 

are included on the Premier’s Reading Challenge lists that are often used for text selection 

by Australian high school teachers (The Red Tree Levels 7–9; Small Things Levels 5–6). 

Realist novels for adolescents that feature characters with a mental illness make 

up a small proportion of the disability genre, but there is an increasing array of specific 

mental health concerns addressed in these novels. These include obsessive compulsive 

disorder (OCD), self-harm, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, Post-traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD), eating disorders such as bulimia and anorexia nervosa, anxiety, 

depression, and suicide. There is still a relative absence of critical attention being paid to 

these novels, although there are some exceptions: The Perks of Being a Wallflower 

(Chbosky, 1999); Speak (Anderson, 1999/2014); novels authored by John Green; and 

Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007) due to its screen adaptation by Netflix and its far-

reaching accessibility. 

Many studies examine the characterisation of mental illness in literature as part of 

the debates around ideologies of visibility, normalcy, and power. Scholars such as Thaller 

(2015b), Miskec and McGee (2007), Mahon (2011), Goss (2013), and Clinkenbeard 

(2016) take an interest in young adult fiction depicting a range of individual mental health 

concerns. Narratives of mental illness, according to Webb (2016), “create and open up a 

‘third space’ where the inexpressible may be expressed, and silences may be pried open 

in efforts to understand and combat these oppressive and destructive illnesses” (para. 8). 

While Reynolds’s Radical Children’s Literature (2010) claims a first step in 

exploring the relationship of young people’s attitudes to self-harm in their reading, 

Miskec and McGee (2007) explore the history of self-harm, or “cutting,” in young adult 

literature. They describe the transformation from a “cry for help” in the face of domestic 

neglect or long-term trauma (p. 163) to its use as a metaphor to represent a means of 

agency in the protagonist (p. 176), a theme taken up by Goss (2013). In her thesis, Bodily 

Harm, Bodily Power, Goss (2013) works from Armando Favazza’s seminal work Bodies 

Under Siege: Self-Mutilation and Body Modification in Culture and Psychiatry (2011), 

challenging perceptions of “what is normal” in her discussion of whether self-induced 

harm should be judged within the realm of “normal behaviour” or called a mental illness 

(p. 44). Goss (2013) notes that this perpetuates the “top down power structure” inherent 

in an adult author’s teen voice (p. 80). As an educator, Goss finds that even students who 
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claim to have no knowledge of self-harming seem to have strong, preconceived notions 

about it. Her central concern in investigating these texts is to reduce stigma (p. 136). 

Laurie Halse Anderson’s novel Speak (1999/2014) is a focal text for many 

scholars, used to explore the effects of trauma, violence, rape culture, identity and power 

(Alsup, 2003; Franzak & Noll, 2006; Jackett, 2007; McGee, 2009; O'Quinn, 2011; 

Schiffman, 2012; Trupe, 2006a). Alsup (2003) suggests it is important for adolescents to 

reflect on texts relevant to adolescent experience, such as Speak, as this facilitates the 

critical thinking about themselves and their culture that is “essential for intellectual and 

emotional growth” (p. 166). Mahon (2011) and Malo-Juvera and Greathouse (2020) 

explore how young adult texts featuring self-mutism and self-harm are used in the English 

classroom. Mahon notes how girls often use silence to “save face with their peers and 

protect their self-esteem” (p. 6). She cites Pipher’s (1994/2005) ground-breaking call to 

arms, Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls, which identifies a “girl 

poisoning” culture that leads to an increase in depression, suicide and eating disorders. 

Mahon finds that the girls in her study are “still in the process of developing their 

understanding of power” (p. 67); however, that using the novel Speak provides a point of 

critical self-reflection (p. 71). Malo-Juvera and Greathouse (2020) dedicate six chapters 

of their text to young adult texts on trauma and mental illness, including two on 

Anderson’s Speak (Anderson, 1999/2014). One chapter focuses on using the graphic 

novel version of Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson and Emily Carroll (2018) to teach social 

justice and awareness in peers. The second chapter, ‘Speak! Shout’ pairs Anderson’s 

novel Speak with her poetic memoir Shout (Anderson, 2019) to explore the effects of 

sexual assault and PTSD. 

Clinkenbeard (2016) selects four texts: Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007), All 

the Bright Places (Niven, 2014), It’s Kind of a Funny Story (Vizzini, 2006), and My Heart 

and Other Black Holes (Warga, 2015) for their focus on the suicide death of a primary 

character. However, she criticises three of the novels for their lack of ramifications for 

substance abuse, that is, alcohol (Asher, 2007; Warga, 2015) and recreational marijuana 

(Vizzini, 2006), before claiming that Thirteen Reasons Why and My Heart and Other 

Black Holes have little to offer students “other than for recreational reading” (p. 50). 

Clinkenbeard praises Vizzini’s and Niven’s novels as highly suitable for the English 

classroom due to their sense of hope (p. 59) yet does not mention that It’s Kind of a Funny 

Story is based on Vizzini’s own experiences and that Vizzini himself committed suicide 

in 2013. Clinkenbeard (2016) offers six criteria to evaluate mental health issues in a text 

considered for the classroom (p. 57). She suggests that teachers of such texts would 
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empower students to connect by offering flexible and engaging lessons in an environment 

of trust.  

In Mental Illness in Young Adult Literature, Richmond (2019) points to the 

continued lack of scholarship in this area despite the profusion of young adult literature 

featuring characters with a mental illness. She remarks that the previous book-length 

treatise on mental health in young adult fiction was Conflict and Connection: The 

Psychology of Young Adult Literature (Stringer, 1997), more than 20 years prior. 

Richmond’s new text examines 30 young adult novels and non-fiction texts published in 

the United States since 2000 through the diagnostic criteria in the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013), as well as through social and identity lenses (p. 7). The study aims to provide 

school libraries, educators, counsellors, and others information on the portrayal of 

adolescents with mental health concerns. However, Chrisman (2020) criticises Richmond 

for relying on the medical model of disability in relation to the character’s described 

symptoms at the expense of determining the accuracy or authenticity of the portrayal of 

the mental illness in the novels (p. 125). Chrisman suggests that taking a disability studies 

perspective to critically analyse young adult novels featuring characters with mental 

illness would be more productive for the text’s proposed audience (p. 126). 

Sarah Thaller (2015b) discusses the problematic and often confused portrayal of 

several less-understood mental illnesses, such as schizophrenia and multiple personality 

disorder. Focusing on two texts, Go Ask Alice (1971/2006) penned by psychologist 

Beatrice Sparks, and Justine Larbalestier’s Liar (2009), Thaller expresses concern that 

these characters were criminalised or animalised in order to ensure “otherness.” Thaller 

positions these texts as a reflection of contemporary societal concerns around adolescence 

as a liminal space between childhood and adulthood (p. 218). This demonises both the 

cause (female sexual freedom, drug addiction, prostitution, difference, deception) and the 

outcome (mental illness), resulting in a doubly-othered character whose only redemption 

is death (p. 229). Thaller’s concerns about these depictions of mental illness, and for the 

young people who read them, is that their portrayal of mental illness is both ill-conceived 

and negative, perpetuating fear and mistrust – the very basis of stigma (p. 250). 

Thaller’s selected texts, and therefore her negative views of depictions of mental 

illness in novels, are in counterpoint to many more recent texts that portray mental illness 

in more sensitive and realistic ways. Contemporary texts involving mental illness in a 

protagonist now seek to inform and promote understanding (Webb, 2016), rather than 

engender socialisation through fear and rejection (Thaller, 2015a, pp. 249-250). Further, 
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Short (2018) remarks that authenticity and accuracy in recently published novels has 

increased, and this is reflected in the research practices of the author evident either within 

the text itself or in an author’s notes (p. 295). 

Stigma and Contemporary Young Adult Literature 

Social disadvantage for the disabled, in particular those with mental illness, is 

perpetrated through stigma against the person, resulting in social exclusion by others or 

by the person. Wilkie-Stibbs (2011) notes that stigma can be perpetrated within the 

narrative through choices made by the author where the mentally ill are sidelined, made 

invisible, or grouped in the broader ‘other’ within these texts. The disabled child, through 

both seen and unseen disability, is therefore placed outside the Western cultural norm.  

Through examination of two texts, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-

time (Haddon, 2004) and The Illustrated Mum (Wilson, 2000), Wilkie-Stibbs (2011) 

questions the “discomfort and unease” public acknowledgement of disability creates 

(p. 50). She examines how elements of stigma that include silence, shame, and invisibility 

through reduced agency evidence the “enemy within” that reinforces the dominant 

rhetoric around the normal or “successful” body (pp. 50-51). Drawing from, but not 

directly building on, Kristeva’s thesis on abjection in Powers of Horror: An Essay on 

Abjection (1982), Wilkie-Stibbs posits that “the abject is as much about its social and 

political as its psychological import” (p. 75). Wilkie-Stibbs (2011) discusses the 

borderland state that exists both within a body and for that body within a society. In this, 

it is the inextricable linking of abjection and power discourses that render those with 

mental illness as ‘other’ in relation to societal norms (p. 93).  

Many new realism novels rely on the exclusion of others based on some form of 

‘otherness’ as a plot device or as integral to the make-up of the protagonist. Through 

character interactions, readers can learn how stigmatising behaviours, lack of support or 

simply not listening have potentially disastrous outcomes. U.S. texts such as All the Bright 

Places (Niven, 2014), It’s Kind of a Funny Story (Vizzini, 2006), and Impulse (Hopkins, 

2008) provide a lesson for readers in raising understanding of mental illness, and in the 

environment created around that person through peer interactions. A notable Australian 

text is Alyssa Brugman’s Walking Naked (2002), which focuses on socially outcast and 

emotionally troubled Perdita Wiguiggan. In this novel, the events are narrated by popular 

and confident classmate, Megan Tuw, filtering Perdita’s story through Megan’s 

observations. The narrator describes Perdita as the “most despised creature in the school” 

(p. 4) and sets Perdita as “other” to the in-group, of which Megan is a part. The narrative 
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describes the many negative social interactions and missed indicators that lead to 

Perdita’s suicide. Due to the distancing from the character, the reader cannot fully 

understand Perdita’s character or her state of mind. 

Another example is Han Nolan’s Crazy (2010), which explores self-stigma in the 

main character Jason, alongside the general stigma a person caring for a person with a 

mental illness also perceives. In this novel, 15-year-old Jason has his own mental health 

concerns and is the sole caregiver for his father who has schizophrenia. This combination 

of factors results in a lack of parental support, poor peer connections, physical ill-health, 

and poverty. The novel introduces the reader to the fears a person with mental illness has 

about sharing their problems and the possible negative outcomes due to this self-stigma.  

Richmond (2014) notes that stigma around mental illness is often facilitated by 

the person’s unwillingness to share information about their condition. This can be a 

personal choice but is often prompted by the mindset of those around them. That is, people 

who are unconcerned, prefer not to know, or are apprehensive or ignorant of mental ill-

health in those with whom they interact. While novels such as Nolan’s Crazy do evidence 

these negative interactions, Richmond notes that students who read books about mental 

illnesses report that it helped them reflect on or reconsider their preconceived ideas about 

those with mental health concerns (p. 24). Richmond asserts that English teachers have 

an important role in addressing these issues in their students through including novels that 

involve mental illness in the classroom.  

Hendrickson (2018) endorses the recommendation of using contemporary young 

adult literature about mental health to help reduce stigma in adolescents, however she 

advises that it is important teachers are also prepared and feel comfortable teaching with 

these materials (p. 67). Hendrickson takes a broad social view of the benefits and 

limitations of five different texts involving mental illness and discusses the 

underrepresentation of novels with culturally diverse characters with mental illness. In 

this, she insists on an individual and group approach to social justice, where literature is 

used to examine personal choices and engender a responsibility for social justice beyond 

the classroom. However, Dunn (2015) warns that there is potential for young adult 

literature to have an exacerbating role in the way real people are treated through further 

embedding negative stereotypes (p. 4). Rather, Dunn notes, readers should be encouraged 

to resist the assumptions that come naturally when reading or discussing a text (p. 9).  
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Literature as an Agent of Change: Psychological Perspectives 

The power of narrative fiction to effect change in a person’s empathic tendency 

and attitude in the real world has seen increasing attention in the 21st century in the 

disciplines of psychology and education, in addition to critical literary studies. 

Researchers have investigated whether a text can foster transportation or narrative 

engagement as defined by Richard Gerrig (1993/2019, p. 2). Fictional works from film 

and television to children’s stories and young adult literature are used to explore stigma 

reduction and the development of empathy and pro-social behaviours. These aspects of 

literature are important to the use of young adult literature in the classroom and therefore 

relevant to this research and are discussed further in the following sections. 

Transportation and Identification 

Transportation 

Much has been written about transportation into a narrative. Gerrig (1993/2019) 

describes transportation as the way in which narratives engage and captivate their reader, 

effectively taking them to another world. He goes on to suggest that the experiences a 

reader had through transportation into a narrative can affect opinions and attitudes in the 

real world and this can cause longer-term attitudinal change (p. 12). Importantly, Gerrig 

notes that a reader need not have real-life knowledge of a world to be transported into its 

story. A number of researchers investigating transportation in narratives aimed at young 

adults find that prior understanding of mental illness, identification with the character, 

and a realistic setting increases this effect. Green and Brock (2000) explore whether truth 

in fiction that coincides with or contradicts the reader’s own real-world understanding has 

a greater impact on their acceptance of the information and therefore affects their beliefs 

of issues in the real world. Green and Brock find that there are mediators or manipulators 

of that information, such as how much the protagonist is liked (p. 719). Thompson’s 

(2018) study of film narratives finds that readers who are more highly transported have 

greater identification with the character. Green and Brock (2002) note that narratives have 

an advantage in the persistence of the change effect due to transportation and the cognitive 

imagery that this evokes.  

According to Green (2004) the more a reader perceives realism in a text, the more 

they are transported into the text. This is enhanced further when the reader has prior 

knowledge of the concepts in the text: in her example, homosexuality. Caputo and 

Rouner’s (2011) study explores the stigmatising behaviour of social distancing through 

participants’ viewing of Prozac Nation (Skjoldbjærg, 2001), a film focused on depression 
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in the young adult protagonist and based on a memoir by Elizabeth Wurtzel. This study 

finds that whether the narrative was fictional or non-fictional has no bearing on the level 

of social distancing behaviour (p. 600). Like Thomson’s (2018) study, Caputo and Rouner 

(2011) find that participants show less social distancing when they have greater 

transportation into the narrative due to their sense of relevance to their own lives. They 

note that preference for social distancing is also lowered if the participant is familiar with 

mental illness or perceives the realism in the film as higher, but this effect was not as 

great (p. 601). Caputo and Rouner (2011) also note that an audience of a similar age to 

the protagonist may increase this sense of personal relevance (p. 602).  

In her research, Bandt-Law (2015) measures participants’ implicit and explicit 

prejudice and the extent to which they take the perspective of the protagonist while 

reading. She shows that perspective-taking provides positive changes, such as by 

improving attitudes and changing behaviour towards social groups and preventing 

stereotype maintenance (pp. 6-8). Bandt-Law notes, however, that there are many factors 

that influence perspective-taking negatively, such as the level of dislike or fear of the out-

group; the sense of independence of the individual; and strong identification with their 

in-group (pp. 16-18).  

Identification 

Mar and Oatley (2008) and Oatley (1999) argue that literary narratives create a 

“deep and immersive” experience where readers insert themselves into a simulated world 

through identifying with the protagonist (Mar & Oatley, 2008, p. 173; Oatley, 1999). In 

the analysis by Mar and Oatley (2008) the character becomes a model, allowing the reader 

to understand what that character was thinking, feeling or wanting in a given situation. 

The novel’s focus allows the reader to simplify their view of a situation, without all the 

distractions of real life. An earlier study by Cupchik et al. (1998) split readers into 

‘spectators’ of the action (plot) and ‘identifiers’ with the protagonist’s experiences. They 

find that identification causes fresh emotions rather than remembered emotions in readers, 

which indicates the novel’s effectiveness in learning about others’ emotions through 

reading (p. 363). Hakemulder’s (2008) research explores theories around a reader’s 

identification with a character and imagining oneself in their shoes to better understand 

what it would be like to be someone else. These experiments find that mental role-playing 

may be responsible for how narratives impact social cognition; that is, the way people 

process information in their social worlds to understand and predict behaviour in 

themselves and others. 
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Drawing on Goffman’s (1961) metaphor of the membrane to describe the space 

between an individual and any social interaction, Oatley (1995) provides a taxonomy of 

emotional experience when reading a text and described the emotions that apply to the 

worlds inside and outside the literary membrane (Figure 4).  

 

Keith Oatley: Taxonomic Tree of Five Different Kinds of Emotions that Occur in 

Literary Response 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Source: Oatley (1995, p. 57). 

 

This model is useful for understanding the different types of emotional 

engagement of the reader inside and outside the text. Oatley then focuses on the theory 

of identification (blue box) with the character, which employs four cognitive elements: 

“adopting the goals of the protagonist, an imaginary world, speech acts to the reader, and 

potential for constructive integration of disparate elements” (p. 70). These four elements 

increase the reader’s sense of identification through a form of literary simulation. Oatley 

suggests that it is both fiction and the emotions inspired in the reader through 

identification that influence an individual’s real-world attitudes and values (p. 72). This 

understanding is key to engaging adolescents with narratives as a way to influence 

behaviour and reduce stigma towards mental illness. 

Hilton and Nikolajeva (2012) discuss how contemporary writers explore the 

sociological and psychological tensions inherent in the “new adolescence” to reveal a 

vulnerable and often conflicted protagonist (p. 8), thereby creating a strong sense of 

identification in the reader. Kümmerling-Meibauer (2012) explores how empathy can be 

fostered for characters who are not immediately agreeable to the reader, or when the 

protagonist is unable to show empathy themselves. She posits two literary techniques that 

might provide the best approach: foregrounding and enhancement of awareness. 

Foregrounding refers to a writer’s practice of inserting elements into the text to emphasise 

certain emotional conditions. These elements might include neologisms, different points 

Figure 4 
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of view, or typographical changes (p. 130). In foregrounding, readers are prompted to 

focus on style rather than content (Hakemulder, 2004, p. 197). Enhancing awareness 

involves repetition and overstatement to draw the attention of the reader to important 

passages or concepts (Kümmerling-Meibauer, 2012, p. 130). In her research 

Kümmerling-Meibauer selected three very difficult texts, both in their literary complexity 

and their unreceptive characters [Ich Ganz Cool (I am Very Cool) (Boie, 1992/2009), The 

Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time (Haddon, 2004) and Tenderness (Cormier, 

1997)]. However, her analysis provides valuable connections to theory of mind, the 

reader, and the way narratives work to engage and elicit empathy in the reader.  

Interestingly, a recent study by Chung-Fat-Yim et al. (2019) of existing data sets 

using Green and Brock’s Narrative Transportation Scale (Green & Brock, 2000) finds 

that individuals who are experiencing a narrative (text, audio or short films) in a second 

language are just as transported into the story as those who experience the same narrative 

in their native language. While raising questions about the impact of using longer 

narratives or whether findings may be affected by years of fluency in a language, this 

study has relevance when considering using texts in a classroom of students from different 

backgrounds. 

Literary fiction immerses the reader in a world that is less threatening than the real 

world while engaging the psychological processes that require the reader to interpret the 

thoughts and feelings of others. Kidd and Castano (2017) propose that reading either 

literary or popular fiction is likely to have effects on cognitive and affective processes 

and refer to their use in social welfare programs (p. 380). Developing the skill to 

understand the mental states of others is therefore foundational to participating effectively 

in our complex societies (Kidd & Castano, 2013, p. 377) and this can be enhanced through 

reading young adult literature.  

Developing Empathy Through Literature 

Keen (2006) defines empathy as an often-unconscious mirroring of what a 

“person might be expected to feel in that condition or context” (p. 208) and associates it 

with pro-social action. This emotion is distinct from personal distress, which leads to 

avoidance. This understanding is derived from psychology and, according to Keen, is a 

natural fit with narrative storytelling. 

Martin Hoffman (1980) describes four stages of empathy development, starting in 

infancy: global empathy; egocentric empathy; empathy for another’s feelings; and 

empathy for another’s life condition, with all four stages usually acquired by early 
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adolescence (as cited in Schaffer, 1996). In adolescence, young people are aware that 

larger concerns should be considered in their relations with others. This more complex 

emotional competence allows them to apply empathy to distinct groups, such as refugees, 

the homeless, and the LGBTIQA+ community, rather than only to individuals within their 

immediate experience (Hilton & Nikolajeva, 2012, p. 14; Kümmerling-Meibauer, 2012, 

p. 138).  

Psychologist Keith Oatley writes extensively on individual and social emotions, 

placing emotions at the apex when structuring human relationships (2008a, p. 81). Oatley 

notes the importance of emotions in a person’s motivations and reactions across all 

aspects of life and describes the social effect of a range of emotions, including empathy 

(p. 96). In his research with Jennifer Jenkins, Oatley investigates the emotional effects of 

reading, including its impact on the reader’s empathy beyond the text (Oatley & Jenkins, 

1996). In a series of empirical studies, Oatley and colleagues Maja Djikic and Raymond 

Mar use both self-devised tests (e.g., the “author recognition checklist”) and external 

measures [such as the “Mind-in-the-Eyes” test (Baron-Cohen et al., 1997), which 

measures empathy and theory of mind] to discover how participants respond emotionally 

to different text types. The level of empathy in adult readers was tested before and after 

reading the texts. From this, Oatley asserts that fiction better enables readers to identify 

with characters in a literary narrative and that this then increases their empathy (Oatley, 

2008b). This is also found by Hakemulder (2000), who indicates that literature may have 

a role in society as an alternative to traditional moral education. In one study, Hakemulder 

(2008) compares college-aged and high school students who read a narrative under certain 

instructions. While reading, half of each group are asked to take the position of the 

character, and the other half are set a diversionary task. Hakemulder finds that the beliefs 

of those high school students with the role-taking instruction are affected more strongly 

when compared with those in the diversion instruction group. He suggests that this is 

because the scenario feels more plausible and likely when adolescent readers put 

themselves in the position of the character (2008 p. 144). 

Djikic et al. (2013) suggests that the empathy-inducing properties of fiction stems 

from narratives that have been crafted by “skilled novelists” (p. 34) and these are far more 

effective than non-fiction (p. 31). According to Djikic et al., there are four aspects of texts 

that evoke emotions and promote social connection: subject matter that is about a 

character and that character’s interactions in the social world they inhabit; narrative 

construction; elements that prompt emotion and identification in the reader; and 

“simulation” for the mind (pp. 29-32). Djikic et al. (2013) state that it is within this last 
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aspect that the reader begins to feel empathy for others (pp. 31-32). Thompson et al. 

(2018) also find that it is possible to manipulate readers towards empathy for a particular 

character through priming. However, an “overall propensity” for empathy in a person is 

not so easily directed (p. 217). 

Collins and Lazard (2020) study the influence reading young adult novels about 

anorexia nervosa has on beliefs about this illness by providing the reader with an indirect 

experience of the illness (p. 1). They state that beliefs are affected through narrative 

engagement. This involves transportation, identification, and self-referencing (p. 2), and 

is also influenced by character distance, which is directed by point-of-view. This study 

finds that a first-hand narrative or a peer-related narrative account of anorexia produces 

higher levels of transportation in readers than in those who the read an informational 

pamphlet (p. 6). Further, both transportation and identification with the character are 

higher in those with personal experience of an eating disorder. it is noted that when a 

secondary character has the mental illness, self-referencing and personal relevance 

increased (p. 8). Importantly, Collins and Lazard (2020) recommend that young adult 

literature the includes mental ill-health is incorporated into the curriculum as it can 

provide “natural engagement” with the information. They also suggest that peers who 

have a supporting role in the lives of those mental illness would gain great benefit from 

these narratives, thereby leading to more pro-social behaviour (p. 9). 

Developing Pro-Social Behaviours Through Literature  

Djikic and Oatley (2014) propose that the ‘art’ of literature caused the reader to 

set aside personal goals and concerns, taking on those of the character and empathising 

with that character. In experiencing their own emotions while reading, a reader can also 

reflect on those emotions (p. 502) and this process allows for change in behaviour. This 

increase in pro-social behaviour is shown in a study by Johnson (2012), adding to findings 

by Mar and Oatley (2008), that individuals who are more transported into a story 

produced greater affective empathy for the story’s characters. In the first of his studies, 

Johnson (2012) explores whether there is an influence on pro-social behaviour through 

reading. In his discussion, he noted there is something “above and beyond affective 

empathy” that increased pro-social behaviour, which he suggests is “modeling” in the 

protagonist (p. 152).  

According to Mar et al. (2011) the interactions between emotions and literary 

narratives are profound and can be long-lasting (p. 818). Their research suggests that 

emotions elicited while reading may last days or weeks after the event due to their 
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powerful effects on cognition as “emotional primes" (p. 829). Research by Bal and 

Veltkamp (2013) tests whether empathy is instigated more after reading fiction or non-

fiction texts, and whether this empathy was immediately evident or developed over time. 

They show that the level of transportation into a story is important in influencing empathy 

over a one-week period when reading a fictional narrative (p. 5). Bal and Veltkamp 

attribute this delay to the absolute sleeper effect, which occurs as the reader has time to 

process and reflect on the narrative (pp. 3, 9). In their study this is not evident in non-

fiction readers: In fact, they find that transportation into a non-fictional text leads to a 

reduction in empathy. Bal and Veltkamp (2013) explain that reading fiction may also 

have negative effects on empathy where the reader is disengaged from the text (p. 8). 

Both Bal and Veltkamp (2013) and Djikic and Oatley (2014) recommend more studies 

exploring long-term effects of reading on empathy. Research into pro-social behaviours 

and the empathy-building characteristics of texts has also been applied clinically and 

more broadly through the practice of bibliotherapy, where the opportunity to experience 

a different view of a situation are used to help individuals. 

Bibliotherapy 

Bibliotherapy is a clinical intervention for people of all ages with chronic 

conditions and is defined by Lenkowsky (1987) as “the use of reading to produce affective 

change and to promote personality growth and development” (p. 123). Bibliotherapy 

focuses on the individual and their concern, encouraging the reader to identify with a 

character in a fiction or non-fiction text. Bibliotherapy is predominantly focused on self-

help or improving personal wellbeing. With bibliotherapy, the reader can relate to the 

protagonist’s situation, vicariously experience that character’s problem, then view the 

proposed solutions as a means of identifying alternative behaviours or providing greater 

understanding of themselves, thereby improving their own mental health (Gavigan & 

Kurtts, 2011; Pardeck, 1994). Bibliotherapy is used with adults, but also has a history 

with young people and children (Myracle, 1995; Tukhareli, 2011; Vetere & Dowling, 

2012). As early as the 1950s bibliotherapy moved beyond its original clinical settings of 

psychology and counselling to libraries (Doll & Doll, 1997; Russell & Shrodes, 1950), 

due in part to the existing social role of libraries in developing communities (Brewster, 

2008, p. 117).  

Bibliotherapy in School Libraries 

Bibliotherapy in school settings is also referred to as developmental bibliotherapy 

or “biblioguidance” (McPherson-Leitz, 2018, p. 14) as distinct from clinical bibliotherapy 
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(Larson & Hoover, 2012, p. 50). Bibliotherapy moved into the education environment 

through teacher librarians, school counsellors and teachers where, Camp (2015) asserts, 

it has “endless possibilities” (p. 25). Gavigan (2012a) proposes that these three roles 

working in partnership are ideally placed to foster a nurturing environment to improve 

the wellbeing of students (p. 78). Citing barriers to access to suitable mental health care, 

as well as an increase in the number of young people with mental health issues, Heath et 

al. (2017) recommend incorporating bibliotherapy as a part of “psychological first aid” in 

schools to support students’ social emotional learning and social skills. Following a 

revelatory experience, Dajevskis et al. (2016) suggest it is important that teachers and 

librarians “use all the tools at [their] disposal” including narratives that help young people 

explore and understand the adverse circumstances with which many are living, and that 

often impact on their education.  

Merga (2020) promotes school libraries as safe spaces to “support students to 

engage with literature in meaningful and healing ways” (p. 665). However, she suggests 

that many teacher librarians are unaware of how to implement bibliotherapeutic practices 

to assist their readers. Doll and Doll (1997) suggest that school psychologists and 

counsellors have a role in training teachers and parents to employ bibliotherapy for a 

range of socio-emotional issues. Merga also points to the gap in the knowledge around 

the number of schools that use bibliotherapeutic practices, and of the resourcing, staffing, 

and training implications of increased implementation (pp. 665-666). While advising that 

the Australian canon includes many books suitable for children, Cramsie (2013) notes 

that there are limited online resources to assist teachers in sourcing books for troubled 

children, directing them instead to teacher and public librarians for their “wealth of 

knowledge” about children’s titles (p. 2). 

Bibliotherapy in School Classrooms 

Sullivan and Strang (2002), Stainbrook (2011), and Zepeda (2020) advocate for 

the use of bibliotherapy as a regular part of classroom activity. Sullivan and Strang (2002) 

posit that this could be whole class, small group or in one-on-one sessions depending on 

the age of the student, their issue and distraction level (p. 76). Stainbrook (2011) sets out 

criteria for text selection and presents lesson plans for junior primary students to engage 

them in discussion and reflection on several texts. Various studies support the classroom 

as a setting for developmental bibliotherapy (for example, Coleman & Ganong, 1990; 

Logan et al., 2008, p. 621) and Zepeda (2020) suggests that bibliotherapy is a cost-

effective approach to improving social and emotional learning in schools (p. 47). In 



P a g e  | 70 

 

calling for a structured method of delivery to students, Zepeda cites Durlak et al.’s (2011) 

SAFE practices – sequential, activity, focus, and explicit – as important in successful 

implementation (p. 18).  

Iaquinta and Hipsky (2006) recommend bibliotherapy as an effective tool in 

teaching able-bodied children about disability as well as cultural diversity. In this, 

bibliotherapy has moved beyond its original therapeutic intent and become a socially 

focused learning tool. Temple et al. (2019) suggest that the range of situations and 

characters provided in contemporary realistic fiction provide many points of connection 

and relatability for adolescents. These include children’s picture books (Prater, Johnstun 

et al., 2006), graphic novels (Gavigan, 2012a), and specifically focused themes for 

adolescents (Carroll, 1999; Gavigan & Kurtts, 2011; Kaplan, 1999; Larson & Hoover, 

2012; Prater, Johnstun et al., 2006). More recently, Walworth (2018) and other 

proponents suggest that books covering eating disorders, substance abuse, depression, 

and self-harm should be included for those aged 13 to 18 (p. 154). 

Tussing and Valentine (2001) also promote the use of young adult fiction for 

bibliotherapy with children whose parents have a mental illness. They note that it can 

provide information about mental illness, remove the child’s sense of being at fault, help 

reduce stress, increase coping skills and expose the child to other forms of help, such as 

school counsellors, allied health and medical staff, and hotlines (p. 467). Importantly, 

however, the text must provide the reader with a sense of identification with a character 

who is experiencing a similar trauma. De Vries et al. (2017) state that this is important 

for the reader so they can then move through the next three stages of bibliotherapy, 

namely catharsis, insight and finally universalism, when the child progresses beyond the 

egocentric experience to understand that their issue may be shared by others (p. 52).  

When bibliotherapy is run by welfare teams (school librarians, welfare 

coordinators and school nurses), Harvey (2010) finds that books could have a therapeutic 

benefit for adolescents with chronic illnesses such as depression and eating disorders. 

However, Harvey (2010) warns that students have difficulty reading texts other than their 

school texts due to time constraints, particularly in the more senior years (p. 35-36). 

McCulliss and Chamberlain (2013) also note that literacy and emotional readiness of the 

reader could be limitations to success (p. 33). Their review of research identifies many 

methods of using bibliotherapeutic practices in schools that are effective. They note that 

changes in the reader include increased empathy, respect for others and tolerance of their 

behaviours, as well as improved understanding and awareness of the motives and 

behaviours of others (McCulliss & Chamberlain, 2013).  
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In his study of pre-service teachers and non-pre-service teachers, Camp (2015) 

finds that a fear of negative responses from parents, colleagues, and administrators to the 

use of bibliotherapy in schools often restricted implementation. Schoch (2005) advises 

teachers and school counsellors to be aware that some books may trigger the reader. 

Triggering has been an ongoing concern for many readers (Rachel, 2021). However, a 

study by Bellet et al. (2018) indicates that trigger warnings “may inadvertently undermine 

some aspects of emotional resilience” (p. 134). Participants in this study report they felt 

more anxious when they were provided with a trigger warning.  

While bibliotherapy has moved from counselling staff and teacher librarians to 

some use in classrooms with small groups, more research is required on its use in 

Australian schools to determine how broadly it is used and the outcomes of its 

implementation for young people. 

The Education Environment 

The discussion of bibliotherapy in schools, its development, and benefits and 

barriers inform the practice of using literature in the English classroom to improve 

understanding of mental health in students, as described in this research. This research 

sought to raise awareness of a range of mental health concerns in adolescence and, in this, 

it aligns with these practices. However, the outcomes from this research are more integral 

to everyday classroom teaching and therefore can be more broadly applied. Importantly, 

the discussion around literature as an agent of change from a psychological perspective 

provides evidence that contemporary young adult fiction can increase understanding and 

empathy and therefore encourage the pro-social behaviours this research sought to reveal. 

Classroom Reading 

The formal education system is a pathway to expanding knowledge and 

understanding in preparation for effective and participatory citizenship in the global 

village of the 21st century. Hunt (2017) suggests that, while many educators and cultural 

critics believe that  “reading” means “reading the classics” in print form, this is not the 

future (p. 210). Sarland (1991) describes teacher book selection in terms of five elements: 

the institution, the pupil, the book, the subject of English, and the teacher, set within the 

political frameworks of creating cultural capital and “school as ideological state 

apparatus” (pp. 8-15). Sarland also points out, however, that these elements are in 

contradiction, and notes that teachers as individuals are constantly balancing what is 

“best” for their students with their own interpretations of an increasingly complex world 

(p. 16). Since the 1990s, there has been a move towards increasing “cultural access” in 
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schools by allowing students to access more developmentally and contextually 

appropriate literature, and this has coincided with a growing interest in making realistic 

fiction more available to adolescents (Beach et al., 2011, pp. 83-84).  

Often informing practices in Australian English classrooms, Rosenblatt’s 

(1965/1995) transactional model of reader response emphasises the role of social context 

in the construction of meaning in texts. It is through this shared response that individuals 

can better understand their own response when reading. Rosenblatt suggested that a 

reader, in particular an adolescent reader who makes decisions based on a narrow 

experience of life, needs to be guided towards texts that will help broaden their 

understanding (p. 101). In this, Rosenblatt believes that exploration of the human 

experience is the domain if not the essence of being a “teacher of literature” (p. 5). 

Building on this, Beach (2000) suggests activity theory as a way to understand how 

readers make connections between “represented worlds” in literature, and their own 

experiences in the real world (p. 239). For example, the learning experience of each 

student is guided by the school system, its rules and assessment tools. They must work to 

infer and then question how the “acts” in a text are influenced by motivations that function 

in broader social or cultural norms (Beach, 2000, p. 239).  

Educators, Rybakova et al. (2013) believe that literature allows the reader to “see 

the world through another person’s eyes, expanding our perspective on the world” (p. 39). 

They suggest that young adult literature, by virtue of its observation and questioning of 

contemporary social issues and practice, is an effective vehicle to teach social justice. 

According to Rosenblatt (1965/1995), this is precisely what educators had been missing. 

Keen (2007) also note that a combination of class reading and discussion is more effective 

in developing empathy than reading alone (p. 91). However, Hakemulder (2000) takes a 

different view (p. 49). He suggests that the content is important to reducing social 

distance, and therefore texts that include “positive portrayals of outgroups” (p. 98) are 

preferred as this leads to longer-term empathetic attitudes towards others (p. 154). 

Further, social learning theory posits that modelling influences behaviours even when not 

directly experienced, as in reading (Bandura, 1977). An example given by Coyne et al. 

(2012) is adopting profane expressions from media and online material. Therefore, a link 

can be drawn between reading about positive character interactions with those from an 

out-group and effecting change in the actual world of the reader. This effect is supported 

through study in classrooms, as the act of reading is underscored by the other factors of 

social learning theory: paying attention, retention and then reproduction of the 

behaviours. 
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The selection of texts for the adolescent in the classroom is important to ensure 

relevance and engagement. Larson and Hoover (2012) propose that relying on voices that 

appeal to young readers is one important conceptual strand underpinning the use of young 

adult literature in classrooms (p. 49). While claiming that young adult literature holds its 

own against well-regarded adult fiction, Larson and Hoover add that authors of young 

adult literature speak to this audience because they have “placed their fingers on the pulse 

of adolescents and metaphorically engaged them where they live” (p. 49). Cart (2006) 

indicates a need for texts that help mainstream children to understand, both intellectually 

and emotionally, the breadth of experience that often defines the existence of their peers, 

marginalising those peers and rendering them invisible (p. x). Cart believes this is possible 

through reading fiction that captures “artfully, authentically, and unsparingly” the 

circumstances of people whose lives are different (p. x). Cole (2009a) supports this view 

and picks up Bishop’s (1990) metaphor that young adult literature differs from classical 

texts as it provides a window to their world, that reflects the lives of those around them 

(p. 61).  

Jackett (2007) acknowledges that it is often difficult for English teachers to 

discuss the topics encompassed by much young adult fiction. However, he goes on to 

state that it is often exactly the uncomfortable topics that should be taught. He also advises 

that it may be difficult for teens to bring these topics into the open during classes. One 

suggestion is that small group discussion be used as he had done in teaching Anderson's 

Speak (1999/2014). Some educators urge caution in the selection of texts to ensure, for 

example, that adult intervention depicted in narratives is seen in a positive light (Jones, 

2014). This is discussed further under Censorship in the following section. 

Young Adult Literature for Relevance and Literacy 

The Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (2016) posits 

that “students engage with a variety of texts for enjoyment” (p. 23). Yet, Rosenblatt 

(1965/1995) noted that school students are often set tasks and texts that are well beyond 

them or “plunge them into reading that practically requires the learning of a new 

language” (p. 215). Gallo (2001) agrees that many canonical texts that reflect another 

time and place were often written for the adult reader of that era (e.g., Wuthering Heights, 

Brontë, 1847). They are therefore mystifying to adolescents of today who find them 

boring, tedious, and irrelevant (pp. 33-34).  

A survey of English teachers across the public education system in the United 

States finds that teachers believe young adult literature lacks literary merit and therefore 
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will not help meet curriculum objectives (Gibbons et al., 2006). This is also noted by 

Savitz (2019). However, this assumption is not accurate, according to Glaus (2014). Glaus 

states that an English curriculum “centred primarily on canonical texts holds little 

promise” and encourages educators to use contemporary narratives that may be more 

readily consumed by reluctant readers (p. 407). This call is repeated by Gibbons et al. 

(2006), Jensen (2016), and Rybakova et al. (2013) who assert that contemporary 

narratives can actually motivate reluctant or struggling students to read, thereby 

improving literacy. 

Many scholars advocate for the use of young adult literature in high school 

English classes (Alsup, 2010; Cole, 2009b; Driscoll, 2017; Heath et al., 2017; Lewis & 

Dockter, 2011; Ostenson & Wadham, 2012), however, the themes of much young adult 

fiction cause consternation (Clinkenbeard, 2016; Hastie, 2014; Kaywell, 2001; Miller, 

2013). Wolf and Maniotes (2002) seek to allay this by suggesting that adolescents are 

capable of understanding the world they inhabit and would benefit from “aesthetic 

experience and agentic discussion” that can be had in the classroom (Lewis & Dockter, 

2011). Hilton and Nikolajeva (2012) assert that readers of young adult fiction need the 

ability to “form social relationships through participating with the characters, plot and 

strategies of texts” (pp. 148, 151). Further, according to Cole (2009), adolescents prefer 

books in which they can see themselves building a relationship with the character as 

though that character was a real person, as they can then more easily see themselves 

facing and overcoming problems close to their own real-life experience (p. 41). Sarland 

(1991) earlier identified that it is often the genre rather than the protagonist that allows a 

text to be read across genders, allowing for different readings due to the “plurality of the 

text” (p. 51). 

Monseau (1996) mounts a strong argument for including young adult literature in 

the classroom as it is both relevant and, most importantly, able to be understood by 

adolescents and capable of engaging them (p. xiii). Realist fiction typically renders 

lifelike representations of what Hume (2014) describes as “consensus reality,” a term that 

refers to the basic realities familiar to readers from everyday existence (p. xi). This reality 

is reflected in the actions and objects in the narrative, the style of the narrative itself, and 

the reader’s acceptance of this as reality (Cole, 2009a, p. 61). Guarisco et al. (2017) also 

suggest that providing young people with diverse readings will encourage them to engage 

with fiction that is of interest to them (p. 41).  

Within the increasingly crowded curriculum (McKerracher, 2009, p. 5), young 

adult literature also provides opportunities to use more full-length texts containing high 
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degrees of complexity (Glaus, 2014). This then enables teachers to address different 

curriculum outcomes. For example, a study by Martinez et al. (2021) discovers that most 

teachers seek to address the state standards in the curriculum, however there is still 

opportunity to focus on social justice issues and activism by engaging students with young 

adult literature (p. 15). Wolk (2013) also sees that teaching has a role in social 

responsibility (p. 47). In advocating for young adult literature, Wolk suggests it can “truly 

engage [their] students in the cultivation of civic habits of mind,” helping adolescents to 

understand their identity and their values and inform how they see themselves as adults 

in the world (p. 46). As shown earlier, many contemporary young adult texts support 

teachers in fulfilling the need for an inclusive curriculum through diverse characters and 

discussion of real-world concerns (Wolk, 2013, p. 53). Elman (2009), however, cautions 

that some contemporary young adult literature perpetuates the prevailing political agenda 

often enacted through these texts (p. 188). Gaffney (2017) also agrees that “teachers use 

YA fiction that reinforces the status quo” (p. 120). 

Recent research has shown graphic novels to be useful in exploring social justice 

issues due to their visual and textual interactions, which promote empathy and can appeal 

to readers at many levels (Garrison & Gavigan, 2019, p. 11). A graphic novel is a term 

used to describe both fiction and non-fiction texts that incorporate a story with beginning, 

middle and end in a panel format (Clark, 2013, p. 39). This text-type allows readers of 

many abilities to engage with concepts through both dynamic images and condensed text. 

This combination can often “communicate information and emotions that words alone 

cannot” (Clark, 2013, p. 11), thereby reaching a broader audience. Short (2018) agrees 

that graphic novels suit all readers and their complexity and attention to “difficult social 

issues” raised their literary value, making them particularly useful (pp. 290-291). In 

response to calls from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada to address the 

“epidemic of youth suicide” in Aboriginal society, Leggatt (2016) examines two 

Nêhiyawi (Cree) comic books written for Indigenous young people “[with] the didactic 

aim of preventing suicide” (p. 31). Leggatt proposes that the strength of these texts lies 

in their ability to connect the present to traditions through the juxtaposition of modern 

adolescent narrative (the graphic novel) of traditional oral storytelling. Counsellors Kim 

et al. (2006) also suggest that children’s picture books are helpful in promoting 

multicultural sensitivity in schools. While indicating that school counsellors are in an 

ideal position to do this using bibliotherapy (p. 226), they suggest that group work in 

classrooms can be another means of improving social cultural competence (p. 227). 
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Diverse and Challenging Young Adult Literature and Social Justice 

The importance of social justice is inscribed into the English curriculum. The 

Australian Curriculum asks students to consider the cross-curriculum priorities 

demanding a focus on Australian Indigenous and Asian cultures and writing and the 

various issues presented in the texts set for study such as the environment and 

sustainability. Further, in classrooms, there is an increasing number of students from other 

cultures, or with different backgrounds, genders, or sexual orientations (Alsup & Miller, 

2014, p. 195). To create more inclusive schools and communities it is important that 

students experience literature that is as diverse and wide-ranging as the world they see 

around them (Emmerson & Brenna, 2015, p. 16). A world that is wider and more varied 

than any previous generation has known.  

As Perry et al. (2013) notes, adolescents have “almost instant access to the world” 

through digital technologies (p. 16). At any time, adolescents can be exposed to people, 

cultural practices, and ideas from anywhere, individually tailored to them and modifying 

or reinforcing any interest or predisposition they may have. Negative effects can be 

exacerbated by the “echo chamber” of social media caused by the disintermediated 

content selection process that can further embed misinformation and polarised opinion 

(DelVicario et al., 2016, p. 1). It is therefore increasingly important that classroom 

literature both reflects this global society and that students are offered guidance to 

question the influence of the social media echo chamber that is created by curated content. 

Perry et al. (2013) stress the importance of young adult fiction in schools as a tool to help 

students be aware of multiple meanings and perspectives on social issues (p. 17).  

Van Hart (2012) declares, “fortunately for the development of our own 

understanding and that of our students, where there is a marginalized group, there, too, is 

young adult literature” (p. 36). Emmerson and Brenna (2015) find this in their analysis of 

Canadian texts representing disabilities or ‘exceptionalities.’ They note that 

exceptionality as a component of human experience is gaining a place in contemporary 

young adult literature, and this provides educators with a tool for changing societal 

perspectives (p. 15). This shift was given greater impetus in 2015 with the launch in the 

United States of the WeNeedDiverseBooks (WNDB) organisation, and further focused 

through the “OwnVoices” hashtag (#OwnVoices), created by Dutch young adult fiction 

author Corinne Duyvis, which advocates books whose authors and primary characters are 

aligned in the same marginalised community (Booth & Narayan, 2018, p. 41). Newvine 

and Fleming (2021) also urged all educators to embrace the principles of #DisruptTexts 
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(https://disrupttexts.org), an online resource for teachers that aims to “create a more 

inclusive, representative, and equitable language arts curriculum that our students 

deserve” (Ebarvia, 2021). These lessons are applicable to texts that address mental health 

and stigma as well as texts that include other marginalised groups. 

As children’s perspectives are formulated at an early age, teachers hold a 

responsibility for sharing literature that deals with diverse themes and identities to help 

children develop strong social competence (Kim et al., 2006, p. 224). A new text by 

Hartsfield (2021) brings together views on a range of topics aimed at those who educate 

pre-service teachers and librarians to help instil these practices in curriculum design and 

implementation. This call is not new. Pallotta-Chiarolli (1994) urged teachers to become 

more “interventionist and deconstructionist” when dealing with marginalised prejudices 

that are considered inappropriate or “unsafe-to-challenge” (pp. 112-113). While her work 

dealt with the issue of HIV/AIDS and homosexuality, Pallotta-Chiarolli’s concept of the 

English classroom as a space within which to discuss challenging topics readily translates 

to the analysis and dismantling of prejudices associated with mental illness. Bean and 

Moni (2003) also advocated for the inclusion of diverse literature in the English 

curriculum to encourage “personal and intertextual connections that challenge thinking” 

(p. 639). This is echoed by Harmon and Henkin (2014) in their investigation of the 

portrayal of bullying in young adult novels. They maintain that using young adult 

literature in the classroom can be the action that will make a positive impact on what is 

increasingly viewed as a “critical public health issue” affecting many young people 

(p. 89).  

Newell (2017), Wolframe (2013), and Wolney and Boyd (2021) suggest part of 

this redress is to highlight privilege, ableism and saneism alongside other -isms such as 

racism, heterosexism, and classism. Newell (2017) suggest that it is important for students 

to interrogate the systems that allow privileged students to benefit from the silence of 

those whose perspectives they are not hearing and seeing in their texts (p. 99). Newell’s 

experience in a class of gifted students from advantaged backgrounds showed it was not 

enough to include a multicultural or other text intended to redress injustice in the 

classroom. To instil real understanding and make deeper connection with the concepts 

being learned, students from homogenous or privileged backgrounds would need to be 

exposed to a transformative curriculum structure (Newell, 2017, p. 97). Glazier and Seo 

(2005) also call for a transformative curriculum and pedagogy (p. 688) and point to the 

problem of continuing the “us” and “other” dialogue around multicultural literature in 

classrooms (p. 686). Referring to Peggy McIntosh’s ground-breaking article “White 

https://disrupttexts.org/
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Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” (1989), Wolframe (2013) describes her 

own goal to bring “mad studies” into tertiary classrooms, encouraging the reading of 

literature through a “mad lens” (p. 4). In this she recognises the concept proposed by 

McIntosh of the unexamined privilege held by those of the dominant or normal state; that 

is, those without mental illness benefit from “sane privilege” (pp. 5-6). In addressing a 

perceived lack of research on disability in young adult literature, Brenna’s (2015) 

resource for parents and teachers to find and use books about characters with disabilities 

also questions the “ableist (discriminatory) stereotypes about normalcy” often perpetrated 

in texts (p. 4). 

Classroom practices and curriculum are central to ongoing change in adolescents’ 

understanding of and responses to social issues including mental health. Glazier and Seo’s 

(2005) observational study in a class of diverse Year 9 students explores how a 

combination of reading, responding, and discussing a multicultural text transpires. They 

find that previously silenced minority students have a true voice in classroom discussions 

(p. 697). Further students from majority groups may feel uneasy and respond negatively 

to texts they perceive as “challenges to their privileged stance” (p. 698). Glazier and Seo 

suggest that these students may dismiss the text as “about the ‘other’, far removed from 

themselves,” and they point to a need to better explore the culture of majority students as 

integral to these stories (pp. 698-699). These are important concepts for improving the 

understanding of mental health: that the minority should be given a voice and that the 

privileged other does not feel threatened. While highlighting the privilege dimension of 

social interactions in classrooms may be seen as taking a risk (McIntosh, 2013, para. 1), 

there is a call for increased resources for teachers to incorporate this facet of social justice 

into all parts of their teaching (Case, 2013). 

Scholars have observed that, despite the prevalence of mental illness among 

children and adolescents, disability studies are rarely discussed in classrooms (Dunn, 

2015, pp. 5-6; Wolframe, 2013, p. 2). According to Kaplan (2003), the portrayal of 

characters with varied physical and cognitive disabilities helps students to learn about 

difference. It also allows them to see themselves or their experience mirrored in texts (p. 

9). This is echoed by Prater, Dyches et al. (2006) in their discussion of texts that they see 

as useful for promoting awareness and acceptance of those with a disability (p. 20). Prater, 

Dyches et al. focus on literature for primary school aged children, however, they also 

discuss age-related issues that might be encountered by students. For example, secondary 

students may be more concerned with the potential difficulties a person with a physical 

or cognitive disability may have moving on from school (p. 21). Teachers who accept the 
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responsibility to include these perspectives in their curriculum now have access to an 

increasing number of young adult texts that include a disabled protagonist (Dobbins, 

2017). Following a criticism of “bleak books” – darker versions of the problem novels 

that began to appear in the late 1990s – New York teen Julia Rosen claims that such texts 

allow the reader to understand the actual problems real teens face. She notes that these 

books “broaden our outlook and help us become less apathetic …” (Rosen, 1998, p. 347, 

as cited in Cart, 2011, p. 67). While the themes of many contemporary young adult novels 

would not be considered “dark” by adolescents, there is a perception by adults that they 

are unsuitable (Crowe, 2001, p. 148; Pung, 2017, para. 7). Rozema (2014) mentions 

several examples of “dark” texts, including Scars (Rainfield, 2010) and Thirteen Reasons 

Why (Asher, 2007), however he also suggests that these books offer more “than just lurid 

appeal” (p. 29). There is continued debate about texts concerning mental illnesses such 

as depression, PTSD, self-harm and suicide (Gurdon, 2011a; Kaplan, 2012; Salerno, 

2018). They have been considered too challenging for adolescents, and unsuitable for the 

classroom, even “taboo” (Malo-Juvera & Greathouse, 2020). However, Wilhelm et al. 

(2014) believe that psychoanalytic theory supports the view that dark fiction can provide 

adolescent readers with “psychological containers, or safe places where they can address 

culturally taboo subjects” (p. 144). Reynolds (2010) also says that exploring a world that 

is not always carefree and happy through fictional texts that validate teen experiences 

helps adolescents to recognise emotions, symptoms and behaviours before a problem 

escalates (p. 91). These texts have also been proposed as helping to instil hope in the 

reader (Hodge, 2014). 

Aligning adult expectations with adolescent experience is vital to discussions of 

mental health in classrooms. During a program about mental illness, suicide and other 

“adult” topics run at her school (p. 2), Clinkenbeard (2016) was “stunned” by the number 

of students personally affected by issues such as suicide, self-harm and other destructive 

behaviours (p. 3). Moreover, she was shocked by her own denial of the reality of subjects 

covered in books such as Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007) as being relevant to her 

students (pp. 3-4). Savitz (2019) insists that many teenagers are well able to understand 

decisions and consequences as they often take on adult roles at home (p. 16). She stresses 

that teachers must create safe spaces for in-depth conversations and recommends young 

adult literature as a tool for facilitating these discussions. Clinkenbeard (2016) suggests 

that texts which expose and tackle the impacts of these issues should be made available 

to teens through school libraries and the education system. She adds, however, that it is 
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also the responsibility of authors to create texts that help adolescents to understand and 

recognise that their actions have consequences (p. 53).  

In Australia, there has been some debate around the value of young adult texts 

that feature mental illness. Author Margaret Clark (Care Factor Zero, 1997), publishers, 

and youth literature specialists such as Agnes Nieuwenhuizen have argued that young 

adult novels can be a “responsible way of introducing teenagers to the dark side of life” 

(Sullivan, 2000, p. 1). Saxby (1997) also asserts that “young people can cope with 

complex issues” (p. 360). Morris Gleitzman, the author of over 40 books for young 

people, says that “young people need stories more than ever to help them navigate an 

often dark and uncertain world” (Green, 2018). There is a word of caution from academic 

Sarah Thaller, however. Where the treatment of both the issue and the characterisation 

established or reinforced “dangerous misinformation” about mental illness, the impact 

could be damaging to both the reader and their perception of those with a mental illness, 

and to how those with a mental illness see themselves and their position (Thaller, 2015b, 

pp. 249-250). This is in line with Tally Moses’s (2010) view that clarity of the illness to 

avoid stereotyping or “overpathologizing” youth is key to preventing stigmatisation of 

those with mental illness (p. 992). Moses emphasises that it is also important to raise 

awareness in those closest to youth with emotional and behaviour disorders, including 

peers, the parents of peers, and teachers. 

Professional medical opinion is also divided on these texts. Psychiatrists Bokey et 

al. (2000) studied 94 “notable texts” for older readers compiled by the CBCA and raise 

concerns about the negative portrayals of counselling in these texts. They feel this 

representation may result in reduced help-seeking in adolescents. Despite this, the authors 

concede that these types of texts do provide a means by which mental illness can be 

acknowledged, providing a step towards reduction of stigma. They suggest that increased 

awareness of these texts within the psychiatric profession could increase practitioner 

understanding. In a later article, Bokey and Walter (2002) note the clinical benefits of 

young adult literature; that issues are well articulated and descriptive, and the narrative 

format also captures the experience and effect of mental illness on those around the 

person, such as family, friends, and teachers (pp. 394, 396). These researchers also 

recommend further research to determine the effect on young people’s behaviour, and 

their reactions to the characters portrayed in these texts Bokey et al. (2000). 

Australian author Alice Pung (2017) advocates strongly for young adult literature 

that involves what have been termed difficult or dark themes. She thanks authors such as 

John Marsden for novels that do not shy away from the truth: books such as So Much to 
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Tell You (Marsden, 1987/2011), a story involving a young girl who becomes self-mute 

after she has acid thrown on her face by her father. Pung (2017) says she can “think of no 

better environment” in which to engage adolescents with texts that reflect their “gritty 

lived realities” than under the guidance of a teacher who can lead the discussion towards 

aspects of social justice and acceptance (para. 11). Hodge (2014) also applauds the 

inclusion of issues-based young adult novels as a way to ease the loneliness and confusion 

of traumatic events such as bullying and suicide (para. 23). Raymond (2021) suggests that 

“trauma texts,” young adult novels that touch on childhood trauma such as The Perks of 

Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 1999) or The Pause (Larkin, 2015), also help students and 

educators meet their “emotional needs” as they deal with their own buried trauma (p. 71). 

This is important to build resilience. While recognising that many teachers were willing 

to incorporate discussion of these issues in the classroom, Malo-Juvera and Greathouse 

(2020) recommended that educators address their unpreparedness to teach such issues by 

reflecting on “their own identity, biases and beliefs” (pp. x, 2) before implementing more 

challenging texts. 

Young Adult Literature for Student Wellbeing and Pro-Social Behaviours 

Australian educational institutions are bound by the Disability Standards for 

Education (Attorney-General's Department, 2005) and aim to achieve non-discrimination 

and increase participation in education for all those who identify as having a disability. 

In 2017, 18.8% of the student population had received an “educational adjustment” due 

to disability (Duncan et al., 2020, p. 55). A scoping review by Duncan et al. (2020) finds 

many issues with the implementation of the Disability Standards around definitions and 

compliance, and interpretation by some parties that is often not in the best interests of the 

student with a disability (p. 67). While this review does not distinguish between students 

with a disability related to mental health concerns and other disabling conditions, the 

continuing barriers to participation noted are relevant to these young people. The problem 

for adolescents with a disability is compounded when looked at through a social disability 

lens. As Patel et al. (2016) find, the impaired social functioning of a person with a 

disability, often due to self-stigma, can impact their ability to form normal social 

relationships with healthy peers. It is therefore important that peers more fully understand 

the social and emotional impact of mental illness so they can take a proactive approach 

to both initiating and maintaining social contact with fellow students. 

As Johnston (2017) states, fiction provides “a unique exposure to the thought-

worlds of others” (p. xvii). Many education scholars assert that fiction across genres 



P a g e  | 82 

 

enables the reader to develop an understanding of phenomena of which they have no 

first-hand knowledge (Bettelheim, 1975; Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Nikolajeva, 2012; 

Wu et al., 2013). Foster et al. (2005) discuss the way fiction allows readers to experience 

vicariously harrowing and otherwise inaccessible situations safely through a protagonist 

who “is able to bear witness because he or she has survived” (p. 19). Thomison (1970) 

suggests that reading is like mental role playing for most readers; “they identify with 

certain characters, empathize with them, live their lives, react with them, and for a while 

become those persons” (p. 36). This experiential and transformative capability has been 

documented for decades. In 1949, British educator G. Robert Carlsen suggested “might 

we not argue that in some cases literature intensely felt may be even more advantageous 

in affecting students than actual life itself?” (1949, p. 132). 

In Australia, the NSW Department of Education and Communities’ Wellbeing 

Framework for Schools (2015) seeks to promote a “whole of school” approach to physical 

and mental wellbeing, underlining the importance of parents, caregivers, and peers in the 

development of each student (p. 8). In this endeavour, teachers and other administrative 

staff are on the frontlines, providing a unique position from which to influence classroom 

climate and student wellbeing.  

In her text exploring the uses and implications of using young adult literature 

pedagogically, Alsup (2010) suggests that fictional narratives support identity 

development. She links the way young people respond to literature individually and 

collectively with James Gee’s theories around discourse analysis (Gee, 2010). Gee’s 

theory of identity (pp. 106-110) discusses this communication and the multiple identities 

that may be evident in a text through language in context and a student’s response to it. 

Alsup (2010) discusses the ability of fictional narratives to both draw on and influence a 

reader’s personal experience, and their ability to trigger emotional responses in the brain 

(p. 3-4). According to Johnston (2017), building emotional intelligence in students is vital 

to 21st century learning in schools. As participants in and shapers of their environment, 

Johnston says it is important that adolescents are exposed to the diverse external and 

internal factors that create and change their experience of this world. Johnston suggests 

that literature that exposes the reader to both creativity in the language and humanity in 

the stories it tells is vital to developing the emotional intelligence that helps adolescents 

develop an awareness and understanding of that which is outside their lived experience 

but is also an integral part of shaping their institutions, values, and society (p. 27).  

Glenn (2008) warns that the crucial component of reading is that it is critical, 

encouraging analysis, questioning and evaluation (p. 40). Without this, she notes, one 
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might “model images of who we might not wish to be” (p. 34) or reinforce society’s 

prejudices. As Loftis (2015) also notes, “our literature reflects our collective beliefs and 

attitudes at the same time that it continues to shape them” (p. 152). This is a particular 

issue in many “highly marketed and extremely popular” contemporary texts for children 

and young adults that depict conservative ideals in relation to gender, race, and class, 

according to Shepard (2012, p. 187). This issue is also noted by Elman (2012), who sees 

one subgenre of young adult fiction, “teen sick-lit,” as a means to “reaffirm conservative 

political and sexual values” (p. 176).  

While the ongoing issue of student wellbeing is considered a “wicked problem” 

by Svane (2019), Richmond (2014) insists that “helping students develop empathy is part 

of our mission as educators,” (p. 23). Svane et al.’s (2019) systematic literature review of 

research into wellbeing in schools finds three major problems: there is a lack of consensus 

around best practice in program implementation, the multidisciplinary approach lacks 

cohesion, and there is no clear definition of what wellbeing meant (p. 211). This 

piecemeal approach works from a deficit perspective, addressing a range of issues by 

implementing programs and interventions with small groups or in response to a specific 

problem (p. 211). Svane et al. recommends that whole-of-school approaches focusing on 

cultural change are more beneficial (p. 219).  

Allen et al. (2016) looks at school belonging through a meta-analysis focused only 

on quantitative studies (n = 51), and similarly finds confusion in definitions is obstructive 

(p. 2). While schools have an important role in building social networks, Allen finds that 

disaffection at school and low levels of social belonging are often linked with mental 

illness, although the causal direction is unclear (pp. 4, 6). Reed and Caswell (2021) 

provide further insight here. They suggest that “diversity, inclusion and equity are key to 

creating a culture of belonging” (p. 49) and that this could be facilitated by increased 

empathy through a shared emotional response and perspective-taking. Reed and Caswell 

note the “powerful foundation” young adult literature has in raising awareness of 

intersectionality and the social constructs of identity (pp. 47-48).  

Glaus (2014) suggests that the English classroom provides a space for exposure 

to different views and situations and that young adult literature is a useful tool in authentic 

discussion of complex themes (p. 409). Glenn et al. (2012) observes that much young 

adult literature is crafted to encourage “critical and careful examination of the self and 

society” (p. 26). They note that diverse texts are valuable to help adolescents question 

their own perspectives and that by testing assumptions and stereotypes in the classroom 

adolescents will better understand their own identity and find their voice through 
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expressing their ideas (p. 31). Glenn et al. (2012) takes this further, however, suggesting 

that increasing students’ sensitivity to social injustice leads to “spurring of action”, where 

adolescents become active contributors to change (p. 31). 

Fitzsimmons and Wilson (2021) urge teachers, as well as broader scholarship and 

readership, to delve into the wide array of storytellers and diverse stories that exist beyond 

the “hypercanon,” which is almost exclusively focused on “the blockbusters” (p. xv). This 

is supported by an increasing body of literature advocating for contemporary young adult 

literature in the classroom (Claasz, 2014; Crowder, 2016; Gallo, 2001; Hill, 2014; 

Jewkes, 2019; Loriaux, 2011). Further, when considering text selection, Newell (2017) 

observes that having just one text representing a minority group or social issue in the 

classroom is insufficient. Often the text is considered a curiosity and therefore only serves 

to reinforce the “otherness” of the issue. To have real effect, texts addressing social justice 

issues must be embedded in the curriculum, contributing to assessment as well as 

conversation (Newell, 2017, p. 97). Page (2017) also calls for an inclusive curriculum 

that organically addresses these concerns, rather than relying on teachers to raise the 

issues. Malo-Juvera (2015) and Newell (2017) go further; they recommend that texts 

addressing social issues such as gender, sexual orientation, cultural difference and 

neurodivergence have a place in classrooms other than English. Malo-Juvera (2015) 

proposes that multicultural education, social studies, art, and music studies offer these 

opportunities.  

Educators, therefore, have an opportunity, if not a duty, to discuss the situations 

and concerns reflected in young adult novels with their students, as these concerns both 

reflect and shape adolescent lives (Davies, 2008, p. 50). Sills-Briegel and Camp (2001) 

suggest that “enlightened educators” should adjust their curriculum to provide students 

with opportunities to analyse societal issues and consider ways to mitigate these problems 

(p. 280). Exposing young people to experiences beyond their own is of advantage both to 

adolescents and for their community beyond the classroom.  

Classroom Considerations 

The ACARA (2021) website states that the texts chosen for study in English “help 

students develop a sense of themselves, their world and their place in it.” How this is 

achieved in the classroom is uncertain. Davies (2008) suggests there are advantages for 

both teaching and learning in secondary English classrooms when synergies between 

what needs to be taught in the curriculum and what students value for their own learning 

are acknowledged and incorporated. Alsup (2010) agrees, advising that educators need to 
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look for gaps in student experience as well as similarities with students’ “real worlds” 

when selecting texts (p. 11). Earlier, McClenaghan (1997) recommended that texts such 

as Care Factor Zero (Clark, 1997) and Back on Track – Diary of a Street Kid (Clark, 

1995) were highly relevant to include as they provide a window to a real world of which 

many students have no knowledge. McClenaghan notes that teachers can also use these 

texts to learn more about students’ interests, which helps in developing strategies to 

encourage greater reflection on texts and contexts as they impact their world (p. 64). 

There is, however, a body of literature that has sought to explore this. Sarland (1991) 

discusses the role of “popular material” in classrooms because it “offers a window on to 

current cultural concerns” (p.133). Schoch (2005) advises that literature helps readers 

comprehend a problem they may be dealing with while allowing them to hold a narrative 

situation at a safe distance emotionally (pp. 3-4). 

As mentioned in previous studies in the sections on ‘Literature as an agent of 

change’ and ‘Young adult literature for relevance and literacy,’ implementing young adult 

literature in English (and other) classrooms has been shown to improve empathy, increase 

pro-social behaviours and increase literacy through greater engagement and interest in 

study materials. However, there are barriers to adoption. Monseau (1996) reports that a 

general dislike for young adult novels is widespread among teachers and other adults 

(p. 97). Newvine and Fleming (2021) note that many schools are hesitant to change or 

implement new texts for adolescents. This is despite positive changes in young adult 

literature publishing and research showing the value of reading texts about diversity and 

different experiences (p. 5). Hayn and Nolen (2012) express a concern that teachers are 

often unaware of the reasons for teaching with young adult literature. They note the 

importance of providing “support and validation” for teachers who choose to use young 

adult literature (p. 3). 

Savitz (2019) recognises that, despite their best intentions, many teachers feel “ill-

prepared” to help their students discuss the range of perplexing opinions and distressing, 

traumatic events that young people experience personally or through the media every day 

(p. 15), aligning with Sarland’s (1991) view that there is a real fear of curriculum 

coordinators, “vigilante parents” and the media (p. 132). Malo-Juvera (2015) finds that 

many pre-service teachers feel they lack confidence in their own knowledge of texts on 

gender diversity, even though they believe these texts could increase knowledge and 

reduce homophobia and bullying (pp. 24-26). This hesitancy is further compounded when 

teachers fear that administrators will oppose their efforts by not allocating funds and time 

for them to learn new texts and develop appropriate teaching plans (Davies et al., 2021). 
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Malo-Juvera (2015) also has concerns that deviation from curriculum standards or 

suggested text lists could lead to parental reprisals. As Alsup (2003) suggests, texts that 

contain violence, drug use, sexuality and other societal issues may make teachers, parents, 

and administrators “nervous or uncomfortable” (p. 3). Combined with a lack of 

administrative support for their teaching choices, this could lead to loss of employment 

(p. 2). Some teachers do not want to go to the trouble of trying to push through a text that 

might be considered controversial, and texts depicting mental health concerns are 

considered controversial (Cohn, 2004; Fenyus, 2011; Ridge, 2011; Rybakova et al., 

2013). Goodwyn (2012) warns against this “political interference”, saying that educators 

should protect their autonomy in selecting texts (p. 215). According to Goodwyn, 

restraints come from syllabus and assessment requirements, the policies of the individual 

school, and the feedback of colleagues or parents/carers.  

ACARA’s Literature strand opens the door to including mental health 

conversations by stating that texts taught are “judged to have potential for enriching the 

lives of students [and] expanding the scope of their experience” (ACARA, 2016, p. 10). 

Concerns regarding selection of a text, however, are related to other stipulations, such as 

that texts are “recognised as having enduring artistic and cultural value” or that they be 

“appropriate” (ACARA, 2016, p. 10). Richmond (2014) suggests that young adult 

literature such as Wintergirls (Anderson, 2011), Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007), 

and Cut (McCormick, 2002) are highly suitable texts to raise awareness of serious mental 

health concerns and help develop empathy. Richmond notes that most of her students 

reported that reading about characters with a mental illness such as depression or 

schizophrenia have “helped them reconsider preconceived notions about individuals with 

mental illnesses” (2014, p. 24). Clinkenbeard (2016) notes that there is complexity in how 

stories cause behavioural change, and this is influenced by how the texts are taught.  

Clark and Blackburn’s (2016) analysis of five award-winning LGBTIQA+-

themed novels marketed to young adults provides the advice that teachers should read 

and understand these discourses so they are better able to assist their students to 

successfully navigate confrontational texts (p. 884). Clinkenbeard (2016) also encourages 

teachers to ensure they have in-depth knowledge and understanding of the text and its 

potential effects, as well as an awareness of their students’ backgrounds, worries and 

strengths (pp. 54-55). King and Protherough (2012) recommend ‘individualising’ 

reading, where students take a more discrete approach to reading the text, perhaps 

selecting from a number of options rather than a single class text, after which their views 

can be discussed among the group (p. 32). However, there are currently limited resources 
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for teachers. For example, Richmond’s (2019) Mental Illness in Young Adult Literature 

describes the diagnosis and treatment of the mental illnesses as portrayed in 30 novels 

and provides an analysis of the reactions of peers and family: a valuable resource for 

classroom discussion. Unfortunately for Australian educators and students, all the novels 

included in this text are by American authors, apart from two, one of which is Saving 

Francesca (2006) by Australian author Melina Marchetta. 

We are reminded by Richmond (2019) that, despite the endemic nature of mental 

illness, stigma is still prevalent across society (p. 4). According to psychologists Corrigan 

and Penn (1999), “contact,” even via literature, affects knowledge that informs stigma 

through a better understanding of the self and the other, replacing negative stereotypes 

with a more positive viewpoint in the observer (p. 771). This has the effect of reducing 

stigmatising behaviours. In her research, Zunshine (2007) notes that reading fiction 

employs theory of mind in a way that relies on our natural tendency to want to “keep track 

of who thought, wanted, and felt what and when” (p. 191) improving the reader’s 

empathy. Zunshine (2019) adds that environments emphasising the capacities of 

“mindreading” offer readers greater opportunity to infer meanings at different levels and 

this has many positive cognitive effects including social and emotional intelligence. 

According to Reed and Caswell (2021), “teaching empathy cannot be 

accomplished through one lesson or unit plan” (p. 45). Through repeated practice of 

modelling experiences, reading (literature and media) and conversation a person’s natural 

response to be empathetic could be achieved. For this to be effective, Reed and Caswell 

(2021) assert that practices must be “embedded in the learning environment” and must 

have a focus beyond the individual to their interactions with others (pp. 47, 51). Mead 

(2010) suggests that teachers and students would need to resist the pressures of “extrinsic 

educational operations and politics” to achieve these goals (pp. 14-15). 

While reading fiction for pleasure has a host of benefits including a more informed 

perspective on life and improved educational outcomes (Manuel, 2019, p. 11), it is 

acknowledged that students feel there is a lack of time for reading beyond those texts set 

for assessment (Harvey, 2010). Young people’s lives are busy, and many are involved in 

several extra-curricular activities (McKerracher, 2009, p. 5). Both young adult novels and 

graphic novels are more accessible to readers of all abilities, which could help reduce 

time pressures. Clark’s (2013) research reveals that pre-service teachers believe graphic 

novels have many constructive attributes including engaging “unmotivated readers,” 

voicing multiple, often silenced perspectives, and allowing readers to consider agency in 

the characters. For example, readers could see the consequences of decisions made by 
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characters (pp. 41-43). As Garrison and Gavigan (2021) report, graphic novels cover a 

range of social justice issues including classism, ableism, racism, gender diversity, 

HIV/AIDS, mental health and disability (p. 166). Aligning with earlier concerns 

regarding young adult texts, Garrison and Gavigan (2021) suggest that teachers may have 

difficulty incorporating graphic novels into their teaching as they are not part of their 

personal reading experience, and many are unfamiliar with teaching social justice issues 

(p. 167). Clark (2013) also finds that many pre-service teachers who agree with the 

benefits of graphic novels are concerned that these texts would not be considered 

“professional” either by colleagues at school or parents (p. 42) and that this would affect 

their credibility as teachers (p. 43).  

Young adult literature in the 21st century includes stories about adolescents and 

the real issues that many confront and can therefore contribute to an understanding of 

their social world. When adolescent perspectives are foregrounded, according to Gaffney 

(2017), young adult literature has the potential to be a “literature of change” (p. 120). 

Roberts et al. (2013) suggest that young adult literature has a place not only in English 

classrooms, but across the board in other subjects. With appropriate text selection, mental 

health could also be a part of discussions in the visual arts, history and even the sciences. 

Newell (2017) takes this one step further in suggesting that teachers needed to set aside 

their fear of change, and their desire to improve test scores and focus on making a real 

difference. She explains:  

I made safe changes, essentially keeping the old structures in place while making 

a few additions that only scratched the surface of cultural differences. My merely 

additive approach to multiculturalism – including content, concepts, and themes 

that addressed a variety of cultural experiences without changing the overall 

structure of the curriculum – was lacking. (Newell, 2017, p. 97) 

Mediating Influences on Young Adult Literature and its Adoption 

Young adult literature is ostensibly created to suit the needs of children; however, 

those needs are invariably determined by adults, in the authors, publishers, parents or 

teachers who bring these texts into the view of young people (Rudd, 2012, p. 3). Further, 

to maximise sales of a text, publishers may seek out the endorsement of adults in the form 

of parents, teachers, and librarians (Martens, 2016). These adults can take the role of 

gatekeepers to adolescents’ reading, influencing literary content or limiting access to only 

the books they judge to be appropriate for adolescents. However, teachers and librarians 

often advocate for young adult literature and include it in their collections and classrooms 

due to its educative qualities.  
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Adolescent consumers of young adult literature know what they like to read (Hayn 

et al., 2017) and are now more able to afford their own reading materials due to greater 

personal wealth. Further, digital technologies in the form of e-books, author blogs and 

chatrooms (Martens, 2016) and the growth of fan culture (Marchese, 2018) have 

increased adolescent engagement with young adult literature. These avenues are also 

frequently used as vehicles for marketing by publishers. 

In today’s global market, texts published in the United States, the United Kingdom 

and elsewhere are readily available in Australia, both in domestic bookstores and online. 

Whether these narratives are in their original format, adapted to other media, or 

extrapolated as fanfiction, the audience for children’s and young adult literature has 

expanded well beyond traditional, narrowly targeted readership. Adults are authors, 

publishers, educators, policy makers, librarians, and purchasers of young adult literature 

for teens and therefore control the creation, design and delivery of the young adult text to 

its audience. Each of these avenues is a form of mediation, even censorship, where adults 

shape what adolescents read, when they read it and why. 

Publishing, Promotion, Awards and Marketing 

It has long been lamented that there is a divide between what young adults like to 

read and what the publishing industry thinks they want to read (MacLeod, 1998, p. 7). 

Short (2018) concurs, noting that the views of young people have been given lower 

priority than how books perform in the market (p. 289). Gaffney (2017) agrees that the 

focus of publishers is on sales (p. 120) and this was echoed by Short (2018). As Keen 

(2007) says, there is a financial imperative on publishers to encourage readers to purchase 

more books by an author, in a series, or another of the same genre (p. 3). According to 

Singer (2016), it is the marketing departments of large publishing houses that now 

determine what will be published and this commodification of young adult literature has 

left no room for the writers who tell stories that “need to be told” (p. 69). 

Plozza (2015) also questions the moral obligations of publishers by wondering 

whether they should avoid “niche” texts and texts that tackle difficult and dark themes or 

be “pushing the boundaries of YA further” (p. 4). While editors indicate they do not seek 

out books that address difficult topics, for example bullying, they acknowledge this often 

comes through in contemporary texts where characters are “questioning their identities in 

some way” (Lowry et al., 2014, p. 24). Tang (2019) also proposes that, as young adult 

readership is broad in tastes, interests, and needs, publishers in a diversifying market 

should take this into consideration in their choices (p. 9). A large publishing industry such 
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as that of the United States may be able to cater for what might be perceived as minor or 

less commercially viable interests in publishing texts with dark themes. However, the 

early part of the 21st century also saw an upturn in the number of texts that portray 

characters with a mental illness published in Australia. This suggests that mental health 

is a growing concern and that Australian publishers are willing to take the risk, even 

though these texts might not at first be considered profitable. Currently, books that reflect 

diverse experiences are demanded by schools and consumers alike (Wolf, 2021, p. 14), 

and the response is being led by independent publishers (Short, 2018, pp. 293-294). 

Book awards, recommended lists and assigned reading in schools make claims 

about the literary value of texts (Gaffney, 2017, p. 123). These lists can serve to reassure 

adults of the value of such a text for adolescents’ reading for pleasure or in a school 

environment. However, in a small market such as Australia, relying on “worthwhile 

literature” that is approved by award givers and list makers does not always take priority 

for publishers aiming to ensure profitability (Macleod, 2010, p. 28). Macleod posited that 

publishers were almost entirely dependent on the education market and “the possibility 

of [a text] winning an award” (p. 65) as this leads to promotion in libraries, schools, and 

bookstores (Macleod, 2010, p. 67). Conversely, withholding such an award can have the 

opposite effect (MacLeod, 2011, p. 29). While winning an award does not guarantee a 

place in a literary canon that tends to follow sociocultural or aesthetic purposes, 

Kümmerling-Meibauer and Müller (2017) recognised that young adult novels are often 

brought to the attention of parents and carers, and their glowing reviews often serve to 

assuage fears of inferior literary quality (p. 2). Further, McCurdy (2013) noted that 

publishers engaged more digital technologies to publish (audiobooks and eBooks) and 

promote texts directly to their young, tech-savvy consumers, using online author talks 

and readings, online influencers, author blogs and by providing copies of texts to 

reviewers across various review sites. 

In Australia, many children are engaged with the Premier’s Reading Challenges. 

These are run annually in each state through primary and high schools, encouraging 

students to read books from an increasing list published on the Challenge websites each 

year. Australian awards for young adult literature include the Children’s Book Council of 

Australia (CBCA) award for Older Readers, and the Inky Awards managed by the Centre 

for Youth Literature at the State Library of Victoria (currently under review). The Prime 

Minister’s and Premier’s Literary Awards and others also include categories for young 

adult fiction. While most awards are shortlisted and judged by experts in children’s 

literature, these “experts” are adults who work in publishing, libraries and education. 
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They are not the target readers. In contrast, the Inky Awards titles are nominated and 

judged by adolescents who read these books. The winning titles and honoured books are 

voted for through an online process open to adolescents all over Australia. The Inkys 

include two sections: the Gold Inky, which is for an adolescent text from an Australian 

author, and the Silver Inky, which can be won by an overseas author. The Kids Own 

Australian Literature Awards (KOALA) are organised through schools and libraries and 

encourage children and teens to nominate and vote for Australian books published in the 

previous ten years, with a focus on texts for students in primary school and up to Year 9. 

Another example of an award system accessing the voices of young readers in the 

nomination of titles is the West Australian Young Readers Book Award, however, to be 

eligible for this award, books need not be Australian .  

Children’s and young adult publishing expand and contract in line with education 

funding. In the 1970s and 1980s, increased education budgets contributed to an expanded 

publishing catalogue. More recently, however, tightened school budgets resulted in 

greater customisation of school collections, as librarians have focused on catering to 

individual student requests rather than purchasing quantities of an established title (Hill, 

2014, p. 9). Publishers are increasingly producing teachers’ resources to use as 

promotional materials for new titles and in the hope that the texts will be picked up by 

schools. Many of these materials are explicitly aligned with the Australian Curriculum, 

including references to cross-curriculum priority areas and general capabilities. While not 

connected to publishers, their activity is further supported by the Copyright Agency’s 

Reading Australia website, https://readingaustralia.com.au. This site promotes Australian 

literature by providing teachers with resources that facilitate its presence in school and 

university classrooms . Their criteria for including a text on this site explicitly state that 

“titles should address the needs of the Australian curricula or be taught by teachers in 

schools” (Copyright Agency, 2021). This website takes in the broader field of Australian 

writing both old and new. However, when the site was searched for contemporary young 

adult titles relevant to this research, only Cath Crowley’s Words in Deep Blue (2015) was 

listed.  

School Libraries 

The “undeniable therapeutic and pedagogical aspect to YA literature” (Gaffney, 

2017, p. 124) is increasingly being recognised by those institutions that intersect with 

education. From author talks and online blogs, school book fairs, involvement in reading 

challenges and awards nominations, promoting young adult fiction through online 

https://readingaustralia.com.au/
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trailers, to specific learning materials produced by authors and publishers, there is much 

being done to raise awareness and facilitate the inclusion of young adult literature into 

classrooms and school libraries and much is being driven by librarians.  

Writing in the 1960s, teacher librarian Lois Blau states, “A school library has only 

one reason for existing – to assist in the education of our young people” (1963, p. 178). 

Blau focuses on the education of the whole child through school library collections and 

emphasises the significant role of the novel, even when that novel is controversial 

(p. 179). Both Blau and Margaret A Edwards, a pioneer in young adult librarianship, 

stress the importance of including books that enrich the lives of adolescents (Blau, 1963, 

p. 179; Edwards, 1967, p. 73). Edwards (2002) recommends that public libraries should 

forge connections with school librarians for the common cause of promoting engagement 

with reading (p. 32). She also urges teens to learn from the experiences to be gained from 

reading novels, “when a story is true to life and well-written, the teenager will do well to 

arm himself [sic] with whatever experience such a book has to give him [sic]” (p. 54) 

and parents/carers are encouraged to support this vicarious learning. Some scholars raise 

concerns about “normalizing,” “trivializing” or eliciting “copycat” behaviours from 

teenagers reading contemporary fiction featuring self-harm or suicide (Gurdon, 2011b; 

Sullivan, 2000). However, others call for their inclusion in school libraries on the basis 

that they can help with identity and growth, developing empathy and improving critical 

thinking (Brenna, 2015; Claasz, 2014, pp. 52-53; Glaus, 2014). This is taken up by 

Gavigan (2012a) in her support for the inclusion of graphic novels in school libraries to 

help adolescents develop “an understanding of themselves and others” (p. 78).  

An effort to promote mental health awareness through access to library spaces in 

schools would be supported by texts and handbooks that list or recommend texts for 

various readers, however those that are available have limitations. For example, Chance’s 

(2014) text lists books under several categories, including gender and cultural issues, but 

mental illness/disability is not included. The chapter ‘The Freedom to Read’ (pp. 147-

158) mentions some titles in which these topics might be addressed but their context is as 

banned or challenged books, rather than recommended reads. Latham and Gross’s (2014) 

text provides a more literary discussion connected with sociocultural and information 

professional practice to provide a well-rounded overview of the literature. However, the 

discussion around contemporary problem novels is brief: while 51 titles are listed under 

‘Contemporary Issues’ in Appendix 2, the publication dates (1943 to 2012) span almost 

70 years (pp. 195-196). 



P a g e  | 93 

 

In Australia, the New South Wales Department of Education (2015) Handbook 

for School Libraries provides guidance on collection development, pointing to its 

alignment with government policies related to equity (p. 2). Merga and Mason (2019) 

advise that, as school libraries were not considered mandatory by all governments, 

“resourcing libraries remains at the whim of the principal” (p. 180). Conversely, 

according to Tang (2019), more librarians are curating their collections in line with what 

the students want (p. 8). Broad inclusion of controversial texts may be restricted in 

individual schools, with budgets, professional development and collections negotiated 

with individual principals and the views of stakeholders often taken into consideration. 

For example, Booth and Narayan’s (2018) research discovers several barriers to inclusion 

of books representing diverse sexualities, including prejudice due to the author’s 

sexuality, that a gay character meant the novel would include “gay sex” and therefore it 

is deemed unsuitable, or that the institution (rather than the librarian) does not tolerate 

texts with queer protagonists (p. 45). Participants also point to the lack of inclusion in the 

New South Wales syllabus in relation to understanding the LGBTIQA+ community’s 

experiences. As noted earlier regarding the exclusion of texts portraying mental illness, 

if it is not included on the syllabus, it will not be taught (Booth & Narayan, 2020, p. 45) 

and therefore may also not appear in the school library.  

A report by the State Library of Victoria's Centre for Youth Literature 

(McKerracher, 2009) advocates that a wide range of reading materials for young people, 

including new formats and media as well as more collaborative options for adolescent 

reading, such as creating a “community living room” (pp. 6-7) should be part of the 

library. This may go some way to address the reluctance of adolescents in accessing 

library resources (Snowball, 2008). However, it is vital that reading is normalised across 

library and classroom spaces, as well as providing improved access to suitable and useful 

materials also understood by adults (Hill, 2014, pp. 9-10). 

Censorship 

The power relations inherent in creating and delivering a text to a young reader 

allow judgement on many fronts and at many junctures (Hunt, 2017; Keen, 2007). 

According to Nodelman and Reimer (2003), behind the act of text selection for young 

people is a perceived obligation for adults to protect children from experiences they do 

not yet understand, which conflicts with a need to educate them in some sort of 

understanding of those experiences (pp. 100-101). They further warn that it is important 

not to employ a form of censorious text selection that is motivated by a fear that adults 
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will be forced to discuss topics with young people that those children might already know 

(p. 102).  

“Censorship,” according to Cole (2009a), is “the willful removal or withholding 

of information” and is usually done out of fear of a breach with a person or organisation’s 

belief system (p. 65). While many reasons given for censoring books for adults carry 

through to books for younger readers, there is a more disturbing element to censorship of 

children’s and young adult texts, according to Hunt (2001) “people censor children’s 

books … because they can” (p. 255), and this is an ongoing  problem (Hunt, 2017, p. 207). 

The problem of censorship begins with the author, who may self-censor inclusions in the 

novel to get the book accepted for publication. It carries on to the publisher, marketers, 

and bookstores, then to parents and carers, political and religious groups (Freedman & 

Johnson, 2001), and to teachers and librarians. It also impacts the research that is done on 

contemporary literature, society, and culture. As Caroline Hunt (2017) laments, “there is 

little point to critiquing young adult books if young adult readers are not allowed to read 

them” (p. 208). 

While many teachers may feel ill-equipped or fear the consequences of engaging 

students with a controversial text, Plozza (2015) reminds decision makers that it is better 

for adolescents to learn about experiences through the pages of a book in a safe space, 

and that they should respect that adolescents were intelligent and self-reflective readers 

(p. 6). Bellomo (2017) discusses how public opinion made him reconsider the inclusion 

of Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007) as an independent reading option for his students. 

He reasons that students would be able to access the text elsewhere and underscored the 

importance of much contemporary young adult literature; that it was telling the stories of 

real teens (p. 1). As Blau (1963) notes, allowing students to read broadly will help them 

to be strong, compassionate and “not afraid of the truths of life” (p. 181). Bellomo (2017) 

also feels that banning the text increases the stigmatisation of mental illness in young 

people and he wants to encourage students to discuss this in the classroom (p. 1). 

Encouraging conversation about a text that resonates with students is an important aspect 

of teaching. As Laurie Halse Anderson asserts, “literature is the safe and traditional 

vehicle through which we learn about the world and pass on values. Books save lives” 

(Anderson, as cited in Donelson & Nilson, 2005, pp. 402). According to Nodelman 

(2003): 

To deprive children of the opportunity to read about confusing or painful matters 

like those they might actually be experiencing will either make literature 

irrelevant to them or else leave them feeling like they are alone in their thoughts 

and experience. (p. 86) 
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Gaffney (2017) says that adults censor adolescent reading because of the power 

of young adult literature to increase adolescent awareness and agency. She notes that 

contemporary teenagers, armed with knowledge and a way to see through “layers of 

insincerity and deception,” can be highly vocal activists (pp. 121). This was evidenced in 

Pennsylvania in 2021, when students protested the banning of over 40 books and 

resources that the school board determined were ‘anti-racist’ books (McMorris-Santoro 

et al., 2021). Green and Brock (2000) also query the wisdom of censoring texts, 

distinguishing between whether the “devil” lies in the text or in the reader (p. 720); that 

is, what is the value in censoring the text if the minds of those that read the text can still 

construct the meaning? 

Schwarz (2014) advocates against those who “refuse to acknowledge the diverse 

richness” that young adult literature has to offer by prohibiting certain texts in schools. 

Hunt (2017) also urges vigilance against those who seek to remove books from school 

libraries and classrooms (p. 214). Of concern, too, are the soft forms of censorship; where 

time-poor teachers consider only award-winning or listed titles; or where teachers 

consider the suggested texts lists as definitive and don’t seek out more diverse texts 

(Caillouet & Sanford, 2014). Thompson and Lehr (2008) also point to what Simmons and 

Dresang (2001) term “backdoor censorship,” whereby the sole focus on academic 

achievement dictates that a limited range of texts be used and the crowded syllabus leaves 

little time for other reading (p. 247). Hassett (2016) fears that, if school-set texts are the 

only texts many adolescents read , there is a danger of narrowing their field of experience. 

This would be detrimental in the preparation of today’s adolescents for the challenges of 

society beyond the school gate (para. 10). 

The Adolescent View of Young Adult Literature 

Aronson (2001) notes that adults often claim knowledge of adolescents’ reading 

preferences, how young adult literature guides and influences teens, and how texts should 

be taught, but that little is known about the adolescent view of young adult literature 

(p. 4). Hayn and Nolen’s (2012) analysis of peer reviewed journal articles published 

between 2000 and 2010 reveals 36 articles focus on the reader and the text. While 22 

(61%) have middle or high school students as participants, they do not explore a response 

or attitude to a text. Instead, they focus on reading, digital technologies for delivery, or 

developing critical literacy about certain social issues: multiculturalism, gender, power 

and oppression, teenage pregnancy, and sexuality (p. 8). None involve mental health and 

none look at adolescent attitudes to using young adult literature in the classroom.  
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Sarland (1991) had earlier noted the short history of studying readers, compared 

to the long history of studying texts (p. 123). In redress, through “free-flowing” interviews 

with adolescents, Sarland’s (1991) research explored adolescent views on liked and 

disliked class-set texts across a number of cultural frames. Yet in 2011, Hayn et al. still 

lament that, while much is known about books for adolescent readers, more research into 

the interaction between teen and text is required (p. 177). According to Hayn et al. where 

research investigates attitudes to young adult literature, the opinions are often from 

teachers or pre-service teachers (Hayn et al., 2011, p. 179): an example is Hayn et al.’s 

(2016) action research with pre-service teachers using R. J. Palacio’s Wonder (2012). 

In her research, Park (2012) moved the conversation beyond the classroom 

through a study of after-school book clubs that engaged the female participants in critical 

and communal reading of Anderson’s novel Speak (1999). Park found that these book 

clubs, hosted by a teacher, provide opportunities for adolescents to discuss perspectives 

on themselves, the school environment and broader life experiences (p. 195). Spring’s 

(2016) research engaged adolescent “literary critics” with young adult literature through 

reading group discussions focusing on the students’ sense of place in relation to two 

novels (p. 358). Spring’s sample is small (five participants) and geographically bound (p. 

369). Set outside the classroom, Ramdarshan Bold and Phillips’s (2019) innovative study 

engaged adolescents through reading groups and social media activities to explore how 

young adult literature of diversity has a role in enacting positive change (p. 6). This 

project raised and continues to promote young adult voices related to intersectional 

literature.  

Kaplan (2010) has also called for greater understanding of the adolescent 

experience through young adult texts in a classroom environment. The Teaching 

Australian Literature Survey (Healy, 2010) only surveys students in senior secondary 

school (Years 11 and 12). Further, Teaching Australian Literature: From Classroom 

Conversations to National Imaginings (Doecke, Davies et al., 2011), a collection of 

essays representing a “pluralist conversation” about the place of Australian literature in 

the English curriculum, brought forward views from teachers, teacher educators, creative 

writers, and academics but no views from the adolescent reader (p. 6). A study of 

children’s reading by Conradi et al. (2014) shows that only 8% of research reviewed used 

adolescent participants aged 14 to 18: The larger portion of research is centred on the 

views of those who have concerns that are often unlike those of the student. 

While students are not asked about the texts they read in the classroom, they are 

often asked about their attitudes to reading. An Australian survey in 2000 finds that most 
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young people want to read and that 68% of high school-aged students wish they had more 

time to read (Woolcott Research, 2001). Scholastic’s (2016) Kids and Families Reading 

Report finds that in-school opportunities to talk about, find and read books predicts higher 

reading frequency in children aged 12 to 17 years (pp. 22, 25). This same survey reveals 

that just 17% of adolescents aged 14 to 17 are considered frequent readers (p. 9), however 

76% feel they should read more for fun (p. 19). McGeown et al. (2020) discovers that 

enjoyment is a major part of adolescents’ experience of being a reader, and Merga (2018) 

remarks that fostering the desire to read is important and should be instilled early in high 

school. Merga (2014b) also finds that students do not think that books are “uncool.” 

However, she notes that increasing classroom discussion of novels could raise the level 

of friend encouragement for reading, thereby increasing its social capital (p. 479).  

In a study of programs for reading at an all-boys independent school in Victoria, 

Australia, Pagliaro (2019) finds that there remains a positive attitude to reading in Year 

10. Pagliaro lists the students’ top 10 young adult titles that includes the young adult titles 

Looking for Alaska (Green, 2006/2013), Jasper Jones (Silvey, 2009), Turtles All the Way 

Down (Green, 2017), and One Step (Daddo, 2016b). While Merga (2014b) notes that, on 

average, 37% of students in OECD countries do not read for enjoyment, 64% of Western 

Australian adolescents read at least one book per month (p. 473). McGeown et al. (2020) 

observe that reading patterns change as young people move from primary school to high 

school, with adolescents reading fewer printed novels and more digital texts than children 

(p. 218). This is also found in the Scholastic Survey (2016). Further, there are distinctly 

different values placed by adults on the various types of reading that young people 

participate in (Gavigan, 2012b; Latham & Gross, 2014; National Literacy Trust, 2012; 

Wilson, 2009). With greater access to digital technologies, adolescents are finding it 

increasingly difficult to find books they like and are relying less on conventional cultural 

mediators, including teachers, librarians, publishers and booksellers (Rutherford, 2019). 

Elish-Piper et al.’s (2014) in the United States finds that adolescents are frustrated 

by their school texts, with one wondering “why are they giving old books to young 

people?” (p. 566). Their study explores a Linked Texts Set (LTS) approach to teaching, 

where the primary “old book” is supported by preparatory (engagement) materials and 

expansion texts that include young adult novels and picture books, as well as digital 

media. However, a contemporary young adult novel can be the focus text within this 

framework, if preferred (p. 572). This approach is also suggested by Perry et al. (2013), 

which they term “clustering” (p. 17).  
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An important component of the present research is the inclusion of Australian 

young adult fiction as a way to engage young readers. In his review of senior secondary 

reading lists, Yiannakis (2014) notes more Australian-authored texts are now included 

among the taught texts. But the highest-ranking Australian text is Tim Winton’s adult 

novel Cloudstreet published in 1998, which sits alongside canonical texts by 

Shakespeare, Hardy, Chaucer and Conrad (p. 108). Jogie (2015b) also notes the 

predominance of texts published prior to 1970 (p. 291). Recognising this lack of 

Australian literature being used in Australian schools, Davies et al. (2021) instigated an 

ongoing research project, Teacher-Researchers: Promoting Literature in English 

Education (http://teacher-researchers.org) to discover ways to ensure greater inclusion. 

While these academics aspire to greater use of Australian literature across the curriculum, 

there is little attention paid to Australian young adult literature in articles produced to date 

(Davies, 2019; Davies et al., 2013; Davies et al., 2017; Davies et al., 2021; Doecke, 

Davies et al., 2011; Doecke, Parr et al., 2011). 

While there are ongoing conversations about including Australian texts and young 

adult literature in Australian classrooms (see also Healy, 2010; Mead, 2010), Hill (2014) 

restates the lack of information from the adolescent reader. Virginia Monseau is one 

researcher who asks adolescents how they respond to young adult literature in her thesis 

(1986), which later informed her text, Responding to Young Adult Literature (Monseau, 

1996). While her study was undertaken many years ago, there is little current research 

that compares with the exploration and responses her adolescent participants provided. In 

many ways this research is similar to the current study, although Monseau is more 

involved in and directive of the activities of the student group. 

Because young adult narratives can be accessed online, it is likely that a text with 

culture-specific attitudes written ostensibly for a teen reader in the United States will be 

read by adolescents in any part of the world. Stephens (1996) warns that the meaning of 

a text does not merely lie in its textuality – what is presented in the narrative – but in its 

presence and effect within a culture (p. 165). Plozza (2015) agrees that the portrayal of 

some topics is paramount (p. 4) and these views point to using Australian texts with 

authentic and relevant depictions of characters and situations. 

Summary  

This literature review considers the development of young adult literature with 

particular focus on contemporary realist novels known as problem or issues novels. It 

explores the interaction between critical literary studies and disability studies in relation 

http://teacher-researchers.org/
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to mental illness and stigma in young adult novels. It describes the psychological effects 

of fiction and the educational benefits of reading young adult literature in English 

classrooms. Through transportation into a narrative and enhanced theory of mind, 

fictional texts have been shown to increase empathy and may have a pro-social effect 

beyond the immediate reading of the text. This review notes that, while bibliotherapy has 

been used to improve the mental wellbeing of children and adolescents in schools, it has 

tended to be used by counselling staff and limited to individual students or small groups.  

Research shows that young adult literature can increase engagement from 

reluctant or aliterate readers and improve literacy for struggling readers. There is no call 

to remove canonical literature from the teaching of English. However, young adult 

literature is a valuable supplement (Sarland, 1991, pp. 131, 133). The depiction of social 

issues in young adult literature and the contemporariness of these texts is shown to 

increase the relevance of issues for the adolescent reader. Wider engagement with the 

concepts presented in young adult literature would be useful throughout the curriculum. 

It has been found that there are several internal and external factors that currently 

limit teachers from selecting and teaching young adult literature in Australian classrooms. 

More importantly, however, there appears to be a sense of personal and professional 

resistance, if not censorship, by teachers, librarians, schools, and even embedded in the 

curriculum. 

A review of young adult texts published in Australia since 2010 reveals that many 

include a protagonist with mental health concerns. However, there are few academic 

studies that include the adolescent perspectives on reading these texts in Australia. This 

is the gap the present research seeks to address. 

The following chapters reveal that adolescents value the opportunity to read 

contemporary young adult novels with mental health themes in their classroom, and that 

these texts readily address curriculum outcomes. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology, Data Collection and Analysis 

As noted in the opening chapter, there is a strong focus on adolescent mental 

health in Australia, yet quite often the voices of adolescent readers are not included, even 

when the discussion is about them. The purpose of the present research is to explore how 

students engage in dialogue with mental health through encounters with young adult 

literature in the classroom. The English classroom offers a safe and supportive 

environment for the study of young adult literature that engages with social themes such 

as mental health. This research examines the adolescent view of a piece of young adult 

literature focused on mental health in its role as a text set for Year 10 English. The 

research addresses the questions:  

1. How do the learning tasks encourage engagement with and guide a discussion of 

mental health? 

2. How do adolescents respond to representations of mental health in contemporary 

young adult literature encountered in the classroom? 

3. What does this response indicate about participant perceptions of the issue of 

mental health in adolescents? 

Interpretive Paradigm 

Qualitative Research 

Several researchers explore the benefits of young adult literature and its potential 

to address social justice issues, particularly in the education environment (Hayn et al., 

2009; Heath et al., 2017; Hill, 2014; Malo-Juvera & Greathouse, 2020). However, there 

remains an absence of adolescent voices in this conversation (deLeon, 2017; Morris & 

Cahill, 2017). This research, therefore, explores the adolescent responses to a text about 

mental illness in the context of the classroom. Qualitative research provides a real-world 

focus and flexibility that allows exploration of multi-dimensional and complex 

phenomena (Leedy & Ormrod, 2014, p. 141) through the meaning that people bring to 

the experience (Boeije, 2010, p. 11). With the underlying assumption that individuals are 

active agents in the construction of their own realities (Boeije, 2010, p. 6), qualitative 

research enables the researcher to seek answers to questions through observing and 

understanding how people in social settings make sense of their surroundings in their 

interactions with the various elements of those social structures (Berg & Lune, 2012, p. 

8). As suggested by Creswell (2016), a qualitative approach to research allows for 
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innovation and the development of “researcher-designed frameworks” (p. 21) and is 

particularly useful in areas of research that are exploratory.  

Through the search for an understanding of experience and meaning inherent to 

qualitative research design, a complex or sensitive topic can be explored in a way that 

allows a more nuanced understanding to emerge. Importantly, qualitative enquiry’s 

flexibility allows other avenues to be explored as and when they appear in the data.  

Qualitative research typically uses multiple data collection points to enable the 

findings of a smaller sample to be generalised to a broader population (Leedy & Ormrod, 

2014, p. 269); however, generalisability is not the goal of this study. The aim is to 

“produce concepts that are theoretically generalizable” (Bloor & Wood, 2006) through 

using a grounded theory methodology applied to the data from individual participants. 

The understandings based on individual adolescent experience hold significance, rather 

than any ability to generalise (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 56). In this research, data 

organically created by the participants resists restriction and predetermination by the 

researcher. The value of this research is that it foregrounds the individual adolescent 

voice. Through the analytic tools available to the qualitative researcher, the voices of the 

participants emerge more clearly, revealing their individual perspectives and personal 

views (Creswell, 2016, p. 6). A focus on supporting this authentic adolescent voice, 

combined with my own preference for narrative writing (Leedy & Ormrod, 2014, p. 101) 

and a desire for organic data creation, that is, data that has been created without the aid 

of any explicit research instruments (Xu H, Zhang N, Zhou L. 2020), steered me toward 

a qualitative approach to this research. 

Constructivist Epistemology 

The research was conducted within a constructivist epistemology (Creswell, 2014; 

Mertens, 2005; Silverman, 2021), a prominent mode of research in the social sciences 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 79), wherein each person’s reality is considered equally true 

and valid. This allows for many truths to be understood (Dickerson & Zimmerman, 1996). 

The terms constructivism and social constructionism are often used interchangeably 

(Andrews, 2012). However, social constructionism is viewed as focused on a world view 

constructed through social interactions. As this research is focused on the cognitive 

processes that inform the individual’s response, constructivism is the epistemology used. 

The constructivist position accepts that meaning is not “discovered by the mind” 

(Andrews, 2012, para. 5), but “constructed in and out of interaction between human 

beings and their world and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” 
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(Crotty, 1998, p. 42). Knowledge and systems “are historically and culturally situated,” 

and shared through routines, habitualisation and shared language, which are regulated by 

“normative rules” (Van Niekerk, 2005, p. 64). According to Berger (1991), different 

realities of a phenomenon may exist between one society and another and at different 

times (pp. 13-14). Constructivists must also remain mindful of “shared understandings” 

of society and the societal norms that may influence the data and the meaning-giving 

processes (Boeije, 2010, p. 13). 

Constructivists seek to uncover an array of views that is “varied and multiple” – 

individual meanings are not expected to coalesce to one common experience or a few 

classifications (Creswell, 2014, p. 8). Accepting these diverse views is founded on the 

belief that individuals “develop subjective meanings of their experiences, which are 

directed toward certain objects or things” (Creswell, 2014, p. 8). These subjective 

meanings come from each participant’s singular life experience, formed through 

interaction with others in their social milieu. In this, each individual participant and the 

researcher are both product and consumer of cultural, educational and personal practices 

and contexts, which coalesce and constantly change in what Bourdieu described as an 

individual’s “habitus” (1984, p. 170). As constructivists take a relativist position that 

frames the world as consisting of “multiple individual realities influenced by context” 

(Mills et al., 2006, p. 26), they therefore accept that there are numerous positions that 

allow non-dominant and dominant stories to co-exist.  

Research using such an approach locates the participants’ views as paramount, 

while acknowledging the co-construction of reality through the interrelationship between 

the researcher and participant (Mills et al., 2006, p. 26). As noted by Henrikkson (2012) 

the adolescent in a school environment is in “a world engineered and planned by adults” 

(p. 120). This research aimed to explore the individual adolescent response to mental 

health concerns when focused through the lens of a socially constructed artefact (a novel) 

encountered within a structured educational setting (the school classroom) that is 

constrained within a larger social environment (the government-designed school 

curriculum). In seeking to understand the adolescent responses, it is important to 

remember that, according to Mannheim’s “sociology of knowledge,” human thought is 

likely to be impacted by the “ideologizing influences of its social context” (Berger, 1991, 

p. 21); that is, the ideas, beliefs and social views that shape our understanding of a 

phenomenon. Recognising these and other cultural influences increases awareness of the 

potential effect of dominant discourses on the individual’s response, which is considered 
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an expression of their thoughts and ideas based on personal experiences and values and 

brought forth in the social context of the classroom.  

To account for the social aspect of knowledge in this interpretive process, each 

adolescent’s responses are considered individually and collectively through the use of one 

of the tools of constructivism, the hermeneutical circle (Gadamer, 2006). The 

hermeneutical circle provides a useful method by which to approach this data in a layered 

process, moving between each individual part, the researcher’s interpretation and 

reflection on the attributed meaning of that data, and then the whole document and its 

context in relationship to others in an iterative process (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 10). 

Interpretation and attributing meaning are aided by reflexivity, that is “a person’s 

reflection upon or examination of a situation or experience,” thereby adding significance 

to those interpretations (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 11).  

Working within the constructivist frame, the data is recognised as a co-

construction of the researcher and the participants within their environments (Mertens, 

2005, p. 11). Therefore, how these might affect interpretations of the data is integral to 

and form part of the analysis (Wertz et al., 2011, p. 169). In this research, participants are 

not treated as broadly representative of students in Year 10: they are respected as 

individuals rather than combined as homogenous class groups. In a constructivist research 

design, this ensures that the individual voice is prioritised in the discussion, allowing for 

both correlations and contrasts in opinions to be made, thereby valuing each participant. 

This approach supports a richness in the findings that advances the discrete views of these 

adolescents. Further, the perspectives of the participants are privileged to understand 

rather than explain human behaviour (Creswell, 2014). One benefit of this method is that 

it does not set out to prove or to disprove an existing theory but allows for exploration of 

the information coming from the data gained within a well-controlled and defined 

process. 

Grounded Theory Methodology 

Grounded theory sits apart from other branches of qualitative research due to its 

focus on theory development (Boeije, 2010, p. 9). It provides an established method of 

gathering and analysing qualitative data with the purpose of generating a theory and is 

one of the most popular qualitative research designs (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Bryman, 

2012). Working with Glaser and Strauss’s concept of grounded theory, Charmaz (2001, 

p. 245) identifies several characteristics of grounded theory, including: developing 

‘analytic codes and categories’ direct from the data rather than from a predetermined list; 
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‘memo-making’ in the space between initial coding and writing up to facilitate the 

researcher’s understanding through examination and reflection, and allowing the 

researcher to consider the data through numerous lenses as a way of constructing 

meaning. A grounded theory methodology is characterised by an iterative process of 

working with the data and involves systematic methods that “support abstraction from the 

data” (Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019, pp. 82-83). Grounded theory is an exploratory process 

that supports unforced theme development, allowing the research questions to be adjusted 

in line with the findings. Importantly, grounded theory provides a guide to uncover what 

is relevant in the data without the requirement to explicate a simple result (Zipf, 2016, p. 

68). Grounded theory places strong emphasis on the analytic process (Charmaz, 2001), 

and has a systematic, focused, yet flexible approach that enables its use as a method or a 

form of theory generation. Grounded theory’s particular strengths include logically and 

systematically handling data collection and analysis and having the means to refine 

analytic ideas in the study of social processes in their natural environment. These 

strengths are invaluable to support the production of rigorous research (Charmaz, 2001, 

p. 6396).  

In this research, a grounded theory methodology was used to elicit and analyse 

documents produced by Year 10 English student participants. The data consists of 

adolescent responses to a young adult novel concerned with mental illness, which was a 

classroom text in an Area of Study. The use of a grounded theory methodology with these 

documents provides new insights as it allows greater focus on the role of the text as social 

discourse than on the formal properties of the text itself. This research differs from 

traditional critical studies of literature where researchers challenge, reveal or explain a 

narrative through a particular theoretical framework. By focusing on the adolescent 

responses to a text, this research departs from traditional methods of approaching texts, 

and instead explores what adolescent readers see in texts written for and about them. 

Through retaining a close and reflexive study of the data, this research supports a new 

understanding of adolescent awareness of mental health when studying a particular young 

adult text. 

While grounded theory is often linked with qualitative research using interviews 

and focus group data (Ralph et al., 2014), Charmaz (2014) cites several studies that have 

successfully used documents as their data in grounded theory research, remarking that the 

‘methodological eclecticism’ inherent in grounded theory “rejects views asserting the 

incompatibility of grounded theory with documents” (p. 27). Scott (1990) also reminds 

us that “documental investigation was the main research tool of the classical sociologists” 
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(p. 1), the field of grounded theory creators, Glaser and Strauss. In early works, Glaser 

points out that texts deserve attention due to their socially organised and conventional 

properties and because of the uses they are put to in their production, circulation and 

consumption (1967, p. 170). In noting the underestimation of personal documents in 

research, Berg (2001) suggests that documents can be very useful as data, as they “reflect 

the subjective views and perceptions of their creators” (p. 228). This is of value in the 

adolescent-created documents that are the data for this study. Ralph et al. (2014) advise 

that, while it is common for grounded theorists to use extant documents, it is also 

important to be aware of the data’s context through contextual positioning, a tool that 

“positions the researcher before the document in a more reflexive manner” (p. 1), and this 

becomes evident in the analysis. 

Grounded theory blends systematic idea generation in direct response to the data 

with “the emergent properties of research design and data analysis” (Atkinson & 

Delamont, 2008, p. 301) to enable a reflexive method of analysis and understanding to 

develop. This process involves questioning and examining choices of language in the 

data: words, phrases and sentences (Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019, p. 85) and constant 

comparisons between the data and memos created by the researcher – techniques common 

to all researchers using grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Yet this methodology 

goes beyond purely inductive logic around “meanings, actions and processes” defined in 

the data by still allowing extant concepts into the analysis, provided they have “earned 

their way” (Wertz et al., 2011, p. 170) and are truly reflected in the data.  

The Role of the Literature Review in Grounded Theory Research 

In grounded theory research, Glaser (1978) advises that it is important to “enter 

the research setting with as few predetermined ideas as possible” (p. 2), as this supports 

sensitivity to the data. This inductive approach to the data assumes little prior knowledge 

of the ‘world’ to be studied, uninformed by in-depth prior research about it and therefore 

uninfluenced by preconceived theories of this world (Charmaz, 2008, p. 167; Glaser, 

1978; Wertz et al., 2011). To avoid preconceptions about the data, Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) recommend the literature review be undertaken after coding and analysis (p. 37), 

preferably when the grounded theory “is nearly completed” (p. 67). Charmaz’s 

constructivist view also suggests conducting a “thorough, sharply focused literature 

review” after much of the analysis has been completed, then “weaving it through” the 

thesis (Charmaz, 2014, pp. 308-309).  
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However, it is widely understood in other methodologies that it is not a realistic 

position to demand the researcher approach their data with no ideas and prior knowledge 

of their area of interest (Timonen et al., 2018, p. 4). Rather, Birks and Mills (2015) insist 

that familiarity with the literature is important to identify concepts that may be significant 

for theory development (p. 20). Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest that – for a researcher 

who is a relative novice – an early literature review provides guidance in developing 

research questions and enhances theoretical sampling and theoretical sensitivity. Bryant 

(2009) also suggests that the researcher’s prejudices or prior judgements can lead to 

innovative insights (p. 21). Timonen et al. (2018) concur that the literature review may 

have a role in unlocking the data, however, advise the researcher to maintain vigilance 

when working with their data, and remain “open to the portrayals of the world as 

encountered” while not filtering or forcing the data into preconceived theoretical 

positions (p. 4). 

While delaying the literature review in PhD research is not possible due to 

university procedures for topic approval, in this research I allowed my initial literature 

review to “lie fallow” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 307) until the later stages of the analysis. In 

acknowledging the possibility that this research would be informed and influenced by 

concepts and theories proposed by other literature, these preconceived ideas were 

mitigated through a system of reflexivity and constant comparison throughout the analytic 

process, relegating that knowledge to “sensitizing concepts” from which to explore the 

data (Giles et al., 2013, p. E37).  

Research Design and Method 

Interviews and focus groups are popular approaches to qualitative research, 

however these often produce data that is directed or modified by the questions and the 

questioner. For the constructivist researcher, this can result in an orchestrated or less-

than-authentic response (Silverman, 2021, p. 54). Further, in observational studies the 

researcher can become an “artificial presence” in the room influencing participant 

behaviours and responses at an unconscious if not conscious level (Richards & Morse, 

2013, p. 123). This change in behaviour simply by being observed is known as the 

Hawthorne effect (Salkind, 2010). In naturalistic studies, the researcher aims not to 

influence or direct the phenomenon of interest, instead allowing it to “unfold naturally” 

(Patton, 2002, p. 39).  

This research therefore took an unobtrusive approach to data gathering in its aim 

to retain authenticity of the data in a genuine classroom environment. Some important 
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advantages of the unobtrusive method in research are that it is non-disruptive and non-

reactive than more invasive research methods like interviewing, observational studies, or 

focus groups (Kellehear, 1993, pp. 7-8). The research design generated data through 

introducing the stimulus material (a novel) into an already-existing socio-educational 

environment (the English classroom) to access naturally occurring responses from the 

participants (Kellehear, 1993, p. 5). This reduced the researcher’s engagement with the 

participants and therefore minimised any impact on ordinary behaviours and activities 

(Scott, 1990). Reduced contact with the students and no task regulation or direction 

facilitated a real-world setting for the research. Further, the students studied the text over 

a period of 10 weeks, with no or minimum researcher contact prior to the first week. Even 

with this precaution, it is understood that the participants would be aware that their written 

materials would be collected for assessment (by the teacher) and for the research. 

In Australia, the one subject all students are mandated to undertake through to the 

end of their time at school is English, a subject that involves reading and reflecting on 

various text types, including novels. The English classroom therefore constituted the most 

appropriate and effective environment in which to obtain a natural adolescent response, 

as it was familiar to the participants and is well supported through the school’s systems. 

This responds to the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research that 

research with young people “should provide for the child or young person’s safety, 

emotional and psychological security, and wellbeing” (2018, p. 66). One aim of the 

research design was to ensure that the integrity of the student environment was 

maintained, therefore no direction was given to the teachers as to how they would handle 

the supplied text. 

The only intervention for this research was the nomination of a text involving 

mental health concerns (One Step, by Andrew Daddo) be incorporated into the study 

materials for a unit of study selected by the Year 10 English teacher. Each class received 

a class set of texts (30 texts; 1 audiobook), which was studied in Term 3 or 4 (July to 

December 2017), in one of two curriculum-defined units. Each class had access to an 

audiobook read by the author. Teachers advised that the texts would be read aloud in class 

over four or five days each week or according to their lesson plan. The teachers reported 

that reading aloud facilitates clarification and in-class discussion of issues in a novel, 

which provides opportunities for the students to work through their thoughts about the 

different situations and reactions. Some students also took the text home to read.  

Caroline Hunt (2017) notes the importance of contextualising the act of reading 

in both its format and location. As Peter Hunt (1991) suggests, classroom reading “is a 
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considerably different experience to reading under the bedclothes” (p. 67). This also 

speaks to the experience of reading this book as part of a group, which can provoke and 

challenge a range of emotional and social positions. Therefore, a student’s response to a 

text read in the classroom reflects both individual and collective ideas.  

While the one focus text was used for all classes, each teacher individually 

constructed their assessment activities, employing different methods to elicit responses 

from their students. Assessment tasks aligned with curriculum outcomes and the needs of 

that class. Studying the nominated novel as a class text ‘normalised’ the experience of 

reading a narrative about mental health as an everyday classroom activity. It was 

anticipated that the data might come in a range of formats. The data collected was 

naturally occurring (Silverman, 2020, p. 290) and comprised written documents created 

by students in response to teacher-designed assessment rubrics.   

In the context of reading for school, Appleman (2015) identifies several factors 

that contribute to a response to a text. These include its relationship to completing 

homework tasks, student engagement in other school or extra-curricular activities, and 

what the student has been asked to do in their reading (p. 36). In this study, it was reported 

that some students read the book outside the classroom, some students only accessed the 

books in class, and others listened to the supplied audiobook, either as a whole class group 

(Allentown High – Ms Collin’s class), or individually (a student in Mr Denham’s class at 

Bridges Field High). The researcher recognises that the students’ priority in completing 

the tasks was to successfully pass the assessment given by the teacher. 

As outlined, an unobtrusive means of data gathering was preferred to minimise 

disruption to classroom activities and avoid intrusion on the students’ and teacher’s time. 

Implementing an unobtrusive research method was guided by school and ethical 

considerations. However, it also ensured the data was produced organically within the 

existing curriculum framework. Freedom for each teacher to set their own tasks in line 

with school protocols and curriculum outcomes was important and enables the research 

to be replicated across school systems and jurisdictions.  

The Design – Young Adult Literature in the English Classroom 

Schools in New South Wales create learning materials in line with the NSW Board 

of Studies Teaching and Educational Syllabus (BOSTES), now administered by NESA. 

Learning materials reflect the agreed content in the Australian Curriculum, which was 

implemented for years 9 and 10 in December 2015. The NESA Course Description for 

English years 7 to 10 (Stage 5) states, “Through responding to and composing texts 
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students develop an understanding of themselves and their relationships with others and 

the world” (2019b, para. 4). NESA indicates that students will “engage personally with 

texts” (2019c, p. 1), and “respond to texts that are widely regarded as quality literature, 

Australian literature, including texts by and about Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 

People(s), and texts from different cultures and times that offer a variety of perspectives” 

(2019b, para. 6).  

Throughout Stage 5, texts selected for study must present students with a wide 

range of literary text types of both Australian and international origin, with Shakespearian 

drama the only specified text requirement (NESA, 2019a, para. 19). The Australian 

Curriculum document for Year 10 English suggests that texts should, “explore themes of 

human experience and cultural significance, interpersonal relationships, and ethical and 

global dilemmas within real-world and fictional settings and represent a variety of 

perspectives” (ACARA, 2017a, p. 15). Recent NESA materials recommend that “teachers 

should consider the needs, interests and abilities of their students and the ethos of the 

school and its local community” (2019a, para. 13). A list of suggested texts is available 

for the English K–10 Syllabus (Board of Studies NSW, 2013b) and, beyond this, teachers 

are encouraged to choose their texts from the Premier’s Reading Challenge lists, CBCA 

Notables and Book of the Year titles, and other award-winning texts. While encouraged 

to select from texts endorsed by their appearance on these lists, the flexible guidelines for 

teachers allow a fairly broad scope to choose texts to use with students in Year 10 and 

below.  

It was important to this research that the text selected accurately portrayed 

Australian high school life in a modern setting to promote engagement through mirroring 

student experience (Allan, 2016; Bishop, 1990). As Gallo (2001) notes, “one of the most 

valuable qualities of contemporary teenage fiction is that it helps students feel normal, 

comfortable, understood” (p. 36), and this is achieved through its reflection of the current 

social world. For this research I have confined the meaning of ‘contemporary’ to texts 

published since 2010. Even this will stretch the relevance of technologies and teen 

interactions in today’s rapidly changing world. This period saw a resurgence of issues 

novels being published in Australia that had waned since the mid-1990s (Cart, 2011; 

Nilsen, 1994), with the notable exception of Willow Tree and Olive, by Irini Savvides 

(2001). This increase appeared to be a reaction to such international successes as Laurie 

Halse Anderson’s Speak (1999/2014), Stephen Chbosky’s The Perks of Being a 

Wallflower (1999), and others. However, it also reflected shifting attitudes to sexual and 
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cultural differences, disability and mental health around this time, as discussed in 

Chapter 1 Introduction and Chapter 3 Literature Review. 

Rationale for Selecting the Focus Text  

The Shortlist 

While many texts published within the chosen time period (2010–2016) were 

considered for this research, several factors enabled me to shortlist three: One Step 

(Daddo, 2016b); The Pause (Larkin, 2015), and The Protected (Zorn, 2014) (Table 1). 

These parameters included: an Australian author; mental health concerns as a theme; a 

protagonist of a similar age to the student participants; text marketed as young adult; and 

a plot and setting that were contemporary, natural and “real” (that is, Australian school 

students would recognise the structures, activities and behaviour of the characters). This 

last factor linked with the potential for students to relate the events in the narrative to their 

own lives beyond the text, in the prospect that it would promote discourse about the 

mental health issues in an empathetic, self-reflective way.  
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Shortlisted Texts’ Characteristics 

Note. PTSD = Post-traumatic Stress Disorder. MH = mental health. YA = young adult.  

Table 1 
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Each shortlisted novel features a teenage protagonist – Hannah (aged 15) in The 

Protected (Zorn, 2014), Declan (aged 17) in The Pause (Larkin, 2015) and Dylan (aged 

15) in One Step (Daddo, 2016b). Claire Zorn is an Australian author of young adult fiction 

based in Penrith, an outer suburb of Sydney. Her three novels, published by University of 

Queensland Press – The Sky so Heavy (2013), The Protected (2014) and One Would Think 

the Deep (2016) – have each been shortlisted or won awards including Prime Minister’s 

and Premier’s Literary Awards, the CBCA’s Book of the Year (Older Readers), and Inky 

Awards. John Larkin was born in the UK but has lived in Australia since the age of six. 

He currently resides in Sydney’s western suburbs and teaches at an independent selective 

high school. Larkin has published for young readers and adolescents with Hachette and 

Penguin Random House, who released his first young adult novel, The Shadow Girl 

(2011), and The Pause (2015), both of which won awards for young adult literature. 

Andrew Daddo grew up in Melbourne and is now based in Sydney. Daddo is an author, 

podcaster, and television and radio personality, and has written novels and short stories 

for young readers, picture books, chapter books and series fiction for younger readers, as 

well as two young adult novels, One Step (2016b) and Just Breathe (2018), published by 

Penguin Australia.  

When considering these novels, several aspects were important to support student 

engagement with the text. Realist depictions of familiar adolescent school and home 

environments were preferred to fantasy or extreme genre constructions, as they would be 

more relevant to the students. Similarly, it was important that the behaviours and 

situations that led to the mental health concern depicted were recognisable to the 

participants. The shortlisted novels depict Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), 

depression and anxiety resulting from school bullying and the death of a sibling in The 

Protected (Zorn, 2014); depression and anxiety resulting from repressed physical abuse 

and trauma that leads to suicidal ideation in The Pause (Larkin, 2015); and bullying and 

family dysfunction leading to anxiety, loss of self-esteem and suicidal ideation in One 

Step (Daddo, 2016b).  

Some structural or narrative factors worked against the novels under 

consideration. One consideration was that readers might not relate to portrayed events. 

For example, the event The Protected centres on (the accidental death of Hannah’s sister, 

Katie, and Hannah’s impending court appearance) might not be familiar to many readers, 

and therefore may be less likely to evoke empathy. This factor applies to The Pause 

(Larkin, 2015), as much of the narrative centres on the protagonist’s experiences in a 

“psych ward” (p. 79). In addition, this narrative weaves through several time-slips, 
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revealing that depression and trauma associated with long-term abuse by the protagonist’s 

aunt are at the heart of his behaviour. This text also involves a ‘Sliding Doors’ scenario, 

which risks leaving the reader unsure of what has taken place.  

Each shortlisted text is rich in opportunity for the discussion of mental health. In 

One Step (Daddo, 2016b), however, the relatively prosaic nature of the behaviours that 

affect the protagonist’s mental health – bullying by the protagonist’s male and female 

peers, a lack of understanding or awareness by his parents, and low self-esteem – are more 

widespread and therefore relevant and identifiable in the teenage population. This novel’s 

title refers to the ‘one step’ to suicide that Dylan faces, which is a consequence of these 

interactions. One Step therefore became the preferred text for the research.  

One Step as the Focus Text 

One Step relates the story of 15-year-old Dylan Hester. Dylan has two younger 

sisters and is the only son in a family of five. The novel opens with a prologue in which 

Dylan is considering suicide by stepping off a safety fence above a coastal cliff. Dylan is 

a kind brother, helpful at home, a great friend to his mate Ryan and successful at school 

and swimming. With Dylan as the first-person narrator, the reader learns about many 

episodes of bullying, teasing, and misunderstandings with his family and friends, which 

cause him constant anxiety. Dylan feels he is unsupported while he tries to deal with all 

his problems, and the novel ends as he takes his ‘one step’, plunging into the ocean.  

Daddo’s fictional school and home environments appear authentic, even 

unexceptional. His use of contemporary language, a high proportion of dialogue, and 

colloquial writing style are accessible and readily understood, creating a familiar 

atmosphere for the Australian adolescent reader. The protagonist in One Step, Dylan, 

could be a student in any Year 9 or 10 school community. In this, Daddo has created a 

character who resists the ‘othering’ often used as a plot device in novels dealing with 

mental health concerns. Everyday peer, teacher and parent interactions in One Step enable 

the reader to recognise depicted events and identify with them, directly inviting the reader 

into the narrative. As bullying is frequently the precursor to serious mental health 

concerns, including depression, social anxiety, and suicide (Cash & Bridge, 2009), the 

number of scenes of bullying would raise awareness for teachers. While the serious 

content in this text is tempered with humour throughout, the stigmatising behaviours 

depicted and the thought processes of Dylan in taking steps towards suicide could be 

readily understood by adolescent readers.  
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In addition to the male protagonist, the text includes many secondary characters 

with whom the reader can identify, providing a range of points of entry and discussion. 

While it may be typical for readers to prefer and identify with same-gender protagonists 

in a novel, it is more likely that a female reader will accept a male narrator than the reverse 

(Edwards, 2019; Lipsyte, 2011). The many natural exchanges between Dylan and the 

female characters, including his mother, younger sisters, and classmates, allow a point of 

connection for female readers as well as males who may readily relate to Dylan, his friend 

Ryan, or the other male characters. Further, the plot does not turn on a saviour-romance, 

where the protagonist with a mental health concern is rescued by a romantic relationship 

with another young person, a mode common in this genre [for example, The Things I 

Didn’t Say (Fornasier, 2016), Our Chemical Hearts (Sutherland, 2016), The Protected 

(Zorn, 2014), and Beautiful Mess (Christian, 2017)]. In contrast, the protagonist in One 

Step (Daddo, 2016b), Dylan, changes his future due to his own self-reflection and inner 

resolve.  

One Step provides a reasonable, real-world example of the events that may lead 

to suicidal ideation in a young person. The linear narrative improves the story’s 

accessibility to a broad range of reader abilities. This was important as potential 

participants would be of varying levels of reading and comprehension, as well as from a 

range of cultural backgrounds. As noted earlier, Daddo has a strong publishing record 

over many years, and it is Daddo’s breadth of writing that sets him apart on the shortlist. 

Further, One Step’s author, Andrew Daddo, has a long relationship with schools through 

literacy promotion (Penguin Random House Australia, 2016) and was probably already 

familiar to teachers and students, thus easing their way to engagement with this text. One 

Step was also released as an audiobook read by the author, which enhanced its potential 

for engagement with students and its accessibility to students with a range of levels of 

literacy. Due to the strong likelihood that the research would recruit students who have a 

language background other than English (LBOTE), supporting inclusion of students with 

lower levels of English literacy was a primary concern.  

Another point in favour of choosing this text was its presentation in the paratext 

and the peritext. The paratext is the text that provides a threshold to the narrative (Genette, 

1997), such as the marketing and promotional materials. The peritext is any text additional 

to the narrative located within the covers. As the “first invitation to the reader to pick up 

the book,” according to Feldman (1991), a book’s cover might be the single most 

important factor in determining whether a browser will select a young adult title (p. 46). 

As adolescents exist in an increasingly visual world this has become even more important 
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(Woolcott Research, 2001). One Step’s cover design (Messiha, 2016) has a stone-washed 

visual texture, appearing worn yet original and impactful, with a cultural icon of 

adolescence – a pair of Converse™ sneakers – sketched hanging from the ‘E’ in ‘step’ 

(Appendix A). Colours, images and tactile features are all prime considerations that lead 

the reader into the text (Ford, 2016). One Step’s embossed book title and matt finish 

provide a tactility that encourage the reader to engage with it on a physical level.  

When looking at the conversation around this novel, marketing reviews and reader 

comments on Goodreads (2020) discuss this text in terms of its mental health associations. 

Importantly, within the covers of this novel, several services for those who are seeking 

help in both Australia and New Zealand are listed towards the end of the text under the 

heading ‘Need Help?’ (p. 241). While this peritext is not integral to the narrative itself, 

this element directs the reader to the crux of the story, mental health in adolescence, while 

providing valuable advice on support resources. Inclusion of this text also alludes to 

current concerns with narrative triggers where, for some readers, fiction that has a direct 

correspondence with the reader’s actual life may evoke distress or result in changed 

behaviour (Kimble et al., 2021).  

Regarding the high rates of adolescent suicide in Australia and elsewhere (see 

Chapter 1), One Step’s (Daddo, 2016b) accessible language and adolescent characters 

suggest its suitability as an entry point for a discussion of the mental health concerns that 

can lead to suicidal ideation. The suicide scene addresses many concerns of young people 

(pp. 231-236). Dylan’s inner monologue covers issues around future uncertainty, damage 

to his reputation, social exclusion, loss of control in familial and peer relationships, and 

a wish to escape the (seemingly) untenable situation at school and home. Dylan wants to 

exact revenge on those he thinks have hurt him, but he can imagine the regret in his friends 

and family (particularly his father) at his loss. Dylan’s feelings of shame, anger, 

hopelessness, worthlessness, and powerlessness may be touchstones for readers. When 

Dylan recalls his mother and younger sister and considers the impact his death would 

have on them, he hesitates, and words that he remembers his father saying stop him from 

completion. Several reviews of the novel give a sense that One Step provides points of 

relevance for a readership beyond the young adult reader, including teachers, parents and 

carers.  

One Step reflects the adolescent condition of doubt, insecurity, change and 

contradiction through a first-person narrator, providing valuable insight into the 

perspective of a young person with mental health concerns difficult to achieve through a 

third-person narrator (Zoellner, 2016). From this perspective One Step shows how 
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unthinking behaviour has broader ramifications and highlights the relative importance 

and potential impact of social media and technology on young people. Many casual 

comments in One Step could feasibly be heard in any school yard and peer group, and the 

narrative shows how these comments can be misread or have more negative impact on 

their recipient than the speaker intends. The number of situations that work together to 

impact Dylan’s mental health, including his own self-criticisms, provide the reader ample 

opportunity to understand how small or large actions and behaviours can be read in 

different ways by someone who lacks confidence in him- or herself. One Step is a good 

example of a text that shows the inner workings of an adolescent boy’s mind. This is 

helpful for boys as it shows normal emotions and thought processes, but more generally 

it can also help anyone understand how a teenager might be thinking and behaving and 

why (Daddo, 2016a). 

One Step in the Classroom 

The Australian Curriculum allows teachers to employ a range of text types in 

relation to the core curriculum outcomes, and to create “purposeful activities … organised 

around these materials” (2016, p. 4). The Australian Curriculum’s Literature strand 

“highlights the significance of choosing texts that can support students to shape their own 

personal and cultural identities” (Paatsch et al., 2019, pp. 61-62). Despite this, there were 

potential challenges to One Step (Daddo, 2016b) being accepted by the schools targeted 

in this research. First, the text is a contemporary young adult novel with highly colloquial 

language, which is not looked on favourably by some teachers (and principals), especially 

in higher-level English classrooms (Gallo, 2001). Second, the text addresses the difficult 

topic of suicide in adolescence, which may raise concerns of triggers and copycat 

behaviour (Armstrong, 2017). One Step (Daddo, 2016b) also depicts scenes of 

masturbation, graphic descriptions of ‘zits’ (acne), and physical bullying that could be 

judged coarse or distasteful and lead to discomfort in the teacher and/or the reader. Third 

– unlike in The Protected (Zorn, 2014) and many U.S. texts in this genre – no school 

counsellor or teacher intervenes to address Dylan’s mental health concerns. In this 

narrative, teacher involvement exacerbates Dylan’s situation (pp. 27-31). While this 

absence may prompt discussion about help-seeking behaviours and peer or school support 

systems, conversely it might be seen as a drawback for a teaching community keen to be 

viewed as sensitive to and capable of supporting the mental health of their students. 

Despite these possibilities, when the text was suggested to the Heads of English during 

early discussions, they were satisfied that the text would be acceptable. 
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Recruitment 

Sample Population 

This research combined both purposive or criterion-based sampling (Maxwell, 

1992, p. 70), and snowball techniques (Berg & Lune, 2012, pp. 52-53; Richards & Morse, 

2013, pp. 221-222) at three levels: initially to identify the schools that would participate, 

then to nominate the populations (sites), and then to recruit individual participants (cases) 

within those sites. Initial purposive sampling identified a proximate regional area 

encompassing several high schools across both government and non-government 

education systems. Purposely selecting schools would enable access to participants with 

the desired population’s broad characteristics: regionalism, gender, cultural background, 

socioeconomic status, and most importantly, age. Within these schools, individual classes 

(sites) would be approached through consultation with the Head of English. Students in 

each site could then self-nominate, providing consent to participate as individuals (Braun 

& Clarke, 2013, p. 57). In this research, my ‘cases’, as defined by Miles, Huberman and 

Saldaña (2014, pp. 28-29) are each participant, however the term ‘site’ is used to describe 

the classes who studied the text. 

On receiving human research ethics approval (H17112 approved 13 July 2017), a 

total of eight high schools in the selected location that matched the criteria were 

approached. Of the eight schools, three agreed to participate in the research; two declined, 

and there was no response from three schools. 

After receiving ethics clearance at the school level through the New South Wales 

State Education Research Applications Process (SERAP) (approval SERAP 2016219 

dated 7 July 2017) and the Catholic Schools Office (CSO) (approved 4 May 2017), a 

formal approach was made by telephone to the principals at the three schools whose 

Heads of English had indicated they would like to participate. This contact confirmed the 

preliminary enquiries with a member of the English faculty and sought their approval for 

the school’s further support of the research. This was followed by a formal letter to the 

principal (Appendix B) and a Consent Form (Appendix C) for the school. An email was 

then sent to the Head of English at each school outlining the research design. 

Confirmation was sought to confirm participation and the contact during the research. A 

draft questionnaire was provided along with general information on the research 

(Appendix D). Several telephone conversations with each Head of English answered any 

questions posed. One school that had indicated an interest in participating withdrew prior 

to commencement. At this point, the Head of English at another participating school 



P a g e  | 118 

 

suggested a colleague would be interested in involving their class. The Head of English 

indicated that this would introduce a contrasting group of students, even though they were 

at the same school. This snowballing sampling resulted in the involvement of three class 

groups across two different schools from which to recruit participants.  

The Sites 

The two participating schools, hereafter named Allentown High and Bridges Field 

High, are in a large regional city with a population of around 75,000 people and are 

categorised as ‘Inner Regional’. Both schools are co-educational and non-exclusive and 

cover both government (Allentown) and non-government (Bridges Field) systems. The 

participating schools provide access to a school counsellor. According to the New South 

Wales Department of Education website (2021b), a school counsellor or school 

psychologist is available to every student from pre-school to Year 12. This commitment 

to student wellbeing is echoed in the statements for independent and Catholic school 

systems (e.g., Australian Independent Schools NSW, 2021; Catholic Schools Office 

Diocese of Maitland-Newcastle, 2021).  

The My School website compiled by ACARA, an independent statutory authority 

responsible for collecting and reporting data on Australia’s schools, indicates that 

students are from a mix of gender, social and cultural backgrounds (Table 2). These 

schools reflect the region’s large multicultural community, families in the Defence Force, 

Indigenous families, as well as farming families with students who board in the city while 

attending school. The student population at Allentown High was 20% larger than Bridges 

Field, and Allentown had a greater proportion of both Indigenous and culturally and 

linguistically diverse (CALD) students. Further information on the academic profile of 

each school was available through ACARA’s My School website, including NAPLAN 

data on the Year 10 cohorts’ reading in Year 9 (ACARA, 2018). 
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Participating Schools’ Characteristics 

Note. Source: My School websites for the participating schools. 

(https://www.myschool.edu.au accessed 28 August 2019) 

 

The Participants 

This research sought to access the responses of young people during the period in 

which adolescents are actively developing friendships, and personal interactions, and 

seeking independence from family (Erikson, 1995). I therefore targeted students in 

Year 10 (typically aged 15–16 years) as they match the preferred sociological frame and 

possess both the preferred writing skills and confidence to express their views in a 

considered manner on a text that depicts adolescents facing real-life challenges. 

According to the Australian Curriculum materials, Year 10 students should have an ability 

to reflect on, recognise and express emotions appropriately, discuss relationships and 

have a good understanding of aspects that impact their own personal or social capabilities 

(ACARA, 2010b). Academically, they should also be capable of critically analysing and 

questioning a range of complex ideas, as well as “speculat[ing] on creative options,” 

providing reasons that support their thinking (ACARA, 2010a, p. 1). 

As noted, the information gathered from ACARA’s My School website (ACARA, 

2018) and discussions with representatives from each school indicate that the sites 

characterise different sociocultural factors: religion, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and 

intellectual ability. Allentown High’s Year 10 English students are ‘streamed’. This is a 

class allocation system where students with similar academic ability are grouped into 

classes (Johnston & Wildy, 2016). For this research, participants were recruited from the 

Table 2 

https://www.myschool.edu.au/
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‘B’ student group of quite capable students (Ms Kestler’s class) and the ‘E’ group – 

students with a diverse mix of abilities and backgrounds (Ms Collin’s class). Bridges 

Field’s Year 10 English students (Mr Denham’s class) are not streamed for ability and 

therefore each class group contained students with a range of academic skills. There was 

a total population of 73 students from which to recruit participants (20, 29, and 24 

students/class).  

At Allentown High, there was no opportunity to present the research to the 

students, therefore Ms Collin and Ms Kestler advised the students of the research design 

and outcomes, using the Participant Information Statement provided as a guide. The 

teachers were asked to advise the students of their opportunity to not consent to 

participate, or to withdraw from the research. I was invited to present to the students at 

Bridges Field High during one lesson at the commencement of Term 4, where I followed 

the same process outlined, however, I was also able to hand out the text to be used, and 

to take any questions from students. Recruitment was then undertaken by each class 

teacher by distributing consent forms to each student, along with corresponding 

Participant Information Statements on the research. The consent forms were to be 

returned to the teacher to hand on to the researcher or emailed or mailed direct to the 

researcher. The risk of coercion to participate inherent in the authoritative order between 

teacher and student was considered in this recruitment phase (O’Reilly & Parker, 2014); 

however, agency was maintained through requesting individual students’ consent to 

participate and enabling several means of returning their consent to the researcher. As 

this research involved participants under the age of 18 (aged 15–16), active consent or 

formal written permission from an informed parent/guardian (Berg, 2001, p. 50) was 

sought in addition to individual student consent, by way of a Participant Information 

Statement and separate Consent Form (Appendix E, F). To ensure the student retained 

agency in this process, participants were only considered valid when both parent and 

student consent forms were returned. Allentown High also provided students with a 

supplementary note addressed to their parents/carers seeking permission for the student 

to study the text, One Step (Daddo, 2016b) given the “suicide ideation, bullying and other 

adult themes” (Appendix G).  

In a grounded theory study, it is not desirable to establish a preferred sample size 

prior to commencement, but rather to allow the researcher to add participants as required. 

In this study, however, there would be no opportunity to return to the field to recruit 

additional participants at a later time. This was due to several factors including: 

resourcing (the cost of further texts); limited access to the schools; time restrictions for 
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both the researcher and the schools in regard to their classwork; and the relatively 

changeable nature of student participants as they transition between school years. Initial 

discussions suggested there might be around 50 to 75% take-up in each site (n = 35–50 

students). Following the consent-driven recruitment process, 23 participants (31.5%) 

were recruited: a total of nine male and 14 female students (Table 3).  

 

Participant Characteristics: Sites by Teacher, Participant Numbers and Gender 

 

It is noted that the gender recorded was designated by each student’s teacher. The 

teacher at Allentown High provided some information related to age and demographics; 

however, as this was not self-nominated it will be treated with some caution in the 

analysis. Bridges Field did not provide any additional demographics. While the number 

of participants in each site is small, in many qualitative studies large samples are not 

necessary to generate rich data sets (Starks & Trinidad, 2007, pp. 1374-1375). 

Conversely, seeking a level of ‘experiential relevance’ is valued (Rudestam & Newton, 

2007, p. 107). Each student’s intimate involvement in the research activity and the 

individuality of each participant serves to provide a diversity of views and responses 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 56). 

Confidentiality and Support of Participant Mental Health 

It is a priority to maintain the anonymity of participants as well as to minimise the 

possibility of distortion or bias in the analysis or potential impact on relationships beyond 

the research (Miles et al., 2014, p. 57). In discussions with the teachers, only general notes 

regarding characteristics of the class groups were made, rather than detailed notes 

regarding individual students. Any identifying marks were removed from each 

Table 3 
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participant’s materials, by the teacher before a case-code (AC01, AK12, BD07, etc.) was 

allocated. The relevant teacher provided de-identified data, consent forms and case-code 

sheet with basic demographics for each case. To both humanise and individualise each 

participant in the analysis and discussion, each alpha-numeric case-code was replaced 

with a pseudonym during transcription (Boeije, 2010, p. 73), and used in the following 

chapters. Schools and teachers have also been provided pseudonyms. The pseudonyms 

chosen for the students begin with the same first letter as their teacher, for example, Ms 

Collin’s students include Cody and Cathie; Mr Denham’s include Dee and David. All 

data and materials collected in this project have been stored in accordance with the 

Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research, which Charles Sturt University 

has adopted. 

The mental health of participants was supported in several ways. The principals 

and participating teachers at each school were asked to ensure that counselling staff were 

available to talk with students during the research. They advised that educators had 

undergone training on adolescent mental health through their school as part of their 

ongoing professional development. The youth-focused mental health service, headspace 

was engaged to provide additional support to the schools if requested. Materials from 

local mental health organisations provided by headspace were also available at each site. 

Each student received a bookmark referring to mental health services with their copy of 

the novel, and the text itself included mental health organisation information in its 

peritext. Additionally, in line with Mindframe’s guidelines for providing help-seeking 

information (Everymind, 2021) all consent forms and information statements included 

contact information for Kids Helpline (https://www.kidshelpline.com.au), Lifeline 

(https://www.lifeline.org.au) and headspace (https://headspace.org.au).  

Data Collection and Analysis 

According to Charmaz and Belgrave (2019), “Data allow us to learn from the 

stories of those left out and permits research participants to break silences” (p. 743) and 

this is particularly pertinent in this research that foregrounds the adolescent voice as a 

form of epistemic justice. As outlined, in this research the primary data collected was 

written classwork focused on the young adult novel One Step (Daddo, 2016b), produced 

in a range of formats in response to curriculum-based tasks set by the teacher. As the data 

was essentially produced for other purposes, their Year 10 English assignments, the 

materials can be termed “inadvertent sources” (Bloor & Wood, 2006, p. 58) or “elicited 

materials” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 47). Charmaz describes elicited materials as those 
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produced by the participant at the request of the researcher, however with minimal 

interaction between the researcher, the participant, and the materials being produced. 

Using solicited documents decentralises the researcher’s authorship of the conversation, 

which then enables “the voices of the researched to emerge more loudly and be viewed 

more substantially” (Grbich, 2013a, p. 68), an important aspect of epistemic justice. It is 

also acknowledged that individuals actively construct social phenomena in their 

authorship and consumption of that content. Therefore, data collected reflects each 

student’s individual experiences of the phenomenon and of data creation and provides a 

subjective response to the theme of mental health in a text within the classroom 

environment. As the data represents adolescent experiences of young adult literature, it 

indicates how each different reader reads, interprets, and deliberates on a single text. In 

this, the data signals adolescent meaning-making and how these meanings are applied to 

themselves and their worlds. This is valuable in expressing an authentic adolescent 

response.  

The Data 

While intended for qualitative study, the data received is both quantitative and 

qualitative, which is acceptable in a grounded theory methodology (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967, p. 185; Harreveld et al., 2016). A total of 64 individual ‘pieces’ of data were 

collected from the 23 participants across three sites (classes) in two schools (Table 4).  

 

Data Provided from Each Site by Task Type  

Table 4 
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The data included 17 comparative essays from both Ms Collin’s and Ms Kestler’s 

participating students, including prepared ‘prompt sheets’ of notes for the essays from Ms 

Kestler’s students submitted as part of the data. Seven responses to a reviews task were 

returned from Ms Collin’s class under their creative writing assessment and one creative 

response in the form of an exploratory report on the text came from Ms Kestler’s class. 

Bridges Field High’s data came from short paragraphs in response to selected excerpts 

from One Step (Daddo, 2016b) across the two short answer assessment tasks and the final 

exam, yielding six responses each task. As a final, non-assessed task, students in all three 

classes also completed the questionnaire that had been submitted to the Heads of English 

with the introductory information (see Appendix D). The 11 questions covered the 

students’ reading habits; their influences in choosing reading materials; the text itself and 

its use in the classroom in comparison to a standard English text; discussions of mental 

health; and allowed for comments at the end. A total of 21 questionnaires were returned.  

Significantly, the research design itself involved 73 students who learnt using this 

text, took part in classroom discussions, and completed the assessment tasks, even if they 

did not submit them for the research. This broader readership and engagement with the 

narrative has expanded the influence of this research to normalise the experience of 

discussing mental health within the classroom. 

Teacher Materials as Secondary Data 

The teaching materials and rubrics that each educator used to elicit those 

responses were considered as secondary data as they both shaped and contextualised the 

primary student data. Bridges Field High’s Scope and Sequence document outlined their 

Area of Study, Change (Intertextuality), and summarised the outcomes addressed in this 

unit (see Appendix H). These included responding to texts for “understanding, 

interpretation, critical analysis, imaginative expression and pleasure,” as well as 

considering how cultural assumptions may affect the reader’s construction of meaning. 

Students completed focused writing exercises on excerpts from One Step in the form of 

short answer responses, followed by a short answer response as part of an examination. 

Mr Denham set two main texts for this unit, One Step (Daddo, 2016b), and the 

contemporary Australian novel and movie, Jasper Jones (Perkins, 2017; Silvey, 2009), 

plus samples of other text types for use in the examination.  

The Journey Area of Study unit in Allentown High’s Study Skills document 

focused on resilience, while addressing target outcomes such as communication, thinking, 
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expression, and learning and reflection (see Appendix I). The two specified Cross-

Curriculum Learning Areas were Critical and Creative Thinking, and Personal and Social 

Capability. This second learning area offered points of intersection with the novel, One 

Step (Daddo, 2016b). Students completed a creative task and an essay in response to One 

Step within this unit. Ms Kestler’s students could choose their comparative text and 

prepared a single-sided A4 sheet of notes (prompt sheet) prior to the essay assessment 

(see example at Appendix J). Ms Kestler’s creative task (see Appendix K) offered options 

for student responses. Ms Collin’s creative task is shown at Appendix L. 

Although dissimilar, each curriculum document provided a framework within 

which One Step (Daddo, 2016b) could reasonably be included while still enabling 

effective academic outcomes for the class. In aligning One Step with their curriculum 

objectives, teachers may have tacitly considered the researcher’s objectives in setting the 

assessment items. It is also possible that this was resisted. The processes and practices 

employed in the creation of documents can be as informative as the content contained 

within those documents (Silverman, 2021, p. 174), therefore the tasks given to the 

students have been considered. It is further recognised that co-construction of data occurs 

at many stages in data collection as well as throughout the analysis. In this research, each 

task’s individual design, and each site’s unique student make-up has resulted in data of 

varying richness and breadth. Additional information on the tasks, their influence and 

their outcomes are included in Chapter 4 Findings – Tasks Design and Impact. 

Preparing, Transcribing, and Coding the Data 

Due to the number of cases and sites and the variable characteristics of the data 

collected, several methods were used to organise and code the data (Miles et al., 2014, 

pp. 74-80). To assist in managing the various documents created at this time, a Microsoft 

Excel spreadsheet was developed, in which to plan and record the files created and their 

locations and manage the balance between the various data sets (Appendix M). This 

procedure also aided a consistent and standard approach to similar data sets with the aim 

to ensure each was able to contribute to the discussion. 

In a grounded theory study, the data is dealt with in an iterative manner, with the 

researcher returning to the data at different times and for different purposes throughout 

the process. In organising the data, I was guided by the process of interlinked stages 

outlined by Creswell (2014, pp. 197-200) including:  

1)  organise and prepare the data by transcribing and sorting according to type.  
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2)  peruse all the data to get a general sense of what you are working with and its 

overall meaning. Start journalling.  

3)  commence coding: first cycle (Initial Coding, Verbatim Coding); second 

cycle (Focused). 

4)  use this coding to generate descriptions of participants as well as “categories 

or themes” for analysis. 

To form the data records (Richards, 2015, p. 63), each participant’s data sources 

were organised by type: writing (essays/short answer), creative (reviews task/matrix), 

questionnaires, and then grouped into sites. The original material from Allentown High 

was hand-written by the students and photocopied by the teacher. Students at Bridges 

Field submitted their type-written materials to the teacher through the school’s portal; 

therefore, this data was supplied as a computer printout. For both sites, the questionnaire 

was completed by hand, and the originals of these were provided. All materials were then 

transcribed into Microsoft Word or Microsoft Excel as appropriate (Saldaña, 2016, pp. 

29-30). The essays from Allentown High’s two classes were transcribed as individual 

documents by case, matching font size and spacing to that on the photocopied document 

and recording any crossings-out or symbols (see example at Appendix N). The transcripts 

include notes of any spelling or grammatical errors made in the original documents, for 

example “Agree it will make all parents have a understanding and worry for there 

children” (Callum), however these are not reflected in quoted material in the findings and 

analysis. This was done to reduce both researcher and reader bias in interpreting and 

reflecting on those students’ contributions to the research in favour of the content itself. 

As the data was provided in written form, there was no need for participant validation of 

the transcript. 

An additional Microsoft Word document for each site captured initial 

observations and notes for all cases in the one location. Collating these comments allowed 

some initial reflection and comparison, which fostered an understanding of the data as 

shown in Figure 5.  
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Initial Memos Following Transcription of Essays from Ms Collin’s Students 

 

The transcripts were colour-coded to indicate where text related to the focus text, 

and sections of the text that appeared to be significant were underlined. This process was 

followed for the short answer tasks from Bridges Field High, and the creative task 

response from Ms Kestler’s student. These exploratory notes expanded the original record 

(Richards, 2015) and became part of the data for further questioning and memoing. 

Transcribing the questionnaires and reviews task data into the same Microsoft 

Excel format simplified and improved data comparison (see example at Appendix O). 

Responses to closed questions in the questionnaires were quantitatively summarised by 

question (horizontally) to reveal any trends, differences, or similarities in the sites. Initial 

reflections related to the responses were captured in a separate column. This process 

allowed for the creation of additional attributes for cases, such as ‘relative reading 

frequency’, and whether their view of the text was positive, negative, or mixed. Attribute 

coding (Miles et al., 2014, p. 78) was added to each case when the data was later imported 

into the data management software, NVivo. Open questions were transcribed into cells, 

and common words such as “interesting/interested,” “relate/relatable” and “engages” 

were highlighted. These responses were then reviewed ‘vertically’ and memos per 

participant (case) included across a new row. Initially this process was done per site (class 

group), before collating them into one spreadsheet for cross-site comparisons. Additional 

Figure 5 
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columns also enabled a comparison between schools. Again, these researcher memos 

became part of the data and were also later coded.  

A number of questions were devised to aid the data interrogation in line with the 

categories and themes that emerged and to support the systematic approach inherent in 

grounded theory. This use of questioning through journalling and memos enables a deeper 

immersion in the raw data that aids the development of the abstractions to extract meaning 

and explain thought processes and decisions (Birks et al., 2008). Awareness of the 

reiterative process of Gadamer’s hermeneutical circle was beneficial at this time, as the 

researcher sought to question and understand the data before and during the coding 

process. In Gadamer’s view, to construe the meaning of a text the reader must move “from 

the whole to the part and then back to the whole,” adjusting expectations and anticipations 

of the text as more understanding is gained (2006, p. 291). The hermeneutical circle is 

guided by the principle that “we understand because we are guided by anticipations, 

expectations, and questions” (Grondin, 2016, p. 299) and acknowledges both subjectivity 

and objectivity in the analysis. This process allowed for recognition and exploration of 

the pre-understanding or prejudices the researcher brought to the data while coding and 

in the analysis and ordering of the data within categories. Employing the principles and 

practices of the hermeneutical circle in questioning the data and the researcher’s 

perceptions of it allowed for increased “depth of engagement with and [the] 

understanding of” the data (Laverty, 2003, p. 9). 

While Glaser advocates theoretical sampling – returning to the field to expand on 

questions that come out of the data during abductive reasoning until the most plausible 

explanation is elucidated – not all grounded theory researchers subscribe to this approach 

(Wertz et al., 2011, p. 167). For this project, rather than re-entering the field to collect 

new data in response to questions generated during these enquiries, the data was revisited 

several times, noting personal reflections and concerns in the form of memos (Charmaz 

& Henwood, 2008, p. 398). While these activities form part of the analysis (Richards, 

2015, p. 80), according to Charmaz (2014, p. 109) the initial analytic phase in grounded 

theory belongs to coding, which consists of at least two cycles, initial coding and focused 

coding.  

First Cycle Coding 

As this was an exploratory study, several coding methods were combined to help 

form fresh ideas about the data following the initial data preparation. Saldaña (2016) 

discusses the benefits of “mixing and matching” coding methods to view your data 
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through different lenses, as each coding method has different qualities and benefits (p. 

80). In this research, Initial Coding, Verbatim Coding (also known as In Vivo Coding) 

and Process Coding were combined in the first coding cycle, followed by a second cycle 

of coding using Focused Coding, which draws together the most significant codes as a 

means of developing categories and themes (Saldaña, 2016, pp. 239-240). A coded item 

is produced when a section of the data, for example a phrase or comment, is assigned to 

a code. 

The transcribed data was scrutinised on paper (manually) and in NVivo (digitally) 

at various stages throughout coding, drawing on the techniques described in Saldaña 

(2016). Saldaña encourages researchers to work hands-on with the data in its physical 

form to strengthen the links between ideas and their original text (2016, p. 30) and this 

was a rewarding activity. However, Richards (2015, p. 75) recommends moving into 

software early in the process, as computers can store and access greater amounts of data 

effectively and rapidly. During the first coding cycles, both paper documents and digital 

documents (Microsoft Word or Microsoft Excel) were referred to for coding and early 

memoing. Primary (student produced) and secondary (researcher or teacher produced) 

data, including all memos and notes, were then imported into NVivo for further coding, 

investigation, and analysis as NVivo allowed for manipulation of codes and overall 

improved management of the data.  

In NVivo, extant codes were set to the side, and all original ‘clean’ transcripts and 

any secondary data produced by the researcher, comprising the initial thoughts and notes, 

were recoded. This data was coded and mapped by initial categories, guided by both 

Saldaña’s Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (2016) and Richards’s Handling 

Qualitative Data (2015). In NVivo, some codes then became ‘parent’ codes, with ‘child’ 

codes below capturing more specific aspects of the initial concept. For example, the 

‘communication in the text’ code was broken down to focus on the relationships where 

the communication occurred (Figure 6). 
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NVivo Screen Capture: Relationship of Communication Codes 

 

Initial Coding 

The first cycle of coding, Initial Coding, followed an open coding practice to 

prepare, examine, compare, and classify all the data under initial ideas and labels 

(Saldaña, 2016, p. 115). According to Charmaz (2014), being open to the data in this way 

frees the researcher from preconceived ideas and pre-existing categories. It was 

understood that these codes were temporary and would be reviewed and revised as the 

researcher reflected and refined her thinking (pp. 116-117). This systematic approach 

broke the data apart, resulting in a large number of codes and sub-codes that identified 

general topics and broad areas for further exploration. It also offered the opportunity to 

link codes together under tentative categories as these developed. The initial codes were 

captured in Microsoft Excel (Appendix P) and sorted and relabelled for consistency 

(Table 5). Some responses needed multiples codes to capture the student’s ideas and are 

represented as Codes 1, 2 and 3 in the table.  

Figure 6 
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Initial Codes from Essay Task: Ms Collin’s and Ms Kestler’s Students (Collated) 

  

Table 5 
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The codes produced from each data set were compared to see if there were 

commonalities and initial memos were written describing what was found and posing 

further questions. At this time, it was determined that additional coding was required to 

supplement and expand on these ideas, and to bring through the participants words. Initial 

memos were also made at this time using a Microsoft Word document (Figure 7). 

 

Initial Memos Following Coding of Essays from Ms Collin’s Students 

 

This first level of descriptive coding was supplemented with Verbatim Coding, 

and Process Coding, which focused on connotations of action and interaction between the 

Figure 7 
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adolescent and the text and in each participant’s reflections within the study unit (Miles 

et al., 2014, p. 75; Saldaña, 2016, p. 111).  

Verbatim Coding 

The data sets that allowed the adolescents more freedom to express themselves, 

such as the essays, creative tasks and comments in the questionnaires, were revisited with 

a view to lift the adolescent voice out of the data using Verbatim Coding. Verbatim 

Coding draws the participants’ language out of the data, using their words as the codes 

(Figure 8). 

 

NVivo Screen Capture: Sample of Verbatim (In Vivo) Coding 

 

Capturing the participants’ actual expressions is an important aspect of studies 

focused on prioritising the participant’s expressions (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74), and the 

adolescent voice in particular (Saldaña, 2016). By capturing the participants’ words or 

phrases in the Verbatim Codes, the adult researcher’s understanding of the adolescents’ 

worldview is enhanced (Saldaña, 2016, p. 106).  

An example of Verbatim Coding is the code, ‘IV Because it relates to us and we 

find it more interesting’. This code captured the words of one student, Krystal, 

(Reference 1), but two responses from other students’ questionnaire data closely align 

(Reference 2 and 3) and are therefore included in this code (Figure 9). 

 

Figure 8 
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Figure 9 

NVivo Screen Capture: Verbatim Coding and Responses Linked to Code ‘IV Because it 

relates to us and we find it more interesting’ 

 

Starting with the essay task (Allentown High), the transcripts were manually 

coded, highlighting significant phrases and words to be questioned further or explored as 

themes, and making notes in the margins (Figure 10). These notes were captured in digital 

form to facilitate further questioning and reflection. Seeing the memos in this format 

enabled a review across the responses from both sites to look for similarities, differences, 

and themes.  
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Section of Hand-marked Essay – Cody (AC01) Sample 

Note. AC = Student in Ms Collin’s class. 

 

The essay data was later revisited to capture codes and memos manually on a self-

developed printed form (Appendix Q), again recording Verbatim Codes, as well as 

memoing what was seen in the data. Added to these were ‘researcher-generated’ codes, 

or ‘sociological constructs’ (Strauss, 1987, p. 33), which were developed around both the 

themes coming from the data and the original research questions. These forms were 

transcribed into Microsoft Word and entries colour-coded by individual case. Microsoft 

Excel was again used for the essay and reviews tasks, creating an initial codebook. 

Verbatim Codes were linked back to the participant by colour, facilitating identification 

of participant during filtering and sorting in Microsoft Excel (Figure 11). These Verbatim 

Codes were then reviewed and categorised into initial themes at two levels, for example, 

Figure 10 
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‘author’s voice’ and ‘accuracy’; ‘family dysfunction’ and ‘family relationships – 

negative’; ‘bullying’ and ‘peer relationships – negative’. These were coded without 

reference to the initial round of coding, producing a second codebook and a second set of 

comments and memos.  

Verbatim Codes with Initial Coding 

Figure 11 
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Process Coding 

The next step was a return to the original documents to undertake Process Coding 

focusing on the ‘actions’ of the participant in their responses (Charmaz, 2014, p. 116), 

for example, ‘empathising with character’, ‘feeling influenced by the text’. This turn of 

coding focused on connotations of action and interaction with One Step (Daddo, 2016b), 

in each participant’s own reflections within the study unit (Miles et al., 2014, p. 75; 

Saldaña, 2016, p. 111). Again, those data sets that allowed the participants opportunities 

to comment on the text, such as their essays and the reviews task, were coded. Items were 

grouped under a heading, such as a recommendation that the text be read by a certain 

group (Figure 12). 

 

Process Code Around ‘Recommending Text to Others’ 

Note. PC = Process Code 

 

The aim of Process Coding was to see if a story would emerge around the 

interactions with the text, and whether the participants indicated any influence that 

reading the text could have. 

Visual Data Exploration 

In NVivo several tools were available to explore the data: queries, charts, cluster 

analysis and word clouds. Word clouds are a tool used as part of content analysis, 

allowing the researcher to visually identify concepts and ideas through their presentation 

in the graphic word cloud format (Dicle & Dicle, 2018). Word cloud generators are 

available online and through community-contributed commands, however NVivo 

provides the researcher with a simple query on a single file, a set of data, a code, or a 

case. Importantly, the words visualised in the word cloud remain connected to their 

original data source and context inside the NVivo program, and this source data can be 

accessed simply by clicking on the word. The researcher is also able to ‘turn off’ words 

that are irrelevant, such as the word ‘novel’ or ‘One Step’ (the title of the text used), by 

Figure 12 
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adding them to the ‘stop words’ list. Throughout this first cycle of coding, word clouds 

provided a fresh view of the textual data, enabling the researcher to draw out general 

themes and weighting of concepts, codes, and phrases. For example, to identify primary 

concerns in the reviews provided to Ms Collin’s class for their creative task (Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13 

NVivo Word Cloud: Initial Coding of the Adults’ Reviews Selected for Ms Collin’s 

Creative Task 

 

 

The word cloud based on the reviews made clear the primary concerns of the 

adults who had written the published reviews compiled by Ms Collin and provided a 

means of comparing these concerns with the themes that arose in the student responses 

(see Chapter 5 Findings – Themes). 

This visualisation was also useful to explore themes in all items coded to a 

participant (Figure 14). 

 



P a g e  | 139 

 

NVivo Word Cloud: All Items Coded to Case/Participant Karen 

 

How the codes from the essay task contributed to the various themes that emerged 

during the Focused Coding cycle was visualised using NVivo. This allowed the use of 

colour to highlight certain aspects of the data (Figure 15).  

  

Figure 14 
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Figure 15 

NVivo Query Data Comparison: Essay Task Coded to Emerging Themes 

Note. The theme ‘One Step made me feel’ was later recorded as ‘the emotional impact of 

One Step’. 

MH = mental health. RQ = research question. 

 

Using the colour overlay reveals the lack of coding from the students’ essays to 

the theme ‘One Step should be read by others.’ Initially, this prompted a review of the 

coding process to ensure accuracy and consistency, and this information was valuable in 

the development of the findings around each task in Chapter 4. This NVivo query also 

contributed to an understanding of how student responses were most often coded. For 

example, to the ‘talking about mental health’ theme. This then fed into the discussion 

around the individual student’s responses to the text and the impact of the task in the 

Discussion and Conclusion Chapter. 

Another form of query that was helpful in comparing individual data sets was the 

NVivo Group Query, undertaken on a primary data set such as the essays or the short 

answer tasks. This type of query did not work with the questionnaire and reviews task 

data, which was in database format in NVivo. (Figure 16). This was helpful in gauging 

how tasks informed the codes.
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Figure 16 

NVivo Group Query: David (BD02) Short Answer Responses Coding Pattern 
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Second Cycle Coding: Focused Coding 

Once these three first-level coding processes had been undertaken, the codes were 

then reviewed and combined into categories to move toward a more cohesive set of codes 

from which to draw together categories in this second cycle of coding. While Corbin and 

Strauss (2015) and Dey (1999) propose Axial Coding as a structured way of working with 

data in the second phase of coding and analysis, Charmaz (2014) prefers Focused Coding 

to direct the analysis, homing in on the significant and important initial codes to help 

“advance the theoretical direction of the work” (p. 138). The management of large 

amounts of data from disparate data and code sets was facilitated by NVivo to improve 

comparison and streamline code condensing in this phase. NVivo enabled the researcher 

to cut and reassemble the data and run queries across the data sets (files), individual 

participants (cases) and sites, as well as on individual codes that had been developed 

(nodes). NVivo facilitated the display of the data through various formats such as graphs, 

word trees and word clouds, which allowed the researcher to explore patterns and ideas 

that could lead to propositions and conclusions in an interactive approach (Miles et al., 

2014, p. 13). Importantly, NVivo ensured an immediate and permanent link back to the 

original data that had been coded within each emerging theme, as shown in the screenshot 

at Figure 17. 
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Category ‘Mirroring Student Experience’ Linking ‘Relatable’ Code to Participant’s Transcript (Screenshot) 

 

Figure 17 
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This coding phase aimed to pave the way for a cohesive interpretation of the 

meanings to be described (Creswell, 2014, p. 197), grounded in the data. It was then 

possible to develop conceptual codes through comparative analysis at the level of coding 

and themes, supporting interpretation up from the data. By interrogating the data through 

comparison and questioning, the original data could be connected to overarching research 

themes, refocusing on elements in the data that would inform, support and add credence 

to the discussion. This reiterative data handling provided contextual richness, supporting 

an interpretation gained through systematic classification, investigation, and analysis of 

all data as shown in Figure 18.  
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Model of the Coding Process 

 

Throughout the first cycle of coding, each student’s essay, questionnaire, creative 

task, or short answer task was coded as an individual piece of data. This second cycle 

reflected on all data that had been collected or created in the form of memos and notes 

across manual and digital formats (NVivo, Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel), 

focusing on those codes and categories where many ideas had coalesced. In this process, 

some codes that were initially grouped under one theme were relocated. For example, the 

code ‘reading in the classroom,’ initially under the ‘Talking about mental health’ theme, 

was moved to the theme ‘One Step should be read by others.’ This relocation and layering 

Figure 18 

Ms Kestler’s students Mr Denham’s students Ms Collin’s students 



P a g e  | 146 

 

meant some themes were several layers deep. They have been labelled for clarity in 

Figure 19. 

Coding Hierarchy in NVivo during Focused Coding 

Note. *A code became a sub-category in a larger theme when several concepts were 

collected under it. For example, the theme ‘Talking about mental health’ has a sub-

category ‘Mental health in One Step’, which contains six codes, some of which also 

have sub-codes. A child code refers to an attribute of the code or sub-code it sits below, 

for example, yes/no/don’t know or positive/negative for an attitude. 

 

While NVivo is a powerful tool to assist researchers to code and manage their 

data, in this instance NVivo was used primarily as an organising tool. NVivo enabled all 

data to be collected in the one place, coded, searched and contrasted in different ways and 

cohesively supported linked memoing and annotations on the data. The data could be 

recoded, and this coding then fine-tuned and described. NVivo was useful in managing 

the data to categorise themes and determine and develop conceptual codes through its 

ability to nest and combine coded material easily. A large part of this work was also 

undertaken manually from the printed codebooks by reviewing their descriptions and 

referring to the coded material online in NVivo. There were some limitations in the 

handling of data in databases imported from Microsoft Excel spreadsheets, such as the 

reviews task and the questionnaires. This format limited the availability of some 

visualisation functions. A further drawback of using NVivo solely was that the subtleties 

Figure 19 
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inherent in the primary data, in particular in relation to hand-written documents, could be 

lost within the system that often sought to treat or present the qualitative data in a more 

quantitative fashion (Grbich, 2013b, p. 282). Therefore, codes and memos completed in 

NVivo were combined with more traditional digital and manual methods for the analysis, 

at times working from the original materials to consider students’ hand-written notes and 

marks. This approach aligns with Welsh’s (2002) suggestion that “it is important that 

researchers do not reify either electronic or manual methods and instead combine the best 

features of each” (para. 9). Importantly, NVivo was of value in collecting all contributions 

from and notes about each participant as part of focused coding, and this greatly facilitated 

access to individual voices to evidence the developing themes. 

Data Analysis  

Reflection and Reflexivity 

Constructivist grounded theory demands reflexivity and reflection in the 

interpretation of data and recognises that data and its analysis are “social constructions 

that reflect the conditions of their production” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 240). Reflexivity aids 

the researcher in recognising the factors that shape the research and is fundamental to 

research practice (Whitaker & Atkinson, 2019); the grounded theory system of memoing 

and constant comparison enhances this practice. To be reflexive, the researcher must 

scrutinise their “positions, privileges and priorities” along with other preconceptions that 

may have shaped the research and analysis of the data (Charmaz, 2016, p. 35). Reflexivity 

requires a “self-conscious awareness about who we are as researchers” and how the 

researcher’s decisions impact the reading of the data (Engward & Davis, 2015, p. 1532). 

Reflexivity is both a tool to correct or modify thinking, and aids analysis using empathy 

in the interpretation of meanings (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 12). Reflexivity requires that 

the researcher be more aware and reflect on how “their questions, methods and subject 

position might impact on the data” (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 11). While some scholars 

question the “proliferation of reflexivity talk” (Pillow, 2003, p. 176), a reflexive approach 

is particularly important in research seeking to accurately represent the adolescent voice. 

As an adult researcher analysing materials produced by adolescents, it is important 

to consider the effects and limits of my own experience that may inform my contribution 

to the research (Berger, 2013; Pillow, 2003). A reflexive approach to the data and the 

analysis of that data combined with the reflective practice of “participant objectivation” 

outlined by Bourdieu (2003, p. 282) supports the aim of addressing epistemic injustice by 

allowing the adolescent voices to surface. In my analysis, I take the view that each 
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participant’s contribution is unique and equally valid due to their individual 

circumstances and experience.  

Researcher Position 

In social research, the researcher brings her own perspective, opinions, and 

understandings to the design of the research, and her own particular taxonomies are 

implemented when collecting, coding, describing, analysing and discussing the data. As 

my academic background is primarily within the English discipline and the research is 

embedded in this academic field, it is guided by its traditions, histories, and shared beliefs. 

Historically, studies in English are influenced by and in turn influence many disciplines, 

including education, sociology, and psychology.  

The research interest is how mental health concerns depicted in a contemporary 

adolescent novel may be interpreted by adolescents as reflective of themselves and their 

own peer relationships. My reflections on those responses will be influenced by lived 

experience as an adolescent and as a mother and aunt of adolescents and young adults. 

Further, I have spent many years in the institutions that surround young adults and their 

literature – advertising and marketing; teaching literature and design to university 

students; and as a community librarian – all while engaged in discourse about child and 

adolescent psychology in the home environment and through my work in a psychology 

practice. Being employed as a young adult librarian and as an academic teaching 

children’s literature at a university provided interactions with young people beyond my 

personal sphere, as well as a greater familiarity with young adult reading materials, their 

construction and consumption.  

My observations, evaluations, interpretations, and insights stem from an 

Australian, English-speaking, white female social identity, where I hold to feminist values 

and believe in the right to equality and the right to be heard. I am similarly aware of the 

power imbalances in adult/teacher-child relationships, and the inequalities faced by those 

who live with mental illness as a part of their own intersectionality. My own life has been 

touched by mental illness, suicide, and loss. My awareness and understanding of the 

impact of mental health on a person’s everyday behaviours, interactions and opportunities 

have been raised through both personal and professional connections.  

While taking these positions I recognise that it is not possible to fully understand 

my subjective self and therefore come to know my ‘truth.’ I have instead sought to inform 

my place within my culture and my own meaning-making in the context of this research 

(Mansfield, 2000). 
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Analytic Memoing / Thematic Coding 

Qualitative data analysis is both an iterative and reflexive process (Check & 

Schutt, 2012), using techniques such as coding, memoing, and journalling at all stages of 

the process. In a grounded theory methodology, the analytic process of constant 

comparison (Boeije, 2010) allows for incoming or new data generated by participant or 

researcher to be compared with existing data in the process of coding and category 

development (Birks & Mills, 2015, p. 177). This practice continues to build the data and 

opens new avenues for exploration in the search for alternative interpretations rather than 

confirmation of the researcher’s preliminary concepts. While the research design did not 

allow new student-generated data to be accessed, each data set could be analysed 

individually, then data from a different type of task could be  introduced, coded and 

interpreted to explore any commonalities or contrasts in the responses.  

Working with documents as data requires a focus on the written language used by 

the participants (Charmaz, 2016, p. 38). While an unobtrusive design sought to minimise 

researcher influence in the creation of the data, the researcher was aware the data is 

constructed and co-constructed by individuals and their influencers in their own 

ecological environment in a broader social context. This integration of agent, world and 

activity (Bourdieu, 1977) calls for an analytic process that explores the motivations and 

objectives of the participants as well as other mediators in this process. Further, through 

a “conversation” between text and researcher that is characteristic of hermeneutics 

(Gadamer, 2006, p. 390), the researcher can explore the spaces between familiarity and 

strangeness (p. 291) of language and meaning in their analysis. 

In a study involving adolescents, the contexts of child/adolescent development as 

environmental factors are recognised as a significant component. Bronfenbrenner’s 

Ecological Systems Theory (EST) (1994, 1995) outlines these “complex layers of 

contextual influence” and cover the spectrum from immediate environment (home and 

family) through to social policy and culture (Bowes et al., 2014, p. 5). According to 

Bowes et al. (2014), Bronfenbrenner’s model also recognises that each interaction is 

bidirectional, that the child is active and influential in these exchanges, and that these 

interactions change over time, both in regard to the child’s age and their historical 

reference (pp. 6-7). Of relevance to this research, the student’s self-perception, mood or 

mental health sit within this frame at the ‘person’ level, with the microsystem (the next 

sphere of influence) engaging with factors such as religious or cultural background, their 
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‘cultural’ or ‘social capital’ and how they interact with their peers, home environment, 

familial relationships and values.  

In the analysis it was also important to recall Berg’s (2001) three major 

components of communications: the message [topics, amount of space dedicated to this 

theme], the sender [language used, writing and punctuation] and the audience [in this 

case, ostensibly the teacher], and to consider other possible audiences (p. 243). For 

example, factors to consider when analysing the student responses could include personal 

attitude or reaction to the rubric for each assessment task or the teacher’s instructions; the 

student’s relationship with the teacher; their preference for the subject itself; or the 

student’s familiarity with marketing material or prior knowledge of the text and author.  

As any prior assumptions by the researcher can also affect what is seen as well as 

what can be seen (Charmaz, 2014, p. 27), the analysis was informed by the need to 

exercise critical awareness and take new perspectives (Alston & Bowles, 2012, p. 4). In 

considering individual attributes and possibilities, it was important to take care not to read 

into the adolescent responses, but to consider likely motivations and meanings based on 

the multiple contexts of participants – including the researcher – to explore “social 

conditions of possibility” (Bourdieu, 2003, p. 282). For example, due to ethics constraints 

on this project, it is not clear whether the students who participated in the research do 

have a mental health concern, or whether their level of awareness is due to other factors. 

It was important to continuously question and critique any selections, interpretations and 

ideas that came from the data, seeking explanations for how the researcher’s experiences 

may have influenced or informed those choices and directions of enquiry, recognising the 

potential for incorrect assumptions or unjustifiable conclusions (Koch & Harrington, 

1998). 

Grounded theory application is generally focused on generating a theory or 

theories from core categories that have been built from the data (Saldaña, 2016, p. 253). 

The research sought to observe and question patterns and differences within and between 

categories; that is, to “produce conceptual thematic descriptions rather than explanatory 

theories” (Starks & Trinidad, 2007, p. 1377). Rather than focusing on distilling codes and 

themes into a single or very small number of categories from which to develop a theory, 

this research values both “typical” and “exceptional” instances in the data (Miles et al., 

2014, pp. 36-37). Developing sensitive observations, recognising influences or 

restrictions, and preserving individuality for the adolescents was imperative to reduce 

epistemic exclusion (Dotson, 2012, p. 24) and to promote adolescent participation in the 

dialogue around young adult fiction and adolescent mental health. The results, therefore, 
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have been described in terms of individuality rather than collectiveness, where each 

participant is valued for their distinctive views. To minimise the mediatory aspect of the 

adult voice in this analytic process, specific examples are taken from the adolescent 

language and are included in the analysis and discussion. This ensures the participants’ 

voices come through directly from their data. This emic focus on the adolescent represents 

the research setting in terms of the participants (Check & Schutt, 2012, p. 301).  

The exploratory nature of grounded theory research enables the researcher to 

review and revise the research aims and questions in line with discoveries and directions 

found in the data. While the initial focus was on how adolescents respond to a text with 

mental health concerns they are given to study in class, the way the teachers’ tasks 

influenced those responses soon became an important avenue of enquiry. Therefore, the 

first question, ‘How do the learning tasks encourage engagement with and guide a 

discussion of mental health?’ emerged from the findings that are outlined in Chapter 4 

Findings – Tasks and slightly broadened the research.  

Evaluating the Research 

As with any grounded theory research, the value of this project rests on two pillars: 

the ability of the research design to gain authentic data in the documents produced 

(external validity), and the way this data was systematically and honestly handled 

(internal validity). Charmaz’s criteria for grounded studies aligns with four major tenets: 

credibility based on broad and deep data, a rigorous coding and comparative process and 

strong logical links between data and argument and analysis; its originality in producing 

new insights and its ability to “challenge, extend or refine current ideas”; resonance with 

the participants and the broader social world in which the research sits; and usefulness 

(Charmaz, 2014, pp. 337-338). Further, Leedy and Ormrod (2014) identify three 

strategies to improve external validity: a real-life setting; replication in a different context; 

and using a representative sample (p. 105). In this research, the data was gathered within 

Year 10 English classrooms – a physical and conceptual educational space, at a particular 

point in time, and replicated across two different schools. Due to the unobtrusive nature 

of data creation and collection, replication beyond this research would be readily 

accomplished in other Australian high schools, or schools in other countries using a 

‘domestic’ young adult text on similar themes. The sample is considered representative 

in one important respect, that the participants are adolescents attending school and taking 

part in a Year 10 English class in an Australian regional high school. Its usefulness is 

further expanded in the following chapters. 
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Summary  

Using a grounded theory methodology, this research set out to understand how 

adolescents respond to an Australian contemporary young adult text containing mental 

health concerns in their Year 10 English classroom. Due to the project’s unobtrusive and 

exploratory design, the data collected was both quantitative and qualitative, allowing the 

researcher a range of approaches in the data analysis. Through the coding cycles, 

memoing and visual data exploration techniques employed a number of findings were 

made. One important finding is related to how the tasks themselves influenced the 

participants’ responses. Further, the responses show that using One Step (Daddo, 2016b) 

as a stimulus material in the various tasks encourages a dialogue around mental health 

while fulfilling the text’s purpose in meeting English curriculum outcomes. These 

findings are presented in Chapter 4. 

Exploration and analysis of the data also reveals the self-reflective nature of the 

students’ discussion of mental health that was elicited by this text. This is evidenced in 

the themes that emerged through the coding and categorising of the various data sets, 

enhanced by the adolescents’ language captured in the Verbatim Coding. These themes 

include: ‘Mirroring student experience,’ ‘The emotional impact of One Step,’ ‘Talking 

about mental health,’ and ‘One Step should be read by others’ and are presented in 

Chapter 5 Findings – Themes. These themes reflect the students’ voices, offering insight 

and ideas for contemporary young adult literature as a vehicle for understanding mental 

health in adolescence. Chapter 6 Discussion and Conclusions discusses the findings, and 

links the tasks and themes, concluding that young adult literature featuring mental health 

concerns does have a place in the classroom. Finally, recommendations for the 

implementation of these findings and future research are made.  
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Chapter 4: Findings – Tasks Design and Impact 

A unique and valuable component of this exploratory study is the autonomy the 

teachers had to design the data instruments to suit their own students. While constrained 

by the curriculum, each school’s ethos and teaching practices vary within their individual 

educational systems (public, private, selective, religious). A teacher’s interpretation of 

the syllabus and how to apply that to each class group is even more nuanced. Each teacher 

has their own preferred pedagogies, access to resources, interests, and classroom practices 

that aim to draw out the best in their students. On this understanding, and cognisant of the 

researcher’s position as outsider, teachers were given no direction to guide the ways in 

which this text might be taught for their selected Area of Study, the only condition being 

that they use the book in some way. This resulted in a range of tasks set by each teacher, 

and diverse data collected from the participants, as outlined in Chapter 3 Methodology, 

Data Collection and Analysis. This less obtrusive means of data collection sought to 

organically create an environment where dialogue around mental health could transpire 

through normal English classroom practice.  

In response to the first research question, ‘How do the learning tasks encourage 

engagement with and guide a discussion of mental health?’ this chapter describes how 

each task shaped, inspired, or otherwise influenced the type and depth of the student 

responses. 

Tasks and Outcomes 

During the second half of the 2017 Australian school year (July to December), the 

students in three participating Year 10 English classes read One Step (Daddo, 2016b) as 

a class text. Within each school’s disparate subject outlines (Appendices H, I), teachers 

developed assessment tasks for the Area of Study that guided their teaching throughout 

the year. These Areas of Study are Journey for both Allentown High classes and Change 

(Intertextuality) for Bridges Field High students. Students could interpret these concepts 

as denoting the narrative/text, the character, or the reader.  

According to the Allentown High Study Skills document (Appendix I), the tasks 

form part of the process to help students engage with the text and with the key learning 

areas from the Australian Curriculum addressed by the Area of Study. This process 

involves in-class reading, structured or incidental discussion, and writing tasks over 

60 hours of lesson time during the term. These scaffolded activities aim to engage the 

students in different ways and produced a range of materials that became the data for this 

research. While both teachers worked from the same subject outline, each teacher 
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designed tasks that aligned with their knowledge of their students’ varying capabilities 

and interests.  

While less detailed, Bridges Field High’s Scope and Sequence document 

(Appendix H) addresses similar curriculum outcomes. In these tasks, students worked 

with extracts only, completing a short answer response to each extract provided. This 

class spent 14 hours of class time on this Area of Study. Across all classes, data produced 

includes essays, short answer responses to extracts from the text, reflective creative 

writing pieces and responses to a questionnaire. The tasks are described in Chapter 3 

Methodology, Data Collection and Analysis and are summarised in Table 6. 

 

Tasks Used to Create the Research Data 

 

Each student’s data is given a code according to their site. Students coded AC are 

from Ms Collin’s class and those coded AK are from Ms Kestler’s class. Both teachers 

are from Allentown High. Students coded BD are taught by Mr Denham from Bridges 

Field High. The participants’ codes, pseudonym, gender, and the task responses submitted 

for the research are included in Table 7. 

Table 6 
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Participant, Gender and Data Types Elicited in the Research 

This table shows that all students completed at least two tasks. Of the nine 

participants in Ms Kestler’s class, one student submitted three tasks (Krystal), whereas 

seven of eight participants in Ms Collin’s class submitted three tasks. Students in 

Mr Denham’s class submitted four tasks, except for David. Only two students did not 

return the questionnaire. The questionnaire is the only task that provides data that can be 

Table 7 
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compared across all three sites. The ways in which the design of these tasks shape the 

adolescent responses follow. 

Creative Tasks 

Allentown High’s Year 10 assessment task notification (Appendix I) provides 

instructions on both the creative task and the essay and was used by both teachers. The 

teacher also provided the students with a marking guideline. Each criterion links the task 

to the overall Area of Study, Journey. The non-specific nature of the criteria enabled each 

teacher to formulate tasks tailored to their students’ abilities and interests. Therefore, the 

results from this task differ between the classes. 

Ms Kestler’s Creative Task 

Ms Kestler’s students were asked to respond to the text through a choice of 

creative visual means such as a PowerPoint presentation to the class on an aspect of the 

text; a brochure on mental health; or a written response in matrix form. The matrix directs 

students to identify several components in the novel that reflect the physical, emotional, 

inner, and imaginative journeys of the protagonist in One Step in the context of Journey. 

One response was submitted for this research, from a student who completed the matrix 

(Appendix K). 

Ms Collin’s Creative Task – The Reviews Task – Book Reviews 

Considering her students’ diverse backgrounds and distinct social groups, Ms 

Collin developed a ‘reviews task’ by accessing and collating reviews of One Step into a 

worksheet and inviting students to respond to these before developing their own review 

(Appendix L). According to Ms Collin, this task aimed to provide some ideas of the 

structure of a book review and a means by which students could voice their own opinions 

about the text through writing their own review.  

The reviews collated for this task were originally published in locations such as 

newspapers and bookstore catalogues. However, all are available on the author Andrew 

Daddo’s promotional webpage for the novel (Daddo, 2016c). The researcher also 

conducted online searches for reviews of One Step both in academic databases and 

through Google. No reviews that may have been omitted in Ms Collin’s selection process 

were located at this time, indicating that Ms Collin provided an unbiased representation 

of the reviews. 

Ms Collin did not include any reviews from subscribers to the Goodreads website 

– a site that facilitates book discovery, discussion, and suggestions for its users. An 

assessment of the One Step entry on the Goodreads site revealed a broader range of 
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comment, although they were still primarily positive towards the text (Goodreads, 2020). 

For example, out of 74 ratings (0–5 stars) and 23 written reviews on Goodreads’ One Step 

page, only six people rated it two stars or less (Figure 20). One of these six added a written 

review. 

 

Contributor Ratings of One Step on Goodreads Website 

Note. Source: Goodreads website for One Step 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/27803943-one-step accessed 7 January 2021. 

 

Generally, there is some concern around the veracity of online reviews and their 

manipulation of the consumer, including those on large online platforms such as 

Goodreads (Hu et al., 2011; Hu et al., 2012; Trenz & Berger, 2013). In the online 

environment, it is also more difficult to know the true identity and motivations of the 

contributor. Therefore, Ms Collin’s selection of official reviews can also be understood 

in the context of her position as teacher, seeking to provide her students with reviews 

from authoritative sources, such as publishers and booksellers. 

A Note on Book Reviews 

Whether a review appears on or inside the covers of the novel (the peritext), on 

the publisher’s website, in a bookstore’s brochure, a newspaper, or even on a social 

cataloguing website such as Goodreads, the primary focus of a book review is to inform 

and persuade (Hooper, 2010). Typically, a review aims to encourage the reader to buy, or 

at least borrow, the book being reviewed. It is an “announcement of new materials” 

(Hooper, 2010), and is usually written for readers and librarians who are looking to 

develop their collections (Thelwall & Kousha, 2017).  

Figure 20 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/27803943-one-step
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The reviewers’ role is to advocate for the text, and each does this within their own 

agenda. The reviewers themselves have diverse backgrounds with varied connections to 

the author and the text. Several are involved in the book industry as publishers, journalists, 

book sellers. Others are bloggers writing reviews for a range of publishers or with a 

particular interest in children’s books in schools. One is currently involved in promoting 

anti-bullying messages in schools through programs and presentations. All have an 

interest in presenting this text in a beneficial and positive light. Each review reflects their 

own experience of adolescence and their understanding of adolescents today. When 

writing the reviews, they would not have known that the text – and their reviews – would 

be studied in a classroom; a situation in which some of their own aims have been tacitly 

achieved.  

The reviews presented to Ms Collin’s students focus on the text’s potential for 

social impact (bullying/mental health) and its potential audiences (parents, educators, 

adolescents). Several reviewers allude to their empathetical position with the poor mental 

health portrayed in the text and specifically comment on the issue of bullying, underlining 

the significance of these concerns. Each of the reviews is written by an adult, and all are 

favourable to One Step. The reviews promote the value of the book in terms of its potential 

benefits, for example, “I think that is the most poignant part of the story, educating the 

reader on how insidious bullying is…” (B.M., Make Bullying History). The thematic 

focus of each review and the proposed audience for the book are noted in columns 3 and 4 

(Table 8). 

.
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Author, Reviews, Themes and Proposed Audience from Reviews Task 

 

  

Table 8 
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In this task, Ms Collin asks her students to consider what adult reviewers sought 

to highlight in the text through the medium of the book review, indicate their agreement 

or otherwise, and then add their own comments in the box provided (Appendix L). After 

commenting on the reviews, five Guidance Questions (GQs) devised by Ms Collin help 

students write their own book review, which three students completed. Students are not 

required to focus on the text in their responses. However, Ms Collin advised that the 

students read and discussed the text in class before completing this task. While providing 

a model for the students in regard to structure and content, the reviews present the adult 

reviewers’ subjective views. These reviews suggest One Step is useful for teens as a 

means of helping them understand adolescent interactions. The text is also recommended 

to parents and educators (this is expanded on in Chapter 5 Findings – Themes).  

Created in the data management program NVivo, the word cloud in Figure 21 

presents the students’ responses to the reviews in a way that facilitates drawing out the 

big themes. This enables a comparison with the students’ responses generally and helps 

to identify any similarities (words in larger font) or differences (words in smaller font). 

Working with the primary data set for the reviews task, the word cloud parameters 

exclude words shorter than three letters and groups stemmed words, for example bullying 

= bullied, bullies, bully, bullying, bully’s. This word cloud shows an overwhelming 

concurrence with the reviewer’s comments, which are shown in Table 8. Across the seven 

participants, the words “agree,” “yes” and “true” appear in 65 responses. 
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NVivo Word Cloud: Student Responses to Ms Collin’s Reviews Task 

 

Some reviews draw additional comment. Some participants give a more detailed 

response for each review. The first review presented to the students is the shortest 

(“Andrew Daddo’s young adult fiction is a must-read for all parents,” K.H.), but every 

respondent provides an additional comment. The student responses to this review are 

shown in Table 9.  

Figure 21 
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Reviews Task: Participant Responses to K.H. Review “Andrew Daddo’s Young Adult 

Fiction is a Must-read for all Parents” 

 

All seven respondents agree with this review. However, two prevaricate in their 

response. Participants use assertive language, such as “should” and “will make all 

parents.” For example, “if parents read it they will see that they should talk to their 

children more often” (Cathie). Callie’s affirmative response begins with an emphatically 

large, capitalised “Yes.” In this review, the insistent phrase “must read” provokes Cody 

and Cathie, students who both agree and disagree with this review. Cody reasons that 

every person’s journey is different, and that this one story may not be relevant more 

broadly. Cathie’s concern relates to the instruction for parents to read the novel, indicating 

they are an unintended and perhaps inappropriate audience. Cathie seeks to correct this 

reviewer: seeing K.H. as suggesting that K.H.’s adult peers, often parents, should read 

this novel. To Cathie, One Step is a young adult book and therefore for teenagers to read. 

Cathie’s response seeks to shield the adult reader from the novel’s content, and the access 

this novel gives to hidden teenaged thoughts and behaviour.  

The review by Brett Murray (B.M.), CEO of Make Bullying History Foundation, 

an organisation that offers an anti-bullying program to schools in New South Wales, also 

Table 9 
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draws several comments. The program’s primary aim is to communicate and change the 

language around bullying. It identifies peer support as an important component of 

improved self-esteem, which helps develop the confidence to speak out against bullying. 

B.M.’s review notes the “pain, embarrassment and torment a victim of bullying suffers,” 

and how subtly messages in One Step are delivered to the reader (that is, they are not 

didactic). Highlighting the bullying aspect of the novel sounds a chord with the 

respondents, and all seven agree with B.M.’s comments. Students respond strongly to this 

review, with four of the seven adding further comments to their initial response. While 

one focuses on how the novel “is best for people who have been through” bullying 

(Charlotte), three other respondents (Craig, Cara, Cathie) highlight B.M.’s statement that 

bullying is insidious and point to the truth they see in the novel. These respondents use 

strong language and exclamation points to underscore their views; “strong message” 

(Craig); “very true!” and “very insightful” (Cara). 

In the second part of the reviews task students are asked to rate the novel and 

indicate their likes and dislikes through Guidance Questions (GQs) (Table 10). The 

responses to these questions are shown in Table 11 and provide useful information around 

the students’ opinions of One Step. 

 

Reviews Task: Teacher Provided Guidance Questions (GQ) for Student Reviews 

 

Table 10 



P a g e  | 165 

 

Reviews Task: Participants’ Responses to Guidance Questions (GQs) 

Note. Charlotte’s rating of 10 is converted to 5 for consistency. DNA = did not answer. 

 

The average rating of four for both enjoying and recommending One Step shows 

a positive engagement with the text. While Cody and Cathie score it slightly lower, both 

agree with each of the reviews. Cathie’s overall comments are positive in relation to how 

the text relates to teenagers. She indicates that One Step is “personally not for her,” while 

Cody provides little additional comment. 

GQ4 draws consistent disapproval for lack of closure in the text from all four 

respondents, even from Callie who otherwise rates One Step highly. Craig, who identifies 

himself in the questionnaire as an avid reader, expresses his dislike of the ending at five 

different opportunities in the reviews task and the questionnaire. While Craig feels the 

book is “otherwise great,” he complains: “I disliked the ending! Give him an actual ending 

not a life altering event that’s repercussions aren't explained!” and “It was good and 

Table 11 
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almost wholesome except for the ending!” While the students appreciate the real and 

relatable aspects of this novel, some are exasperated they were not presented with a fairy-

tale ending, but a more realistic, ‘here and now – what happens next?’ conclusion. 

It is interesting that these adolescents appear to feel so strongly and critical about 

a structural decision taken by a popular and established author. While Meek (1988) 

suggests it may not be possible to fully understand how a reader deals with uncertainty in 

their reading (p. 31), there could be a number of explanations for the students’ 

dissatisfaction with the ending, including a sense of unease often used by the creators or 

young adult literature (Sutton, 1982). This uncertainty is evident at the very end of the 

narrative in One Step (Daddo, 2016b). As the last part of the text read, it would be top of 

mind when the students approached this task. The students’ emotional responses are 

further explored in Chapter 5 Findings – Themes under ‘the emotional impact of One 

Step’.  

Picking up on a theme common to several reviewers, GQ5 asks, “Do you think 

teenagers and parents should read this book? Why – Why not?” (Table 12). 

 

Reviews Task: Participant Responses to Guidance Question 5 Regarding Whether 

Teenagers and Parents Should Read One Step 

 

Only five respondents answer this question, although Cathie responds in kind 

through her review (see Table 13). All respondents recommend that teenagers and parents 

should read the book for a variety of reasons. Craig indicates the “educational” benefits 

of the text broadly, however Cody focuses on how reading One Step can increase 

Table 12 
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understanding of the negative effects of bullying. Charlotte provides an insightful 

response, touching on a hesitance in teenagers in speaking with parents about aspects of 

their school life. While Charlotte believes that communication between parents and 

teenagers could be improved by a dialogue around One Step, she does express a concern 

that parents may “tease you later in your life” if a young person opens up to parents 

regarding “school embarrassment.” This recommendation for broader consumption 

beyond the targeted young adult readership is explored in Chapter 5 Findings – Themes 

under ‘One Step should be read by others.’ 

The last part of the reviews task is an opportunity for students to put forward an 

individual response to the text through writing their own book review. Two students 

respond to some or all the guidance questions before writing their own book review 

(Craig, Cathie), and two provide an incomplete book review (Cody, Charlotte) (Table 13). 

Three students did not respond. 

Reviews Task: Participants’ Own Reviews of One Step 

 

Cathie gives the text a three-star rating alongside a fairly prosaic review “this book 

is okay,” “I wouldn’t read it again,” yet this student does highlight the book’s accuracy, 

“it’s pretty precise about teen minds and what we go through,” echoing the perspective 

given by many of the adult reviewers (M.M., K.B., K.D., B.M.) whose book reviews 

reflect on their own personal experience as teenagers. Through their comments on these 

Table 13 
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reviews, the students suggest the scenarios in the novel are useful to help teenagers 

understand the situations they will face at high school (e.g., Charlotte). Participants 

indicate this is due to its realistic portrayal of teenaged Dylan and his peer interactions 

(including bullying) and its potential to raise awareness of suicide prevention (Craig). 

Overall, the students’ comments parallel, yet build upon, the opinions expressed in the 

adult reviews, providing a current ‘lived experience’ viewpoint.  

The reviews task set by Ms Collin seeks the students’ response to adult views on 

One Step (Daddo, 2016b) through published promotional reviews. Students are 

responding to an assessment task set by their teacher within a school environment and are 

thereby constrained by the norms and expectations of a student-teacher relationship 

related to assessment tasks. It is within this adult-controlled and evaluated context that 

these responses are constructed. The one-word answers such as “true,” “agree” and “yes” 

from several students, notably Craig, Callum, and Callie, are difficult to interpret, place 

emphasis, or draw comparisons. All one-word responses are in accord with the sentiments 

expressed in the book reviews. Further, a student who answered “true,” “agree” and “yes” 

tends to use the same word for each review, regardless of the focus of the review. The 

design of this task allows students to reflect on a range of opinions of One Step. Students 

can express their views through their own book review, free-text comments on the adult 

reviews, and responses to the guidance questions. Therefore, the reviews task is a valuable 

way to engage adolescents with the mental health concerns of the text. 

Essay task 

The second assessable task for students in the two classes at Allentown High is an 

extended response in the form of an essay. In each class, students were asked to respond 

to the statement, “Every significant journey will change the individual, often quite 

profoundly” by referring to the prescribed text, One Step (Daddo, 2016b) and a related 

text. The related text in Ms Collin’s class for all students was the movie Forrest Gump 

(Zemeckis, 1994), a story about the eponymous Forrest’s journey from childhood to 

middle age. In contrast, Ms Kestler’s students could select their own related text, and 

opted for poems, song lyrics and novels. Five of Ms Kestler’s students chose young adult 

literature that also includes mental health and suicide, notably Australian author Melina 

Marchetta’s novel, Looking for Alibrandi (1992), and Thirteen Reasons Why from U.S. 

author, Jay Asher (2007), although students chose to watch the Netflix series (Yorkey, 

2017) rather than read the novel. The selection of these two narratives indicates the 

participants’ engagement with the themes of mental health in One Step (Daddo, 2016b) 



P a g e  | 169 

 

and enables students to draw parallels and contrasts with those themes. This is further 

explored in Chapter 6 Discussion and Conclusion.  

Ms Kestler’s students also submitted a ‘prompt sheet’ containing notes taken 

during classroom discussion for use in their essay. The prompt sheets evidence that 

students were given guidance in preparation for their essay. For example, essay structure 

and techniques used in the text and for their own writing. They were also directed towards 

the Area of Study, Journey. For example, Kristopher notes “Make reference to One Step 

and Sonnet 50, explain how they both contain journeys. Describe what journeys they are,” 

and Karen writes “What are its connections to Journey” and “How it changes the reader.” 

Importantly, the students’ notes that are titled ‘themes’ or ‘words’ indicate a discussion 

in the classroom identifying aspects of the novel that align with this research, for example, 

“Mental Health, Growing Up, Bullying, Relationships” (Karen) or, from Kellie: 

Reflects humiliation, low sense of self worth 

Empathy is evoked, insight into dark perspective,  

heightens sadness, intensity of bullying,  

isolating, feelings of hopelessness  

inadequacy, internalises, experiences can change due to others and how your 

mind reacts to them, demonstrated  

emotively suggests [indecipherable] 

The prompt sheet was handed in as part of the assessment and therefore 

contributes to coded items for Ms Kestler’s students,  which was important as the essays 

do not contain all the ideas on the prompt sheets, or the student uses different language 

in each component. This is relevant to the discussion of how the tasks influences the 

response outcomes as reflected in the themes in the next chapter. 

 

The essay question, “Every significant journey will change the individual, often 

quite profoundly” does not ask for self-reflection, however responses indicate that 

students are motivated to discuss their own feelings in relation to the text. The interaction 

between student and text directly results in an adolescent response to an adolescent text 

where the contemporary setting and language are recognisable and reassuring. Many 

responses indicate that reading about an adolescent peer in the character Dylan allows the 

students to reflect on their own experience as adolescents, “as a teenager, most of us can 

relate to certain things that are happening to Dylan” (Kester). Cody comments that the 

text may affect “readers who are going or have gone through similar situations” and Cara 

reveals, “the way Daddo always makes us relate to Dylan’s situations makes me feel a 
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little sick because this can actually happen in real life and it does.” Many students use 

personal pronouns in their responses. This reinforces the sense of connection gained by 

engaging with the text on a deeper level than expressed in their own words through the 

essay format. 

Short Answer tasks 

At Bridges Field High, Mr Denham’s approach to the assessment tasks using this 

text asks the students to closely examine selected excerpts from One Step with a view to 

responding directly to certain key learning outcomes. There are three tasks using this short 

answer format (Appendix H). 

Short Answer Task 1 – Prologue 

This is the first formal opportunity for these students to reflect on the text beyond 

their own personal reading and any class discussion. In this first short answer task, the 

students are provided with a photocopy of the Prologue from One Step (p. 1) (see 

Appendix H) and instructed to consider how foreshadowing can be used as evidence of 

impending change in the protagonist. This task presents an extract from the novel that is 

repeated at the end of the narrative (p. 231). Students who completed the reading would, 

therefore, be mindful of the protagonist’s emotional journey in the intervening pages.  

Each of the six responses varies in length between 61 words (Daniel) and 

115 words (Danielle), and closely answers the request to focus on the impending change 

in the character as evidenced in this short extract. In this, students concentrate on the 

formal properties of the text; its tone and language, metaphors, analogies, narrative style, 

and the motifs of movement, flight and running. This assessment task does not imply any 

focus on mental health concerns, even though the content of this extract is about suicidal 

ideation. Dee mentions the protagonist’s negative self-image but her response is firmly 

on the question, “the prologue suggests change by the way Dylan the protagonist talks 

about dramatic action that is going to happen in his life.” Two participants note aspects 

of Dylan’s mood: “hopeless” and “mood of approaching doom” (David); “Self-doubt” 

and “speaks less of himself and drags himself down” (Dee). One student (Dana) 

comments pragmatically on the consequences of the “euphemistic ‘last step’”: that if the 

character had committed suicide as implied in this opening page, there would be no novel. 

Her conclusion is that the novel is therefore “hopeful.” 

Short Answer Task 2 

Students are asked to consider the changing relationship between the character, 

Dylan, and his father through reflecting on a scenario in which Dylan recalls when he had 
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damaged his father’s prized car (Daddo, 2016b, pp. 118-119). The excerpt describes real 

and imagined scenarios between the two characters. The rubric is prescriptive (Appendix 

H), asking the students to “describe the relationship; provide evidence for the description; 

and describe what aspects of change are evident” then “show your understanding in a 

paragraph.” This leaves little room for individual interpretation or contribution beyond 

the specific focus.  

Responses again vary from 40 words (incomplete: David) to 125 words 

(Danielle). In their responses to the second excerpt, some students show that there is a 

strong connection between negative parent-child interactions and the emotional health of 

the main character, Dylan. For example, Diana describes the father-son relationship as a 

“sorry situation of a difficult relationship.” Daniel references Dylan’s negative self-talk 

after being reprimanded by his father, noting that the character thinks he is the “stupidest, 

most idiotic and selfish moron in the world,” and Danielle describes Dylan’s feelings of 

“guilt and remorse” over the damage to the car. Diana and Dana also note the impact the 

“significant change” in the parents’ relationship has on Dylan. While this excerpt could 

be used to explore the emotional impact on the reader or investigate how relationships 

impact mental health, the students do not extend their responses beyond the text by 

reflecting on themselves and their own interactions. 

Short Answer Exam Task 3 

Two components of the exam invite the students to respond to One Step: part 4 

and part 5 (Appendix H). No responses to part 5 were provided for this research. The 

question posed is, “Discuss the representation of change in the excerpt from Andrew 

Daddo’s One Step. How has he achieved this? Refer closely to language choices.” The 

extract for consideration in the exam shows Dylan’s response to an incident with his 

mother and sister. This move from humiliation to humour demonstrates a greater 

understanding between the characters and shows that there can be positive outcomes from 

initially negative interactions. The exam task is less successful than the two short answer 

tasks in drawing out themes of mental health. Rather, the participants focus on the 

language and identify how humour and different text formats are used to show a change 

in the relationship between Dylan and his mother. For example, “The sequence of texts 

show humour. The use of ‘1daful’ and the joke about ‘WTF’ lighten the mood” (Dee). 

The design of these three short answer tasks restricts students’ answers to views 

directly related to the question posed in each assessment task, which is not clearly linked 

to mental health. In their responses, as requested by the teacher, students emphasise the 
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formal properties of the text; its tone and language, metaphors, analogies, narrative style 

and the motifs of movement, flight and running. The effect this has on how much the 

students refer to mental health or concepts related to this research is apparent when 

comparing the coded student responses of two students, Daniel and Danielle..  

Daniel had the fewest words across all three short answer tasks (104 words).  

Following the coding and theme generation process, Daniel’s responses feed into just one 

of the four themes discussed in the next chapter, ‘Talking about mental health’. The 

coding comes from Daniel’s comment, “the character seems to be thinking out loud as he 

tries not to fall but may fall later,” obliquely referencing Dylan’s attempted suicide, and 

is coded to two sub-codes in this theme. In contrast, Danielle submitted a total of 346 

words, which was the most from any participant from Mr Denham’s class. Danielle’s data 

is coded to 12 codes in Initial Coding, which are then connected to two themes developed 

through Focused Coding, ‘Talking about mental health,’ in which Danielle has eight 

references, and ‘One Step made me feel,’ which was later renamed ‘The emotional impact 

of One Step.’ 

Figure 22 compares the coded data from Daniel and Danielle. This visualisation 

shows where the students’ responses align and diverge. As can be seen, Daniel’s 

responses across all three tasks were coded to just three codes: ‘MHI – suicide’; ‘family 

relationships’; and ‘mental health in One Step’ indicating a narrow focus in his response. 

These codes were later categorised together under the theme, ‘Talking about mental 

health’. In contrast, Danielle’s responses are included in an additional 9 codes, which 

encompass more broad-ranging ideas. These include ‘reader is influenced by One Step’, 

‘adolescent mental health’, and ‘communication in the text’. 

  



P a g e  | 173 

 

NVivo Comparison Diagram: Daniel (BD04) and Danielle (BD01) Codes Compared 

Across All Three Short Answer Tasks 

Note. A repeated code name indicates a sub-code created in later categorisations  

under Focused Coding. 

OS = the text, One Step. MH = mental health. RQ = research question. 

Figure 22 
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These figures show the diversity of data coded in these three short answer tasks, 

primarily due to the difference in the number of words written. Providing opportunities 

to write more lengthy responses such as in essays or longer creative writing tasks expands 

students’ rhetoric, enabling them to incorporate broader concepts, such as concern for 

mental health and their own experiences.  

When the contrast is made between the student with the most words in total from 

all their short answer tasks (346 words from Danielle’s three responses) shown at Figure 

23 and the essay with the fewest words (210 words from Callum) shown at Figure 24 the 

outcome is quite different. The responses from Danielle and Callum link to a similar 

number of codes (Danielle 13 and Callum 14). However, Callum’s responses are 

categorised into three of the final themes: ‘Talking about mental health’; ‘One Step should 

be read by others’; and ‘Mirroring student experience’, whereas Danielle’s responses only 

link with two themes. This shows that the diversity of comments on mental health from 

Callum is facilitated by the greater freedom of expression provided by the essay task. 

Further, it is noted that Danielle’s responses are only addressed to One Step (Daddo, 

2016b). To ensure an even comparison, although Callum’s essay responds to two different 

texts [One Step (Daddo, 2016b) and Forrest Gump (Zemeckis, 1994)], the coding used in 

this example is restricted to the text that relates to One Step. 
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NVivo Group Query: Danielle (BD01) Short Answer Task Coding Pattern (see also Figure 26) 

Note. Shows coding under Initial Coding (top) and Focused Coding (bottom half).  

Figure 23 
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NVivo Group Query: Callum (AC10) Essay Task Coding Pattern 

Note. Shows coding under Initial Coding (top) and Focused Coding (bottom half).

Figure 24 
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Due to their brevity and focus, the short answer task responses provide less data 

to enable exploration of student consideration of mental health concerns or suicide. The 

extracts and the tasks themselves do not prompt personal reflection from the students, as 

the essay task and, to a greater extent, the reviews task are successfully able to do. 

Selection of the text and the extract plays a part in how readily students engage 

with mental health in their responses, as much as the question asked in the task. Two 

students suggest that texts involving mental health can readily be integrated into an 

educational unit for the purposes of exploring human interactions and change, which are 

indicated in these two Areas of Study. For example, in the task concerning relationships 

(short answer task 2), two students state that, “a difficult relationship is often shown in 

texts exploring mental health issues” (Dee), and “Changes in our world are often 

represented in texts through the exploration of mental health issues” (Danielle). These 

comments do not appear to be specific to One Step as a text, which indicates that similar 

texts could also be effective. This observation may reflect discussion in the classroom 

rather than individual opinions. In future research, capturing classroom conversations 

would provide valuable additional information regarding influences and contexts for the 

responses. 

Questionnaire  

The questionnaire was completed towards the end of the school term by all three 

class groups. The most substantial data from Mr Denham’s students come from their 

responses to the questionnaire. For these participants, this is the only task that invites 

students to reflect on the entire text, rather than excerpts (as with short answer tasks) and 

prompts them to think beyond the narrow focus of the Area of Study, Change 

(Intertextuality). The questionnaire is designed to take minimal time to complete and is 

informal, with language accessible to the students (Appendix D). While questions on 

reading habits made up part of the questionnaire, the questions related to their reading 

One Step in class are pertinent to this research. The aim is to capture general information 

on their reception of the text and their thoughts on the connection to mental health in a 

general context of their reading environment.  

The questionnaire is segmented across three main themes: adolescent reading 

(three questions exploring each participant’s reading habits: how often they read; where 

they get their reading materials; and what influences their reading materials selection); 

the selected text (reading comparison with standard English text and One Step; reason for 

more/less reading; particular like/dislike about the text; preference for more texts like 



P a g e  | 178 

 

this); and One Step as a stimulus for discussion of mental health (personal thoughts; 

discussion in classroom; discussion elsewhere), with space for overall comments at  

the end. 

There were 23 participants involved in this research, however only 21 responded 

to the questionnaire (male n = 8: female n = 13). Figure 25 shows the number of responses 

to each question. This is divided into the number of participant responses per site as well 

as total responses for each question. At questions 2 and 3 students were offered a range 

of common options, from which they could select any number. Students could choose 

from nominated responses or could add reading material sources or influences on their 

book choices where their preference was not listed. All other questions required a single 

response or a comment. The final column shows the percentage of all respondents who 

selected this response at each question. The number of comments is noted in the second 

from right column. These are covered in later sections of this chapter. 

  



P a g e  | 179 

 

Figure 25 

Questionnaire: Summary of Responses (n = 21 Respondents) 
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Q1

☐  Every day – I love to read 1 3 1 5 24%

☐  A few hours a week, when I can find time 2 2 2 6 29%

☐  Only on weekends 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I don’t read much at all 4 4 2 10 48%

Q2

☐  I only read books set for school 2 2 2 6 29%

☐  School library 1 1 2 4 19%

☐  Public/City library 2 1 2 5 24%

☐  Buy them myself 2 4 2 7 33%

☐  Borrow from friends 1 0 3 4 19%

☐  Family buy them for me 3 3 3 9 43%

☐  Download from website/s 3 2 2 7 33%

☐  Other – please specify 1 1 1 3 3 14%

Q3

☐  What my friends like or are reading 2 2 2 6 29%

☐  Suggestions from parents 0 2 1 3 14%

☐  School librarian's recommendations 1 1 2 4 19%

☐  Public library suggestions or displays 2 0 1 3 14%

☐  Online sites (e.g. GoodReads or other book sites or blogs) 2 4 2 8 38%

 ☐  Bookstore catalogues or reviews 1 3 2 6 29%

☐  Prize or award winners 2 5 2 9 43%

☐  Talking to bookstore staff 1 1 1 3 14%

☐  I follow my own interest 7 6 4 17 81%

☐  If I like the book’s cover design 4 1 2 7 33%

☐  I read the blurb on the back 2 5 5 12 57%

☐  Other (please specify) 0 1 1 2 2 10%

If you were looking for a book to read, which of these might influence you? (Please tick all that apply)

How often do you read books/magazines/websites outside the classroom (print-based or online)?

If you do read, where do you get your reading materials? (Please tick all that apply)
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Note. Some participants did not respond to all questions. These are not included above. 
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Q4a

How much would you normally read?

☐  All of them 2 7 5 14 67%

☐  About half of each 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I pick out bits and pieces 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I find information online (or watch the movie) 3 1 0 4 19%

☐  None 0 0 0 0 0%

Q4b How much of One Step , did you read? 0%

☐  All of it 5 9 5 19 90%

☐  About half 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I picked out bits and pieces 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I found information online 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  None 0 0 0 0 0%

Q5
If you read more or less of this novel than you normally do, what 

was the reason for the change? 4 5 3 12

Q6 What did you particularly like or dislike about One Step ? 7 9 5 21

Q7

☐ Yes 4 5 3 12 57%

☐ No 0 3 2 5 24%

☐ Don’t know 3 1 0 4 19%

Q7a Reason (if any?) 5 4 4 13

Q8

☐ Yes 6 8 4 18 86%

☐ No 1 1 0 2 10%

☐ Don’t recall 0 0 0 0 0%

Q9

☐ Yes 6 7 1 14 67%

☐ No 1 0 2 3 14%

☐ Don’t recall 0 2 3 5 24%

Q10

☐ Yes 1 4 1 6 29%

☐ No 4 4 3 11 52%

☐ Don’t recall 2 1 1 4 19%

Q11 Comments: 4 3 0 7
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Thinking about the novels you read for the English subject…

Would you like to see more texts like this set for class reading? (i.e. Australian author; realistic/set in current times and places)
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Question

When reading this novel, did you think it was about mental health issues?

Did you discuss any mental health issues in this text outside the classroom, i.e. with friends or family?

Was there any classroom discussion of mental health as a result of this text?
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Students’ Reading and Attitudes to One Step 

While student reading included in the questionnaire was not a focus of this 

research, the responses given can help to understand the students’ responses in other tasks. 

In the first section of the questionnaire on student reading (questions 1–3), the reading 

was not required to be of any type, quality of text, or any minimum amount; just that it 

be not related to classwork. Across the 21 participants almost half (n = 10) indicate at 

question 1 that they do not read very often other than for class. Of the four in Ms Collin’s 

class, two also respond that they do not usually read their class text at question 4a, noting 

they prefer to watch the movie if available (the remaining two did not respond to question 

4a). Another infrequent reader, Krystal in Ms Kestler’s group, also prefers to watch the 

movie or find information online. At question 2, six students indicate they only read books 

set for school; three of these indicate they prefer to watch a movie or get information 

online at question 4a. The remaining three indicate they read all their school-set texts at 

question 4a.  

Table 14 shows the students’ self-determined reading frequency and other 

reading-related responses from the questionnaire compiled and compared to gain an 

understanding of their attitude to reading and One Step. The reader ‘type’ is assigned by 

the researcher based on the reading frequency the participant indicated at question 1. 

‘Attitude to One Step’ is also researcher-assigned based on the student’s responses from 

the questionnaire that invited comments around why they have read more of One Step, if 

they would like to read more contemporary young adult literature like One Step (also 

shown in the fifth column), and what they liked or disliked in the text (questions 5, 6, 7 

and 7a). 
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Questionnaire Task: Participant Reader ‘Type’ and Attitudes 

Note. CYAL – contemporary young adult literature. D/K = don’t know.  

 

Table 14 
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All infrequent (No/low) readers indicate they read all of One Step, including the 

four of Ms Collin’s students. This class also listened to the audiobook. All infrequent 

readers indicate only one or two locations where they source their reading materials, with 

five of these indicating they only read books for school. Based on their responses to 

questions 5, 6 and 7a, all ten infrequent readers offer either mixed (n = 3) or positive 

views on the text (n = 7), and eight would like to see more contemporary young adult 

literature in the classroom. Conversely, the six students who indicate they read when they 

can find the time – the ‘would be’ readers – have mixed or negative views on One Step, 

with only one indicating she would like to see more contemporary young adult literature 

used.  

A total of five students indicate they read every day (‘frequent’ readers), with 

three of those in Ms Kestler’s class – the streamed, higher level English class at Allentown 

High. The only respondent among the frequent readers who has a positive view of 

One Step, Dana in Mr Denham’s class, also notes she would like to see more  

contemporary young adult literature in class. Both male respondents, Kevin and 

Kristopher, struck out “I love to read.” 

Three of the five students whose comments indicate they think negatively of One 

Step are from Ms Kestler’s class, two of whom are in the avid readers’ category, Kevin 

and Kristopher. The remaining two are from Ms Collin’s class. The students’ negative 

comments are directed toward the ending of the novel, however, Craig tempers his 

response by saying, “it was good and almost wholesome, except for the ending.” 

Kristopher reflects that he read less of One Step because, “It was so bad it made me not 

want to read.” Kevin describes it as “poor story plot. A disgrace” and “Dumb book. 

Questionable at best.”  

Kristopher and Kevin situate themselves as discerning and considered readers by 

citing their book choice influencers (question 3) as online sites such as Goodreads, 

bookstore catalogues or reviews, and prize- or award-winning books. Kevin also states 

that another guide in his reading choices is “whatever is recommended from successful 

people.” This judicious selection indicates that these students value the opinions of others 

when choosing what to read or wish to be seen to do so. In this, it is important to recall 

Hunt’s (1991) observation that the “knowledge of books and authors that the reader 

brings” (p. 77) will inform how a reader approaches the book initially, and how they think 

they will enjoy it.  
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One Step and Mental Health 

The three questions in the last section of the questionnaire (see Figure 30) focus 

on the students’ perception of mental health in One Step and whether studying the novel 

in the classroom prompts any discussions around mental health. The responses are shown 

in Table 15. This is also explored further in the theme, ‘Talking about mental health’ in 

Chapter 5 Findings – Themes. 

 

Questionnaire Task: Responses by Class to Mental Health Discussion Questions 

 

Across the class groups, respondents to question 8 consistently agree that 

One Step is about mental health concerns. At question 9, the majority of students believe 

there has been classroom discussion of mental health as a result of studying this text. 

However, this is unevenly distributed, with a total of 13 students from Ms Collin’s and 

Ms Kestler’s classes at Allentown High, in contrast to just one of Mr Denham’s students 

(Daniel). One student, Danielle, agrees the text is about mental health and then disagrees 

that there was discussion about mental health outside the classroom or in class at 

questions 9 and 10. In her response to question 7a, Danielle questions the accuracy of the 

portrayal of mental health in One Step.  

At question 10, students are asked whether they discussed any mental health 

issues in this text when outside the classroom, for example with friends or family. In Ms 

Table 15 
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Collin’s and Mr Denham’s classes only Callum and Dana recall a discussion beyond the 

classroom at home or with friends. In contrast, ten students across these two classes say 

either no discussion or that they do not recall. In Ms Kestler’s class, four indicate ‘yes’ to 

discussion beyond the classroom; four indicate no discussion, and one does not recall.  

Table 16 shows the responses to question 11, where the students had the 

opportunity to provide any comments at the end of the questionnaire. 

 

Questionnaire Task: Additional Comments 

 

There are only seven responses to this question ranging from “dumb book” 

(Kevin) to “it was good” (Cody), however most are positive. The remarks from Ms 

Kestler’s students are encouraging, with both Karli and Kaleb showing appreciation for 

the opportunity to read the text. Karli also added, “It was a real eye opener.” The comment 

from Ms Collin’s student, Cathie that “Miss did say if we needed any help there is help 

out there” also has positive connotations in relation to both discussion in class and help-

seeking. It is noted that none of Mr Denham’s students chose to provide an additional 

comment. Further findings related to students’ attitudes to One Step are included at the 

themes, ‘Talking about mental health’ and ‘One Step should be read by others’ in 

Chapter 5 Findings – Themes. 

How the Tasks Influenced the Research Outcomes 

This chapter responds to the research question, ‘How do the learning tasks 

encourage engagement with and guide a discussion of mental health?’ While providing 

Table 16 

[indec.] 
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valuable contextual information to the responses, of interest to this question is also how 

the type of task is able to influence or even constrain the students’ responses. The period 

of time spent preparing for the essay task and the related classroom discussion as 

demonstrated in the prompt sheets submitted by Ms Kestler’s students has resulted in a 

focus on mental health in the text as a discussion point within the Area of Study Change 

(Intertextuality). With this task, an extended response provides students an opportunity to 

consider the entire text, reflecting on it critically. This can be contrasted with the creative 

reviews task (focus on adult reviews of the text), the short answer task (referring to 

excerpts only), and the questionnaire, which provided an opportunity to consider the 

experience of having a text such as this in their curriculum materials for English. This is 

an important outcome for the research further explored in Chapter 6 Discussion and 

Conclusion. 

Only one task was consistent across all sites: the questionnaire, which was 

completed by the students towards the end of the data collection period. The responses to 

the essay task from Ms Collin’s and Ms Kestler’s students are also comparable. There are 

stark differences in the data resulting from the creative tasks and the short answer tasks, 

and this difference influences the suitability and value of these data sets (Table 17). 

Through coding each task’s responses, and with the aid of NVivo, it is also possible to 

discern which tasks led to the development of the four major themes that are discussed in 

detail in the next chapter.   
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Tasks Data Coded to Themes 

 

This table combines the student data coded to a code, sub-code or category during 

the first cycle of coding under its focused code or theme in the second coding cycle. The 

questionnaire data is not included in Table 17. This is due to the way NVivo manages 

database coding. However, as several questions ask the students specific questions about 

discussion of mental health, the responses primarily align with the ‘Talking about mental 

health’ theme and support the discussion around the theme, ‘One Step should be read by 

others.’  

Although the tasks are part of the assessment protocol for each class group, what 

the students are asked to refer to in each task impacts their responses. For example, Mr 

Denham’s short answer tasks ask the students to respond to a specific question related to 

the Area of Study through a focus on excerpts from the text. As the students’ responses 

are both brief and highly focused in answering the question, their contribution to the 

themes is often less than from other tasks.  

The reviews task produced distinctly different data, which results in substantial 

coding feeding into three themes. This indicates both richness and diversity in the 

responses. In this task, the students focus on reviews of the novel rather than the novel 

itself. The adult reviewers are introspective, reflecting on their own recollected 

experience of bullying and adolescence, of empathy developed based on those 

encounters, and their ideas of who or what would have been best placed to help improve 

Table 17 
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their own experience. The students’ responses build on these issues and contribute 

substantially to the themes ‘Mirroring student experience’ and ‘One Step should be read 

by others.’ The reviews task is effective in eliciting personal and emotional responses 

from the participants through the opportunity to provide an extended response: There are 

28 additional remarks across all questions, with all seven respondents contributing at least 

one clarification or expansion to the review in addition to their agreement. Three students 

(Cara, Cathie and Charlotte) provide four or more comments. The additional comments 

provide valuable data regarding the student’s own personal views. It is noted that Cara 

includes comments for each review, however, does not contribute her own review. 

The questionnaire completed by all participants provides valuable comparative 

data about student preferences and ideas and is a useful tool to supplement teacher-

designed tasks in any future iterations of this research. By including this questionnaire, 

the teachers show an acceptance and willingness to ask their students specifically about 

mental health when encountered in a class text. In future research, this questionnaire could 

be modified to provide improved data related to this or a similar study seeking adolescent 

views on a theme in a classroom text. 

As noted earlier, the following themes emerged from these data sets: ‘Mirroring 

student experience,’ ‘The emotional impact of One Step,’ ‘Talking about mental health,’ 

and ‘One Step should be read by others’ and these are outlined in Chapter 5 Findings – 

Themes.  
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Chapter 5: Findings – Themes 

Australian schools are focused on reducing bullying within the school 

environment and in students’ online and physical interactions (NSW Government, 2020). 

This is important as bullying is recognised as negatively impacting mental health (Perren 

et al., 2010). Educators are increasingly aware that sustained high levels of depression, 

anxiety and suicide are prevalent among young Australians (Hall et al., 2019; McGorry 

& Goldstone, 2011). In this context the participants in this research studied Andrew 

Daddo’s One Step (2016b), a novel about the effects of bullying on mental health.  

The research hinged on students seeing One Step as relevant to themselves as 

individuals, as well as pertaining to the experience of adolescence more broadly. One 

Step’s narrative style invites the reader to bring their own experiences to the text and to 

reflect on the intersections and opportunities presented through the narrative. The text 

becomes a vehicle to encourage adolescent dialogue around mental health in themselves 

and their peers. To borrow Bishop’s (1990) metaphor, One Step is a window on others’ 

experience, a door to become a part of that experience, and a mirror to reflect their own 

understandings. This is explored further in the first theme resulting from the findings.  

As shown in the previous chapter, through the coding and categorising process 

four themes emerged that respond to the research questions, ‘How do adolescents respond 

to representations of mental health in contemporary young adult literature encountered in 

the classroom?’ and ‘What does this response indicate about participant perceptions of 

the issue of mental health in adolescence?’ These themes are: ‘Mirroring student 

experience,’ ‘The emotional impact of One Step,’ ‘Talking about mental health,’ and ‘One 

Step should be read by others.’ 

This chapter outlines these themes and illustrates how the adolescents’ responses 

evidence the potential and importance of using young adult literature focused on mental 

health concerns in the English classroom. 

 

THEME 1: Mirroring Student Experience  

“It’s pretty precise about teen minds & what we go through” (Cathie) 

In addressing the research question, ‘How do adolescents respond to 

representations of mental health in contemporary young adult literature encountered in 

the classroom?’, the data coding and analysis process shows that many responses coalesce 

around ideas of accuracy, truth, and relatability in the text’s depiction of adolescent life 

and behaviours. Once the data was coded during Phase One Open Coding, these codes 
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were revisited several times. They were again reviewed during the Focused Coding phase 

and then collected under this theme. The Open Code and sub-codes (Name column), the 

parameters around the data that was included in each of the Phase 1 Open Codes 

(Description column), and number of Files (data sets) and References within those data 

sets (phrases pertinent to the code) are shown in Table 18. Overall, a total of 26 files, 

made up of primary student response data (essays, creative tasks, short answers, and 

questionnaires), plus researcher memoing and notes, contributed 184 references to this 

theme. 
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Table 18 

NVivo Code Book Extract: Phase 3 Thematic Coding – Categorising the Original Codes into Theme 1 ‘Mirroring Student Experience’ 

 

Name Description Files References 

THEME - Mirroring student 

experience RQ1 

Students talking about relatability; their own experience, etc., prompted by reading this text (as a 

way for adults to understand what may be happening for teens). RQ1 - ...by seeing themselves and 

relating the action to themselves and their own situations 

26 184 

accuracy when the author creates what the readers comment on as 'true' depiction of adolescence or 

‘accurate’ (links to relatability) 

9 16 

adolescent experience When the student talks about the adolescent experience in some way - perhaps in reference to the 

character's experience, or in response to their own experience (see child nodes) 

19 101 

adolescence - character Taking a focus on the adolescent as primary in the dialogue. Therefore, this code is for where the 

character is the focus of the comments re adolescence, rather than - for example - a self-reflection 

of what it is like to be an adolescent, or a broader statement about the condition of adolescence 

13 36 

adolescence - other Taking a focus on the adolescent as primary in the dialogue. Therefore, this code is for where the 

student comments about how others may be experiencing adolescence; perhaps as they are seeing it 

reflected in this text (not personal reflection; not about the character). Also, the 'journey component 

of life', which is reflective of adolescence 

10 31 

adolescence - student or 

reviewer self 

a self-reflection of what it is like to be an adolescent - mentions of the student's (or reviewer’s, if 

they are reacting to that) adolescent personal experience (not about others; not about the character) 

7 34 

relatable whenever a respondent talks about 'true to life' or relatability of the text to their experience, 

particularly when using the word family ‘relatable’ 

14 61 
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The Open Coding process reveals that students often comment on the accuracy of 

the text in depicting an experience to which they could relate. This “accuracy” code 

identifies those instances where the participants contemplate how the narrative and/or 

character are recognisable to them as either reflective of themselves or representative of 

the adolescent experience. Students also mention how various aspects of “relatability” in 

the character and situations are familiar to their lives and knowledge. Where students 

mention this had an impact on them, for example to promote empathy or vicarious 

experience, this is explored in the next theme ‘the emotional impact of One Step’. 

The ‘Mirroring student experience’ theme draws in the experience of being an 

adolescent, linking with both accuracy and relatability. The participants’ sense of being 

connected with the adolescent experience shown in the narrative is reflected in several 

Verbatim Codes (Saldaña, 2016, p. 105) created in the second stage of the Open Coding 

(Figure 26). The Verbatim Codes (indicated with IV) capture the student’s actual words, 

which is particularly important when adolescent voices are marginalised (Saldaña, 2016, 

p. 106). 

 

NVivo Screen Capture: Verbatim Code Categorised Under Theme 1 ‘Mirroring Student 

Experience’ 

 

This first code is expanded in Figure 27 with an example. The example has three items 

coded to it from the questionnaire data from Krystal, Dana, and Diana. While Krystal’s 

words create the code (Reference 1), Dana’s and Diana’s concepts are in close alignment 

(References 2 and 3).  

  

Figure 26 
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NVivo Screen Capture: Verbatim Code ‘Because it Relates to us and we Find it  

More Interesting’ 

 

Following on from the previous Chapter 4 Findings – Tasks, there is a strong link 

between the tasks themselves and the creation of the themes. Table 19 shows which tasks 

contribute data that is categorised into the ‘Mirroring student experience’ theme through 

the second phase of coding, Focused Coding.  

 

Table 19 

Tasks Data: Items Coded to Theme 1 ‘Mirroring Student Experience’  

Note. The table does not include a summary of contributions from the questionnaire. 

The format of the data made separating out individual coding impractical. The 

questionnaire responses are considered in full below.  

 

 THEME 

Task type 
Mirroring student experience 

Number of References 

Ms Collin's students  -  essays 15 

Ms Kestler's students  -  essays 32 

Mr Denham's students  -  short answer responses 0 

Ms Collin’s students  -  reviews task  32 

 

Figure 27 
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As shown in Table 19, contributions to this theme are coded primarily from the 

data produced from Ms Kestler’s and Ms Collin’s student responses. This table shows 

there are twice as many items coded from the essays of Ms Kestler’s students (32 or 68% 

of references from essay task) compared with those from Ms Collin’s students (15 or 32% 

of references from essay task). The reviews task designed by Ms Collin, however, elicits 

as many coded items as Ms Kestler’s students’ essays (32 each), despite their abbreviated 

content. It is noted that the questionnaire provides little opportunity for students to reflect 

on the text. One questionnaire response coded to ‘accuracy’ under this theme was the 

negative comment, “I don’t think it was accurate in its display of mental health” from 

Danielle. Overall, 51.29% of the data collected under this code resulted from data related 

to Ms Collin’s students, with Ms Kestler’s students contributing 32.34% and 

Mr Denham’s students adding 2.30% of all coded material.  

A text’s ability to mirror a reader’s individual or collective experience (Bishop, 

1990) is one way of connecting the reader to the text, and this connection was important 

in encouraging a personal response from the participants. One Step (Daddo, 2016b) was 

published only the year prior to this research and much of the action happens in an 

Australian high school, an environment the participants have in common with the 

characters. This strikes a chord with participant Karen, “the book [is] relatable and 

modern, which instantly connects with the reader.”  

Using a first-person adolescent narrator is another way the author creates a 

connection to mirror experience. Through its accurate imitation of behaviours, dialogue 

and interactions, this narrative style enables the character to be a proxy for the intended 

reader, the adolescent, or more specifically, the Australian teenager. In her response, Cara 

immediately aligns herself with the character, “I liked how it was easy to understand 

considering the main character is the same age as me,” and Kevin observes the “first 

person [narrative] gives the reader access to the character’s perspective … sharing their 

opinions and observations.” Craig notes the author’s ability to invoke a sense of the reader 

seeing themselves in the text by using an inner monologue to reveal how the character 

sees himself and others, and this also increases personal understanding in the reader. 

Creative Tasks – Reviews Task 

The code ‘accuracy’ describes the reader’s acknowledgement that the author 

creates what the reader sees as a true depiction of adolescence. The participants’ concept 

of accuracy in the text is related to the overall impression of veracity, such as in the 

response from Craig who asserts that “fictional texts can demonstrate ‘truth’.” Ms 
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Collin’s reviews task provides students with some examples of this affinity with 

adolescent experience from the reviewers. In this task five adult reviewers specifically 

reflect on their own teenage years and comment on the accuracy of the depiction of 

adolescence – either in their own experience or their experience of contemporary 

adolescents. These reviews are presented in Table 20. The main themes of each review 

are also included in column 3. The phrases that link to the theme of ‘adolescent 

experience’ in the review are shown in bold text. These phrases are used to inform the 

single-word student responses.
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Reviews Task: Adult Reviewers’ Personal Reflection of their Adolescent Experience 

Note. See also Table 8 for all reviews.

Table 20 
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While it is accepted that these are adult reminiscences, all adolescent participants 

in Ms Collin’s class concur, with “agree” and “true” across all student responses in this 

task. Further, some students augment their responses with additional comments: 

“realistic” (Charlotte), “very true! It’s very insightful” (Cara), and “this book can get you 

into teenagers heads” (Cathie) (Table 21).
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Reviews Task: Student Reflection on Adult Reviews Related to Adolescent Experience 

Note. DNA = did not respond to this review. 

Table 21 
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The sense that the novel is relatable and “can connect” (Cara), as evidenced in the 

responses to the reviews task, allows this text to be understood as real for the adolescent 

reader. While this is apparent in the responses from Ms Collin’s students, not all the 

participants see One Step as an accurate representation of adolescence, as reality speaks 

to an individual’s circumstances and experience. Two examples are Karen and Danielle 

in the questionnaire task. 

Questionnaire 

Three questions in the questionnaire offered an opportunity for students to expand 

on their feelings about the text that may have influenced their class reading or general 

enjoyment of the text (Questions, 5, 6 and 7a). This task brought in voices from the 

students in Mr Denham’s and Ms Kestler’s class as well as Ms Collin’s students. Those 

responses related to this theme are included in Table 22. 
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Questionnaire: Student Responses to Questions About Reading One Step in Class 

Related to Theme 1 ‘Mirroring Student Experience’ 

  

Table 22 
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Six students across the three classes indicate they can “relate” (Diana, Dana, 

Kester, Kaleb and Krystal) or that the book is “realistic” (Charlotte). However, these 

questions also brought forth a different view of the text’s relatability and accuracy from 

students in Mr Denham’s and Ms Kestler’s classes. This is important, as having a positive 

or negative view of a text can influence how much a reader feels they can connect to the 

narrative. Danielle, for example, does not enjoy “coming of age novels” and does not 

think One Step “is accurate in its display of mental health.” Karen is not convinced that 

One Step “quite captured an adolescent’s life.” The students’ attitudes are explored further 

when considering One Step for classroom use under the theme ‘One Step should be read 

by others.’ 

Essay Task 

Allowing for the views put forward in the questionnaire, most participants identify 

the novel as broadly reflective of adolescent experience in the essay task. For example, 

that it is easy to picture Dylan as an “average fifteen-year-old” (Kristopher). Callum also 

acknowledges the role of the text in how he was able to relate, “Andrew Daddo’s novel 

allowed me as a teenaged kid to see that struggling is hard by yourself.” It is Daddo’s use 

of familiarity in time and place that is effective in increasing a sense of connection with 

a character that the participants identify.  
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As suggested above, the reader has an integral role in creating meaning from a 

text. By bringing their own experiences and ideas to the text each reader engages with it 

on different levels. One plot point in One Step is when Dylan’s parents’ marriage breaks 

down, when the father is suspected of adultery and leaves the house. Dylan’s mother has 

no expectation that he will return (Daddo, 2016b, pp. 128-136). Referring to this scene, 

Charles proposes that, “the audience is able to connect Dylan’s to their own experiences. 

This allows the audience to feel Dylan’s discomfort.” Also using this example, Cody 

suggests that, when a student is familiar with events in the narrative, those scenes can 

affect “readers who are going or have gone through similar situations.” Cody’s comments 

evidence a sense of involvement in or understanding of the power of texts to affect or 

impact the reader through prime examples or depictions of recognisable scenarios or, for 

example, “cruel experiences with bullying.”  

It is noted that the character’s gender (male) does not appear to pose a challenge 

to the relatability of the text to the participants, with students of both genders (male n = 

6: female n = 11) commenting positively on concepts of connection and relatability. One 

example of this is given in Kester’s essay. Kester mentions aspects of relatability five 

times regarding One Step and its male protagonist. She remarks that as teenagers “most 

of us can relate to certain things that are happening,” that “we build sympathy.” She also 

asserts that “we [the reader] become as though we are connected to Dylan.” This contrasts 

with her examination of her related text, Looking for Alibrandi (Marchetta, 1992; Woods, 

2000), a text that has a female protagonist, where the concept of relatability is absent from 

Kester’s discussion.  

Summary of ‘Mirroring Student Experience’ Theme 

The participants studied this text and completed the tasks over a ten-week period. 

As they became more familiar with the text, it was thought there may be a sense of change 

in their attitude to the text. This was noted in Krystal’s responses in the various tasks. 

There was a change in the way Krystal aligns herself with the characters and events in 

One Step. In the first activity, the creative task, Krystal refers to 15-year-old Dylan’s 

struggles in relation to family and peers as though this is something beyond her own 

experience. Focusing on the character, Krystal does not reflect that Dylan’s experience 

as an adolescent may be common to others. In her second task, the essay, however, 

Krystal moves to a more insightful tone, broadening the experience beyond the character 

to include other adolescents. Krystal’s questionnaire responses (the third task) then refer 
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back to herself in the world, and how her experience is mirrored in the text, “it was about 

problems I can relate to” (Table 23).  

 

Changes to Krystal’s Responses Over Time 

 

Similar changes happen with other students. For example, where Kate’s first 

response to the text is evasive, “we can sort of relate to him [Dylan],” in her essay she 

expands the experience of the character, “Daddo follows a young teenage boy through 

the typical struggles of growing up and learning to be an adult,” evidencing a deeper 

understanding of the meaning of the narrative. Similarly, Kester begins with “as a 

teenager, most of us can relate to certain things that are happening to Dylan,” and later 

joins the larger number of students suggesting this narrative is reflective of a broader 

experience of adolescence: “Dylan … shows what it is like as a teenager going through 

high school.” In her last response to the text through the questionnaire, Kester adds, “I 

like how the target audience was teenagers, making it relatable.”  

Within this theme of mirroring adolescent experience, the students’ responses 

indicate that One Step invites a vicarious experience of the text through its linguistic 

features, including accessible writing, commonplace settings, and character behaviours 

and dialogue easily recognisable to its primary audience, Australian adolescents. 

According to Cody, One Step “affects the reader” due to its “reflection of a person’s life.” 

Cara’s comment underscores this: “The way Daddo always makes us relate to Dylan’s 

situations makes me feel a little sick because this can actually happen in real life and it 

does.”  

Table 23 
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Through the study of One Step, participants acknowledge that they or their peers 

are part of a similar teenage experience; that they are seeing themselves and their peers 

reflected in this text. Kevin, Karli, and Kester indicate the relevance of the text to their 

own experience of adolescence, for example noting that “Some people, if not most people 

will be bullied in their lifetime” (Karli). Charlotte comments that primary school children 

should read books like One Step so they can prepare themselves for high school, and 

Craig notes that “Dylan’s problems are all too familiar to many people.” This research 

shows that studying this one text provides students with points of connection that enable 

them to see this text as mirroring their experience. This is exemplified in Cathie’s 

comment that the narrative is “pretty precise about teen minds and what we go through.” 

This theme responds to the second research question by showing that adolescents respond 

to representations of mental health in contemporary young adult literature encountered in 

the classroom by reflecting on their own experiences in light of characterisations in the 

narrative they see as “accurate,” “true” and “relatable.” Their personal connection is 

collected under a code of ‘empathy’, which expands on this by also considering the 

emotional effect the text has on the reader, and this is outlined in theme 2, ‘The emotional 

impact of One Step’. 

 

THEME 2: The Emotional Impact of One Step 

“Makes us as an audience feel …” (Kate) 

In The Storytelling Animal, Gottschall (2012) describes fiction as “a powerful and 

ancient virtual reality technology” able to simulate the real experiences and dramas of 

social interactions and human life more broadly (p. 67). The cognitive practice of 

reflective and reflexive reading is an integral part of the study of literature in schools and 

allows deeper understanding through its invitation to the reader to identify and discuss 

aspects of a text that relate directly to them or reflect their experience in a wider social 

context. This type of reading stimulates both concrete images and emotional memories in 

the reader (Hogan, 2010, p. 246), provoking an emotional response to the text. The way 

a person’s brain reacts to these simulations allows a reader to both sympathise and 

empathise with a character (Gottschall, 2012). This response can be heightened with a 

text such as One Step (Daddo, 2016b) that authentically reflects the students’ environment 

and allows the reader to see from the character’s viewpoint through an age-correlated 

first-person focalisation.  
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As noted in the previous theme, subjectivity is reflected in the responses of several 

participants across several data sets. Students place themselves at the centre of their 

response to One Step through both language and the punctuation used for emphasis. 

Having this correlating personal experience when reading often increases sensitivity to a 

text (Hogan, 2010). This in turn promotes a sympathetic reaction and is the core of this 

theme. Keen (2007) suggests that identification with a character “lies at the heart of 

readers’ empathy”; however, identification can happen even when there are many 

dissimilarities or differences between the character and reader “in all sorts of practical 

and obvious ways” (pp. 5, 70). In One Step, the author presents day-to-day scenarios with 

which the adolescent reader may identify, such as breakfast at home with family (Daddo, 

2016b, pp. 3-5), or finally getting an invitation to a party (pp. 157-163), and several are 

noted in participant responses as allowing for perspective-taking and in developing 

empathy. 

While similar in some ways to the first theme of ‘Mirroring student experience’, 

this theme focuses on participants’ responses that indicate an emotional reaction to One 

Step. It collates several codes related to empathy and vicarious experience while reading 

the text. The codes, their descriptions, and the number of files (data sets) and coded items 

(phrases or comments) that contribute to this theme are outlined in Table 24. 
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NVivo Code Book Extract: Phase 3 Thematic Coding – Categorising the Original Codes into Theme 2 ‘The Emotional Impact of One Step’ 

Note. OS = the text, One Step.

Table 24 
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Data where a respondent mentions how One Step made them feel and relates that 

to their own personal experience through perspective-taking are collected under the code, 

‘empathy, emotional connection’. Some examples of items coded to this code can be seen 

at Figures 28 and 29. 

 

NVivo Word Tree: Text Search ‘Empathy’ (Stemmed Words) Across all Primary Data 

Sets 

 

While this search looks at all data, only four essays provide a match for this query 

parameter: the essays from Karen (2 references, both of which are in Karen’s prompt 

sheet), Kaleb (7 references), Kellie, and Kristopher (3 references each). 

  

Figure 28 
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Figure 29 

NVivo Data: Examples from Essays Coded to ‘Empathy, Emotional Connection’ 

Note. AK14 = Krystal, AK16 = Kellie, AK17 = Kate. 

 

These examples illustrate how the adolescent reader expresses their reaction to 

the narrative in emotional terms, such as deep sadness, anger, and sorrow, and how this 

then encourages a feeling of empathy in the reader. While this code shares some items 

with the code ‘the reader is influenced by One Step’, this second code also captures when 

the mention of empathy leads to a desire for action, for example “Daddo evokes empathy 

in the responder, who feels the desperate urge to want to help Dylan in his struggles” 

(Kaleb). Karen indicates the novel “had a lasting impact on the reader.” In both Cody’s 

essay and reviews responses, his comments evidence a sense of involvement in or 
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understanding of the power of these texts to affect the reader through “prime examples” 

of “cruel” behaviours and “bullying.” 

The code, ‘Reading as a vicarious experience’ groups items where a participant 

expresses that books are a way to experience life without living it themselves. In their 

responses, participants are affected by the narrative and feel involved in situations they 

recognise. Their emotions have been stirred and they are stimulated to speak out about an 

injustice they see or feel, such as how Dylan is bullied and betrayed. Several use 

“I-statements” to express this personal connection (Gee, 2000), for example “makes us 

relate” and “helps us connect” (Cara), “allowed me to see” (Karli). As Gee (2000) notes, 

this language is consequential as it indicates how the students are “fashioning themselves 

in and through language” in their discussions of preference or taste, and in expressing 

their opinions of how they treat others and would like to be treated by others (p. 145). 

Across all tasks, participants mention being affected in some way by the text. In 

describing this affect, the narrative and its language are at times described in active and 

visceral terms, such as “hard hitting” (Cody) or “makes me feel a little sick” (Cara). These 

responses coalesce around the theme of emotional impact. 

The code ‘empathy – none shown in the response’ is included here also, as it 

provides information on those students who tended to keep the narrative at arm’s length, 

in contrast with their class peers. The reviews task, for example, provides 32 examples of 

‘mirroring’ (see Table 19) and eight examples of students noting an emotional impact 

(Table 25), yet a lack of empathy was noted in the memoing following reflection on this 

data. These non-empathetic codes are attributed to Callum and Callie, who do not appear 

to be personally engaged with the reviews or the guidance questions in the task. Both 

students generally provide one-word responses to the reviews task. This could evidence 

a general lack of interest in the task or the views of the reviewers, although both students 

do indicate a high level of enjoyment in the text (Callum 4.75/5; Callie 5/5). Another 

student, Craig, also provides primarily one-word answers, yet his review responses are 

included in ‘Mirroring student experience’ and other themes through his few additional 

comments. For example, Craig’s response that he likes One Step “as it’s a relatable read” 

and his own review of the text, “Dylan's problems are all too familiar.” 
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Tasks Data Coded to Theme 2 ‘The Emotional Impact of One Step’ 

Note. The table does not include a summary of contributions from the questionnaire. 

The format of the data made separating out individual coding impractical. The 

questionnaire responses are considered in full below.  

 

Figure 30 displays the two types of data sets that contributed to the theme, ‘The 

Emotional Impact of One Step’: essays and short answer responses (document images) 

grouped by class, and the Reviews task (database image), which includes data from Ms 

Collin’s class. Only one short answer task (Danielle) provides data to this theme. While 

almost all the essays from Ms Kestler’s students are coded to this theme (8/9), just over 

half of the essays from Ms Collin’s students are (5/8). The questionnaire did not provide 

any data for this theme.  

  

Table 25 
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NVivo Explore Diagram: Data Set Contributors to Theme 2 ‘The Emotional Impact of  

One Step’ 

Note. AC = Ms Collin’s students. AK = Ms Kestler’s students. BD = Mr Denham’s 

student. 

 

Essay Task 

The essay task affords the students greater opportunity to reflect on the text and 

consider the impact on themselves and their thinking. As a result, the essays submitted 

by students in both Allentown High classes, along with the researcher’s memoing on 

those essays, contributed 63.21% of the data to this theme, with the balance coming from 

the reviews task (24.87%) and the short answer tasks (11.92%). Students discuss the 

behaviours of the characters and the reactions to those behaviours they had as readers, as 

well as what they consider to be the role of the author in creating the narrative in respect 

to those reactions. 

According to Kaleb, the “sensory overloading, imagery-packed” description of 

Hamish bullying Dylan and the shame Dylan feels afterwards, “give insight into Dylan’s 

dark perspective and emotional state, evoking empathy in the responder.” Kate singles 

out a quote from the text, “If I was a winner, they might be interested” (Daddo, 2016b, 

p. 189) and notes “it makes us as an audience feel sorry for him because we can sort of 

relate to him depending on our own personal experiences.” Kristopher also draws on the 

interactions between Dylan and his peers common to many adolescents: “In One Step 

Figure 30 
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Dylan is desperately trying to fit in with other friendship groups at school, and through 

his struggle and emotional journey the reader is able to evoke empathy for him.” The 

sense of connection created between character and the adolescent reader can also be seen 

in the language used in several participants’ responses. Krystal and Kaleb use adjectives 

such as “horrific” and “outrageous” to describe the bullying, and Kaleb portrays Dylan’s 

experience as “isolating and humiliating.” Kester also suggests, “we build sympathy 

throughout the book and especially when Dylan’s depression takes over and he is debating 

if he should take his life or not.” 

An author may leave details of the narrative for the reader to imagine, infer, and 

understand, however they will also play a role in directing the reader and encouraging 

emotional links through their use of description, language, humour and other literary 

devices (Hunt, 1991). This text is used in this research to explore participants’ 

engagement with the narrative as a means of encouraging dialogue around mental health. 

Students indicate in their responses how the author uses language that helps them feel a 

connection with the narrative. Participant Karen notes that the author, “engages with the 

reader and creates a relationship between the reader and Dylan, the main character.” Both 

Krystal and Kevin suggest the “emotive tone” or “emotional language” Daddo uses “stirs 

up an emotional response from the reader” (Kevin) and “makes the audience feel the 

emotions” (Krystal). Kaleb says, “using a melancholic tone and expletives, Daddo evokes 

empathy in the responder, who feels the desperate urge to want to help Dylan in his 

struggles.” Krystal makes a further point in noting that the novel makes use of rhetorical 

questions, which “make the audience think about it more,” and that this increases both 

engagement and empathy.  

Kellie compares One Step and the Netflix series, Thirteen Reasons Why (Yorkey, 

2017) in her essay. At several points Kellie focuses on how, through various literary 

techniques such as irony and the use of dialogue and visual interactions in Thirteen 

Reasons Why (Asher, 2007; Yorkey, 2017), the author can provoke empathy and stir 

emotions in the reader. For example, “the emotive language shown throughout Dylan’s 

words heighten[s] sadness and creates a feeling of empathy.” Kellie is echoed by Cara 

from Ms Collin’s class, who asserts that Daddo uses the “language of a modern-day 

teenager” to “help us connect to Dylan better.”  

Short Answer Task 

Mr Denham’s students also contribute to this theme through discussion of the 

language used. Danielle mentions a concept familiar to many teenagers – the character’s 
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negative self-talk: “Daddo uses emotive language such as ‘stupid(est) ... idiot’ in the inner 

monologue of the main character.” Despite the examples of how language is used in One 

Step to guide the reader, the text can still be seen as open, allowing the reader to develop 

their own impression (Hunt, 1991, p. 83), which further encourages a relationship with 

the character and the situation he faces. Diana notes, for example, that by omitting 

dialogue and leaving the reader “to imagine what was said” there is an expectation that 

the reader will understand and be able to fill in the blanks through reliance on their own 

experiences as teenagers. Linking back to this theme, then, Danielle also notes that the 

use of first-person narration from an adolescent viewpoint “allows Daddo to give his 

audience raw insight into the emotions and mind of his characters as the changes occur.”  

Creative Tasks – Reviews Task 

In the reviews task, several participants also note the effect of the author’s use of 

language (Charlotte, Cathie, Cara) and how Daddo presents an engaging narrative 

through his “kinda clever” writing (Cathie), which Cara feels enables a connection to the 

teenaged reader (Table 26). 

 

Reviews Task: Student Responses Relating to the Use of Language to Elicit  

an Emotional Response 

 

It is this sense of both guidance by the author through the text and freedom to 

interpret the story as their own that validates the participants’ responses.  

Table 26 
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Questionnaire 

Evoking an empathetic response through this text is one outcome from this 

research, however the text elicits another emotional reaction. Asking specifically what 

the participants liked or did not like about the text in the questionnaire allows their opinion 

to surface. Three of Ms Collin’s students indicate they generally enjoy the relatable 

character, with two noting the effect the language used had on their enjoyment (Callum, 

Cathie). However, the lack of a clear resolution in the story itself causes a negative 

reaction from four participants (Charlotte, Craig, Charles, and Callum). Elsewhere, Craig 

describes the text as “an emotional ride” and “wholesome,” but he is particularly troubled 

by the lack of a tidy closure, declaring “give him [Dylan] an actual ending not a life 

altering event that’s repercussions aren’t explained!” Across his responses, Craig signals 

an awareness of cause and effect in peer behaviour where mental health is concerned. 

Craig mentions that the protagonist’s problems are “all too familiar” and that “everyone 

will get” the character. Craig specifies that the text can help raise awareness of suicide 

prevention. Craig’s strong concerns about the end of the narrative are linked with the 

disturbing details that led the character to consider suicide rather than face his tormentors 

another day, indicating that this student is seeking the reassurance of a safe ending, on 

which to reflect and take comfort. 

The objections from Mr Denham’s students focus on the writing and plot, which 

is described as “almost childishly written” (Danielle) and “somewhat boring” (Dee). Six 

of the nine participants from Ms Kestler’s class, however, are critical of the text, 

complaining that it is “poorly written” (Kristopher); that it has a “poor story plot. A 

disgrace” and is a “dumb book. Questionable at best,” according to Kevin; also, that it 

evidenced a “lack of morals” (Kellie). Karen felt that it “didn’t quite capture adolescent 

life and was pretty depressing at times.” Despite their expressed dislike of the text, these 

four students identify its relatability, ability to evoke an empathetic or emotional 

response, and have “a lasting impact on the reader” (Karen). Notwithstanding these 

negative views, more than half the participants would like to see more texts like One Step 

in the classroom (n = 12), with only five saying “no.” 

Summary of ‘The Emotional Impact of One Step’ theme 

Fiction allows the reader to experience myriad emotions and situations and to 

contemplate the motivations and behaviours of many kinds of people through the 

characters represented in a text. Fiction therefore “improves empathy and social 

understanding” (Oatley, 2016, p. 625), however, it can also provide a greater benefit. 
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Research shows that experiencing a personal connection with a text that builds empathy 

and understanding of another person’s situation can result in long-term changes that might 

direct a person’s real-life response (Djikic & Oatley, 2014; Johnson, 2012; Mar et al., 

2011; Oatley et al., 2018; Webber & Agiro, 2019). The current research relates to this 

larger outcome.  

Attesting to the power texts such as One Step (Daddo, 2016b) have to effect 

personal change in the reader, Karen suggests the impact of stories can be “long-lasting” 

and may “help to change your view on life, yourself or others.” When Krystal notes, “He 

[Dylan] is having suicidal thoughts and is going to attempt suicide. This makes the readers 

feel deep sadness and anger at the people who pushed him too far,” her response may take 

on new meaning if she actually witnesses such bullying behaviour in her own 

environment. Callie also proposes that a “journey of discovery” such as Dylan went 

through in One Step “can be seen as a lesson for young people” and Craig takes this 

further by stating in his review, “Dylan’s problems are all too familiar to many people 

and by sharing them people can understand how to deal with them and bring awareness 

to suicide prevention.”  

While one way to raise awareness of mental health is through reading a text such 

as One Step, the effect can be expanded through conversation between peers, in the 

classroom and beyond. Candid discussion helps to reduce stigma and self-stigma often 

associated with mental illness and opens pathways to help-seeking. The next theme, 

‘talking about mental health’, explores the way the adolescent participants expanded on 

their own thoughts of the text through identification of mental health concerns and their 

dialogue around this. 

 

THEME 3: Talking About Mental Health 

“It was a real eye-opener” (Karli) 

The high school years have been identified as a crucial time for implementing 

interventions around mental health due to the increased incidence of mental illness during 

adolescence (Black Dog Institute, 2016). According to the Black Dog Institute (2016), 

while the most effective prevention programs in high schools are targeted to students with 

mental health concerns, this can result in stigmatisation of those students when they are 

taken out of class to do the program. Further, some programs have had positive results 

(Perry et al., 2014), whereas others show more limited results (Kelly et al., 2007). 

Integrating activities that seek to improve understanding of mental health organically into 



P a g e  | 216 

 

regular school lessons could be a useful support for existing programs and pave the way 

for greater help-seeking behaviours (Black Dog Institute, 2016, pp. 2-3). These activities 

should be geared towards stimulating conversations around mental health in the school 

environment and aim to raise awareness of how peer interactions, both on the ground and 

on social media, have a lasting impact. Reading a text such as One Step (Daddo, 2016b) 

as part of English class activities allows the group to reflect on and discuss aspects of 

mental health in a safe and supportive space and provides access to resources through 

their teacher and the novel’s paratext. More importantly, however, this interaction 

normalises these discussions in the group, reducing the stigma around mental health at a 

time when this is most needed. 

Awareness and understanding of the various aspects of mental disorders that can 

“aid their recognition, management and prevention” is known as mental health literacy 

(Jorm et al., 1997). Increased mental health literacy in adolescents is critical, as it can 

lead to greater empathy and result in less stigmatising behaviour (Mitchell, 2014; Perry 

et al., 2014). As with other cross-curriculum priority areas, mental health literacy can be 

improved in the school environment through reading, discussing, and writing about 

mental health concerns. In the context of this research, this theme shows that using One 

Step as a class text prompts identification of mental health issues. It discusses the 

students’ responses to mental health concerns in the text, and the task’s role in that 

response in allowing ‘talk’ about mental health. Table 27 shows the tasks completed that 

provide opportunities for this.  
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Tasks Data Coded to Theme 3 ‘Talking About Mental Health’ 

Note. The table does not include a summary of contributions from the questionnaire. 

The format of the data made separating out individual coding impractical. The 

questionnaire responses are considered in full below.  

 

Exploring the coded items summarised in Table 27 further reveals that data is 

elicited from all students and tasks (Figure 31). Figure 31 shows the range of data sets 

that inform this theme, ‘Talking about mental health’: essays and short answer responses 

(document image), creative tasks (document and database images); questionnaires 

(database image), as well as memos created throughout data analysis (yellow notepad 

images). Through their short answer tasks, all six participants in Mr Denham’s class 

contribute to this theme. Data from the essays of all participants from both Ms Collin’s 

and Ms Kestler’s classes, and the creative tasks from both Ms Collin’s and Ms Kestler’s 

students are also included. This theme also collects responses to the questionnaires across 

the three sites. This section describes the student data from the various tasks that inform 

the codes and sub-codes that form the categories nesting together within this theme.

Table 27 
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NVivo Explore Diagram: Data Set Contributors to Theme 3 ‘Talking About Mental Health’ 

Note. AC = Ms Collin’s students. AK = Ms Kestler’s students. BD = Mr Denham’s students. 

Figure 31 
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This theme brings together student data related to several concepts, taking in the 

views of mental ill-health mentioned in the student responses – for example, where 

participants specifically mention a mental illness such as anxiety or depression – as well 

as when students discuss behaviours that impact mental health, such as the effects of 

bullying, poor communication in family or peer situations, or discuss mental health from 

a help-seeking perspective. As bullying is not a mental illness but is a contributor to poor 

mental health (Muir et al., 2009), ‘bullying in the text’ was initially open coded as a top-

level code. However, as significant links between bullying and suicide are identified by 

the participants, this code was later located to the code ‘mental health in One Step’ as part 

of this theme. 

This theme, therefore, comprises the major sub-category ‘mental health in One 

Step’ (green box in Figure 32); as well as the ‘discussion of mental health’ code and 

students’ concerns regarding communication and help-seeking coded to the 

‘communication in the text’ code (orange box in Figure 32). 
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NVivo Screen Capture: Codes Categorised to Theme 3 ‘Talking About Mental Health’ 

Highlighting Major Areas of Interest 

Note. Child codes are aggregated to the parent code in the total references and files. A 

child code refers to an attribute of the code or sub-code it sits below, for example, the 

child codes ‘Q9 MH was discussed in class’, ‘Q8 One Step is about MH’, and ‘Q10 

External discussion of MH’ under ‘discussion of MH’ parent code. 

 

The sub-category ‘Mental health in One Step’ captures when students identify 

mental health concerns in their responses to the text and forms a major part of this theme. 

‘Discussion of mental health’ describes student views on any discussion of mental health 

resulting from studying the text. The ‘communication in the text’ code supports these in 

its focus on students’ identification of communication between characters that links to the 

mental health concern or impacts help-seeking. 

Figure 32 
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Sub-category: Mental health in One Step 

Coding and Data Sets 

The sub-category ‘mental health in One Step’ captures student responses related 

to mental health in the text through data drawn from 42 of the total 45 data sets in this 

theme (Table 28) and includes six sub-codes. During open coding four mental health 

concerns were identified in the student responses: anxiety, depression, self-image, and 

suicide. These sub-codes are labelled as mental health issues (MHI) in line with the 

students’ identification of aspects of mental health in their responses and are discussed in 

further detail below. The sub-codes ‘adolescent mental health’ and ‘bullying in the text’ 

are two other concepts that came from the student data. The code ‘adolescent mental 

health’ captures participant comments about mental health aspects they noticed in the 

text. This sub-code is not explored separately in this theme, as it underpins and is therefore 

incorporated into the sub-codes discussed. ‘Bullying in the text’ includes those aspects of 

trauma identified by participants and is dealt with alongside the mental health issues in 

the following. 
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NVivo Code Book Extract: Phase 3 Thematic Coding – Sub-Category ‘Mental Health in One Step’ Showing Descriptions and Number of Files  

and References for Each Sub-Code 

Note. MH = mental health. MHI = mental health issue. OS = the text, One Step. RQ = research question

Table 28 
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Of note, the sub-code ‘bullying in the text’ makes up more than one third of the 

total responses under this sub-category (160/438). This sub-code groups four child codes, 

drawing data from 23 individual data sets, primarily the essays and the creative tasks from 

both Ms Kestler’s and Ms Collin’s students, plus researcher memoing (Figure 33).  

 

NVivo Explore Diagram: Data Set Contributors to ‘Bullying in the Text’ Sub-Code 

 

Self-image and suicide are two other sub-codes that are prominent within this sub-

category (Figure 34). Self-image data contains no child codes and comes from 26 data 

sets with 90 references across essays and responses to Mr Denham’s short answer task, 

plus memos. 

  

Figure 33 
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Figure 34 

NVivo Explore Diagram: Data Set Contributors to ‘MHI – Self-Image’ Sub-Code 

 

The ‘suicide’ sub-code similarly contains data from essays, the short answer tasks 

and memos on these and the reviews task (Figure 35).  

 

NVivo Explore Diagram: Data Set Contributors to ‘MHI – Suicide’ Sub-Code 

Figure 35 
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This sub-code only includes items coded directly to it. It also sits above two 

further sub-codes: ‘in related text’, and ‘post Dylan’s suicide attempt’, which are used to 

separate these ideas from student comment on suicide in One Step. The first sub-code was 

created to capture comments on related texts used in the essay task from Ms Kestler’s 

students, some of which include suicide of an adolescent character, such as John Barton 

in Looking for Alibrandi (Marchetta, 1992; Woods, 2000) and Hannah Baker in Thirteen 

Reasons Why (Asher, 2007; Yorkey, 2017). The second sub-code captures comments 

about the outlook for the character’s future or about aspects in the narrative that mitigated 

suicidal thoughts in the character. This data was captured to help understand whether the 

students considered the text bleak or hopeless, a common criticism of such texts (Salerno, 

2018). One example that indicates the positiveness in this text comes from Kristopher 

who notes in his essay: 

This all changes when he realises that his death would have a negative effect on 

his family (his mum in particular) and he decides that his life isn’t worthless. This 

realisation is Dylan completing his inner journey as he can’t change who he is and 

that people actually value him. 

Craig also comments, “Dylan is now a more resilient and strong person he no longer cares 

what others think or say or do, he now cares about himself.” Using One Step with the 

Change Area of Study enables the students to look beyond the potential negative outcome 

to see a more positive outlook. 

Participant Responses by Task 

Stigma and stigmatising behaviour increase when mental illness remains a taboo 

subject. It is therefore important that the participants in this research recognise and name 

aspects of mental ill-health when encountered in the text. Identifying those elements that 

contribute to poor mental health is also constructive. While it is expected that the students’ 

responses would reflect the school’s nominated Area of Study (Change [Intertextuality] 

or Journey) as specified in the rubrics, many participants include concerns around mental 

health in their responses. In the notes on her prompt sheet submitted with her essay, 

Krystal declares, “Mental health is a big issue in today’s society as it’s triggered at school 

at home and on social media … plus mental health is a significant thing that everyone 

has.” Krystal’s statement brings together the numerous aspects within this sub-category. 

It points to the student’s recognition of the prevalence of mental ill-health and the wide-

ranging impact poor mental health can have on young people.  
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Essay task 

Taking the sub-category, ‘mental health in One Step’ as a discrete unit, students 

refer to mental health at several levels, in both explicit and implicit language. For 

example, students name several mental health concerns that Dylan may be affected by, 

specifically depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and trauma (bullying), whereas Cathie’s 

reference to mental health is less precise; “One Step talks about a lot of problems about 

teenagers and people growing up.” The explicit (E) and implied (I) reference to these 

concerns are shown in Table 29. 

 

Essay Task: Mental Health Concerns Identified in Student Responses 

Note. *Indicates mentioned in prompt sheet only, not main essay. 

 

Table 29 
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There is a total of 20 explicit mentions of one of these sub-codes and 34 implied 

references to these mental health concerns by the participants. While Callum’s comment, 

“when he was on Jump Rocks he says stuff like ‘one step and it will be my last step’” is 

contextually linked to suicide rather than specifically stated, this reflects a concern that 

young people are not familiar with or comfortable with using the language of mental 

health. When aiming to raise awareness and improve understanding, as well as provide 

respect to those with a mental health concern, it is important that appropriate language is 

available to adolescents. 

It is further noted that all 17 students across Ms Collin’s and Ms Kestler’s classes 

have mentioned a mental health concern at some point in their essays. At times a single 

student will use both linguistic approaches to discuss mental health in the text in their 

essay response, for example, Karen. Other students, such as Karli, Callie and Cathie, do 

not use an explicit term at all. In their own writing, students often use their own language 

to describe the mental health concerns they recognise, rather than the medical 

terminology. Implicit references, or euphemisms, are included in Table 30.  
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Essay Task: Examples of Euphemisms Used 

 

While working within the Change Area of Study, the essay task affords students 

the opportunity to consider the text in light of the mental health concerns portrayed. For 

example, Callie says that the experiences depicted in the novel “show how fragile 

teenager’s mental states are.” Karen highlights her awareness of the theme when she pairs 

this text with a poem about a woman “struggling with PTSD” and depression in her essay. 

And while Karen suggests that the novel “subtly raise[s] questions about mental illness 

Table 30 
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and its impacts” she then makes several references to mental health concerns in the novel, 

including that One Step: 

…shows the invisible but damaging impact of mental illness and its ability to 

change life’s original course 

[has a] deep theme of Mental Health 

…explores mental illness, Bullying and Growing Up in a relatable, humorous 

way. 

 

Short Answer Task 

Analysis of the students’ explicit and implicit mentions of mental health concerns 

in their short answer tasks shows that low self-esteem, and suicide dominate their 

responses. The explicit (E) and implied (I) reference to these concerns are shown in 

Table 31. 

 

Short Answer Tasks: Mental Health Concerns Identified in Student Responses 

 

While these short answer tasks provide less opportunity for lengthy discussion of 

mental health, five of the six participants from Mr Denham’s class do mention aspects of 

mental ill-health across the three tasks. Dana and Danielle are both explicit in their 

language: Danielle describes One Step (Daddo, 2016b) as a novel that “explores the 

harrowing tale of a year 9 boy, Dylan’s, journey towards attempted suicide.” Conversely, 

David and Dee mention Dylan’s low self-esteem and that the character acknowledges 

“how hopeless they are” (David) and “speaks less of himself and drags himself down” 

(Dee). While these are clearly related to low self-image, they use different, but equally 

effective, language to describe the character’s emotional state. 

Table 31 
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Creative Tasks 

Responses to the reviews task were less straightforward to code as the students 

are responding to the wording in the adult reviews rather than using their own language 

to identify the mental health concerns in the text. The example in Figure 36 shows how 

one review informs how the students’ responses are coded to these sub-codes.  

 

Reviews Task: Review from B.M. Coded to Sub-Codes Related to Mental Health 

Concerns 

 

A participant’s “true” or “agree” response is linked with the identified code and 

indicated with the key ‘A’ in Table 32. This is in addition to any mention the student 

makes in their own comments or review, which are indicated with ‘E’ or ‘I’ as before. 

Figure 36 
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Creative Tasks: Mental Health Concerns Identified in Student Responses 

 

As noted earlier, all students agree with the reviews provided in this task, however 

it is of note that four also mention or refer to anxiety, suicide, or bullying/trauma in their 

additional comments. While Charlotte does not reference anxiety in the character, her 

comments reflect that anxiety in an adolescent hinders their communication. Charlotte 

mentions that the text can help “kids (teenagers) who don’t open themselves or ready to 

talk about their school embarrassment in front of their parents” or “who is scared to talk 

about their school life”, which are coded to ‘anxiety’ Craig does not mention bullying 

explicitly, however, he combines the negative behaviours under the term “problems.” 

Craig draws attention to the “strong message” he perceives in the reviews and says the 

novel can “bring awareness to suicide prevention” in his own review. Bullying is referred 

to on several occasions by Cathie – in both her own responses and by commenting on 

certain reviews. For example, Cathie’s response, “Agree because it seems pretty true for 

teen boys” to M.S.’s review that mentions that the text helps readers – particularly Year 

9 boys – see the effects of bullying is therefore coded to ‘bullying’. 

There are no references to depression in these adult reviews, nor more than an 

oblique reference to suicide in B.M.’s review. In book reviews, a focus on depression or 

a character’s suicidal ideation may have a negative effect on sales, either from its 

anticipated adolescent readership or from those adults who consider purchasing the novel 

for young readers.  

Table 32 
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The sole respondent to Ms Kestler’s creative task, Krystal, identifies several 

causes of poor mental health portrayed in One Step. For example, Krystal highlights 

suicide, depression and bullying as priority themes in this novel. She describes the causes 

of Dylan’s poor mental health as: disengagement due to “a cycle of grief and loss;” 

humiliation brought on by Dylan’s friend’s betrayal; and embarrassment following a 

“verbal assault” from the bully, Hamish Banning, all of which combine to “diminish 

[Dylan’s] sense of identity and self-worth.”  

Questionnaire Task 

The questionnaires do not seek participant reflections on mental health in the text. 

However, question 8 asks whether participants think the text is about mental health, to 

which all but two students agree (Table 33). 

 

Questionnaires: Mental Health in The Text (Question 8) 

Note. One student did not respond to this question. 

 

In addition to this strong concurrence, the questionnaire produced only three 

allusions to mental health concerns through the free-text fields (Table 34). One response 

is coded from a participant in each class, however their connection to the mental health 

concerns listed is more tenuous than those comments that came through in other tasks. 

  

Table 33 
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Questionnaires: Mental Health Concerns Identified in Student Responses 

Note. ‘?’ indicates uncertainty as to whether the “issues” indicated in the response refers 

to suicide. 

 

As discussed earlier, the questionnaires are used to determine each participant’s 

overall view of One Step, whether positive, negative, or mixed. This rating is used to 

break down the participants’ responses across all primary data sets that are coded to the 

mental health sub-codes, as shown in Table 35.

Table 34 
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NVivo Crosstab Chart: Student Contributions to Mental Health Concerns by Gender and by Their Thoughts of One Step 

Note. The bracketed number indicates how many individual students are responsible for these coded items. 

DNR indicates the participant did not respond to the questionnaire, however they have provided views of these topics in other tasks. 

Table 35 
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Table 35 shows that those students who thought positively of One Step (male 

n = 3: female n = 4) and the females who were mixed in their opinion (n = 6) reference 

all five mental health concerns in their responses. The male who is of mixed opinion 

(Callum) has his responses coded only to the suicide sub-code. More items are coded to 

bullying (n = 9), suicide (n = 13) and self-image (n = 9) than depression (n = 3) or anxiety 

(n = 4) from the positive and mixed students. The negative and DNR students have fewer 

items coded to these sub-codes overall: bullying (n = 5), suicide (n = 6) and self-image 

(n = 8) than depression (n = 2) or anxiety (n = 2). The two sub-codes, suicide and self-

image, attract a relatively high number of codes from the male students with negative 

views (suicide n = 4; self-image n = 4) compared with the male students with both positive 

and mixed views combined (suicide n = 4: self-image n = 1). This is in contrast to the 

female positive/mixed students who are coded to the same codes far more frequently than 

their negative counterparts: suicide 9:1, self-image 8:2. It is also noted that the female 

negative students are not coded to depression or anxiety. The two students who did not 

provide a response to the questionnaire have items coded to these codes but to a lesser 

extent. For example, Callie had three items coded, whereas David had two. 

This section shows that data from each task has informed the items coded to the 

sub-category ‘Mental health in One Step’. It collates the data coded to the aspects of 

mental health that come through repeatedly from the students into each task.  

The following section views the data through each of the sub-codes, anxiety, 

depression, self-image, bullying/trauma, and suicide. The visualisation in Figure 37 

reflects the words most used by the students across all the primary data sets coded to this 

theme. It shows that concerns mentioned most often by the students are bullying, mental 

health, and suicide. 
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NVivo Word Cloud: Word Frequency Across all Primary Data Sets in ‘Mental Health  

in One Step’ Sub-Category 

 

Participant Responses – by Mental Health Sub-code 

Anxiety 

Students whose responses are coded to anxiety focus on the character Dylan as 

worried, panicky, fearful, or scared about his future. It is noted that Ms Collin’s students 

contribute the most responses to the anxiety code, with only one student from Mr 

Denham’s class adding to this code through his observation that fear of negative changes 

is a factor in Dylan’s anxieties (David). Three of Ms Kestler’s students contribute. 

Participants observe that Dylan’s anxieties are typically linked to his poor self-image and 

lack of confidence. Cody mentions that Dylan is “constantly panicking” and Cathie notes 

the underlying fear that he will “mess up and embarrass himself.” Dylan’s social standing 

causes him anxiety and is affected by other people’s comments and his own negative self-

talk (Craig, Cara, Callie, Charlotte). 

Figure 37 
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How the character deals with his anxiety is another aspect of this code. Cody 

suggests that “Dylan holds on to his feelings and they brew more and more until his 

almost demise.” This aspect of Dylan’s anxiety is touched on by Charlotte, Callie and 

Cathie, who comment that Dylan’s inability to speak to family or friends about his 

problems adds to his insecurities and sense of aloneness.  

Depression 

The sub-code depression contains only a small number of items across the three 

class groups, however, is a significant mental health concern in adolescence. While two 

students mention depression specifically (Kevin, Kester) others describe the character’s 

mood in terms of sadness (Charlotte, Cara, Karen), hopelessness (David, Kaleb) and as a 

“dark perspective” (Kaleb). In the novel, the depressive traits presented in Dylan’s 

character are a result of his insecurities and anxiety and lead to low self-esteem and 

thoughts of suicide in the character. Therefore, student responses that link with those 

codes are discussed in the following.  

Self-image 

Self-image and identity formation both impact on and are impacted by peer 

relationships (Doumen et al., 2012), and are therefore critical to teenage growth and 

development. In One Step, Daddo describes both the physical and emotional attributes of 

the character, Dylan, and demonstrates how his perception of himself shapes his 

interactions at home and in the school environment. Dylan’s low self-esteem is pivotal to 

his interactions, particularly with his peers, and his negative self-talk adds further to this 

problem. The character’s heightened awareness of his physicality and acne allows Dylan 

to become highly sensitive to bullying and ridicule at the pool (Daddo, 2016b, pp. 104-

107); his self-awareness increases his shyness when around girls (p. 9). It limits his 

communication with his parents (pp. 120-121, 200). While the code anxiety also captures 

some student responses, low self-image is given a distinct code due to its direct impact 

on mental health. With 88 references from 25 data sets (essays, creative tasks, short 

answer tasks and questionnaires), self-image is also the most frequently coded of the four 

mental health concerns. 

Across all three classes students identify issues related to poor self-image. The 

areas of primary concern for the students are shown in the word cloud created from the 

data under ‘self-image’ coded in NVivo (Figure 38). The image highlights negative 

thinking: issues with Dylan’s father/parents; problems with friends and others; and links 

low self-image to bullying, appearance and confidence. However, it also reveals the 
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pejoratives used to describe Dylan’s concerns: [self] loathing, hopeless, idiot, loser, 

humiliation, invisible, betrayal, all of which can contribute to poor mental health. 

NVivo Word Cloud: Text Coded to ‘MHI – Self-Image’ Code 

 

Student responses frequently focus on how Dylan’s self-criticism and insecurities 

impact his self-esteem and link to Dylan’s poor mental health and thoughts of suicide. 

Danielle describes the “self-loathing of a boy who can't measure up to his father’s idea of 

him” and comments on the sustained negative effects of father-son interactions that 

happened a long time before current events in the book (pp. 118-119). Dylan’s poor 

relationship with his father is the focus of Mr Denham’s second short answer task, with 

students describing the relationship as “difficult” (Diana, Dee), “problematic” (Daniel), 

“complex” (David), “disconnected” (Dana) and “strained” (Dee). Although participants 

do not use the word ‘bullying’ in relation to Dylan’s father, they do describe the 

communications between Dylan and his father in terms of bullying behaviours. Kellie 

Figure 38 
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explains that Dylan’s father’s “mocking tone” and harsh criticisms “highlight Dylan’s 

inadequacy” and “contribute to his [Dylan’s] suicide ideation.”  

Familial interactions are often negative for Dylan. The students’ responses 

maintain a separation between any effect of home relationships on Dylan and those in the 

school environment. For example, while Charles notes that Dylan’s sense of confidence 

is linked to how “his schoolmates view him,” there is no consideration of how Dylan’s 

home life also plays a part in his low sense of worth. Kate also sees that Dylan “is more 

worried about his looks and how other people see him. He believes he is a loser and no 

girls will ever be interested in him.” Callie says that Dylan “starts to think differently 

about himself” when his peers make negative comments about him, and this is echoed by 

Kaleb, who says Dylan’s “inner journey shows how your experience can change due to 

others.” Dee comments that Dylan’s “self-doubt” is evident and that he “drags himself 

down” through his negative self-talk. Craig identifies that the character’s low self-esteem 

decreases his resilience to small acts of unkindness from his peers. For these students, the 

bullying Dylan receives primarily at the hands of his peers is directly linked with the 

mental health outcomes for the character: “he [Dylan] is subject to bullying throughout 

the book and this has a huge effect on his self-esteem and the way he views himself” 

(Kristopher).  

Trauma/Bullying 

The role of bullying in negative mental health outcomes among adolescents is a 

recognised issue in Australia (Muir et al., 2009; NSW Government, 2020; Perren et al., 

2010). According to Hughes and Laffier (2016), bullying “impacts all aspects of a 

victim’s life” (p. 3). Bullying is a common experience for adolescents at school and 

includes face-to-face, exclusion, and cyberbullying. It can be physical, social, and 

emotional. In One Step (Daddo, 2016b), the bullying that contributes to the character’s 

poor mental health is a focal point for participants in this research. Although tasks ask 

students to respond to the specific Area of Study set by their teachers [Change 

(Intertextuality) and Journey], students frequently highlight bullying scenes to support 

their responses. NVivo’s data visualisation tool, word tree, is used to show how the term 

‘bullying’ and its stemmed words are used in the student responses across all data sets 

(Figure 39). In a similar way to the word cloud, a word tree helps visually identify 

common words in the data but retains these words in their context in the data within the 

visualisation. 
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NVivo Word Tree: Visualisation of ‘Bullying’ Across all Student Data Sets 

 

This word tree draws from the text of all primary data sets, however most phrases 

come from the essay task. When the essay responses are excluded, any contributions from 

student responses in the questionnaires, short answer tasks and the creative tasks are 

minimal, as shown in Figure 40.  

Figure 39 
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NVivo Word Tree: Visualisation of ‘Bullying’ Across Questionnaires, Creative Tasks 

and Short Answer Tasks  

 

A comparison between Figures 39 and 40 shows how tasks encouraging greater 

reflection on the text and the opportunity to expand on themes in written work help 

students consider issues around mental health. While student responses in the creative 

and short answer tasks evidence consideration of mental health (Figure 40), the student 

responses in essays show students link bullying with its consequences, for example, that 

it “is often isolating and humiliating” (Kaleb) or can push someone “to the edge” 

(Krystal). and that “the verbal bullying and pressure from his family had the greatest 

emotional impact” (Karen). This is an important aspect of the findings in this research. 

It is noted that the word tree does not capture synonyms or other language used to 

depict bullying, such as “traumatic experience” (Karen) or descriptions of bullying 

behaviour, for example around exclusion, teasing and name-calling, although these are 

coded to this code. Further, analysing the data sets separately or in smaller groupings 

shows that, while a range of participants may mention bullying, the contributions are not 

equal across tasks and students. This is driven by the types of tasks completed and in 

different classes completing similar tasks. As shown in Figures 41 and 42, the Essay task 

responses from both Ms Kestler’s and Ms Collin’s students and the related Tables 36 and 

37 that show the top 20 words from the coded responses from students in each class. 

Figure 40 
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NVivo Word Cloud: Essay Task Responses from Ms Kestler’s Students 

 

 

 

NVivo Word Cloud: Essay Task Responses from Ms Collin’s 

Students 

Figure 41 Figure 42 
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NVivo Word Cloud Summary: Essay Task Responses from Ms Kestler’s 

Students Showing Top 20 Words Informing Word Cloud 

NVivo Word Cloud Summary: Essay Task Responses from Ms 

Collin’s Students Showing Top 20 Words Informing Word Cloud 

Table 37 Table 36 
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Figures 41 and 42 show that ‘bullying’ is a strong theme in the essays from both 

class groups. Tables 36 and 37, however, break this down to show how frequently the 

word listed and its stemmed words are used in the essays. For example, the term ‘bullying’ 

is counted 37 times in essays from Ms Kestler’s students compared with 29 in Ms Collin’s 

class.  

The tables also show common terms used across both classes, including 

‘individual’ (Ms Kestler’s students: 30 – Ms Collin’s students: 9); ‘significant/ly’ (Ms 

Kestler’s students: 15 – Ms Collin’s students: 9). Two terms are used with similar 

frequency in both class groups: ‘experience’ (Ms Kestler’s students: 19 – Ms Collin’s 

students: 15) and ‘different’ (Ms Kestler’s students: 18 – Ms Collin’s students: 16). The 

fourth word on Ms Collin’s students’ word list, ‘family’ is much more prominent in 

responses from these students than Ms Kestler’s students, where it comes in at 17th, 

although the word count is not as divergent, at 18:13. Where Ms Collin’s students mention 

‘friends’ 20 times (third most frequent word), friends does not rank in the top 20 words 

for Ms Kestler’s students. 

Words used solely by Ms Kestler’s students include ‘impact’ (21 word count), 

‘empathy’ (15 word count), ‘suicide’ (13 word count), and ‘relate’ (15 word count). This  

shows that these students use the essay to discuss how they are able to relate to the events 

in the narrative (as shown in Theme 1). Students also discuss the impact of bullying and 

the potential outcome of suicide, linking these four concepts together as part of the 

adolescent experience. 

Ms Kestler’s students discuss bullying and its effects as described in One Step in 

the essay task. Krystal invokes school/adolescent culture as part of the problem with the 

comment: “especially since schools are so harsh, with students constantly bullying 

people.” Kate notes that Dylan “experiences a rough emotional journey due to horrendous 

bullying and personal loneliness.” Karli says that by reflecting on the interactions 

between the characters, “we see that bullying not only changes the person being bullied, 

but also those around them.” Using the theme of bullying to link One Step (Daddo, 2016b) 

and her related text (four songs by singer/songwriter Britt Nicole), Karli opens her essay 

with the proclamation, “let’s face it. Some people, if not most people will be bullied in 

their lifetime.” 

In their essays, Ms Collin’s students emphasise the “physical and emotional” 

bullying in the novel (Callie), describing it as “traumatic” (Cara). Students identify both 

physical bullying by the antagonist Hamish, and the psychological harm caused by 

Dylan’s best friend Ryan’s betrayal and the emotional deception of the girls. The 
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students’ ratification of the ‘bullying’ reviews and their use of terms such as ‘relatable’ 

suggests that, if they have not personally been the victims of bullying, they have at least 

witnessed it happening to their peers. 

One effect of bullying mentioned in student essays is fear, which is a symptom of 

anxiety according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) 

from the American Psychiatric Association (2013). The participants perceive this fear as 

an underlying contributor to poor mental health alongside negative self-image and 

isolation from peers. Cara, Cathie and Karli note that One Step’s protagonist Dylan fears 

the bullying could get worse; that he would “mess up and embarrass himself” (Cathie), 

resulting in reduced self-esteem and social capital. Karli suggests the protagonist’s fear 

is that no one will understand or support him, which refers to help-seeking, discussed 

later.  

Ms Collin’s creative task includes four reviews of One Step mentioning the term 

‘bullying,’ with two adult reviewers reflecting on their lived experience: reviewer K.D. 

recalls “having faced bullying as a teenager…” and B.M. says, “as a victim of bullying 

[the novel] brought back many uncomfortable memories and scenarios.” The pertinent 

phrases are shown in bold in Table 38. 
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Reviews Task: Adult Reviewer Mentions Bullying 

 

The reviews from M.S., B.M., K.D. and T.C.D. that have a bullying theme draw 

agreement from all seven respondents in Ms Collin’s class, along with four additional 

comments indicating that, in high school, this behaviour is normal and even expected. 

Cara notes, “this comment was very true! It’s very insightful and it does show the secrets 

of bullying.” This is echoed by Cathie who says, “Agree, because what he [B.M., the 

Table 38 
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reviewer] said about people bullying, it’s true.” In reference to this same review, Cody 

adds, “true, it has a strong message.” 

The questionnaire prompted one response that mentions bullies and bullying from 

Cathie who suggests, “I think all kids would learn and if bullies read this maybe they 

would think twice.” Two other students allude to the bullying behaviour through their 

comments, “because that’s what school sounds like” (Cathie) and “It helps to raise further 

awareness and can teach students what others are going through” (Karli). Mr Denham’s 

students do not mention bullying in either their responses to the questionnaire or the short 

answer tasks. 

Suicide 

Every participating student from both Ms Collin’s and Ms Kestler’s classes and 

three of the six respondents from Mr Denham’s class provide data under this code from 

one or more of their responses (Figure 43). This represents 87% of the total participants. 

It is recognised that Mr Denham’s students are less represented in the data under this sub-

code through both word count in the task and number of participant responses. 

 

NVivo Explore Diagram: Student Contributors to ‘MHI – Suicide’ Sub-Code 

Note. MHI = mental health issue 

AC = Ms Collin’s students. AK = Ms Kestler’s students. BD = Mr Denham’s student. 

Figure 43 
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While the initial codes are developed from the individual primary data files, it is 

recognised that Ms Collin’s reviews task has a strong focus on the bullying aspect of the 

text. The questionnaire also has questions focused on mental health. Two tasks typical of 

classroom activities are the essays and short answer tasks. These were explored to 

discover what themes the students prioritised in their responses to questions focused on 

the Area of Study. The word cloud shown in Figure 44 reflects the word frequency 

priorities in the ‘mental health in One Step’ sub-category, excluding data from the creative 

tasks and the questionnaires. In this figure, the word ‘suicide’ is prioritised above all 

others.  

 

NVivo Word Cloud: Word Frequency Across Essay Task and Short Answer Tasks 

Coded to ‘Mental Health in One Step’ Sub-Category 

Note. When filtered in this way, there is no option for a black and white image. 

 

With suicide the most prominent, it is useful to see how the students are using this 

concept in their responses to each task’s stated question. NVivo’s word tree function 

allows the focus word ‘suicide’ to be seen in the context used by the participants 

Figure 44 
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(Figure 45). It is noted that this visualisation tool only captures this term, and not the 

euphemisms used, such as death, demise, deceased, or die, which are also coded to this 

sub-category.  

 

NVivo Word Tree: Text Search ‘Suicide’ Across Essay Task and Short Answer Tasks 

Coded to ‘Mental Health in One Step’ Sub-Category 

Note. Blue highlights an example of the text surrounding the primary word ‘suicide’. 

 

The narrative illustrates a range of factors that contribute to suicidal ideation in 

the character Dylan, and the students’ responses connect bullying to this larger concern. 

Krystal notes that “the horrific bullying has pushed Dylan to the edge” and Kate says, “all 

the bullying and drama he was going through had him standing on the edge of a cliff 

wanting to jump.” For Cody, the issue is that “Dylan is so fed up with life and bullying 

he seriously contemplates and almost attempts suicide.” Karen identifies a common belief 

for people who have suicidal ideation, “He [Dylan] wants to strike out at his tormentors 

to show them how he feels.” Other comments come from Craig who notes, “He has been 

betrayed by everyone he’s friends with, even Ryan. His dad even cheated on his mum,” 

and Cara, “After a long night of betrayal, Dylan wants to die.” 

The coding captures data from participants who approach the topic of suicide 

directly and those who use other terms. The different tasks and the order of the tasks have 

Figure 45 
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a role here. For example, Mr Denham’s first short answer task asks students to reflect on 

an excerpt from the text: One Step’s Prologue, where Dylan is preparing to commit 

suicide by stepping off a cliff (p. 1). According to Mr Denham, this task was completed 

before students had read the text. Students are asked to reflect on foreshadowing and any 

change about to occur in the protagonist. When presented with an excerpt about an 

impending suicide, students in this class specifically answer the question rather than 

engaging with the issue of suicide. Daniel alludes to the act of suicide Dylan is 

considering when he says Dylan is “trying not to fall but may fall later.” Daniel follows 

this with a note that the fall is “foreshadowing of a negative change.” In this he ties  the 

action to the response requested in the task rather than exploring mental health concerns.  

In this first task, only Dana suggests that the “character may be considering 

suicide,” remarking on the “serious consequences” underlying Dylan’s “last step.” Dana 

questions the first-person narrator's ability to speak of suicide if he is dead; “Interestingly, 

though, it’s hard to understand how the character could be speaking of it and be 

deceased.” Danielle comments on Dylan’s reference to “flying” in the excerpt as being 

“risky” and “life-changing” in this first short answer task but is more explicit in her 

second short answer task response in which she says, “One Step explores the harrowing 

tale of a year 9 boy, Dylan’s, journey towards attempted suicide.” The three students from 

Mr Denham’s class who are not coded to this code are David, Diana and Dee.  

The essay task was completed later in the term and students have had the 

opportunity to read the text and then respond with that additional understanding. Knowing 

that the ‘One Step’ referred to in the title relates to potential suicide, students’ responses 

regarding suicide in the text are mixed. For example, Karli does not acknowledge Dylan’s 

suicidal ideation in her essay at all, and Callum’s contribution is indirect: “Dylan’s bigger 

journey was when he was on Jump Rocks say says stuff like ‘one step and it will be my 

last step’.” Callum links this with positive father-son communication rather than mental 

health. Cara does not use the word ‘suicide’ in her response, instead using expressions 

such as “had enough of life” and “wants to die.”  

Conversely, Ms Kestler’s students Kevin, Karen, Kester, Kate and Kellie signal 

suicide as a major theme through their selection of a related text for the essay task. Karen 

chooses a short poem by Sudarsan Aparajitha, and notes suicide in her prompt sheet, 

however, does not include any mention of it in her submitted essay. There are two young 

adult texts used by students in this task: Looking for Alibrandi (Marchetta, 1992; Woods, 

2000) selected by Kevin, Kester and Kate, and Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007; 

Yorkey, 2017) chosen by Kellie. Both novels involve the suicide of an adolescent 
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character, albeit with distinctly different treatments. John is a secondary character in 

Looking for Alibrandi and his suicide comes towards the end of the novel when the 

student body are informed. Hannah is ever-present in Thirteen Reasons Why, a novel that 

explains Hannah’s reasons for her suicide prior to the narrative. Kester references suicide 

in Looking for Alibrandi, but instead associates “depression taking over” with Dylan’s 

thoughts of “taking his life” (preferring the common euphemism to the term ‘suicide’). 

Similarly, Kevin does not mention Dylan’s attempted suicide in One Step, yet he 

describes John’s suicide using powerful language: “horrifically took his own life.” When 

discussing Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007; Yorkey, 2017), Kellie says that the novel 

“provides insight into a dark perspective of [protagonist] Hannah’s disorder” and her 

prompt sheet and essay include the note, “powerful visuals of suicide ideation.” Through 

her focus on the journeys in the novels, Kellie notes that poor parent-child communication 

contributes to Dylan’s “suicide ideation” and his negative views. 

Sub-category: Discussion of Mental Health 

The previous section outlines the aspects of mental health that are identified and 

commented on by the participants through each task and by exploring each concern: 

anxiety, depression, self-image, trauma/bullying, and suicide. The participants are 

therefore talking about mental health through their writing in the tasks. Allentown High’s 

Study Skills document (Appendix I) indicates that engagement with mental health 

concerns in relation to One Step was expected in classroom discussion and activities. The 

content of the prompt sheets indicates that Ms Kestler and the students undertook 

classroom activity that identifies concepts for the students to consider when writing their 

essays. Several students’ prompt sheets point to a discussion of the themes that One Step 

(Daddo, 2016b) engages with, which include suicide, mental health, bullying and the 

impact of negative relationships. This evidences a willingness to engage with these 

themes in the classroom and perhaps tacit consent if not encouragement to use the term 

suicide and other mental health terms in their work. 

This code is a smaller but equally important aspect of this theme. In this section, 

the students’ responses directly comment on when and where discussion about mental 

health occurs. Data comes primarily from the questionnaire responses that specifically 

address the discussion of mental health in relation to One Step (questions 8, 9 and 10). 

The essay task also contributes to this section. 
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Essay Task 

As outlined under the mental health concerns identified by the students, the Area 

of Study has enabled student discussion of mental health in their responses to the text. 

For example, in Kaleb’s view, there is a direct link between Dylan’s journey in the novel 

and Dylan’s mental health when he says, “the intensity of the bullying is a horrific journey 

that is often isolating and humiliating. This dominates the novel and ultimately leads to 

Dylan’s suicide ideation and feelings of hopelessness.”  

The coding to this theme across each essay is variable (Figure 46) with an average 

of 4.8 coded items (references) per student when the participants are taken as a whole. 

When broken into class groups, however, there was a lower average of 4 coded items per 

student in Ms Collin’s class (green border) compared with 5.4 coded items per student in 

Ms Kestler’s group (orange border).  

 

NVivo Screen Capture: Number of Student Items (References) Coded to Theme 3 

‘Talking About Mental Health’ in Each Essay Task 

 

Figure 46 
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There is only one coded response from Callum (AC10), which refers to the point 

where Dylan is considering suicide (Daddo, 2016b, p. 236) compared with nine coded 

items from Karli, shown at Figure 47.   
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NVivo Data: Items from Karli’s Essay Coded to Theme 3 ‘Talking About Mental Health’ 

Note. AK10 = Karli’s data.  

Figure 47 
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In her responses, Karli mentions many aspects of adolescent behaviour that can 

negatively impact the mental health of a young person. Karli notes the language that is 

used to cause hurt (reference 4 in Table 57); and that differences in race, religion, gender, 

skin colour and sexual preference can all be used as weapons against a person (reference 

6). Karli identifies the importance of peer acceptance and support (reference 3) and the 

general prevalence of bullying (references 1 and 3), so much so that she feels it is a part 

of growing up (reference 1). Karli notes the difficulty adolescents have with help-seeking 

(reference 7) and that they will often hide their feelings from peers and family (reference 

9), which may cause them to isolate and self-stigmatise. By identifying and writing about 

these issues, Karli becomes more aware of the impact of these behaviours on a person 

who is being bullied, and how she as a peer is able to influence the outcome. 

The participants’ responses demonstrate that, even while working within a broad 

Area of Study such as Change (Intertextuality) or Journey, students will readily enter a 

dialogue about mental health, its causes and consequences, given the right book and 

opportunity. In designing tasks, however, some teachers may be simply more aware than 

others of the emphasis on bullying in public discourse, or in the school environment.  

Questionnaire 

The questionnaire completed by the participants provides quantitative data around 

the students’ preferences for One Step and novels with similar themes. This final section 

of the questionnaire identifies whether the participants take the concepts of mental health 

they engage with in the classroom into their personal spheres through conversations with 

family and friends; those who are often central to help-seeking for adolescents with a 

mental health concern (NSW Commission for Children and Young People, 2014; Yap & 

Jorm, 2011). Questions 8, 9 and 10 explicitly ask if students feel the novel, One Step, is 

about mental health and whether mental health was discussed in class or at home (Table 

39). While the sample is small, the outcome is clear: students think the text is about mental 

health issues and recall discussing it in class. Students report less engagement at home or 

with friends. 
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Questionnaire Task: Questions Related to Mental Health Discussions After Reading 

One Step in the Classroom 

Note. One student did not respond to this question. 

 

Most participants (86%) agree that One Step is about mental health (question 8), 

however just two-thirds (67%) recall discussing mental health in the classroom as a result 

of studying One Step (question 9), and less than one third of participants (29%) indicate 

they discussed mental health with family or friends outside the classroom (question 10). 

While only three students (14%) think there was no classroom discussion (Charlotte; 

Danielle; Dee) (question 9), two are from Mr Denham’s class where the assessment 

rubrics did not comment on mental health: Daniel also checks both “yes” and “don’t 

recall” to this same question. Kate, who does not agree that One Step is about mental 

health at question 8, does indicate an awareness of classroom discussion around mental 

health, and this is in line with the stated activities in the Allentown High Study Skills 

document. Similarly, while Charlotte rejects mental health in the text and the idea of 

classroom discussion of mental health (questions 8, 9), in her reviews task she 

recommends that all pre-high school students read this type of novel in advance of 

Table 39 
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attending high school to raise their awareness of an environment that could have a 

negative impact on them. 

In combination with examples given in earlier themes, the participants’ responses 

at question 9 support the notion that this text is useful as a prompt for discussion in the 

classroom. Unfortunately, this behaviour does not carry to outside the classroom, with 

friends or family (question 10). In fact, more than half (52%) of the participants indicate 

there was no discussion at home or among peers. This is consistent across all three classes. 

As communication with and support from family and friends are important to a young 

person’s mental health (Markowitz et al., 2011; Moses, 2010), it is disappointing to see a 

wide gap between student acknowledgement of mental health concerns in One Step 

(n = 18) and discussion outside the classroom (n = 6). Krystal, for example, believes the 

text is about mental health issues (question 8), but she doesn’t recall whether there was 

discussion in the classroom around mental health (question 9), and indicates “no” to 

discussions beyond the classroom (question 10). Despite Krystal’s mixed responses to 

these questions, she indicates that including a text such as One Step is of value in the 

English classroom “because it relates to us and we find it more interesting” (question 7a), 

leaning more towards readability and engagement than the impact of subject matter or 

themes.  

Of the six students who discussed mental health in One Step at home or with peers, 

four are in Ms Kestler’s class: Karen, Karli, Kellie, and Kristopher. Karli also discloses 

that she did “think about the book a lot,” and Karen mentions the relatability and interest 

generated by reading this, rather than another text. Danielle, one of three students who 

indicate there was no discussion of mental health in the classroom or at home (questions 

9 and 10), disapproves of the portrayal of mental health in One Step, saying she does not 

feel it is “accurate.” This comment contrasts with the views of some students. For 

example, Karen believes that the novel “had a lasting impact on the reader,” with a “deep 

theme of mental health…executed successfully.” Further, Danielle’s statement in the 

questionnaire, the last activity completed, appears in conflict with her earlier comments 

in the short answer task. In this task, Danielle discusses One Step in terms of the Area of 

Study [Change (Intertextuality)]: “Changes in our world are often represented in texts 

through the exploration of mental health issues” before going on to provide examples of 

the emotional impacts that cause the character to consider suicide. Danielle’s response 

here raises questions around what may have informed student responses more broadly.  

The data from this section of the questionnaire shows the participants are talking 

about mental health through their writing and indicate some willingness to take this 
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beyond the classroom. That they respond to the interactions of characters in the text is 

considered a further avenue of interest, as the ability to communicate is integral to help-

seeking. How the students perceive communication and help-seeking interacting is 

explored in the next code. 

Sub-category: Communication and Help-seeking 

Communication about mental health improves mental health literacy and is also 

valuable in supporting help-seeking in those with a mental health concern (Strunk et al., 

2014, p. 367). In One Step, the interactions between Dylan and his parents and peers are 

often damaging and therefore detrimental to Dylan’s mental health, playing an important 

role in Dylan’s negative outcomes. This also impacts on his help-seeking behaviours. 

When analysing student responses, the code ‘communication’ was developed in the first 

round of coding. This is influenced by the two assessment tasks set by Mr Denham that 

focus the students’ attention on episodes of parent-child interaction. However, this 

communication code was later divided into two sub-codes, ‘parent’ and ‘peer’, noting 

both negative and positive attributes in further sub-codes. The students who made 

comments regarding communication are shown in Table 40, which also shows which 

students’ responses are coded to the related code ‘help-seeking’. 
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NVivo Crosstab Query: Participant Responses Coded to ‘Communication’ Sub-Codes 

 

Overall, students identify communication between parents and peers in their 

responses across both short answer and essay tasks. However, there is a greater response 

from the female students, with twice as many female students noting character-parent 

communication (female n = 10: male n =  5) and three times as many females as males 

noting character-peer communication (female m = 9: male n = 3). Negative interactions 

Table 40 
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between the protagonist and his parents are predominant: five students from Ms Collin’s 

class, two from Ms Kestler’s class and four of Mr Denham’s students have responses 

coded to negative communication with parents. In this, participants highlight how poor 

communication with both parents has a detrimental effect on Dylan’s mental health. As 

noted by Johnco and Rapee (2018), unhelpful parent-child communication patterns 

intensify negative emotions in the adolescent but are a “potentially modifiable factor” in 

the treatment of depression in youth (p. 599). Both Charlotte and Charles point to the lack 

of communication and support for Dylan at home, describing the family as 

“dysfunctional” (Charlotte) and showing “limited support” (Charles). They note that this 

exacerbates the increasing problems Dylan is having with his peers, and effectively closes 

off a vital avenue for help-seeking, which leads to Dylan considering suicide. Charles 

then parallels this situation with real-life situations, “The audience is able to connect 

Dylan’s to their own experiences. This allows the audience to feel Dylan’s discomfort.” 

Help-seeking 

Several students note that the breakdown in the father-son relationship causes the 

character to withhold information that would help improve Dylan’s mental wellbeing. For 

example, Dana notes that “the imaginary dialogue in italics communicates to the reader 

the difficulty Dylan has in expressing his true feelings to his father”; Dee says that “Dylan 

feels ‘pretty stupid’ raising this with his dad”; and Cara says that Dylan feels “he’s never 

gonna be able to talk to his dad again.”  

Studies show that fear of being stigmatised as well as negative self-perception can 

be barriers to help-seeking in adolescence, however embarrassment and fear of a negative 

reaction from peers are the most common barriers for a young person seeking help from 

their friends (Yap et al., 2013, p. 258). In this research, 12 students have responses coded 

to help-seeking: four boys and eight girls. Seven are from Ms Collin’s class (87%), and 

only three from Ms Kestler’s class and two from Mr Denham’s class (33% of respondents 

in each class). Using One Step as an example, Karli suggests that Dylan’s sense of 

aloneness and possibility of rejection following his bullying contributes to his lack of 

help-seeking. Karli also proposes that reading texts such as One Step “helps to raise 

further awareness and can teach students what others are going through.”  

While research promotes the role that peers have in help-seeking for adolescents 

(Timlin-Scalera et al., 2003), in the responses provided across all tasks there is limited 

comment from participants on peers as a source of help. Rather, participants recognise 

that the breakdown of peer relationships increases distress. Only two students make 
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positive comments (Krystal and Craig) on friendships, compared with nine female and 

two male students who remark on the negative peer interactions. This lack of peer support 

is a central concern of the text. Kaleb links the loss of Dylan’s friendship with his best 

friend Ryan to a negative change in Dylan’s self-image, and Karen notes that the loss of 

an important friendship can leave you “feeling isolated and alone.” Cathie points to how 

overwhelming an adolescent’s issues may feel, and that the sense of aloneness 

exacerbates negative self-image when she says, “with Dylan having so many dramas in 

his life, he doesn’t know how to overcome them and he doesn’t talk to anyone about it. 

He’s basically stuck with something he can’t fix.” Kate notes that, throughout Dylan’s 

troubles, he hopes that someone “will realise and help him” through his challenges, and 

Callie suggests that, if no one comes along to help “rescue you,” you may just “lay down 

and die.”  

In Karli’s view, a lack of communication with family and friends makes the 

situation worse for the victim of bullying, however the fear of not being believed and a 

sense that nothing can be done to help is also a concern: “that’s the main issue. People 

being bullied don’t always want to ‘cry out’ for ‘help’ because they think no-one will care 

or listen to them.” However, one observation related to help-seeking came from the 

comments in the questionnaire from Cathie: “Miss did say if we needed any help there is 

help out there.” 

Encouragingly, three students describe that positive familial relationships can 

counteract overwhelming negative emotions: “He [Dylan] remembers something his dad 

told him ‘It’s a moment in time and they all pass’. And he doesn’t jump” (Craig); “He 

has had a pretty traumatic experience with bullying but he has learnt how to overcome it, 

by thinking about everything in his head and listening to the people closest to him such 

as his dad” (Cara); and Callum suggests the importance of connections to help through 

difficult times, “the significance to this is probably not go on journey alone.” 

It was anticipated that some participants may refer to communication between 

teachers or school counsellors, as these are central characters in many other young adult 

novels and integral to school support systems. A lack of items to be coded to ‘school 

counsellor’ or ‘teacher’ reflect the absence of student comment around interactions with 

these roles through the novel. While the English teacher had a pivotal role in the narrative 

in the relationship between Dylan and his nemesis, Hamish Banning, it is noted that no 

school counsellor is mentioned in One Step. This seems unusual in a contemporary novel 

about mental health using an ‘authentic’ setting, when many comparable texts include a 
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counsellor as a character (Bokey et al., 2000), for example in The Pause (Larkin, 2015) 

and The Protected (Zorn, 2014).  

Summary of ‘Talking about Mental Health’ Theme 

This theme shows that participants indicate that reading One Step (Daddo, 2016b) 

as a class text provides the opportunity to discuss mental health and thereby improves 

their understanding of the issues affecting adolescent mental health. The responses 

indicate this is achieved through the language used in One Step as well as through the 

subsequent ability of readers to readily recognise and empathise with the character and 

the situations in the text. From this perspective, students then suggest One Step provides 

an opportunity to address adolescent needs in relation to their mental health. Issues 

discussed by the students include depression and anxiety often caused by bullying at 

school, low self-esteem due to poor self-image, ineffective communication channels with 

parents, and an overall sense of a loss of support from family or friends at a time when it 

is increasingly important for adolescents to feel supported and safe.  

While Australian schools provide access to school counsellors, this role is not 

mentioned in One Step and school counsellors are therefore not mentioned in student 

responses as a source of help. However, a desire for improved parenting comes out 

through the communication theme: that students should feel more comfortable talking 

with parents, or that students want parents to understand them better and to know what 

they deal with at school. This strong sense could stem from their own personal need for 

intervention, or that adolescents more broadly seek greater guidance and support. 

Alternatively, it could come from seeing how others interact and believing that the 

responsibility needs to be passed back to adults who may be more capable of doing 

something about the problem. Improvements in these connections assist with help-

seeking, and this is further explored in the next theme, ‘One Step should be read by 

others.’ 

 

THEME 4: One Step Should be Read by Others 

“Teachers should teach this” (Cara) 

The previous themes show that the participants see One Step (Daddo, 2016b) as 

relating to them by mirroring their experience and that this text has provoked an emotional 

response in the students. This response then causes them to reflect on how adolescents 

are affected by poor mental health. The third theme reveals that including One Step as a 

classroom text fits within two Areas of Study, while encouraging students to talk about 
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mental health in their writing, as well as in the classroom and with their family and 

friends.  

Through reading One Step and responding to the assessment tasks, the participants 

identify a need for a broader discussion of adolescent mental health, and this is captured 

in this theme, ‘One Step should be read by others.’ In their responses, participants actively 

promote a readership beyond One Step’s expected young adult audience by suggesting 

that parents and teachers should also read this text to improve their understanding of the 

adolescent experience. It is further recommended that school peers should read One Step 

to improve insight into their shared experience. 

As shown in Table 41, the theme ‘One Step should be read by others’ came 

through overwhelmingly strong in the reviews task, where many of the adult reviewers 

noted this as well.  

 

Tasks Data Coded to Theme 4 ‘One Step Should be Read by Others’ 

Note. The table does not include a summary of contributions from the questionnaire. 

The format of the data made separating out individual coding impractical. The 

questionnaire responses are considered in full below.  

 

This theme is also supported in responses to the questionnaire where students 

could consider why they enjoyed the book, and in Callie’s essay where she notes, “Daddo 

explores the way teenagers deal with difficulties in their experience in life, and it is 

probably a good book for parents to read because it can help them to get into their 

children’s heads and to make sure they are going well.” 

The codes and sub-codes that make up this theme are shown in Table 42 and are 

collected in two primary areas: recommending the text to particular audiences, such as 

Table 41 
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parents, teachers and peers; and using One Step in the classroom, including the 

participants comments on their own reading behaviour as part of this research. This 

second code is primarily derived from responses to six questions in the questionnaire 

(questions 4–7a) and is shown in an abbreviated form in this table. 
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NVivo Code Book Extract: Phase 3 Thematic Coding – Categorising the Original Codes into Theme 4 ‘One Step Should Be Read by Others’ 

  

Table 42 
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Note. YA = young adult literature. BD = Site BD (Bridges Field High School). MH = mental health.
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Recommending this Text to Others 

As mentioned earlier (Chapter 3 Methodology, Data Collection and Analysis), 

each adult reviewer included in Ms Collin’s creative task writes positively about the text. 

Reviews from five of the eight reviewers preface a recommendation to a particular 

readership: parents, adolescents, and educators. For example, reviewers B.M. and T.C.D. 

urge educators to include One Step on high school reading lists and the text is described 

as a “must-read for parents” by reviewer K.H. Reading by adolescents is promoted to help 

young people understand that bullying “offends others” (T.C.D.) and affects a young 

person’s mental health (M.S.). One Step is also recommended as a means of letting 

adolescents know they are not alone if they have experiences of a similar nature (B.M., 

K.D., T.C.D.). Ms Collin also includes a guidance question specifically asking “Do you 

think teenagers and parents should read this book? Why – Why not?” (GQ 5). In their 

responses to reviews and the guidance questions, participants add clarification or reasons 

why they believe these audiences are important. For example, Callie adds that parents 

should read the text as One Step will help them understand that “kids might have a tough 

time in school.” A comparison of the recommended audience as stated in the reviews and 

in the responses provided by the students to these reviews as well as in their guidance 

questions or own review (where additional) is noted in Table 43 (green box). It is 

recognised that the opportunity to recommend a readership for this text was not available 

in other tasks. Only two additional comments from students in Ms Kestler’s class are 

coded to this sub-code. These comments infer an adolescent readership for One Step “I 

enjoyed the book. Thank you for the opportunity to read it” (Kaleb) and “Thank you for 

asking my grade to read this book. It was a real eye opener” (Karli). 
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Reviews Task: Themes, Concerns and Recommended Audience as Stated by Both Reviewers and Participants (Students) 

* student indicates ‘true’ or ‘agree’ across all responses but makes few or no further comments. 

Table 43 
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Table 43 shows that the reviewers had a greater focus on educators using One Step 

in their classrooms (n = 3) than the two students who commented the text has an educative 

aspect, “teachers should teach this” (Cara) and Craig’s comment that “it has a strong 

message.” Craig also suggests the novel is “educational” in response to the guidance 

question, “Do you think teenagers and parents should read this book? Why – Why not?” 

Both reviewers and students agreed that adolescents should read the text (reviewers n = 

4: students n= 4). As a suggested audience for the text, parents are only mentioned by 

reviewer K.H., however it is the entirety of her review of the text, “Andrew Daddo’s 

young adult fiction a must read for all parents.” In contrast, six of the seven adolescent 

respondents assert that parents should read the text.  

Parents 

As mentioned, the first review in Ms Collin’s task insists that One Step is a “must 

read for all parents” (K.H.). All seven respondents agree and take the opportunity to add 

their own reasons for the importance of parents reading One Step. These are included in 

Table 44.  

 

Reviews Task: Responses to K.H. Review “Andrew Daddo’s Young Adult Fiction a 

Must Read for all Parents” 

 

Table 44 
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Participants hesitate in their response to this review on only two occasions. Cody 

notes that One Step shows just one journey and therefore may not be relevant more 

broadly. Cathie says that “it’s more about teenagers & problems,” however goes on to 

suggest that One Step is helpful “because if parents read it they will see that they should 

talk to their children more often.” In her essay, Cathie also articulates that One Step “is 

probably a good book for parents to read because it can help them to get into their 

children’s heads and to make sure they are going well.”  

Several participants suggest that parents lack an understanding of their child’s 

emotional state, indicating that One Step could have a role in improving this. Several 

times in the reviews task, Charlotte constructs this text as important for both parents and 

children to read, suggesting that books like One Step are highly beneficial in preparation 

for high school. Callie also mentions that an increase in understanding of the adolescent 

school experience would be beneficial to parents “so parents can understand that kids 

might have a tough time in school,” and Callum proposes “all parents [will] have an 

understanding and worry for their children.”  

Parent-child communication is another aspect that students feel could be improved 

through reading One Step. Cara suggests parents might “talk to the kids about what is 

going on” and Cathie proposes that “if parents read it they will see that they should talk 

to their children more often,” expanding on her earlier comment that the text allows a 

reader to “get into teenagers heads.” Cathie adds further comment in her essay, “it is 

probably a good book for parents to read because it can help them to get into their 

children’s heads and to make sure they are going well.” This aligns with views of her 

peers who indicate in several ways that bullying affecting mental health is a cause for 

concern. These statements indicate students are conscious that there is a lack of 

communication between parents and children that may cause harm or reduce help-seeking 

behaviours, and that this novel helps raise their awareness. For example, as Charlotte 

suggests, when “kids [are] scared to talk about their school life.”  

Through the final Guidance Question in her reviews task, Ms Collin specifically 

seeks to elicit the adolescent view on this topic: “Do you think teenagers and parents 

should read this book? Why – Why not?” (GQ5). Charlotte again takes the opportunity 

to note that the text could improve communication between parents and teenagers: “Yes, 

because there are a lot of kids (teenagers) who don’t open themselves or ready to talk 

about their school embarrassment in front of their parents as they will tell or tease you 

later in your life”. 
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Educators 

The adult reviewer B.M. comments on this text from an “educator’s perspective” 

as well as through his experience of bullying when at school. B.M.’s recommendation 

that One Step should be “out there” is not specific to classroom teaching, but rather 

focuses on the educative aspect of the text, and all participants agree with this. Craig adds 

that the text “has a strong message.” Reviewers M.S. and T.C.D. specifically promote the 

text for early high school students (Year 9) to help address bullying and other anti-social 

behaviours leading to mental health concerns. Charlotte takes this recommendation 

further, suggesting that the text should be read in preparation for high school, so students 

know what to expect and to be ready. Charlotte also focuses on this in her own review: “I 

recommend all before high school teenagers to read through books like One Step by 

Andrew Daddo because they can prepare themselves” [for the high school experience]. 

Student responses provide an additional reason for classroom inclusion, aside 

from increased awareness of bullying. Cara suggests the text connects with teenagers and 

can therefore “teach boys how to deal” with issues. In her endorsement of teaching One 

Step, Cara also suggests that “teachers should teach this as it shows kids there is always 

help even if your family is not supportive.” This comment supports the perception that 

teachers do have a role in addressing mental wellbeing in their students, both in their 

teaching and as they provide an alternative or supplementary avenue for help-seeking.  

Adolescent peers 

Participants recognise that One Step presents a realistic portrayal of the adolescent 

experience of bullying and its associated mental health concerns, particularly in the school 

environment. The need to act on this by sharing the knowledge underlies many student 

responses, and is reflected in their emphasis, additional comments and language used. For 

example, Craig suggests that One Step “is educational” for adolescents and parents to 

read. Reviewer K.D. suggests it is important that young people read One Step because 

“the situations in it are all too real for so many.” The students agree with this 

recommendation and are keen for their peers to read the novel, with Cara noting, “It shows 

how mean some kids can be and how much it affects you.” Charlotte suggests that One 

Step can benefit “the kids who are scared to talk about their school life.” Cara’s emphatic 

response, “this comment was very true! It's very insightful and it does show the secrets 

of bullying,” to B.M.’s review that One Step can “educate the reader on how insidious 

bullying is” suggests that events portrayed in the novel are happening in her school 
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environment and that she has experienced or witnessed bullying behaviours that have had 

an emotional or mental health impact.  

In the text both girls and boys exhibit bullying behaviours in different ways. Most 

participants just mention “teenagers” in their responses, with reference to gender in 

readership being mixed. The reviewer M.S.’s suggestion that a readership for One Step is 

Year 9 boys and others who could relate to the events in the novel draws agreement from 

all participants, with affirmations from two participants. Cathie supports her “true” 

response with the comment that “it seems pretty true for teenagers.” Cara suggests that 

boys “should be taught how to deal,” possibly through learning strategies that will help 

them overcome bad situations and implies that this can be assisted through discussion of 

texts such as One Step. Reinforcing the idea that reading the text is beneficial for both 

boys and girls, Cara clarifies, “I agree that all boys and girls should read this” and later 

reiterates, “all boys & girls should read this book, definitely.” In one response, Cody 

stipulates that boys should not be targeted as an audience for One Step. His additional 

comment “though not really needed” suggests that the events in One Step are not his 

experience and he may therefore not gain a benefit from reading it, a view alluded to in 

his response “people have different journeys and are not the same.” 

Reading One Step in the Classroom 

The second code, ‘reading in the classroom’, collates student responses related to 

reading One Step as their class text primarily from the questionnaire task (questions 4a to 

7a) which was completed by students across all three classes (Table 45). This code 

aggregates coded items (references) from the sub-codes that sit underneath it and includes 

researcher memoing related to the student comments in open questions 5, 6 and 7a. 

Questions 4a, 4b and 7 are closed questions providing data on student preference for One 

Step in the classroom. This code also includes comments from students and the researcher 

under the code ‘Mental health in the classroom,’ which includes the sub-codes ‘future 

research’ and ‘mental health in texts.’  
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Questionnaire: Data Coded to ‘Reading in Classroom’ Code, With Child Codes 

Describing the Themes of Student Responses to Open Questions 

  

Table 45 
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Note. DNA = did not answer this question. YA = young adult literature. 

 

The questionnaire responses that pertain to the difference in class reading as 

reported by the students are shown at Figure 48, which is an excerpt from Figure 25 . 

 

Figure 48 

Questionnaire – Responses to Questions 4 and 4a Level of Reading of Usual Novels 

Compared to One Step 
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Q4a

How much would you normally read?

☐  All of them 2 7 5 14 67%

☐  About half of each 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I pick out bits and pieces 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I find information online (or watch the movie) 3 1 0 4 19%

☐  None 0 0 0 0 0%

Q4b How much of One Step , did you read? 0%

☐  All of it 5 9 5 19 90%

☐  About half 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I picked out bits and pieces 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  I found information online 0 0 0 0 0%

☐  None 0 0 0 0 0%

Q5
If you read more or less of this novel than you normally do, what 

was the reason for the change? 4 5 3 12

Q6 What did you particularly like or dislike about One Step ? 7 9 5 21

Q7

☐ Yes 4 5 3 12 57%

☐ No 0 3 2 5 24%

☐ Don’t know 3 1 0 4 19%

Q7a Reason (if any?) 5 4 4 13

Q8

☐ Yes 6 8 4 18 86%

☐ No 1 1 0 2 10%

☐ Don’t recall 0 0 0 0 0%

Q9

☐ Yes 6 7 1 14 67%

☐ No 1 0 2 3 14%

☐ Don’t recall 0 2 3 5 24%

Q10

☐ Yes 1 4 1 6 29%

☐ No 4 4 3 11 52%

☐ Don’t recall 2 1 1 4 19%

Q11 Comments: 4 3 0 7
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Question

When reading this novel, did you think it was about mental health issues?

Did you discuss any mental health issues in this text outside the classroom, i.e. with friends or family?

Was there any classroom discussion of mental health as a result of this text?
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At questions 4a and 4b, participants are asked to compare their reading of a typical 

class-set text with their reading of One Step. In this question, participants could choose 

one of five responses ranging from “all of it” to “none,” or that they found information 

online or watched the movie. While 14 students (67%) indicate they usually read all their 

usual English texts (four movie/online; three DNA), 90% of participants (n = 19) indicate 

they read all of One Step (two DNA). This includes those who may seek out a movie or 

other online information. Three students from Ms Collin’s class (Cody, Charles and 

Callum) and one from Ms Kestler’s class (Krystal) indicated they read more of One Step 

than their usual class text. The greatest increase is from Ms Collin’s class, where only 

two students indicate they read their usual English text, however all five respondents from 

Ms Collin’s class indicate they read One Step. Only one student, Kristopher, indicates he 

read less of the text, as noted earlier. Cara and Cathie from Ms Collin’s class did not 

respond to either question. It is acknowledged that real readership of either text may be 

lower across all classes, as this is a self-reported value. Participants would be aware that 

the teacher would receive this questionnaire, therefore the aim of pleasing their teacher 

may have led to higher reading-level reporting. 

Also, students in Ms Collin’s class listened to / read the audiobook in class. 

According to Ms Collin, having the text as an audiobook made a great deal of difference 

to some of the students. Ms Collin mentioned that many students had not typically read 

previously set English texts, and she noted how the students were engaged with this text 

and eager to start the lesson. Ms Kestler advised that she did not use the audiobook in 

class, nor did any student request use of it. Mr Denham indicated his class did not listen 

to the audiobook as a group. However, one student who was identified by Mr Denham as 

having anxiety accessed the text by listening to the audiobook through headphones in the 

library.  

At question 5, students are asked why there was a change in their reading when 

they were given One Step for classroom reading rather than any other text. Their 

responses are shown in Table 46.  
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Questionnaire Task: Reason for Change in Reading Class Text (Question 5) 

Note. Table does not show participants who did not provide an answer.  

Charles, Callum and Kevin responded with ‘don’t know’, ‘don’t know’, and ‘no 

reason’, respectively. 

 

Patterns in the student responses show that they like several aspects of One Step, 

which are sub-coded to the following: ‘able to help’, ‘character’, ‘ending’, ‘interesting’, 

‘language or writing’, ‘plot’, and ‘relatability’. Eight of the 11 participants who provide 

a comment indicate they find this text more interesting or that it is relatable. Perceptions 

of relatability are explored under Theme 1 ‘Mirroring student experience’ in this chapter. 

The six students who were interested in the text indicate that One Step captured their 

attention in class and kept them engaged with the unit. 

Question 6 also explored the student’s attitude to One Step with the question, 

‘What did you particularly like or dislike about One Step?’ (Table 47). The responses 

Table 46 
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initially identify how much these participants liked having to read the text for their 

classwork. It also provides an idea of the aspects of this text that may be considered in 

selecting a text to engage young people in discussions of mental health in the classroom. 

As described in Chapter 4, Findings – Tasks Design and Impact ‘Students’ reading and 

attitudes to One Step’, these responses also inform each student’s attitude to the text.  
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Questionnaire Task: What do Participants Like or Dislike About One Step? (Question 6), 

and Would They Like More Texts Like One Step in Class? (Question 7) 

Note. Table does not show participants who did not provide an answer.  

YAL = young adult literature. 

Table 47 
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Four students express their disappointment in the text. For example, “almost 

childishly written” (Danielle); “I liked nothing” (Kristopher); “somewhat boring,” and “a 

disgrace” (Kevin). Despite these comments, however, there is an overall tendency to a 

positive attitude to the text. This is shown in summary in Table 48, based on student 

responses as shown in Table 47. Table 48 also presents the gender of the participants in 

relation to these attitudes. 

 

Summary of Researcher-Derived Student Attitudes to One Step Determined by 

Reviewing Questionnaire Responses (Refer Table 14, Chapter 4, Findings – Tasks 

Design and Impact) 

 

Overall, 16 students indicate a positive or mixed view of One Step (female n = 12 

[92%]: male n = 4 [50%]). While the least students had negative views of One Step (n = 

5), more males than females expressed this negative attitude (4:1), which represents 50% 

of the male respondents compared with 7% of the female respondents. When the negative 

and mixed views are combined, however, roughly 62% of each gender are represented 

(male = 62.5% : female = 61.5%). Four students in Ms Collin’s class comment negatively 

only on the ending of the narrative (Charlotte, Craig, Charles, Callum). As Craig and 

Charles do not provide positive comments mitigating this view, they are included as 

‘negative’ in this table. While Danielle, Karen and Dee do make negative comments about 

the text, they are listed as ‘mixed’ as they temper this with positive views in their 

responses as well. 

It is acknowledged that the student attitudes used here are based on the comments 

in the questionnaire, rather than across all tasks. This decision was taken to provide a 

Table 48 
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consistent basis on which to make this judgement: that is, from the one task that all 

respondents completed. Kate, for example, is considered to have a negative view based 

on her only comment, “It moved too fast and didn’t make sense.” Nevertheless, Kate’s 

essay responses are coded to 18 codes across three of the four themes. Her views are 

attributed to ‘Mirroring student experience’, ‘The emotional impact of One Step’, and that 

One Step promotes discussion in ‘Talking about mental health’. She does indicate that 

she would prefer not to see texts such as One Step in the classroom (Table 14).  

The responses to question 7 (Tables 47 and 48) show that 12 students (female n = 

9: male n = 3) indicate a preference for inclusion of texts such as One Step as part of the 

curriculum (n = 12 ‘yes’; n = 5 ‘no’; n = 4 ‘don’t know’). Karlie suggests she would be 

interested in seeing more texts like One Step because “It helps to raise further awareness 

and can teach students what others are going through.” Of the “don’t know” responses, 

two offer no reason, one isn’t “interested” and the fourth, Cody, is happy to see more 

contemporary young adult literature “if it’s like One Step.” Kevin, who responds “no” to 

this question, explaining that he “wouldn’t mind as long as it’s executed well,” a 

reflection of his negative thoughts about the text in other parts of the questionnaire. 

Two students with mixed responses (Danielle and Dee) and three ‘negative’ 

students (Kevin, Kate and Kristopher) indicate they would not like texts such as this one 

in the classroom, although Kevin’s issue is with the execution of the narrative. 

Conversely, two students attributed with negative views (Karli and Craig) due to their 

dislike of the ending would be happy to see texts such as this in the classroom. Overall, 

these responses indicate a preference for a text such as One Step to be set as a class text. 

Summary of ‘One Step Should be Read by Others’ Theme 

The young adult novel as a genre has typically been targeted to a 13- to 18-year-

old audience. However, this theme demonstrates that adolescent readers believe novels 

such as One Step are beneficial to a much broader readership that includes both teachers 

and parents as a window into adolescence (Bishop, 1990). It is known that young adult 

literature is often read by adults (Benedetti, 2011; Cart, 2013a). Young adult literature is 

also described as crossover literature (Risku, 2017), and is often shelved with adult novels 

in bookstores and libraries (Benedetti, 2011; Patee, 2015), acknowledging its readership 

while tacitly raising its literary standing from books for teens to a broader readership. 

Further, Nicholson (2008) submits that adults should be introduced to “the challenges and 

rewards of books that … more deeply reflect the complexities of our times and explore 
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aspects of the human condition” as presented in young adult literature (p. 56). The 

participants in this study agree. 

One Step is also recommended for adolescent peers to read to illustrate some of 

the ways teenagers experience bullying and how this impacts mental health. As noted by 

Kester, “I think that Andrew Daddo explores themes of bullying, mental health and 

relationships very well.” In this research, the classroom is the suggested platform to get 

adolescents reading and thinking about mental health in themselves and their peers. This 

is where teachers are available to both provide the necessary support in their learning, as 

well as learn from their students and through their own reading.  

Importantly, parents are targeted as a specific audience for this text with a view to 

increasing understanding of what their child may be dealing with in the school 

environment. In their responses, participants suggest One Step’s role is as a proxy for 

their own experience, opening channels of communication where this is currently seen as 

difficult. Providing parents with an awareness of a young person’s experience of 

adolescence is an important aspect of the student’s responses in this research.  

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter outlines the four primary themes surfacing from the students’ data 

collected in this research, including ‘Mirroring student experience,’ ‘The emotional 

impact of One Step,’ ‘Talking about mental health,’ and ‘One Step should be read by 

others.’ The data illustrates that participants respond to classroom tasks designed to 

answer key learning areas in the Australian Curriculum while actively engaging with 

dialogue around mental health. Further, students’ written responses reveal a 

contemplation on adolescence in the text, noting that One Step reflects their own 

experience, impacts them emotionally, and facilitates discussion of mental health. The 

participants signal a preference for future encounters with such texts and suggest a 

broader readership for this text and others like it. 

In combination, the two Findings chapters summarise how the participants 

respond to One Step in the framework of the subject outlines and the individual tasks set 

by the teachers as well as how those responses developed into four themes related to 

mental health and adolescence in the classroom environment. Chapter 6 Discussion and 

Conclusion, explores these results in the context of young adult literature and in response 

to the research questions, outlining the significance and implications of the results. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion 

This research centres on three main areas: English classroom learning activities 

using the contemporary young adult text, One Step (Daddo, 2016b); adolescent 

participants’ responses to mental health concerns in the text as elicited through their 

assigned tasks; and awareness of mental health in the adolescent social ecology that may 

be impacted by reading One Step. These concerns are reflected in the research questions: 

1. How do the learning tasks encourage engagement with and guide a discussion of 

mental health? 

2. How do adolescents respond to representations of mental health in contemporary 

young adult literature encountered in the classroom? 

3. What does this response indicate about participant perceptions of the issue of 

mental health in adolescence? 

These three questions are linked with the literature review and the adolescent response 

through the description and analysis of the data in the previous chapters.  

This research shows that adolescents view contemporary young adult literature as 

expanding their awareness of mental health and a device to support help-seeking. 

Prioritising the adolescent voice, this chapter draws together the data from the tasks and 

participants’ responses to answer the three research questions posed. It links this dialogue 

with reducing stigma through increased awareness, open discussions, and improving pro-

social behaviours. This chapter goes further by presenting the participants’ 

recommendations for contemporary young adult literature as an aid to increase 

understanding of adolescent mental health in themselves and others. It also describes 

opportunities for classroom teaching and the Australian Curriculum, as well as by 

resourcing parents and carers so they are better able to support adolescent mental health. 

Importantly, it evidences that adolescents themselves see there are gaps in the support 

systems needed in relation to their own mental health and that these must be addressed. 

Grounded Theory and Reflexivity 

This research follows a grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2001, 2014; 

Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to explore the responses adolescents make when 

presented with a young adult text focused on mental health concerns in their classroom. 

The research combines the potential benefits of the selected text with the supportive and 

structured environment of the Year 10 English classroom to understand how this may 

start a dialogue about mental health.  
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In grounded theory research, it is important to be reflexive regarding all aspects 

of data collection, analysis and presentation of findings and new knowledge (Engward & 

Davis, 2015, p. 1532). I acknowledge the perceived authority of the adult researcher in 

asking the adolescent students to participate in the research and to read a book I 

nominated: a book that I believed they would like to read, but also that would encourage 

them to think about mental health. I am similarly aware of the teacher/student dynamic 

involved. In enlisting the teacher’s assistance with the research through student 

recruitment and in designing the tasks and teaching the text with the students, the teacher 

shapes the way students approach and respond to the research. While I curtailed my 

physical presence and my own interactions with the students to minimise any effect on 

the responses, I was not able to moderate the teachers’ influence on the students’ 

contribution. In the analysis, I am therefore mindful that the adolescents will have 

responded in varied ways to this research and that this depends on their individual cultural 

and familial background, their relationship with their teacher, their preference for reading, 

their own mental health, and their peer relationships, among others.  

In the data collection and analysis phases, I remained mindful of the socially 

constructed nature of the data. The participants in this study are individuals influenced by 

what Bronfenbrenner (1995) terms the proximal processes, which describes interactions 

between the individual and their microsystem, that is, parents/carers, friends, and peers, 

through reading, and as members of social, academic, and sporting cultures (p. 620). This 

means that each student’s values, attitudes, and emotional responses are reciprocally 

influenced by a range of factors within their environment, and this will be different for 

each person. This microsystem is affected by their socioeconomic background, religious 

affiliations, friends, family, and teachers within and outside the education environment. 

As this research is undertaken in school classrooms, the meso- and exo-systems of 

Bronfenbrenner’s Social Ecological Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 3, 22) related to 

educational and religious systems have a bearing on the development and delivery of the 

research in different ways and therefore on individual student responses. Taking these 

issues into consideration, what follows is a detailed examination of how the collected and 

analysed data contribute to each of the three research questions. 

 

Response to Research Question 1 

The first research question asked, ‘How do the learning tasks encourage 

engagement with and guide a discussion of mental health?’ It is clear that the various 
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tasks encourage engagement with mental health concerns in adolescence in dissimilar but 

constructive ways. As noted, how the students interpret the text cannot be separated from 

the models they are given to use. For example, a student may be asked to focus on a 

particular theme across the whole text or to reflect on a selected extract, and this can 

impact their understanding. Each student’s response is also shaped by the teacher’s 

attitude to the text, their own individual maturity, experience, their mindset at the time of 

reading, and whether they work on that task alone, in groups or with teacher guidance.  

The results found that the reviews task and formal essay task from the two 

Allentown High teachers are better able to elicit discussion of mental health than the short 

answer tasks from Mr Denham at Bridges Field High. This is from either answering more 

focused questions and relevant content (reviews task) or a combination of greater 

reflection on the text and the ability to write a longer response (essay task). The answers 

to questions 8, 9 and 10 in the questionnaire task support this finding, with 86% of 

participants identifying mental health in the text, 67% saying there was discussion in the 

classroom and 29% stating there was discussion at home or with friends.  

Highlighting Mental Health Concerns and Bullying in Their Environment 

Ms Collin’s creative task (the reviews task) encourages students to think about 

One Step in a humanistic way through presenting published adult reviews that speak of 

the text’s authenticity and aims for personal improvement. Students’ attention is focused 

on how others view the text as relevant to themselves, or its usefulness for informing 

others about a social issue. Therefore, students are encouraged to think similarly when 

responding. The overall level of agreement with the reviews is high.  

While still linked to the creative writing curriculum outcomes through the 

requirement to write their own review, the reviews task provides models, ideas and open-

ended questions that invite students to consider bullying, mental health, and external 

support for adolescents through reading. Many of the reviews refer to incidents in the 

adult reviewer’s past that are similar to those shown in One Step, and this heightens the 

students’ awareness of mental health concerns. The students’ responses are self-

referencing, reflecting their own experience, and show they are already aware of 

behaviours of a similar nature in their own environment. For example, as Cathie notes 

“It’s pretty precise about teens minds & what we go through.” These responses 

demonstrate a positive affiliation with the adults’ views, which insist on the text’s value 

to bring to light the surreptitious nature of bullying and how it affects mental health. 



P a g e  | 285 

 

Across 64 responses to the reviews, only two resist full agreement. These are from 

Cathie and Cody. Both refer to the review that proposes that One Step is a “must read for 

all parents” (K.H.). Cathie sought to refocus the reviewer onto the text as a young adult 

novel, aimed at adolescents. Cody reminds the reader that one novel cannot reflect all 

experiences of life. The students’ concurrence with the adult reviewers’ comments is 

augmented by the adolescent perspective through their additional comments and 

clarifications. With this task, students took advantage of the platform to express their 

concerns about bullying and the lack of support for adolescents who may encounter 

relational difficulties in the school environment.  

In this research, the reviews task provides adolescent data that supports the 

benefits of a novel such as One Step in prompting discussion of mental health. The 

findings show that this task encourages students to contemplate bullying behaviour in 

terms of how it impacts the emotional wellbeing of themselves and others. For example, 

Cara’s response that the book, “shows how mean some kids can be and how much it 

affects you.” Student responses also show they recognise people who would benefit from 

this knowledge: adolescents, parents/carers, or educators, and the ways in which this 

behavioural change might help young people. 

Another task that effectively encouraged engagement with issues around mental 

health in this research is the essay task. Even though mental health is not explicit in the 

task rubric, the essays also promote student thinking about bullying and its impacts on 

mental health. In this task, Ms Kestler’s delivery provides two points of difference that 

show the students’ awareness of mental health in One Step. The first is that they could 

choose their own comparison text in line with their interest taken from One Step. The 

second is the students’ prompt sheets, submitted with their data. Each prompt sheet 

includes notes about important points and ideas as a resource to be used in their essay. It 

evidences discussion of mental health in the classroom and some direction to consider 

mental health in the text.  

Five of Ms Kestler’s students selected texts that focus specifically on mental 

health or suicide. While one used a poem, four chose contemporary young adult novels 

or their film adaptation: Looking for Alibrandi (Marchetta, 1992; Woods, 2000) (Kevin, 

Kester and Kate), and Thirteen Reasons Why (Asher, 2007; Yorkey, 2017) (Kellie), which 

had been released on Netflix earlier that year. Aligning these texts with One Step indicates 

raised awareness of mental health concerns for these students. In the analysis, I questioned 

whether discussing One Step in the context of other novels dealing with suicide may 

impact what students say about One Step. I was concerned that the mental health concerns 
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raised in a high-profile international text such as Thirteen Reasons Why would minimise 

the importance of mental health concerns in other texts. While Asher’s novel is 

confronting in print form, the television series was considered highly controversial and 

disturbing to many adults. Even with its Mature Audiences Only (MA) rating that 

suggested it may be unsuitable for children under the age of 17 (Adolescent Growth, 

2019), it was watched by millions of adolescents (Clark & Jarvey, 2021) who, according 

to Quinn and Ford (2018) were “largely unsupervised and unrestricted” (p. 663). 

Therefore, would Thirteen Reasons Why’s sensational and graphic representation of 

Hannah’s suicide overwhelm any discussion of mental health and suicide in One Step? 

The language Kellie uses in her response to define the bullying in both One Step 

and Thirteen Reasons Why is very similar, labelling the representations as “powerful” and 

“clever.” However, there is a shift in language when describing the emotional character 

of the protagonists. In One Step, Dylan’s mental health is described in the context of his 

bullying, which makes him feel “humiliated,” “sad” and “ashamed.” Hannah, on the other 

hand, is described as having a “dark perspective,” she is “troubled,” and has a “disorder.” 

This choice of terms indicates Kellie sees a serious mental health issue in Hannah, 

whereas Kellie describes Dylan’s problems in more conventional emotional language. 

This approach indicates that, although both are discussed, the suicide of Hannah in 

Thirteen Reasons Why had more impact on Kellie, or she feels Hannah’s mental illness is 

more serious than Dylan’s. 

Discussion in the Classroom 

The prompt sheets from Ms Kestler’s students list several techniques the author 

uses to influence the reader, such as metaphors, similes, repetition and emotive language. 

This aspect of teaching English is aimed at ensuring that the reader understands the ways 

in which an author positions the reader and helps students understand they can also use 

these devices in their own writing. Several examples suggest that students are aware of 

the emotional impact of the text before writing their essays. Krystal notes the “use of 

‘emotive tone’ makes the audience feel the emotions”; Kaleb says, “using a melancholic 

tone and expletives, Daddo evokes empathy in the responder,” and Kevin adds that, 

“Daddo used emotive language to stir up an emotional response from the reader.”  

In this task, the student responses are influenced by the rubric, the formal 

properties of the text, and guidance from the teacher. Importantly, the notes titled 

“Themes” or “Words” evidence a discussion in the classroom that identifies aspects of 

the novel aligning with this research. For example, “Mental Health, Growing Up, 
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Bullying, Relationships” and “empathy” (Karen), “identity and loneliness” (Kellie), or 

“how it makes us feel” (Kristopher). Kellie’s prompt sheet includes the following under 

the heading “Words”: 

Empathy is evoked, insight into dark perspective, heightens sadness, intensity of 

bullying, isolating, feelings of hopelessness inadequacy, internalises, experiences 

can change due to others and how your mind reacts to them, demonstrated 

emotively suggest. 

Reflects humiliation, low sense of self worth. 

These student-created prompt sheets, therefore, provide valuable information about the 

concepts such as mental health and empathy that the teacher suggested the students draw 

out in the text, underscoring that One Step or a similar novel used as a class text prompt 

teacher and student engagement with mental health.  

Ms Collin’s enthusiasm and motivations for undertaking the research, the 

attributes of her student cohort, and the consistent references to mental health that also 

appear in their essays indicate that discussions about mental health occurred in this 

classroom as well. Allowing the students to construct an essay-length text in response to 

One Step provides them with ample opportunity to discuss mental health in the context 

of Journey, their Area of Study. Ms Collin advised that listening to the audiobook as a 

group encouraged interactions between teacher and students to discuss the text. 

Therefore, preparation for this task involves reading and discussion of the concepts in the 

text to help students work through any concerns related to the themes in the text. 

At Bridges Field High, Mr Denham taught his students with the same autonomy 

as the teachers at Allentown High. In contrast to the Allentown High essay task, Mr 

Denham’s students refer to extracts from One Step for each task, responding to a single 

focused question in each of their short answer tasks. These tasks contribute to two of the 

four themes, unlike data submitted by Ms Kestler’s and Ms Collin’s students that 

contributed significantly across all four themes. For example, the students’ responses to 

Ms Collin’s reviews task forms the genesis of the theme ‘One Step should be read by 

others.’ In response to the first research question, this demonstrates that, when students 

are given opportunities to write more even in response to specific curriculum-focused 

questions, they are able to encompass broader concepts such as concern for mental health 

and their own experiences and apprehensions. 

Direct Questions Get Direct Answers 

Each teacher incorporated the questionnaire in their teaching materials and the 

students completed this at the end of the unit. As the only task completed by all three 
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sites, the data is beneficial in making comparisons across the students in each class group 

as well as providing information on individual students regarding their reading and access 

to reading materials. The questionnaire contributes data into all themes, however, 

provides foundational information to the theme ‘Talking about mental health.’ It is 

successful in ascertaining the students’ views on whether there was a discussion of mental 

health in their classroom as a result of studying One Step and whether this extended to 

their social and family relationships. 

Students Want Contemporary Young Adult Literature in the Classroom 

Importantly, the questionnaire is valuable in informing this research about student 

attitudes to contemporary young adult literature in the classroom. This responds directly 

to one of the concerns in the Literature Review that, while there was considerable research 

offering teacher, pre-service teacher, and librarian views about contemporary young adult 

literature in the classroom, there was little evidence from young adult readers themselves 

(Hayn et al., 2011; Hill, 2014).  

This research found an increase in classroom reading because of this text. One 

hundred percent of questionnaire respondents indicate they read all of One Step. This is 

in contrast to 74% of respondents who indicate they read all of their usual English texts. 

Notably, this shift comes from the students who label themselves as infrequent readers 

(no/low); they indicate that this text is of greater interest to them. All ten infrequent 

readers said they read (or listened to) the entire text, with either a mixed (both positive 

and negative) or positive response to it. Eight of these students also say they would like 

to see more contemporary young adult novels in the classroom. This aligns with research 

by Gibbons et al. (2006), Glaus (2014), Jensen (2016), and Rybakova et al. (2013) that 

reluctant readers are motivated by and prefer contemporary narratives. Overall, 76% of 

the participants have either positive or mixed views on One Step as a class text.  

When taken together, increased student reading, a greater interest in the narrative, 

positive views of One Step, and the express request to see more contemporary young adult 

literature adds the adolescent voice to earlier discussions about the value of including 

contemporary narratives in the classroom (e.g., Jackett, 2007; Newell, 2017; Roberts et 

al. 2013). These participants are saying “yes,” they do want to have contemporary young 

adult texts on the syllabus. The responses to these tasks also evidence the many benefits 

to literacy and student wellbeing gained by their inclusion. 



P a g e  | 289 

 

Teaching Styles and the Curriculum 

As Protherough et al. (1989) advises, the way a teacher approaches the English 

curriculum will always be “personal, experiential and contextual” (p. 33). That idea is 

beneficial to this research as it supports an individual and flexible approach to the 

teaching of this text, and this resulted in a range of data types through the various tasks 

employed. The Areas of Study, Journey (Allentown High’s classes) and Change 

(Intertextuality) (Bridges Field High’s class) and the content descriptors the teachers 

work with ask students to explore and reflect on values and their personal understanding 

of the world through texts. Therefore, it is pertinent to question the strict focus on Areas 

of Study, for example, Change (Intertextuality) or Journey as used here, in favour of 

options that include mental health in society. In the high school years where national or 

even state-wide examinations are not done (Years 8 and 10), changing this parameter 

would give teachers the opportunity to be more open to text selection and the ways they 

teach a text in the classroom.  

In light of the three teachers’ approaches to the research (Chapter 3 Methodology, 

Data Collection and Analysis), it is interesting to note how their initial attitude 

(enthusiastic, hesitant, ambivalent) came through in their tasks: that is, that the teacher’s 

attitude to mental health in the English classroom and to the text is a determinant when 

designing tasks and therefore can guide the type and depth of student responses. For 

example, Mr Denham, who appeared ambivalent in his approach to the research and less 

adventurous in his task design, presents few opportunities for student reflection and 

discussion of mental health in his short answer tasks. This results in data that is limited 

in relevant content in terms of its themes. In contrast, the teacher who expressed the most 

positive engagement with the research from the outset, Ms Collin, developed an 

assessment task that directed students’ attention to the mental health concerns in the text, 

resulting in rich, considered responses from the students. As the first task set for these 

students, this would have raised the profile of mental health in the minds of students when 

approaching the subsequent essay task and the questionnaire. Based on the rubric 

provided (Appendix I) the initial creative task set by Ms Kestler may have had a similar 

effect. However only one student’s response was provided for this research, limiting 

exploration of this aspect. 

The student responses used as data in this research and the assessment tasks that 

produced them are embedded in the reading and teaching of the text in the English 

classroom. This research reveals that the individual influence of the teacher and their 
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attitude to the topic of mental health is a factor in raising awareness of mental health in 

adolescence through teaching contemporary young adult texts such as One Step. As 

shown, each individual teacher decided whether to bring students’ attention to mental 

health in their teaching and how much focus would be placed on it. This was done through 

their decisions around assessment task design and the discussions of mental health that 

supported and supplemented those tasks. Where discussions take place in the classroom 

or in the task rubrics, there is greater evidence of mental health awareness in the student 

responses. This is in line with Keen (2007) who finds that a combination of class reading 

and discussion is effective in developing empathy in the reader (p. 91). Future research 

exploring classroom reading of texts with mental health concerns and the associated 

classroom and even playground discussion would provide valuable additional data in this 

area. 

This research design does not request interventions regarding teaching style or 

content, or the design of curriculum materials. Importantly, the tasks the teachers set 

perform their function of providing an assessable response to the Australian Curriculum’s 

requirements. The essays are a standard formal assessment task and are highly successful 

in eliciting dialogue around mental health from students in Ms Kestler’s and Ms Collin’s 

classes. While Ms Collin’s reviews task is tailored to this text, it also successfully 

encourages consideration of mental health while aligning well with the curriculum. The 

short answer tasks from Mr Denham, a standard assessment format, are not as able to 

draw out discussion of mental health in student responses due to their brevity and focus. 

Despite this, most students both identify and discuss mental health in their responses.  

The current research shows that teaching activities blending a suitable and 

appealing text, tasks that allow self-reflection and expression, and opportunities for class 

discussion are beneficial in engaging students with mental health. It is clear that this 

combination leads to awareness of the factors that influence mental health in adolescence 

and promote important conversations. Adopting this approach involves only minor 

adaptations of standard teaching materials, with little impact on teacher resources. In the 

essay task, for example, a question such as ‘How does the mental health of the protagonist 

impact on their life journey?’ provides additional stimulus while aligning with the Area 

of Study, Journey. The short answer tasks would similarly include a question that is  more 

focused on mental health. For those concerned about the time required to prepare 

materials such as the reviews task, teacher resources are produced by publishers, and 

others are available on the Copyright Agency’s Reading Australia website 

https://www.readingaustralia.com.au (2021). These sites provide high quality materials 

https://www.readingaustralia.com.au/
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for teaching contemporary young adult texts, and many resources are related to mental 

health. Adjusting and refocusing the questionnaire would lead to a further activity aimed 

at expanding the conversation beyond the classroom, with family or friends. This could 

be implemented broadly across the education sector to identify the impact of 

contemporary young adult literature and student attitudinal change to mental health 

through the English Curriculum. 

Of primary importance to the successful implementation of the research, however, 

is the nature of the text selected. It must be “interesting” to the students to encourage 

reading, involvement in classroom activities and discussions around mental health. The 

data show that a contemporary young adult text with a relatable setting and characters 

such as One Step is effective in doing this. It must be recalled that these findings cannot 

be generalised to the broader population but represent the views of these participants. 

Nevertheless, other texts, resources or activities can seek to increase the interest of 

students who require individual support or consideration. This is discussed further under 

‘Future Research Ideas’ following.  

To support teachers, increased funding to regularly purchase updated text sets is 

required. Funding should be bolstered by designing and implementing programs that 

increase sharing between schools of texts focusing on certain mental health concerns 

prevalent in adolescence, like anxiety, depression, PTSD or eating disorders, all issues 

that are prevalent in adolescence (ABS, 2008; ARACY, 2018; Tiller et al., 2020). This 

approach is required to ensure contemporaneity, relevance to students as individuals, and 

to stimulate interest and creativity.  

 

Response to Research Question 2 

The second research question asks, ‘How do adolescents respond to 

representations of mental health in contemporary young adult literature encountered in 

the classroom?’ The participants in this research respond positively to both the text and 

the tasks asked of them in the classroom. They earnestly discuss aspects of mental health 

in their responses, which evidence awareness of the broader teenaged experience reflected 

in the text. They begin to use the language of mental illness and suicide, drawing attention 

to it in their responses, and they question behaviours in their own environment. Question 

8 reveals that 86% of students indicate an awareness of mental health when reading One 

Step. As the questionnaire shows, more students engaged in the class reading by having 

One Step as their set English text. This suggests that more students are aware of and 
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involved in the discussion of mental health in the classroom after studying this text. 

Responses to the essays and reviews task evidence that students are encouraged to reflect 

on the experience of bullying in the context of mental health, and the impacts that 

interactions with others have on one’s mental health. This came through in the themes 

that emerged from the data described in the previous chapter, primarily ‘Mirroring student 

experience’ and ‘The emotional impact of One Step.’  

Referring to Oatley’s (1995) taxonomy of emotional experience (p. 57), the 

students have evidenced the full range of responses, from the external (curiosity and 

insights) to internal responses, where they enter the world of the narrative, developing 

sympathy and empathy for the character, and referring events back to their own 

experience. 

Identifying and Relating to Mental Health 

A critical contribution in this research is that participants see One Step as 

“relevant” to themselves as individuals. Their experience is reflected in this text, and the 

behaviours they see disturb them. Several students comment that they feel the distress of 

the primary character during the story and want to act. For example, Kate, who “feels 

sorry for him [Dylan].” This empathetic reaction to the text is significant, as having an 

emotional response to reading about characters in a text related to mental health can lead 

to behavioural change (Bandt-Law, 2015; Keen, 2006). Encouraging pro-social 

behaviours relating to mental health in adolescents through reading can lead to greater 

acceptance and reduced stigma against peers who have a mental health concern. It also 

helps reduce self-stigma, as students can see they are not alone in their experience (Djikic 

& Oatley, 2014). Importantly, Kümmerling-Meibauer (2012) suggests that a text can 

generate a response even where the character may be quite different to the reader. As not 

every student is likely to personally identify with a character in a text, this is a 

consideration in text selection. As shown in this research, however, the male protagonist 

in One Step engenders empathy and provokes a reaction in terms of relatability and 

connectedness from both female and male students. 

A small number of students implicate the author in their responses. For example, 

Kevin says “Daddo used Emotive language to stir up an emotional response from the 

reader,” Kaleb suggests “using a melancholic tone and expletives Daddo evokes empathy 

in the responder,” and Cara affirms, “I think the language and the way it was written can 

connect to teenagers.” These comments address the formal properties of a text as studied 

in the subject of English, rather than the emotional response of the reader. Through an 
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awareness of what the author is doing with the language in the text, readers can set 

themselves apart from the essence of meaning-making with texts; that is, the intimate 

interaction between the text and the reader. Nonetheless, taken in conjunction with their 

other responses, both Kaleb and Cara’s comments show that the text affects them. For 

example, Kaleb’s essay responses are emotionally charged, suggesting the reader “feels 

the desperate urge” to help Dylan and describing the bullying as “outrageous,” “horrific” 

and “intense.” In this way, it can be argued that the nature of the themes in One Step 

demand a more personal relationship with the text. 

Only one student, Danielle, expresses dissatisfaction with how the text represents 

mental illness in adolescence, “I don’t think it was accurate in its display of mental 

health.” She does not expand on this. As a student in Mr Denham’s class, Danielle 

completed only the questionnaire and the short answer tasks, therefore her discussion of 

mental health was limited. Nevertheless, Danielle does open one short answer task 

response with “Changes in our world are often represented in texts through the 

exploration of mental health issues” and describes the text as a “harrowing tale of a year 

9 boy, Dylan’s, journey towards attempted suicide.” Through these responses, Danielle 

is recognising the presence of issues related to mental health and suicide in this text. 

Different tasks or a different text may be needed to access increased engagement, as 

suggested by King and Protherough (2012).  

Bullying, its Impact, and Empathy  

The ‘bullying in the text’ sub-code in first phase coding collected more than one 

third of the 438 items under the sub-category ‘mental health in One Step.’ Students reflect 

on many types of bullying: physical; verbal such as teasing and homophobic remarks; 

relational or emotional bullying as shown in the character’s betrayal and exclusion from 

the group; and to a lesser extent in this text, cyberbullying. The students readily recognise 

and denounce the peer bullying, linking it with poor mental health. In responding to the 

text, Karen says, “One Step by Andrew Daddo show the invisible but damaging impact 

of mental illness and its ability to change lifes original course.” 

Cara has a visceral reaction and “feel[s] a little sick” about the bullying 

behaviours. Of greater concern to educators and parents, however, is her emphasis that 

this reaction is “because this [bullying] can actually happen in real life and it does.” Cara 

is adamant in other responses in the reviews task, “this comment was very true! It's very 

insightful and it does show the secrets of bullying” in regard to B.M.’s review, and “it 

shows how mean some kids can be and how much it affects you” in response to K.D.’s 
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review about bullying, anxiety and low self-esteem. Cara’s responses indicate that 

bullying is not just a possibility, but part of her experience. Cara’s responses are sincere 

and personal. Through this research, Cara has been provided an essential avenue to 

express concerns regarding bullying in school and the problems this causes.  

Craig and Krystal’s responses echo the sense of conviction that Cara exhibits. 

Throughout the reviews task, Craig endorses every review, affirming that the text is 

“relatable” and “has a strong message.” Craig’s essay highlights the betrayal of Dylan’s 

best friend and emphasises the peer interactions that negatively impact Dylan’s mental 

health, indicating that problematic friendships are a concern for him. Craig’s review of 

One Step (his creative writing component) notes an increased understanding and 

knowledge of the problems portrayed in One Step, which are “all too familiar to many 

people.” He then suggests that the text is useful in suicide prevention awareness. Krystal 

similarly focuses on peer relationships in her essay and places mental health at the 

forefront of her responses in the essay and her creative task. She describes how the text 

is relevant to her own personal experience in both the essay and her questionnaire 

responses, that One Step is “about a problem I can relate to.” Krystal is confident that One 

Step is about mental health. Her responses evidence her engagement with mental health 

in the text. These students make a personal connection with a text that has provoked an 

empathetic reaction. They increasingly reflect on themselves and their own world as they 

work through this unit.  

Gaining insight through contemporary young adult literature is also beneficial as 

it provides the reader with valuable understanding of what is happening in the 

environment surrounding the primary character. When this is combined with the 

understanding students gain from knowing the character’s emotions and thoughts through 

the first-person narration, they are in a privileged position of being able to consider a 

situation from several stances. As Danielle notes, the reader has “raw insight into the 

emotions and mind of his characters as the changes occur.” Taking this perspective, 

students identify a range of mental health concerns in the character, including anxiety, 

depression, low self-esteem and suicide, linking these with a cause or effect. By reading 

contemporary young adult literature such as One Step, students see the effect of other 

players on the protagonist’s mental health. The responses of Ms Collin’s students indicate 

that problems such as those encountered in this text are commonplace for adolescents in 

high school, particularly those who also feel disconnected at home. Interestingly, the 

narrative itself does not provide an alternative support network for Dylan. His parents are 
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preoccupied with their own problems, the school provides no counselling, the teachers 

seem oblivious to what is happening, and friends are part of the problem.  

This research shows that students recognise the problematic nature of family 

dysfunction, misunderstandings, and a lack of communication. In One Step, this isolates 

the adolescent from traditional sources of support, which leads to internalising problems 

and intensified negative feelings, as noted by Cody. Two of Mr Denham’s short answer 

tasks encourage a focus specifically on the interactions between the adolescent and his 

parents (father in short answer task 2; mother in short answer task 3). In doing this, the 

tasks encourage reflection on how familial relationships affect adolescent mental health. 

Through studying this text, students see that a lack of meaningful and supportive 

interactions between an adolescent and their parents causes anxiety and worry in 

teenagers. As Cara says, while Dylan is “vocal in his head,” he does not express his 

concerns and thoughts aloud. Charlotte notes that when the character is at a low point 

after the peer bullying and “can’t express his thoughts to his family,” his concerns are 

then played down in the face of his parents’ potential divorce. The result is that he takes 

the role of caregiver to his mother rather than having his own needs met. In this, it is 

suggested that poor communication between parents and adolescents leads to a sense that 

adolescent problems are not as important as adult problems, and they remain repressed.  

The responses to Mr Denham’s second short answer task show that students 

recognise how a father’s criticism, anger, frustration, and high expectations can be 

challenging, causing guilt, anxiety and low self-esteem in the young person. Students 

describe how this problematic relationship makes it hard for the character Dylan in 

“expressing his true feelings to his father” (Dana). However, the students do not identify 

the father’s behaviours as bullying. Through Mr Denham’s third short answer task, 

students note that the misunderstandings between Dylan and his mother give way to 

positive changes. There is a “rebuilding of the relationship” (Dana) through humour 

(David, Dana, Dee). Ms Kestler’s and Ms Collin’s students similarly comment on the 

parent-child interactions through their essays, discussing both negative and, importantly, 

positive aspects.  

While the father-son relationship does not improve in the text, students in Ms 

Collin’s class identify the underlying strength of the family ties as the factor that 

overcomes Dylan’s decision to commit suicide. For example, “Dylan wants to die but 

after thinking about family he realises how much he’s family is there for him” (Cara). 

This change of perspective offers a sense of underlying security in the family unit. For 

example, Callie comments that she likes “the way him [Dylan] and his mum related to 
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each other even though they had different problems.” Students recognise that change in a 

relationship is possible and this understanding provides them with the knowledge that 

they can improve their own relationships. In the classroom, this can prompt student 

discussion and consideration of the strategies that students have in place where their own 

situation may have poor or no role models. 

Many participants note that problematic peer interactions also contribute to low 

self-esteem and poor mental health. For adolescents, what others think of them is 

important and this, at times, can be over-valued in home and peer relationships. A text 

such as One Step using a first-person narrator allows the reader to understand the impact 

of destructive or thoughtless remarks from others and how this combines with negative 

self-talk to increase feelings of depression and isolation. Craig, Cara, Charles and Callie 

all highlight the problems with peers in their essays. Callie and Charles point out that 

seeking external validation is a primary factor in Dylan’s deteriorating mental health. 

Karli points to the worsening relationship between Dylan and his best friend and 

Kristopher highlights the bullying behaviour of the antagonist, Hamish Banning, and the 

broader peer group’s rejection. In discussions about the bullying and ridicule that serve 

to silence the character, Karli reminds the reader of the reason for uncommunicativeness, 

“because he was scared to fight back for fears he’d be hit worse, he stayed silent.” When 

considered in the context of how adolescents see the text as mirroring their experience, 

this can provide an opportunity to discuss improving communication and taking more 

affirmative action in relation to students’ own mental health needs. 

This research found that a combination of text and classroom activities of this type 

are central in giving students objective insight into the range of impacts on mental health 

evidenced in this text while remaining physically distant from the exchanges. 

Importantly, it allows students to “experience” situations and viewpoints they might not 

learn through everyday encounters. In this text, the path to Dylan considering suicide is 

clear and cumulative. Through their essays, reviews tasks and short answer tasks, students 

identify problematic behaviours between Dylan and his mother, his father, his best friend 

Ryan, the girls at school who emotionally manipulate and then reject him, and the boys 

who physically bully him. They take notice of the issues, recognise the harm caused to 

the mental health of the protagonist, and are better able to consider their own role when 

encountering exchanges of this nature. 

While calling attention to interactions that have a negative impact on relationships 

and therefore a person’s mental health, students are also prompted to look to the future. 

At various times, student responses include suggestions for change, such as improving 
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communication, which was evident in Mr Denham’s extract for the third short answer 

task. Students highlight positive aspects regarding the protagonist’s mental health, for 

example, when Dylan recalls the strengths in his family relationships and the strong sense 

of relief when he did not die (Craig, Cara, Karen, Kate, Kester). This is summed up by 

Kristopher, who notes, “He realises that his death would have a negative effect on his 

family (his mum in particular) and he decides that his life isn’t worthless … and that 

people actually value him.” Students even express optimism, “in One Step there was hope 

at the end” (Karen). 

 

Response to Research Question 3 

In response to the third question, ‘What does this response indicate about 

participant perceptions of the issue of mental health in adolescence?’two things stood out 

in the student responses. First, by reading One Step as their class text, the participants are 

mindful of mental health and are troubled by what they see. They are willing to share 

their thoughts when given the chance to do so. This is shown in their readiness to discuss 

the mental health concerns in the text in the context of their own experience, with bullying 

and its effects the most frequently cited concern.  

Second, the students are seeking support with their mental health. They perceive 

a need for broader engagement in the discussion of mental health through their 

recommendations that the text has a readership other than by young adults. While 

suggesting that peers should read the text, participants also point to parents as an audience 

and agree that teaching a text such as One Step in the English classroom is both interesting 

and beneficial. These elements are captured in the themes, ‘Talking about mental health’ 

and ‘One Step should be read by others’ and come together in this discussion. 

Students are Aware of Mental Health Concerns 

Students in Australian schools are likely to be aware of mental ill-health and its 

causes and impacts as it is studied as part of the Personal Development, Health and 

Physical Education curriculum (ACARA, 2016, p. 72). Adolescent mental health has had 

even more focus in recent years due to the implementation of a range of programs in 

schools that seek to address the continuing high rates of mental illness and suicide in 

adolescence (Lawrence et al., 2016, p. 2). As mental illness in adolescence is so prevalent 

(Muir et al., 2009), it is expected that some of the participants have personal experience 

of mental illness themselves or among their family and friends. In her essay, Krystal 
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acknowledges her own awareness of mental health with the statement, “mental health is 

a big issue in today’s society as it’s triggered at school at home and on social media.”  

In being invited to respond to One Step through their classwork, students focus on 

issues related to mental health in adolescence. Through this research, the combination of 

reading the text and its teaching is seen as a successful means of drawing attention to and 

opening discussion on mental health in adolescence. The students’ increased rate of 

reading, their “interest” and expressed preference for texts “like One Step” in the 

classroom, combined with the observations on mental health in responses to the various 

tasks, provide evidence of a real dialogue with mental health among these students. As 

Karli says, “it helps to raise further awareness and can teach students what others are 

going through,” and Craig states that the novel can “bring awareness to suicide 

prevention.” 

In this research, it is disturbing to see the strong reactions from participants to the 

portrayal of bullying in the text. Kester declares that most teenagers can relate to what is 

happening to the character. It is also noted that the depiction of bullying is not challenged 

by any student. Bullying and the way it personally affects these students permeates many 

responses, in particular through the essays and reviews task. As shown, there is strong 

accord with those reviews that suggest One Step reflects the adult reviewer’s own 

experience from their teenaged years. Through their responses, several students align 

themselves with the opinions expressed in the reviews, often adding their own comments. 

For example, Cathie points to a personal concern with adolescent bullying, either in her 

own experience, or witnessing it in peers. Cara responds in the first person when agreeing 

with the reviews, taking those insights and reflecting them onto her own experience of 

similar school environments and peer and parent interactions. She speaks of the text as 

providing insight into a reality she recognises, as One Step “does show the secrets of 

bullying.” Even those who do not mention the word ‘bullying’ refer to it in some way, 

for example, Kevin who instead said Dylan wanted to “release from all the bad.” While 

some students are not using the specific language of mental health, they are writing about 

it in their responses and are therefore aware of its significance. 

Bullying is recognised as the major topic of the text, however, the additional 

commentary students put around bullying and its impact are particularly noteworthy. 

Krystal points to the role of the school environment in this, “schools are so harsh with 

students constantly bullying people.” Unfortunately, bullying remains a concern in our 

school system despite the number of anti-bullying programs implemented in schools to 

try to combat this issue. Even with the recognition that bullying and other forms of 
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negative social interaction cause mental health concerns in adolescents, many students 

either have personal experience of bullying or are aware of the experiences of others. 

Sadly, as Karli asserts, “Let’s face it. Some people, if not most people will be bullied in 

their lifetime.” 

Students Seek Support for Their Mental Health 

Students take up the opportunity to discuss mental health in their classroom 

through participation in this research. They highlight the mental health concerns in the 

text and mention various aspects of help-seeking through their responses. Cathie suggests 

that adolescents like Dylan do not always have the resources to deal with the problems 

they face, “he doesn’t know how to overcome them and he doesn’t talk to anyone about 

it. He’s basically stuck with something he can’t fix.” Ms Collin’s students respond to the 

issues raised by suggesting others who should read One Step. These people also have a 

role to play in helping young people navigate adolescence. In response to the reviews 

task, students recommend three audiences for whom reading a text such as One Step 

would help improve their awareness of the adolescent experience: adolescents, parents, 

and teachers in the classroom.  

Adolescents 

The adult reviewer T.C.D. states that One Step “should be considered as essential 

on high school reading lists.” She is one of three reviewers who recommend that texts 

such as One Step should be in classrooms where adolescents can access them. All seven 

respondents in Ms Collin’s class agree with these three reviews, with Cara adding, 

“Teachers should teach this as it shows kids, there is always help even if your family is 

not supportive.” Students say that the text “has a strong message” (Craig) for the reader.  

Several students also specify adolescent peers as an audience for this text for their 

part in negatively impacting the mental health of other adolescents. Both Cody and Cara 

note that it is not just boys who should read the text, but girls as well. Cara is unequivocal 

in this when she states that “all boys and girls should read this book, definitely,” a point 

she makes three times in her reviews task. This is an important matter for these students 

and shows their awareness that bullying is not gender-specific and comes in many forms, 

affecting people in different ways. As Callie explains, One Step “can be a lesson for young 

people.” When damaging behaviour such as shown in One Step is recognised and 

discussed through classwork, students can work towards comprehending and addressing 

the problems they or their peers may be experiencing.  
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The first-person narration and empathy fostered in the narrative enables 

adolescent readers to feel what it is like to be bullied. This text raises students’ awareness 

of the myriad seemingly minor issues that a person may be dealing with every day. The 

accompanying classwork encourages students to discuss how behaviour can be modified, 

self-esteem improved, and problems eased. Charlotte also suggests texts such as One Step 

are most suitable for those who have suffered from bullying as they are beneficial “for 

the kids who is scared to talk about their school life.” Through reading, it is suggested, 

students can discuss difficult issues at arm’s length. They can also identify avenues for 

help-seeking. In the school environment, this may be the teacher, through being connected 

with a school counsellor, from improved peer behaviour, or through the resources in the 

novel’s paratext. One Step includes contact information for both Australian and New 

Zealand helplines.  

Another reason students suggest that One Step should be read by adolescents is 

more concerning. In two of her responses, Charlotte recommends that pre-high school 

students should read this text to help prepare themselves for the experience of high school. 

Charlotte’s review of One Step asserts, “I recommend all before high school teenagers to 

read through books like One Step by Andrew Daddo because they can prepare 

themselves.” Charlotte also comments, “I agree, so they can expect or ready how their 

high school be” in response to T.C.D.’s review that ends with “Just let me say it should 

be considered as essential on high school reading lists. … Students should be reading this 

in early high school and start thinking about how their actions offend others.” In light of 

earlier comments of how accurately One Step portrays the adolescent experience in 

respect to bullying, these comments are troubling and should be addressed by teachers 

and other school staff. 

Parents 

It is also significant that every respondent to the reviews task agrees that parents 

are an audience for this contemporary young adult text. By calling parents’ attention to 

the book, students highlight the important role that parents/carers have in adolescent 

mental health. In the first instance, students call attention to damaging domestic behaviour 

through examples taken from the text. At the same time, they look for parents to gain 

greater understanding of the adolescent experience. For example, Cathie says that One 

Step “is probably a good book for parents to read because it can help them to get into their 

children’s heads and to make sure they are going well.” Further, by exposing parents to 

what the participants describe as reflecting their own experience of high school, students 
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open the door for discussion of these issues in the home. In this, Charlotte’s comments 

take on greater relevance. At three points in her responses, Charlotte indicates a fear of 

speaking about mental health concerns with parents. For example: “Because there are a 

lot of kids (teenagers) who don’t open themselves or ready to talk about their school 

embarrassment in front of their parents as they will tell or tease you later in your life.” 

She also suggests that reading One Step will help parents “know what's happening with 

their child who is not ready to open themselves.” Charlotte signals that poor parent-child 

communication or dysfunctional relationships add to the burden of adolescent mental 

health. In this, her views align with Johnco and Rapee’s (2018) finding that unhelpful 

parent-child communication patterns intensify negative emotions in the adolescent.  

Charlotte is not alone in this belief. Callie also proposes that parents need a greater 

understanding of the “tough time” their children have in school. Callum suggests parents 

reading One Step will improve understanding of the adolescent experience and this will 

cause them to “worry for their children.” Cara also says that parents can learn from this 

text and that they can “talk to the kids about what is going on.” Cara submits that the text 

is able to “connect emotionally with you (parents),” and Cathie agrees: “This book can 

get you into teenagers heads.”  

Unfortunately, as the questionnaire shows, most of the participants in this research 

are not yet discussing mental health concerns at home. Only 26% indicate they discussed 

mental health outside the classroom with family or friends while studying this text. This 

is surprising, in particular for Ms Collin’s and Ms Kestler’s students, as a permission note 

was required from parents to allow their child to read One Step (Appendix G). Parents 

would therefore be aware of the text and its themes of “suicide ideation, bullying and 

other adult themes.”  

Supporting adolescents to improve communication about mental health at home 

is an aspect that requires further investigation. As author Laurie Halse Anderson says on 

her website, “Isn’t that what we want our kids to do – reach out to us?” (Anderson, 2021). 

In the Classroom Environment 

Cara also recommends that “teachers should teach this” text. She notes that having 

the text in the classroom provides another avenue for help “even if your family is not 

supportive.” Support for this or a similar text in the classroom came through in Ms 

Collin’s students’ reviews task responses, and from the questionnaire responses (e.g., 

questions 5, 6, 7 and 7a) from students in Ms Kestler’s and Mr Denham’s classes. 
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Teaching the text raises teacher awareness of adolescent mental health both in the 

preparation to teach and in the discussions ensuing from the classwork. 

Across all classes the number of students who read their class text when given 

One Step instead of a more traditional text, such as Of Mice and Men (Steinbeck, 

1937/1994) or The Outsiders (Hinton, 1967) increased. The participants in this research 

have a largely positive view on the text itself. It is important to note that those students 

who say they do not like One Step are influenced primarily by the way the novel ends, 

rather than the narrative, its themes, or the genre. When considered together, however, 

the overall position is that these students favour the inclusion of more contemporary 

young adult texts in the English classroom. Importantly, the great majority of students 

and primarily the lower to moderate readers are interested in the novel. They enjoy both 

its narrative and its relatability and are able to use it successfully in class. Further, two 

students express their thanks for the opportunity to read this text, with Karli describing it 

as, “a real eye opener.” 

While it is important to this research that the students enjoy the text, as it increases 

engagement with the themes in the novel, using One Step in the classroom for student 

reading provides a safe space for both teachers and students to discuss mental health 

concerns raised in the text and to seek support. It also normalises the discussion around 

mental health that is central to reducing stigma. 

 

Outcomes 

Contemporary Young Adult Literature for Social Change 

As outlined in the Literature Review, researchers from the education and 

information sciences disciplines call for the inclusion of contemporary young adult 

literature in classrooms (e.g., Bean & Moni, 2003; Healy, 2010; Mead, 2010; Newell, 

2017). To date, much of this data has been collected from an adult perspective, through 

teachers and pre-service teachers, with little opportunity to hear from the adolescents 

whose views are being discussed. Adolescent opinion has been sought on the relevance 

of teaching canonical texts (Elish-Piper et al., 2014), however, Hayn et al. (2011), Hill 

(2014), Kaplan (2010) and Wilkinson et al., (2020) report that there is a lack of 

information about adolescent perspectives on young adult literature in the classroom. It 

is noteworthy that these researchers and their participants see contemporary young adult 

novels as able to connect with adolescents on several levels. However, it is the adolescent 

perspective provided by the participants in this research that adds validity to these 
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assertions. Importantly, by accessing the views of the students, the current research 

responds to deLeon’s (2017) call to explore adolescent engagement with young adult 

literature dealing with mental health concerns. 

To again invoke Bishop’s (1990) metaphor, as a classroom text One Step reflects 

the students’ experience as a mirror and also provides a window onto situations with 

which they are unfamiliar thereby increasing their understanding of another’s experience. 

In-class reading of texts facilitates perspective-taking on issues within the curriculum in 

a similar way to bibliotherapy in a clinical setting. When appropriate texts are included 

as part of the curriculum, the requirement for additional reading to those set for study is 

reduced, addressing concerns expressed by Harvey (2010). One Step also provides a door 

through which the reader can step, allowing them to take on the persona of an adolescent 

who might be quite different to themselves. One Step represents a “literature of change” 

(Gaffney, 2017, p. 120) in its ability to initiate conversations around social injustice 

related to mental ill-health. As Gaffney suggests, the best way to improve the potential 

impact and reach of this influence is through classroom reading.  

Underlying this research is the knowledge that reading about fictional characters 

with mental health concerns in  contemporary young adult literature helps adolescents to 

understand mental ill-health and feel empathy for young people living with a mental 

illness (Collins & Lazard, 2020; Djikic et al., 2013). Further, as shown in studies by 

Pallotta-Chiarolli (1994), Malo-Juvera (2015), and Lopez (1991), reading fictional texts 

in the classroom can draw out themes addressing marginalities; it improves understanding 

in the peer group, and this increases acceptance and removes stigma. This was also noted 

by Richmond (2014) who found that those students who read books about mental ill-

health challenged their own preconceived ideas about others with a mental illness (p. 24). 

Further, as Collins and Lazard (2020) suggest, young adult literature that shows the social 

and emotional impact of mental ill-health in adolescents educates peers about effective 

strategies to support a peer or family member with mental ill-health (p. 8). 

At this time, it is useful to reflect on Holdsworth’s (2019) advice that including 

literature that helps understanding of disability in educational practices must not exclude 

the disabled reader (p. 12). As it is possible there are students in the classroom for whom 

this is a lived experience, Holdsworth’s advice applies to texts that discuss mental health. 

One Step (Daddo, 2016b) invites readers to see themselves as one of the antagonists or 

bystanders to a situation in the narrative, while helping all students to understand the 

mental state of the person whose narrative is rarely told. In class, the reader learns about 

how behaviours and emotions affect an individual and how their own behaviours can have 
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negative effects on others. It reveals the consequences for the adolescent living with 

family dysfunction, such as aggressive behaviour or stress, and indicates how institutions 

or the community have influence over the adolescent and their outcomes. Classroom 

discussion and assessment tasks such as those used in the classrooms from this research 

also provide opportunities for those who are seeking help. 

One Step and Pro-social Behaviours 

According to Stephens (2015), young adult literature is “grounded in social 

structures and patterns” (p. 142), reflecting the ecosystem as it exists at that time and 

place. Therefore, it has potential for interaction in various ways and will always be 

individually interpreted at each reading by each reader within their own social ecology. 

In this way, literature can be viewed as an artefact that both informs and is informed by 

the reader’s experience. How a text is received in the media, or by a social milieu also 

impacts the reader and their interaction. Where a text is couched in the language of “good 

for this” or “should be read by those,” the reader may be guided towards, or react against, 

such propositions. This is revealed through the reviews task, however, is not seen as 

negative in this research. In fact, this guidance has enabled the students to add their own 

observations and reasons, providing new knowledge about their own experiences and, 

crucially, where they are seeking assistance. 

As the primary creators of young adult literature, adults hold power over the 

adolescent experience of reading from conception to interpretation. With regard to their 

educational value, books for children and young adults often contribute to the reader’s 

“acquisition of cultural values” (Hunt, 1991, pp. 8, 19). In the case of One Step, the 

broader use for creating the text was considered. For example, by including information 

on mental health support organisations in the paratext following the narrative. The 

publishers also attributed an educative value to One Step so that teachers would include 

it in their teaching materials, thereby increasing sales (Macleod, 2010). In teaching a text 

such as One Step, teachers would be seeking to access the higher levels of evaluation and 

judgement outlined by Protherough (1983) that would reveal the significance of the text 

to each reader, through self-referencing, where the reader refers back to their own 

personal experiences (Collins & Lazard, 2020, p. 7). These aspects also benefit this 

research. 

Self-reflective and collaborative reading such as through the reader-response 

process helps young people to be critical of previously held assertions or ideas and to 

draw on personal experience to understand, more fully engage, or “transact” with the text 
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(Rosenblatt, 2005, p. 28). Through perspective-taking, readers consider how their own 

behaviours and attitudes can be changed to improve outcomes and help-seeking for those 

individuals. This idea of the reader as part of the text in building meaning shifts the focus 

to how each reader and each reading produces different conversations around a single 

text, or even a single scene, through engaging their own lived experiences. Through this 

form of aesthetic reading important to living in our contemporary world, readers become 

more humanised and mindful of the need to improve their surroundings in order to instil 

social justice (Iskhak et al., 2020, p. 119). In this research, One Step’s role as a text set 

for compulsory reading provides the catalyst and focal point for students to express their 

opinions and adds to this dialogue. While the research design does not allow for pre- and 

post-testing of student attitudes to bullying or levels of empathy, for example, it brings 

forth views on unacceptable behaviours and indicates a prevalence that has perhaps gone 

undisclosed or unacknowledged. 

This research, therefore, aligns the conviction that young adult literature can 

impact the reader and increase empathy with the assertion that young adult literature 

should be used in the classroom to increase understanding of social issues that impact 

adolescents every day. This view is supported by the adolescent responses gathered 

during the research. 

Contemporary Young Adult Literature in Australian Classrooms 

Australian schools currently provide students with a range of texts and text types 

with which to demonstrate their skills in the discipline of English. Students often evidence 

these skills through contemplating social and cultural questions posed through the 

curriculum, which encourages a personal response to the text drawing on their own 

backgrounds. In this research, the students’ responses are restrained by their need to 

address the Area of Study when identified in the assessment rubrics. At times, the 

instructions are very narrow, leaving little scope for discussion. For example, Bridges 

Field High’s second short answer task, where the instructions for the task state: 

Read the extract in which Dylan chats to his father about an incident with his 

beloved Tiger Yellow Monaro. [extract included here – (Daddo, 2016b, pp. 118-

119)] 

Now, highlight the moments where the nature of Dylan’s changing relationship 

with his father are evident. These will be the evidence for a paragraph exploring 

this relationship. 

• Describe the relationship 

• Provide evidence for your description 
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• What aspects of change are evident? 

• Show your understanding in a paragraph 

While this is a valid approach to teaching, , it must be questioned why tasks are designed 

this way. As Patterson (2008) wonders, is it to expedite marking by limiting the response 

length and breadth or with the aim of having a consistent ‘theme’ (p. 315)? Patterson goes 

on to note that this can both limit the texts used in the classroom and how a text can be 

taught. This is affirmed by Jogie (2015b), who observes a lack of change in the themes 

used in Australian schools between 2001 and 2020 (p. 296). While noting the usefulness 

of teaching to a theme, where teachers struggle to make a link between concepts and 

available texts, some feel it is “‘dishonest and misleading’ to impose this in the 

classroom” (p. 297). As this research has shown, this method of teaching also limits the 

students’ views on the text and can stifle discussion about important topics such as mental 

health and bullying when they are present in the text. 

The findings from this research also provide educators with information on the 

adolescent perspective that enables them to develop meaningful and beneficial tasks that 

promote discussion and reflection on behaviours impacting adolescent mental health. 

While many students did read more of One Step, one comment is particularly heartening, 

“I did think about the book a lot which made me want to read more” (Karli). 

Teaching One Step and Other Contemporary Young Adult Literature About 

Mental Health 

Teaching a text that deals with mental illness may appear daunting for many 

teachers (Newvine & Fleming, 2021), yet Richmond (2014) stresses the vital role English 

teachers have in addressing these issues by including these novels in their classrooms (p. 

24). Jackett (2007) agrees that discussing controversial and often problematic topics can 

be difficult, however says that these subjects are the most important to teach (para. 2). 

Often texts involving mental illness are not based on one discrete trauma. They may 

involve complex elements, difficult relationships, poor decision-making and negative 

outcomes. It is therefore important that teachers be sensitive to a text’s complexity. 

Moreover, a teacher will require a heightened sense of awareness that students have or 

may experience that trauma vicariously through reading. This is where recent texts such 

as Mental Illness in Young Adult Literature (Richmond, 2019) and Breaking the Taboo 

with Young Adult Literature (Malo-Juvera & Greathouse, 2020) provide guidance for 

educators looking for classroom resources.  
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Australian writers and publishers were early producers of novels in which mental 

illness and suicide were dealt with in a straightforward and realistic manner. For example, 

Back on Track: Diary of a Street Kid (Clark, 1995), Care Factor Zero (Clark, 1997), So 

Much to Tell You (Marsden, 1987/2011), Dear Miffy (Marsden, 1997), All of Me (Stewart, 

1996), and Shoovey Jed (Stewart, 1997). Similarly, authors of contemporary Australian 

novels concerned with mental health create multifaceted characters with authentic and 

resonant stories and many are recognised for this, raising awareness of these issues. Claire 

Zorn’s The Protected (2014) won the 2015 CBCA Book of the Year (Older Readers). On 

the shortlist for this award was The Minnow (2014), Diana Sweeney’s haunting book of 

a young girl’s methods of coping following a devastating flood that drowned her parents 

and sister. John Larkin’s The Pause (2015) was announced the winner of the Queensland 

Literary Awards’ Griffith University Young Adult Book Award 2015 and shortlisted for 

the CBCA Book of the Year (Older Readers).  

The notable texts and the shortlists for the CBCA Awards in recent years include 

at least one text involving a mental health concern. The 2019 notable books include: Girl 

Running, Boy Falling (Gordon, 2018) in which one of the major characters commits 

suicide; A Song Only I Can Hear (Jonsberg, 2018), a story about a 13-year-old who has 

socially limiting anxiety and panic attacks; and The Happiness Quest (Yaxsley, 2018) 

about a young girl who lives with depression. In 2020, the shortlist includes How it Feels 

to Float (Fox, 2019), which deals with grief, depression and anxiety, dissociation and 

trauma. The judges’ notes for this text included the comment, “It is an impressive debut 

about a topic that is becoming increasingly pertinent for young adults” (CBCA, 2020). A 

novel about a neurodiverse teenager, Peta Lyre’s Rating Normal (Whateley, 2020), was 

shortlisted for the 2021 CBCA Book of the Year (Older Readers), with judges’ noting, 

“this is the kind of book that we need our young people to read” (CBCA, 2021). The 

award was won by Metal Fish, Falling Snow (Moore, 2020) a novel about grief and loss. 

The long list also included Please Don’t Hug Me (Kerr, 2020) a novel about an adolescent 

girl with autism. Many titles mentioned also include teachers’ notes provided by the 

publisher, which identify and discuss the mental health concerns in the novels. Pan 

MacMillan also recently released Mixed Feelings Book 1, by Declan Miller (2021), a 

graphic novel about a young Australian indigenous girl dealing with anxiety.  

While many young adult texts end on a hopeful note (Andersen, 2015, pp. 3-4), 

others are open-ended, leaving the reader uncertain of the future (Nimon & Foster, 1997, 

p. 3). One Step is such a text, and this did cause consternation for some students. A 

number of students were dissatisfied with the lack of a clear resolution or ‘closure’ in the 
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story (Charlotte, Craig, Charles, Callum, Karli), even if the text was “otherwise great” 

(Craig). Importantly, many students also note that the situations shown can be transitory. 

For example, “Dylan’s inner journey saved his own life and he realised that it is horrible 

to be bullied and teased, but people do love him and he would get through it” (Kristopher). 

When They Don’t Like the Text… 

There is, of course, some divergence of views on the text. These comments came 

through the questionnaire task, where students had the opportunity to make a comment 

on the text. most frequently stating a personal opinion of the writing. Students who 

express a dislike of the text tend to focus on their own adverse view of the book. Some of 

the criticisms of the novel are that there is a lack of accuracy, One Step doesn’t “quite 

capture an adolescent’s life” (Karen), doesn’t “make sense” (Kate), or it has a “poor story 

plot” (Kevin). It is possible that some students have greater experience of mental health 

(or, conversely, less experience), and therefore do not recognise the behaviours and 

interactions expressed in the text as related to mental health as they understand it. 

In any class group, there will be different levels of reading, and this can result in 

strong reactions from some readers (Hunt, 1991): Where the reader cannot (or will not) 

engage with the work expected of them as a reader, the reader may reject the narrative. 

For example, Kevin’s criticism of the text could be because he finds the text too easy and 

is therefore not worthy of his acuity. This student says that he is influenced by “Whatever 

is recommended from successful people.” This could suggest this student seeks to 

emulate success, or that he feels he is above this type of material and would prefer 

something more highbrow. Kevin’s comment regarding the “words and details presented 

to the teenage audience” put him at arm’s length of this “teenage audience” even though 

he is a teenager himself. It may be that he feels he is not a part of the implied readership. 

He does not identify with an unpopular 15-year-old in Year 9 at a metropolitan school; 

teens who bully or are bullied; or adolescents who consider suicide because of bullying.  

Nevertheless, the responses across all tasks show it is not necessary for the 

students to enjoy the text for it to be successful in engaging them in the discussion of 

mental health. For example, while Kristopher and Kevin are scathing in the questionnaire 

responses, their essay tasks indicate several areas of connection, linking these students 

into the empathy and relatability of the text. Kristopher identifies both the negative 

aspects that contribute to Dylan’s poor mental health (bullying, low self-worth) in his 

journey towards suicide, and then how self-reflection enables the character to recognise 

the love and value his family have for him and turn aside from this decision. Further, in 
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the questionnaire, both students identify mental health in the text and that there had been 

discussions in the classroom. 

Help-seeking and Schools 

Although a considerable proportion of the negative interactions for the character, 

Dylan, occurs in school, neither the reviews nor the text itself place an onus on teachers 

or the school as an institution to address issues of student mental health or bullying. While 

the English teacher has a pivotal role in the narrative in the relationship between Dylan 

and his nemesis, Hamish Banning (pp. 26-31), no school counsellor is mentioned in One 

Step. This seems unusual in a contemporary novel about mental health that uses an 

authentic setting. In contrast, a counsellor is an integral character in many similar texts 

(Bokey et al., 2000), including The Pause (Larkin, 2015) and The Protected (Zorn, 2014). 

In the text itself, there is no help offered to Dylan and there is no evidence of help-seeking 

in his decision to commit suicide. It is concerning that a text for young adults that portrays 

bullying and suicidal ideation presents no adult figures to whom the character can 

effectively turn for help.  

One Step provides opportunities to discuss help-seeking in the classroom through 

discussion of its absence in the text, by suggesting avenues or points in the narrative 

where different decisions would have led to different outcomes, or by reviewing and 

discussing the paratextual elements and why they are included. Cara also points to the 

roles teachers have in teaching a text such as One Step. These are to support students in 

their interpersonal relationships and to act as proxy parents “if your family is not 

supportive.” However, as Karli notes, making a call for help can be difficult for a teenager 

being bullied. They may feel that “no-one will care or listen to them.” Opening these 

discussions in the classroom can alleviate this apprehension and provide the emotional 

tools needed. Cathie makes an important observation in her questionnaire comments, 

“Miss did say if we needed any help there is help out there.” 

To increase the potential for help-seeking in contemporary young adult fiction, 

future research could investigate the depiction of school counsellors in Australian novels 

to determine their role in the text and how the adolescent reader responds to these 

portrayals. This research could also review the paratextual information around these 

novels that would also assist with help-seeking and its role in the narrative and for the 

reader. 
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Unexpected Findings 

While this is an exploratory study, there are some unexpected student responses, 

including how the students reacted to the end of the novel, how similar the adolescents 

experience of bullying is when compared with the adult reviewers, and the importance 

students place on parents also reading One Step. 

Reaction to the Ending 

The strong negative reaction to the ending of One Step was an unanticipated 

barrier for some students in their reading of the text. The ending sees Dylan’s foot slip on 

the clifftop rail, and he plunges head-first into the water, hitting his legs as he falls into 

the ocean from the clifftop (pp. 236-238). These three pages of the novel have a 

disproportionate influence on the way five students see the text. This tended to distort 

their otherwise positive views, resulting in a “mixed” or “negative” view of One Step 

from these students. In fact, most of the disappointment in the ending of the story comes 

from Ms Collin’s students, with four of seven participants having this opinion. It is noted 

that this class listened to the audiobook and therefore would have a shared experience of 

the novel’s end. In their responses, students qualify their favourable views with comments 

such as “except for the ending!” and “About 9/10 not counting the crappy ending” (Craig). 

This leads to further questions about how much the denouement of a text can colour the 

experience of that text. In the classroom, it also provides the opportunity for the students 

to rewrite the ending as a set task. 

The Ongoing Experience 

Critically, this research shows that bullying and its impacts on mental health are 

both rife and disturbing for adolescents in our schools and at home. Sadly, it appears this 

has been the case for generations. Daddo wrote One Step with reference to his own 

teenaged years during the 1980s (Daddo, 2016a, 2016b). The adult reviewers in Ms 

Collin’s creative task refer to their own childhood recollections of bullying and mental 

ill-health. The participants in this research see those same behaviours and feel those same 

negative emotions in 2017. Substantiation is derived principally in the responses to Ms 

Collin’s reviews task where students have a greater opportunity to express their feelings 

and opinions due to the design of the task. It is noted that Ms Collin’s class has more 

historically marginalised students, such as those with mental health concerns, students 

from migrant and refugee families, and Australian Indigenous students. The continuity of 

bullying behaviours also comes through the strong sense of relatability between the 

narrative and the students, which is discussed in Theme 1 ‘Mirroring student experience.’ 
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Many students note that Dylan’s experience is also theirs and several shed light 

on students’ own lived experiences, for example with bullying, and appear to be calling 

the teacher’s attention to this. Ms Collin’s students agree with the adult reviewers and 

recommend that books like this should be read so adolescents can prepare themselves for 

what high school is going to be like. In their responses, there is no “maybe.” Using a text 

such as One Step in the classroom gives students an opportunity to speak out and this can 

then be acted upon by those in a position to implement change and provide support, such 

as teachers. Further, students are seeking help with this by suggesting the involvement of 

parents and carers, their teachers, and other adolescents in increasing understanding and 

compassion towards their experience. 

Parents Need to Know 

The most surprising outcome, however, was how much the respondents in 

Ms Collin’s class want parents to read the text. This comes through strongly in Theme 4 

‘One Step should be read by others.’ Parents as an audience for One Step is suggested by 

only one reviewer (K.H.), however, every respondent agreed and added supporting 

remarks. Some students make further comment on the need for raising awareness in 

parents through their other responses. These students indicate that One Step is a window 

through which adults can learn about the adolescent experience.  

The forcefulness of some students’ comments is disquieting. They warn that 

greater communication is needed to help parents understand their children better, and to 

recognise the problems students are having at school and how much this affects their 

mental health. For example, Craig responds, “Yes as parents should pay more attention” 

and Callum says, “Agree it will make all parents have a understanding and worry for their 

children.” While this research sought to increase adolescent awareness, it is notable that 

these adolescents feel that parents are an essential piece of the mental health puzzle that 

also needs to fit into place. 

Conclusion 

This research highlights adolescent mental health through the study of a text that 

describes behaviours with serious consequences for the protagonist. Throughout the 

narrative, One Step (Daddo, 2016b) calls attention to how important family and peer 

relationships are to a young person who may be trying to deal with overwhelming life 

issues. In any environment it can be difficult for a young person experiencing mental ill-

health to express themselves and feel accepted. Misunderstandings, bullying and 

stigmatisation exacerbate the problem, and this is a real concern in the school 



P a g e  | 312 

 

environment. Greater awareness helps smooth the way for improved communications and 

increased understanding. This then leads to more amicable interactions with peers and 

improved support in times of adversity.  

In this research, these 23 students are the “experiential experts” (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967, p. 4) who provide key information on the phenomenon of using young adult novels 

to discuss mental health in adolescence within the classroom environment. One objective 

was to explore whether adolescent opinion aligned with existing research suggesting that 

contemporary young adult novels would be welcomed in the classroom (e.g., Merga, 

2019; Miller, 2017; Savitz, 2019; Zepeda, 2020). These students show their preference 

for contemporary young adult novels in the classroom through increased reading and in 

their responses to direct questions. As discussed in Theme 4 ‘One Step should be read by 

others,’ while a small number are not partial to this particular text, the majority of students 

across all classes would like to see more contemporary young adult texts like One Step in 

their classroom. 

An important reason to use young adult literature to explore the understanding of 

mental health in adolescence is its contemporaneity and its relatability to adolescents. 

This improves identification with the narrative and increases the reader’s sensitivity to 

the concepts in the text as the narrative is more relevant. Theme 1 ‘Mirroring student 

experience’ and Theme 3 ‘Talking about mental health’ come together to evidence the 

students’ strong opinions about mental health in adolescence as they reflect on the issues 

shown in the novel and those that resonate with their own lives. Importantly, this research 

shows that a conversation around mental health can be initiated while working within the 

existing Australian Curriculum. This study found that well designed tasks such as Ms 

Collin’s reviews task and the questionnaire are more effective in encouraging 

contemplation of mental health than tasks like the short answer task tightly focused on an 

Area of Study, such as Change (Intertextuality) or Journey. 

The adolescent views also demonstrate that a contemporary young adult text 

encourages students to empathise with a fictional character’s situation. This raises 

awareness and helps students understand the family and peer interactions that affect 

mental health. Theme 2 ‘The emotional impact of One Step’ evidences the students’ 

vicarious responses to the narrative that came about through their sense of connection 

with the character and his situation. This research illustrates that participants express their 

reactions to negative behaviours in the text and feel compelled to act. 

As shown, to read a text that imitates and perhaps reveals their own experience in 

the familiar context of home or school can liberate the reader and allow students to 
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express concerns that would not have surfaced without this stimulus. The technical 

difficulty of trying to understand a traditionally taught text such as Of Mice and Men 

(Steinbeck, 1937/1994) or even The Outsiders (Hinton, 1967) with its cultural references 

to 1960s U.S. teenagers, is alleviated by this text, which is much more accessible. An 

Australian contemporary young adult text such as One Step reduces resistance to reading 

for school, and students state their enjoyment, even gratitude, at being given the 

opportunity to read One Step.  

One important outcome is that the relatability and accurate representation students 

see in the book encourages them to speak out about what they see as issues within their 

own environment, like the bullying behaviours prevalent in school and poor 

communication between child and parents at home. The tasks and the text give these 

students the opportunity to consider mental health in adolescents, discuss it in their 

classrooms, and write about it in their classwork. It is this opportunity to have 

conversations about issues related to adolescent mental health that has provided valuable 

information for the application of this research.  

Implications for Policy and Practice 

This study suggests important implications for policy and practice across schools, 

classrooms, and in the home environments of adolescents. Findings from this research 

indicate three areas for application to support and improve adolescent mental health: 

(1) English classroom practices, (2) adjustment to the Australian Curriculum to include 

mental health as a cross-curriculum priority, and (3) exchange of information around 

mental health between schools, students, and parents and carers. 

English Teaching and Classroom Practice 

This research finds that a combination of writing activities and thematically 

relevant literature in the English classroom encourages adolescents to reflect on the 

causes of adolescent mental ill-health, how they position themselves in relation to this, 

and how situations may be mitigated or improved. In this, the current research adds to 

and is supported by the findings of a meta-analysis of Northern hemisphere studies 

undertaken by Schrijvers et al. (2019). The current research identifies three things central 

to increasing engagement with mental health concerns through English classroom 

practices.  

First, it is vital that English teachers are willing to engage with the topic of 

adolescent mental health in their classroom. In this, teachers must be allowed flexibility 

in addressing the curriculum outcomes by moving away from the narrow lenses of Areas 
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of Study such as Change (Intertextuality) and Journey. Changes of this type also address 

the backdoor censorship that happens when resources provided for teachers are 

stringently linked to the curriculum, and limited to concerns identified only by adults, like 

the cross-curriculum priority areas (ACARA, 2017a, p. 7). 

Second, teachers need to allow and even encourage conversations around mental 

ill-health in all students. In many communities, mental illness or suicide of a friend or 

classmate is part of adolescents’ lived experience. Students therefore must be given 

opportunities to talk about mental health in a supportive environment. Flexibility in the 

curriculum combined with appropriate task design and question construction using 

suitable contemporary young adult literature as a stimulus should provide these 

opportunities for discussion. As shown in the themes arising from this research, texts like 

One Step that reflect the Australian experience of mental ill-health such as bullying and 

suicidal ideation are successful in achieving this outcome.  

Third, it is of primary importance that teachers feel prepared and confident in 

using contemporary young adult literature in the classroom to discuss mental health. This 

is noted by Hendrickson (2018), who adds that students in today’s classrooms are already 

dealing with mental health concerns, either their own or their peers’, and this will continue 

whether teachers elect to tackle these issues or not (p. 67). Teachers must therefore be 

provided resources to promote confidence and implement strategies with the adolescents 

they work with every day. Teachers must be supported by colleagues and administrators 

in their choice of text and teaching practice. Providing adequate support for teachers 

requires professional development, mental health support, and funding to purchase 

contemporary texts engaging with mental health concerns like One Step that are seen as 

relevant to students.  

Australian Curriculum Design and Policy 

As suggested earlier, the results in this research are achieved within the current 

English curriculum. Although ACARA suggests the role of English is to “expand the 

scope of [students’] experience” (2016, p. 4) it does not promote mental health in the 

Australian Curriculum’s subject of English. Instead, mental health is included in the 

Health and Physical Education curriculum (ACARA, 2016, p. 72). However, embedding 

mental health in the Australian Curriculum alongside other cross-curriculum priorities 

would be advantageous to adolescents by increasing awareness, supporting teachers, and 

exposing students to conversations around this issue continually and on a national scale.  
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Currently, the Personal and Social general capability includes self-awareness and 

social awareness, which aims to support student empathy and understanding of ways to 

help others (ACARA, 2017b). The Year 10 content descriptions (ACARA, 2017a, pp. 16-

27) could be adapted to raise awareness and better enable the discussion of mental health 

as it impacts students and their relationships. This more effectively responds to the 

Educational goals of the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education 

Services Australia, 2019) being adopted in the review of the Australian Curriculum 

(ACARA, 2020), in particular the “confident and creative” values that underpin Goal 2 

“All young Australians become confident and creative individuals, successful lifelong 

learners, and active and informed members of the community.”  

However, there is room for consideration of proposals for major reform in the 

subject of English from Monseau (1996), Newell (2017), and Banegas (2011). Monseau 

(1996) suggests that young adult literature’s rich ability to enhance students’ 

“understanding of the world” lends itself to inclusion across subjects in the humanities 

and social sciences beyond English to provide a meaningful experience of the concepts 

being studied (p. 26). Newell (2017) proposes that embeddedness of social justice is 

essential and should be foregrounded in the study of English. Banegas’s (2011) more 

radical recommendation is that a formal division between the structural aspects of reading 

and writing and the social aspects of engaging with literature makes more sense to fulfil 

curriculum outcomes. This also involves a “negotiated syllabus” that encompasses both 

student- and teacher-suggested topics (p. 81). Taken together, these approaches could 

ease the cognitive and physical workload on English teachers in Australia while showing 

a commitment to improving the mental health of young people in the school environment.  

Supporting Parents 

In their responses, students identify parents as an audience for One Step, either 

through parent reading or because there would be opportunity for parents to read about 

these experiences if students have a text such as One Step for class reading. In this, 

students are seeking to use books as a proxy for issues that are hard to discuss between 

parents and their children. Further, the students are seeking greater child-parent 

connectedness to increase understanding of students’ experiences in the school 

environment that are impacting their mental health, their learning and overall school 

experience.  

At this point, it is useful to note that the review of the Australian Curriculum that 

commenced in 2020 sought to incorporate one of the Mparntwe Declaration’s 
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commitments, which is to develop “partnerships between the education community and 

students’ parents/carers and communities, particularly for students of ATSI descent” 

(ACARA, 2020, p. 7). In this there was a particular focus on how positive outcomes from 

these partnerships can help students to “reach their potential and achieve their highest 

educational outcomes” (Education Services Australia, 2019, p. 17). 

By the inclusion of mental health in the English curriculum, and therefore texts 

discussing these issues, educators give students the opportunity to bring up topics at home 

that they might not otherwise mention. Supporting students and families through a 

proactive school-parent partnership better facilitates this communication. ARACY’s 

recent publication, Parent and family engagement: An implementation guide for school 

communities recognises improved and pro-active school-parent engagement (Barker & 

Harris, 2020). One aspect of this guide is the importance of building connections to 

student learning as this will increase family engagement (p. 59) and positively impact 

academic outcomes. Improved adolescent mental health is fundamental to both aims. 

Greater engagement with student learning about mental health may require 

additional resources to further inform and involve parents. An example of a resource is a 

parent/carer worksheet on the text, similar to teacher resources provided by publishers 

and Reading Australia (Copyright Agency, 2021). This would provide an orientation to 

the text with points for consideration and discussion. It could be sent home with each 

child when a note requesting approval to study the text is distributed, as was done with 

this study (Appendix G). Importantly, this would not be a targeted program for students 

with a mental health concern, but broadly implemented with the families of all students 

when the student is studying a text addressing mental health concerns. Schools should 

also promote an open opportunity to create pro-social interactions with parents/carers, 

their children, and teachers that would encourage parents/carers to maintain connection 

when it comes to concerns around mental health in their children.  

As all environments impact the mental health of young people, an inclusive 

school-parent-student model is needed to support the wellbeing of adolescents in their 

learning environment. Future research and funding in this area is essential. 

Strengths and Limitations of the Research 

Using a grounded theory methodology to access and explore the students’ 

responses to One Step through their classwork is unique to this research and provided an 

unusual viewpoint from which to consider the data collected from the students. In line 

with Charmaz’s tenets of credibility, this research maintains strong links between the data 



P a g e  | 317 

 

and the findings following a thorough coding and comparative process. It provides new 

insights, challenges previous concepts about adolescents and young adult literature in the 

classroom and supports the usefulness of young adult literature for classroom teaching. 

Further, the researcher was able to maintain an unobtrusive approach throughout, 

ensuring a natural, real-life setting in which the data could be created. This approach also 

ensures external validity through its replicability, and the sample maintains its 

representativeness (Leedy & Ormrod, 2014, p. 105).  

This research is just one step on the path to understanding how adolescents engage 

with mental health in their classroom environment: there is much more to be done and 

improvements that can be made. The exploratory and iterative nature of grounded theory 

ensured I was open to what the adolescents revealed in their data and therefore led by the 

adolescent voice rather than preconceived ideas. Foregrounding the students’ responses 

and using their own words supports the epistemic justice this research sought to offer, 

providing a platform for the students’ opinions and concerns to be heard that had 

previously been missing in conversations and research. While using a grounded theory 

method ensures the findings are built from the data, the nature of working with students 

in schools and the restrictions placed on the researcher meant there was no ability to return 

to the participants and redirect or request additional information. Returning to the class 

groups with focused questions, or to collect the students’ attitudes and opinions in a more 

focused way through redesigning the questionnaire task after collecting earlier data may 

have been beneficial in accessing more rich and relevant data. Therefore, seeking to be 

unobtrusive in this research was both an advantage and a shortcoming. With consent from 

the various ethics bodies, a more participatory design that included observation in the 

classroom or discussion with individual students may produce more rich data. For 

example, having the students study this text in first or second term, then the researcher 

following up with an observational study of a whole class discussion led by the teacher 

later in the year. An observational approach would still seek to reduce the researcher’s 

influence on the responses.  

As noted, the research design was restricted by requirements of the ethics process 

and the constraints imposed by SERAP for research within the school environment. The 

researcher was required to make little or no interruption to the students’ learning, thereby 

limiting access to the students and the interventions that were possible. Active consent 

from both parent/carer and student were required for participation due to the topic of the 

research and the age of the students (15–17 years). This was difficult to achieve due to 

the arm’s length requirement imposed and reliance on the teachers in the recruitment 
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process and may have impacted the number of participants. Student participation in the 

project may also have been hampered by concerns about topic sensitivity (Alston & 

Bowles, 2003) at teacher or school level, or by parents or the students themselves. 

Importantly, due to ethics constraints, demographic information was not requested of the 

participants and can neither be inferred nor assumed. It is therefore unclear whether 

students who participated are neuro- or gender-diverse, from a CALD background, are 

Indigenous or have a mental health concern, for example. This impacted the way in which 

the data could be analysed, for example, case studies were not possible. While not 

significant in this research, this would be a valuable line of enquiry for future research 

with appropriate ethics clearance.  

In designing this research, I made a conscious decision not to interview the 

teachers as I sought to maintain the primacy of the adolescent voice. In hindsight, 

gathering this data through interviews, questionnaires or journalling would have provided 

useful contextual information about how the text was taught, how tasks were conceived, 

and the overall construction of the student experience. This approach would have revealed 

how much each teacher discussed mental health in the classroom, or knowingly focused 

classroom activities on mental health while leaving the written tasks directed to the Area 

of Study, providing context in which to consider the student responses. In future research, 

teachers could submit a reflection on the unit or provide any notes on class discussions 

and actual lesson plans. This information could also be gained through interviews before 

and after the introduction of the text. While contextual, it is important to consider that this 

information would need to be carefully managed to avoid a significant impact on the 

results or suppression of the adolescent voice. 

In research with adolescents, it is important to remain aware that all aspects of the 

data are in response to what adults decide. The imbalanced power relationship between 

adult authors and publishers and adolescent readers is of concern in any study of 

children’s and young adult literature (Stephens, 1996). While the author’s ‘intent’ in 

writing a text cannot be a directive to the reader in how to read or what to take from a 

narrative, in this research any potential effect was nevertheless moderated through the 

tasks set by the teacher, another adult within a formal teaching curriculum. The students’ 

responses may also be influenced by relationships with teachers and the meso- and exo-

systems related to the educational environment, such as student body composition, school 

policies and curriculum imperatives (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 3, 22). The potential for 

adult influence is not a problem unique to this research and is a common limitation to 

research with adolescents in schools.  
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While having a diverse sample of schools is a strength to this study, governance 

of teachers and teaching at the individual schools restricted the researcher’s ability to 

design an individual task and have it implemented across all sites. Further, the parameters 

of the curriculum restricted the teachers to teaching this text in the context of an Area of 

Study. Despite this, the number of approaches to the text by the various teachers provided 

a rich range of responses for analysis. The unobtrusive research design ensured that the 

responses were naturally occurring in the classroom under typical teaching conditions. 

This lack of restriction on or direction of both the teachers and the students supports the 

replicability of the research in other class groups, other schools, and using similar 

contemporary young adult texts. 

Future Research 

This research was undertaken in one city in regional New South Wales, and this 

results in data that represents a regional adolescent voice. It provides a counterpoint to 

potential future research around the benefits of contemporary young adult literature in 

schools that target remote, other regional, or metropolitan schools or schools in other 

states or countries. Additional research in areas linked with high mental health concerns 

and those with lower rates would also be valuable. Further, it would be interesting to see 

how a text set in a specific urban area is viewed by students in that area and contrasted 

with students in a rural area studying the same text. 

Future research could also seek to introduce other texts featuring mental health as 

either a single text in a class group, or as one of several options for students to select. This 

aligns with Newell’s (2017) view that a single example text representing a minority group 

or social issue reinforces difference, suggesting that several texts be available and that 

these texts be embedded in the curriculum to have real effect (p. 97). This would also 

alleviate the strong dissension from some students who were not satisfied with the 

attributes of this text or the story and would also allow identification with the narrative 

for a broader student population. Graphic novels and picture books, such as The Red Tree 

(Tan, 2001) or Small Things (Tregonning, 2016) would be valuable accompaniments to 

contemporary young adult novels like One Step (Daddo, 2016b) and others that explore 

mental health in adolescence as it is experienced by young people. 

To gain greater understanding of the way a text may prompt discussion, future 

research could explore associated in- and out-of-class conversations. This research might 

involve journalling or reflection by the students, or observation seeking to capture the 

discussion of mental health. These activities could be introduced alongside the classroom 
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task as a non-assessable writing activity. Future research could test the effectiveness of 

classroom tasks, with a modified questionnaire collecting more focused data related to 

this or a similar study seeking adolescent views on a theme in a classroom text. 

Understanding the adolescent view of their own awareness of mental health is a 

valuable contribution of this research, however, this could be further explored in future 

research. Taking an interdisciplinary approach drawing on psychology and education 

researchers to design a questionnaire to capture adolescent views before reading the text 

and after reading would provide useful data to evidence the impact of the text on 

adolescent understanding. Working with educators to design classroom activities around 

these texts that could then be observed and discussed in a form of participatory action 

research would also be a useful approach. 

Parallel studies exploring the attitude of English teachers to this type of text 

(contemporary young adult; mental health focused) and adopting them in the classroom 

is advantageous to this topic. This would explore the way teachers seek to integrate young 

adult literature with mental health concerns into the curriculum and the resources they 

feel are necessary to support their students and themselves. Knowledge from this research 

would inform the development of a unit of study on mental health for the English 

curriculum as well as provide a framework to assist teachers and increase their confidence 

when dealing with mental health as a topic. This would involve understanding how 

teachers research a potential text and consider it for use, what support they and their 

students need from other professionals, and pathways to address any issues that arise.  

Final Comment 

In preparation for this research, I read scores of young adult novels from the 

United States, the United Kingdom, New Zealand, and Australia. While “issues novels” 

are often treated as a homogenous genre, I found this to be far from true. As each text 

offers different features, selecting One Step from the range of Australian novels was 

difficult. However, I felt that One Step best represented a broadly typical experience of 

adolescent exchanges using a first-person style with an authentic, accessible voice. I 

reasoned that this would allow many points of engagement, whether through the portrayal 

of home relationships, dealing with the anxiety of trying to develop new friendships, the 

loss involved in coping with altered long-term friendships, or in the scenes of schoolyard, 

classroom, or extra-curricular activities. The students’ responses in their classroom tasks 

validate this view.  
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The responses from the adolescent participants in this research provide valuable 

information about their attitudes to contemporary young adult literature in the classroom. 

They use it as a starting point for a discussion of mental health, particularly as it relates 

to bullying, and draw parallels between the situations in the text and their own school 

experience. This is important information for those concerned with student welfare in 

schools as there is an indication that bullying is visible and real in these high school 

environments. The students also point to poor parental understanding of their concerns 

regarding their interactions with peers and during their time at school. This is a serious 

concern that warrants further investigation and has implications for the success of any 

mental health program or study in schools. For the sake of our young people and their 

mental health, we must grasp this “final chance” to intervene (NSW Kids and Families, 

2014). The opportunities arising from this research must be acted upon, and soon.  



P a g e  | 322 

 

References 

Aapola, S., Gonick, M., & Harris, A. (2005). Young femininity: Girlhood, power and 

social change (1st ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.  

Adolescent Growth. (2019). The controversy surrounding Netflix’s 13 reasons why. 

https://adolescentgrowth.com/13-reasons-why-controversy/ 

Allan, C. (2016). Windows and mirrors: Addressing cultural diversity in our 

classrooms. Practical Literacy: The Early and Primary Years, 21(2), 4-6.  

Allen, K., Kern, M. L., Vella-Brodrick, D., Hattie, J., & Waters, L. (2016). What 

schools need to know about fostering school belonging: A meta-analysis. 

Educational Psychology Review, 30(1), 1-34. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-

016-9389-8  

Alston, M., & Bowles, W. (2012). Research for social workers (3rd ed.). Allen & 

Unwin.  

Alsup, J. (2003). Politicizing young adult literature: Reading Anderson’s Speak as a 

critical text. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 47(2), 158-166. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40012262  

Alsup, J. (Ed.). (2010). Young adult literature and adolescent identity across cultures 

and classrooms: Contexts for the literary lives of teens. Routledge.  

Alsup, J., & Miller, S. J. (2014). Reclaiming English education: Rooting social justice 

in dispositions. English Education, 46(3), 195-215. 

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1005&context=englpubs  

American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental 

health disorders (5th ed.). American Psychiatric Association. 

https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596  

Andersen, J. (2015). So you want to write YA: Social responsibility and young adult 

literature. ESSAI, 12, Article 8, 19. http://dc.cod.edu/essai/vol12/iss1/8  

Anderson, L. H. (1999/2014). Speak. Square Fish.  

Anderson, L. H. (2011). Wintergirls. Marion Lloyd Books, an imprint of Scholastic 

Children’s Books.  

Anderson, L. H. (2019). Shout. Penguin Books.  

Anderson, L. H. (2021). Laurie Halse Anderson: Challenges to Speak. 

https://madwomanintheforest.com/educators/censorship/challenges-to-speak 

Anderson, L. H., & Carroll, E. I. (2018). Speak: The graphic novel. Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux (Byr).  



P a g e  | 323 

 

Andrade, L. H., Alonso, J., Mneimneh, Z., Wells, J. E., Al-Hamzawi, A., Borges, G., . . 

. Kessler, R. C. (2014). Barriers to mental health treatment: Results from the 

WHO world mental health surveys. Psychological Medicine, 44(6), 1303-1317. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291713001943  

Andrews, T. (2012). What is social constructionism? Grounded Theory Review, 11(1). 

http://groundedtheoryreview.com/2012/06/01/what-is-social-constructionism/  

Appleman, D. (2015). Critical encounters in secondary English: Teaching literary 

theory to adolescents (3rd ed.). Teachers College Press.  

Armstrong, S. (2017, April 19). Read with care. University Wire. 

https://proquest.com/docview/1889563686 

Aronson, M. (2001). Exploding the myths: The truth about teenagers and reading. The 

Scarecrow Press.  

Asher, J. (2007). Thirteen reasons why. Razorbill, Penguin Group.  

Atkinson, P., & Delamont, S. (2008). Analysis and perspectives. In N. K. Denzin & Y. 

S. Lincoln (Eds.), Collecting and interpreting qualitative materials (3rd ed.). 

SAGE Publications.  

Attorney-General's Department. (2005). Disability standards for education 2005 (0 642 

77631 8). 

https://www.nccd.edu.au/sites/default/files/disability_standards_for_education_2

005_plus_guidance_notes.pdf 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). (2008). National survey of mental health and 

wellbeing – summary of results 2007 (4326.0.) 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4326.0  

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). (2019). National health survey: First results 

2017–2018. https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/health-conditions-and-

risks/national-health-survey-first-results/latest-release 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2010a). 

Critical and creative thinking learning continuum. 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/general-

capabilities/critical-and-creative-thinking/ 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2010b). 

Personal and social capability learning continuum. 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/media/1078/general-capabilities-

personal-and-social-capability-learning-continuum.pdf 



P a g e  | 324 

 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2015a). The 

Australian Curriculum v8: Advice on selection of literary texts. ACARA. 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/English/Advice-on-selection-of-literary-

texts 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2015b). The 

Australian Curriculum: Student diversity advice, students with disability, gifted 

and talented students, students for whom EAL/D and PDF documents V8.1. 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2016). The 

Australian Curriculum: English and health and physical education y9 & 10 

v8.2. https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-

curriculum/english/structure/ 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2017a). The 

Australian Curriculum v8.4: English year 10 curriculum elements. 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/english 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2017b). 

Personal and Social Capability (version 8.4). 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-curriculum/general-

capabilities/personal-and-social-capability 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2018, 2020). 

My School. ACARA. https://www.myschool.edu.au/ 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2020). The 

shape of the Australian Curriculum v5.0. https://www.acara.edu.au/docs/default-

source/curriculum/ 

the_shape_of_the_australian_curriculum_version5_for-website.pdf 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). (2021). 

English: Rationale. https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/senior-secondary-

curriculum/english/english/rationale/ 

Australian Human Rights Commission. (2021). About disabilities rights. Australian 

Human Rights Commission. https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/disability-

rights/about-disability-rights 

Australian Independent Schools NSW. (2021). School counselling. 

https://www.aisnsw.edu.au/school-leaders/policy-and-compliance/school-

counselling 

http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/


P a g e  | 325 

 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW). (2016). Mental health services in 

Australia (MHSA). AIHW. https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mental-health-

services/mental-health-services-in-australia/archived-reports-and-data 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW). (2019). Mental health services in 

Australia. AIHW. https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mental-health-

services/mental-health-services-in-australia/report-contents/summary-of-mental-

health-services-in-australia/national-mental-health-policies-and-strategies 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW). (2020a, 24 November). Mental 

health services in Australia. AIHW. https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mental-

health-services/mental-health-services-in-australia/report-contents/mental-

health-workforce 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW). (2020b, 6 November). Suicide and 

self-harm monitoring. AIHW. https://www.aihw.gov.au/suicide-self-harm-

monitoring 

Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY). (2018). Report card: 

The wellbeing of young Australians. https://www.aracy.org.au/publications-

resources/ 

Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY). (2020). ARACY. 

https://www.aracy.org.au/about-us 

Ayers, J. W., Althouse, B. M., Leas, E. C., Dredze, M., & Allem, J. P. (2017). Internet 

searches for suicide following the release of 13 reasons why. JAMA Internal 

Medicine, 177(10), 1527-1529. 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2017.3333  

Bal, P. M., & Veltkamp, M. (2013). How does fiction reading influence empathy? An 

experimental investigation on the role of emotional transportation. PLoS One, 

8(1), e55341-e55341. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0055341  

Bandt-Law, M. (2015). Can narrative fiction reduce prejudice toward the mentally ill? 

(Publication Number 1293) [Unpublished CMC Senior Theses, Claremont 

McKenna College]. http://scholarship.claremont.edu/cmc_theses/1293 

Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. Prentice Hall.  

Banegas, D. L. (2011). Teaching more than English in secondary education. ELT 

Journal, 65(1), 80-82. https://doi.org/10.1093/elt/ccq016  

Barker, B., & Harris, D. (2020). Parent and family engagement: An implementation 

guide for school communities.  



P a g e  | 326 

 

Barnard, M. R. (2009). Sticks, stones and words can hurt you. Young Adult Library 

Services, (Fall), 33-39.  

Baron-Cohen, S., Jolliffe, T., Mortimore, C., & Robertson, M. (1997). Another 

advanced test of theory of mind: Evidence from very high functioning adults 

with autism or Asperger syndrome. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 

38(7), 813-822. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.1997.tb01599.x  

Barthes, R. (1981). Camera lucida: Reflections on photography. Hill and Wang.  

Baumbach, A. (2016). Changing times: An analysis of diversity in young adult 

literature (Publication Number 134) [Unpublished honors thesis, The College at 

Brockport]. 

http://digitalcommons.brockport.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1133&context

=honors 

Beach, R. (1985). Adolescent attitudes and response to literature. In J. P. Weiner & D. J. 

Stein (Eds.), Adolescents, literature and work with youth (pp. 9-18). The 

Haworth Press.  

Beach, R. (1993). A teacher's introduction to reader-response theories. National 

Council of Teachers of English.  

Beach, R. (2000). Critical issues: Reading and responding to literature at the level of 

activity. Journal of Literacy Research, 32(2).  

Beach, R., Appleman, D., Fecho, B., Hynds, S., & Wilhelm, J. (2011). Teaching 

literature to adolescents (2nd ed.). Taylor and Francis. 

http://CSUAU.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=667835  

Bean, T. W., & Moni, K. (2003). Developing students' critical literacy: Exploring 

identity construction in young adult fiction. Journal of Adolescent and Adult 

Literacy, 46(8), 638-648. https://www.jstor.org/stable/40017169  

Bellet, B. W., Jones, P. J., & McNally, R. J. (2018). Trigger warning: Empirical 

evidence ahead. Journal of Behavior Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry, 61, 

134-141. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbtep.2018.07.002  

Bellomo, V. S. (2017). How educators can respond to mental health concerns raised by 

13 reasons why. School Library Journal. 

http://www.slj.com/2017/09/standards/educators-can-respond-mental-health-

concerns-raised-13-reasons-classroom/  

Benedetti, A. (2011). Not just for teens. Library Journal, 136(11), 40-43.  

Berg, B. L. (2001). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. Allyn and 

Bacon.  



P a g e  | 327 

 

Berg, B. L., & Lune, H. (2012). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. 

Pearson Education.  

Berger, P. L. (1991). The social construction of reality: A treatise in the sociology of 

knowledge. Penguin Books.  

Berger, R. (2013). Now I see it, now I don’t: Researcher’s position and reflexivity in 

qualitative research. Qualitative Research, 15(2), 219-234. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112468475  

Bergh, D., Hagquist, C., & Starrin, B. (2011). Social relations in school and 

psychosomatic health among Swedish adolescents-the role of academic 

orientation. European Journal of Public Health, 21(6), 699-704. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckq140  

Berten, H., & Van Rossem, R. (2011). Mechanisms of peer influence among 

adolescents: Cohesion versus structural equivalence. Sociological Perspectives, 

54(2), 183-204. https://doi.org/10.1525/sop.2011.54.2.183  

Bérubé, M. (2016). The secret life of stories: From Don Quixote to Harry Potter, how 

understanding intellectual disability transforms the way we read. NYU Press.  

Bettelheim, B. (1975). The uses of enchantment: The meaning and importance of fairy 

tales. Knopf.  

Beyond Blue. (2021a). Be you. Australian Government. https://beyou.edu.au/ 

Beyond Blue. (2021b). Secondary schools program. Beyond Blue. 

https://www.beyondblue.org.au/healthy-places/secondary-schools-and-

tertiary/secondary-schools-program 

Birks, M., Chapman, Y., & Francis, K. (2008). Memoing in qualitative research. 

Journal of Research in Nursing, 13(1), 68-75. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 

1744987107081254  

Birks, M., & Mills, J. (2015). Grounded theory (2nd ed.). SAGE Publications.  

Bishop, R. S. (1990). Mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors. Perspectives: 

Choosing and Using Books for the Classroom, 6(3). 

www.rif/org/literacyresources/multicultural/mirrors-windows-and-sliding-glass-

doors.html  

Black Dog Institute. (2016). Prevention of depression and anxiety in Australian schools. 

https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/prevention-

of-depression-and-anxiety-in-australian-schools.pdf 

Black Dog Institute. (2021). Programs for schools. Black Dog Institute. 

https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/ 



P a g e  | 328 

 

Blau, L. (1963). The novel in the school library. Wisconsin Library Bulletin, 59-60. 

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=8eYaAAAAMAAJ  

Bloor, M., & Wood, F. (2006). Keywords in qualitative methods: A vocabulary of 

research concepts. SAGE Publications.  

Board of Studies NSW. (2013a). BOSTES English years 7-10 guide to the new NSW 

syllabus. http://syllabus.bos.nsw.edu.au 

Board of Studies NSW. (2013b). Suggested texts for the English K–10 syllabus. 

http://syllabus.bostes.nsw.edu.au/english/english-k10/suggested-texts/ 

Bodart, J. R. (2002). Radical reads: 101 YA novels on the edge. Scarecrow Press Inc.  

Boeije, H. (2010). Analysis in qualitative research. SAGE Publications.  

Boie, K. (1992/2009). Ich ganz cool (I am very cool). Oetinger. (Original work 

published in 1992) 

Bokey, K., & Walter, G. (2002). Literature and psychiatry: The case for a close liaison. 

Australasian Psychiatry, 10(4), 393-399. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1440-

1665.2002.00502.x  

Bokey, K., Walter, G., & Rey, J. M. (2000). From “Karrawingi the emu” to “care factor 

zero”. The Medical Journal of Australia, 173(11 12). https://www-mja-com-au  

Bolitho, J. (2009). Bibliotherapy – reading into wellbeing: Libraries, health and social 

connection. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A259749131/AONE?u=anon~6b1e80f5&sid=goo

gleScholar&xid=27ed9a4e 

Booth, E., & Narayan, B. (2018). ‘Don't talk about the gay character’: Barriers to queer 

young adult fiction and authors in schools and libraries. English in Australia, 

53(2), 40-48.  

Booth, E., & Narayan, B. (2020). “The expectations that we be educators”: The views of 

Australian authors of young adult fiction on their ownvoices novels as windows 

for learning about marginalized experiences. Journal of Research on Libraries 

and Young Adults, 11(N1), 1-21. http://www.yalsa.ala.org/jrlya/2020/02/the-

expectations-that-we-be-educators-the-views-of-australian-authors-of-young-

adult-fiction-on-their-ownvoices-novels-as-windows-for-learning-about-

marginalized-experiences/ 

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge University Press.  

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Routledge.  



P a g e  | 329 

 

Bourdieu, P. (2003). Participant objectivation. The Journal of the Royal 

Anthropological Institute, 9(2), 281-294. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-

9655.00150  

Bowes, J., Grace, R., & Hodge, K. (2014). Children, families and communities: 

Contexts and consequences (4th ed.). Oxford University Press.  

Boyd, C. P., Hayes, L., Nurse, S., Aisbett, D. L., Francis, K., Newnham, K., & Sewell, 

J. (2011). Preferences and intention of rural adolescents toward seeking help for 

mental health problems. Rural and Remote Health, 11(1582), 13. 

http://www.rrh.org.au  

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2013). Successful qualitative research. SAGE Publications.  

Brenna, B. (2015). Stories for every classroom: Canadian fiction portraying characters 

with disabilities. Canadian Scholars’ Press.  

Brewster, L. (2008). Medicine for the soul: Bibliotherapy. Australasian Public 

Libraries and Information Services, 21(3), 115-119.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature 

and design. Harvard University Press.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human development. In International 

encyclopedia of education (2nd ed., Vol. 3). Elsevier.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1995). Developmental ecology through space and time: A future 

perspective. In P. Moen, G. H. J. Elder, & K. Luscher (Eds.), Examining lives in 

context: Perspectives on the ecology of human development (pp. 619-647). 

American Psychological Association. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1037/10176-018  

Brontë, C. (1847). Wuthering heights. Cautley Newby. 

Brugman, A. (2002). Walking naked. Allen and Unwin.  

Bryant, A. (2009). Grounded theory and pragmatism: The curious case of Anselm 

Strauss. Biography and Ethnicity, 10(3). https://www.qualitative-

research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1358  

Bryant, A., & Charmaz, K. (Eds.). (2007). The SAGE handbook of grounded theory. 

SAGE Publications. 

http://CSUAU.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=1138448 

Bryman, A. (2012). Social research methods (4th ed.). Oxford University Press. 

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=vCq5m2hPkOMC&dq=bryman+2012+s

ocial+research+methods&source=gbs_navlinks_s  



P a g e  | 330 

 

Bulanda, J. J., Bruhn, C., Byro-Johnson, T., & Zentmyer, M. (2014). Addressing mental 

health stigma among young adolescents: Evaluation of a youth-led approach. 

Health and Social Work, 39(2), 73-80.  

Burdekin, B. (1993). Human rights and mental illness: Report of the national inquiry 

into the human rights of people with mental illness. 

https://apo.org.au/node/29708 

Burke, K., Dixon, M., Lia, S., C., P., Ross, R., & Searle, B. (2015). Reviews – prose 

fiction [Review of the book The Pause by J. Larkin]. mETAphor, 2015(4), 54-

56.  

Burling, A. (2014). Beyond the 'problem novel'. Publishers Weekly, 261(42), 24-26. 

https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/childrens/childrens-industry-

news/article/64442-beyond-the-problem-novel-antibullying-books-2014.html  

Bushman, J. H., & Haas, K. P. (2001). Using young adult literature in the English 

classroom (3rd ed.). Merrill/Prentice Hall.  

Busselle, R., & Bilandzic, H. (2008). Fictionality and perceived realism in experiencing 

stories: A model of narrative comprehension and engagement. Communication 

Theory, 18(2), 255-280. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2008.00322.x  

Butler, J. (2007). Gender trouble (3rd ed.). Routledge. (Original work published in 1990 

by Routledge) 

Caillouet, R., & Sanford, A. D. (2014). Facing our dragons: Wrestling with the canon, 

censorship, and common core through YA literature. The ALAN Review, 

(Summer 2014), 62-70.  

Call, K. T., & Nonnemaker, J. (1999). Socioeconomic disparities in adolescent health: 

Contributing factors. Annals New York Academy of Sciences, 896(1), 352-355. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-6632.1999.tb08139.x  

Cameron, L., & Rutland, A. (2006). Extended contact through story reading in school: 

Reducing children’s prejudice toward the disabled. Journal of Social Issues, 

62(3), 469-488. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.2006.00469.x  

Camp, R. D. (2015). Perceptions of bibliotherapy: A survey of undergraduate students 

(Publication Number 14645) [Master’s thesis, Iowa State University]. Ames, 

Iowa.  

Campbell, P. (1998). Mainstreaming the last taboo. The Horn Book Magazine, 74(3), 

379-383. https://www-proquest-

com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/docview/199360703?accountid=10344  



P a g e  | 331 

 

Campbell, P. (2000). Wrestling with god. The Horn Book Magazine, 76(3), 353. 

https://primo.csu.edu.au/permalink/61CSU_INST/15aovd3/cdi_proquest_reports

_199360703  

Canadian Mental Health Association. (2015). Fast facts about mental health. Canadian 

Mental Health Association. http://www.cmha.ca/media/fast-facts-about-mental-

illness 

Caputo, N. M., & Rouner, D. (2011). Narrative processing of entertainment media and 

mental illness stigma. Health Communication, 26(7), 595-604. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2011.560787  

Caracciolo, M., & Van Duuren, T. (2015). Changed by literature? A critical review of 

psychological research on the effects of reading fiction. Interdisciplinary 

Literary Studies, 17(4), 517-539. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/intelitestud.17.4.0517  

Carey, G. (2018). Falling out of love. Unbound, (December). 

https://www.nla.gov.au/unbound/falling-out-of-love  

Carey, T. (2013, January 3). The sick-lit books aimed at children: It’s a disturbing 

phenomenon. Tales of teenage cancer, self-harm and suicide … Daily Mail 

Australia. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-2256356/The-sick-lit-

books-aimed-children-Its-disturbing-phenomenon-Tales-teenage-cancer-self-

harm-suicide-.html 

Carlisle, E., Fildes, J., Hall, S., Hicking, V., Perrens, B., & Plummer, J. (2018). Mission 

Australia youth survey report 2018.  

Carlsen, G. R. (1949). Literature and emotional maturity. English Journal, 38(3), 130-

138. https://doi.org/10.2307/807428  

Carroll, P. S. (Ed.). (1999). Using literature to help troubled teenagers cope with 

societal issues (Vol. 3). Greenwood Press.  

Cart, M. (2006). Necessary noise: Stories about our families as they really are. 

HarperTeen.  

Cart, M. (2011). Young adult literature: From romance to realism. American Library 

Association.  

Cart, M. (2013a). Best books for new adults. The Booklist, 109(17), 65. 

https://primo.csu.edu.au/permalink/61CSU_INST/15aovd3/cdi_proquest_reports

_1362142747  

Cart, M. (2013b). C’rt's top 200 adult books for young adults: Two decades in review. 

American Library Association.  



P a g e  | 332 

 

Carter, M. C., Cingel, D. P., Lauricella, A. R., & Wartella, E. (2020). 13 reasons why, 

perceived norms, and reports of mental health-related behavior change among 

adolescent and young adult viewers in four global regions. Communication 

Research, 1(23). https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650220930462  

Case, K. (Ed.) (2013). Deconstructing privilege: Teaching and learning as allies in the 

classroom. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203081877  

Cash, S. J., & Bridge, J. A. (2009). Epidemiology of youth suicide and suicidal 

behavior. Current Opinion in Pediatrics, 21(5). https://journals.lww.com/co-

pediatrics/Fulltext/2009/10000/Epidemiology_of_youth_suicide_and_suicidal.1

1.aspx 

Catholic Schools Office Diocese of Maitland-Newcastle. (2021). Student wellbeing in 

Catholic schools. Catholic Schools Office. 

https://www.mn.catholic.edu.au/students/student-wellbeing/ 

Chance, R. (2014). Young adult literature in action: A librarian's guide (2nd ed.). 

Libraries Unlimited, an Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC.  

Chandra, A., & Minkovitz, C. S. (2006a). Factors that influence mental health stigma 

among 8th grade adolescents. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 36(6), 763-774. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-006-9091-0  

Chandra, A., & Minkovitz, C. S. (2006b). Stigma starts early: Gender differences in 

teen willingness to use mental health services. Journal of Adolescent Health, 

38(6), 754. e751-754. e758. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16730608/  

Charmaz, K. (2001). Grounded theory: Methodology and theory construction. 

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences, 6396-6399. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/B0-08-043076-7/00775-0  

Charmaz, K. (2008). Constructionism and the grounded theory method. In J. A. 

Holstein & J. F. Gubrium (Eds.), Handbook of constructionist research (pp. 

397-412). The Guildford Press. http://www.sxf.uevora.pt/wp-

content/uploads/2013/03/Charmaz_2008-a.pdf  

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory (2nd ed.). SAGE Publications.  

Charmaz, K. (2016). The power of constructivist grounded theory for critical inquiry. 

Qualitative Inquiry, 23(1), 34-45. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800416657105  

Charmaz, K., & Belgrave, L. L. (2019). Thinking about data with grounded theory. 

Qualitative Inquiry, 25(8), 743-753. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800418809455  

https://journals.lww.com/co-pediatrics/Fulltext/2009/10000/Epidemiology_of_youth_suicide_and_suicidal.11.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/co-pediatrics/Fulltext/2009/10000/Epidemiology_of_youth_suicide_and_suicidal.11.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/co-pediatrics/Fulltext/2009/10000/Epidemiology_of_youth_suicide_and_suicidal.11.aspx


P a g e  | 333 

 

Charmaz, K., & Henwood, K. (2008). Grounded theory. In C. Willig & W. Stainton-

Rogers (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research in Psychology (pp. 

240-259). SAGE Publications.  

Chbosky, S. (1999). The perks of being a wallflower. Pocket Books UK, an imprint of 

Simon & Schuster.  

Chbosky, S. (2012). The perks of being a wallflower [film]. L. Halfon, R. Smith, & J. 

Malkovich; Summit Entertainment.  

Check, J., & Schutt, R. K. (2012). Qualitative data analysis. In Research Methods in 

Education. SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781544307725  

Cheu, H. (2001). There is no class in this text: From reader-response to bibliotherapy. 

Textual Studies in Canada, 37-43. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A90306734/AONE?u=anon~f3cab2ca&sid=goog

leScholar&xid=7bb6a012  

Children’s Book Council of Australia. (2020). ‘How it feels to float’ judges’ notes. 

CBCA. https://cbca.org.au/resources/how-it-feels-to-float 

Children’s Book Council of Australia. (2021). Peta Lyre’s ‘Rating normal’ judges’ 

notes. CBCA. https://cbca.org.au/book/peta-lyre-s-rating-normal 

Chisholm, J. S., & Keller, B. L. (2014). Making connections during transactional 

discussions: Students empathic responses to thirteen reasons why. The ALAN 

Review, (Fall 2014), 24-34.  

Chrisman, A. (2020). Review of the book ‘Mental illness in young adult literature: 

Exploring real struggles through fictional characters’, by Kia Jane Richmond. 

The Lion and the Unicorn, 44(1), 123-127. 

https://doi.org/doi:10.1353/uni.2020.0011  

Christensen, N. (2003). Childhood revisited: On the relationship between childhood 

studies and children’s literature. Children's Literature Association Quarterly, 

28(4), 230-239. https://doi.org/10.1353/chq.0.1314  

Christian, C. (2017). Beautiful mess. The Text Publishing House.  

Chung-Fat-Yim, A., Cilento, E., Piotrowska, E., & Mar, R. A. (2019). Are stories just as 

transporting when not in your native tongue? Language and Cognition, 11(2), 

285-309. https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2019.15  

Claasz, A. (2014). Contemporary realistic fiction for young adults. Access (June 2014), 

50-57.  

Claiborne, J. L. (2004). A survey of high school English teachers to determine their 

knowledge, use, and attitude related to young adult literature in the classroom 

https://doi.org/10.1353/chq.0.1314


P a g e  | 334 

 

[Doctoral dissertation, The University of Tennessee]. ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global. Ann Arbor. USA. 

https://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6268&context=utk_grad

diss 

Clark, C. T., & Blackburn, M. V. (2016). Scenes of violence and sex in recent award-

winning LGBT-themed young adult novels and the ideologies they offer their 

readers. Discourse (Abingdon, England), 37(6), 867-886. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2014.936713  

Clark, J. S. (2013). “Your credibility could be shot”: Preservice teachers' thinking about 

nonfiction graphic novels, curriculum decision making, and professional 

acceptance. The Social Studies, 104(1), 38-45. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00377996.2012.665957  

Clark, M. (1995). Back on track: Diary of a street kid. Penguin.  

Clark, M. (1997). Care factor zero. A Mark Macleod Book, Random House Australia.  

Clark, T., & Jarvey, N. (2021). Netflix shared its top 10 TV shows based on total watch 

time in their first months, including ‘Bridgerton’ and ‘Stranger things’. Business 

Insider Australia. https://www.businessinsider.com.au/most-popular-netflix-tv-

shows-based-total-watch-time-2021-9 

Clinkenbeard, P. (2016). Teen suicide and other destructive behaviors in contemporary 

young adult literature: The subjects, the literature, and what it means for 

educators (Publication Number 10181934) [Master’s thesis, Purdue University]. 

ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. Ann Arbor. USA. 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/1834123752 

Coats, K. (2011). Young adult literature: Growing up, in theory. In S. A. Wolf, K. 

Coats, P. Enciso, & C. A. Jenkins (Eds.), Handbook of research on children's 

and young adult literature (pp. 315-329). Routledge, Taylor and Francis.  

Coats, K. (2018). The Bloomsbury introduction to children's and young adult literature. 

Bloomsbury Academic, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc.  

Cohn, R. (2004). Teens, teachers and the controversial text. The ALAN Review, 31(3), 4. 

http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/ALAN/v31n3/cohn.html  

Cole, P. B. (2004). Young adult literature and early teens: Meeting the challenge of 

school life. Language Arts Journal of Michigan, 20(2). 

https://doi.org/10.9707/2168-149x.1229  

Cole, P. B. (2009a). Trends and issues in young adult literature. In Young adult 

literature in the 21st century (pp. 49-97). McGraw Hill.  



P a g e  | 335 

 

Cole, P. B. (2009b). Young adult literature in the 21st century (1st ed.). McGraw Hill.  

Coleman, M., & Ganong, L. H. (1990). The uses of juvenile fiction and self-help books 

with stepfamilies. Journal of Counseling and Development, 68(3), 327-331. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1990.tb01384.x  

Collins, M. K. R., & Lazard, A. J. (2020). How narrative engagement with young adult 

literature influences perceptions of anorexia nervosa. Health Communication, 1-

10. https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2020.1785375  

Commissioner for Children and Young People WA. (2011). Report of the inquiry into 

the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people in western 

Australia. http://siblingsaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/report-

mental-health-inquiry-april-2011.pdf 

Commonwealth of Australia. (2009). Fourth national mental health plan – an agenda 

for collaborative government action in mental health 2009–2014. 

http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-pubs-f-

plan09 

Conradi, K., Jang, B. G., & McKenna, M. C. (2014). Motivation terminology in reading 

research: A conceptual review. Educational Psychology Review, 26(1), 127-164. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-013-9245-z  

Copyright Agency. (2021). Reading Australia. Copyright Agency. 

https://readingaustralia.com.au/ 

Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. C. (2015). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 

procedures for developing grounded theory (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.  

Cormier, R. (1997). Tenderness. Delacorte Press.  

Cornett, C. E. (1980). Bibliotherapy: The right book at the right time. Phi Delta Kappa 

Educational Foundation. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED192380.pdf  

Corrigan, P. W., Bink, A. B., Fokuo, J. K., & Schmidt, A. (2015). The public stigma of 

mental illness means a difference between you and me. Psychiatry Research, 

226(1), 186-191. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2014.12.047  

Corrigan, P. W., Edwards, A. B., Green, A., Diwan, S. L., & Penn, D. L. (2001). 

Prejudice, social distance, and familiarity with mental illness. Schizophrenia 

Bulletin, 27(2), 219-225. 

http://schizophreniabulletin.oxfordjournals.org/content/27/2/219.full.pdf  

Corrigan, P. W., Green, A., Lundkin, R., Kubiak, M. A., & Penn, D. L. (2001). 

Familiarity with and social distance from people who have serious mental 



P a g e  | 336 

 

illness. Psychiatric Services, 52(7), 953-958. 

https://ps.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/appi.ps.52.7.953  

Corrigan, P. W., Lurie, B. D., Goldman, H. H., Slopen, N., Medasani, K., & Phelan, S. 

(2005). How adolescents perceive the stigma of mental illness and alcohol 

abuse. Psychiatric Services, 56(5), 544-550. 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15872162/  

Corrigan, P. W., Morris, S. B., Michaels, P. J., Rafacz, J. D., & Rüsch, N. (2012). 

Challenging the public stigma of mental illness: A meta-analysis of outcome 

studies. Psychiatric Services, 63(10), 963-973. 

https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ps.201100529  

Corrigan, P. W., & Penn, D. L. (1999). Lessons from social psychology on discrediting 

psychiatric stigma. The American Psychologist, 54(9), 765. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/2376-6972.1.S.2  

Corrigan, P. W., & Shapiro, J. R. (2010). Measuring the impact of programs that 

challenge the public stigma of mental illness. Clinical Psychology Review, 

30(8), 907-922. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.06.004  

Coyne, S. M., Callister, M., Stockdale, L. A., Nelson, D. A., & Wells, B. M. (2012). “A 

helluva read”: Profanity in adolescent literature. Mass Communication and 

Society, 15(3), 360-383. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2011.638431  

Crag, H. (Ed.). (2014). The critical merits of young adult literature. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203527283.  

Cramsie, D. (2013). Bibliotherapy or helping children with books. iRead Newsletter, 1-

2.  

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches. (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.  

Creswell, J. W. (2016). 30 essential skills for the qualitative researcher. SAGE 

Publications.  

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the 

research process. Allen and Unwin.  

Crowder, L. (2016). Questioning the canon: Exploring the place of young adult 

literature in the high school curriculum (Publication Number 10302008) 

[Doctoral dissertation, Mercer University]. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 

Global. Ann Arbor. USA. https://www.proquest.com/docview/1865448667 

Crowe, C. (2001). Young adult literature: The problem with YA literature. English 

Journal, 90(3), 146-150. http://www.jstor.org/stable/821338  



P a g e  | 337 

 

Crowe, C. (2002). YA boundary breakers and makers. English Journal, 91(6), 116-118. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/821837  

Crowley, C. (2015). Words in deep blue. Pan Macmillan Australia.  

Cumming-Potvin, W. M., & Martino, W. (2018). Countering heteronormativity and 

cisnormativity in Australian schools: Examining English teachers' reflections on 

gender and sexual diversity in the classroom. Teaching and Teacher Education, 

74, 35-48. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2018.04.008  

Cupchik, G. C., Oatley, K., & Vorderer, P. (1998). Emotional effects of reading 

excerpts from short stories by James Joyce. Poetics, 25(6), 363-377. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-422X(98)90007-9  

Curwood, J. S. (2012). Redefining normal: A critical analysis of (dis)ability in young 

adult literature. Children's Literature in Education, 44(1), 15-28. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10583-012-9177-0  

D’Agati, D., Beaudry, M. B., & Swartz, K. (2019). ‘Thirteen reasons why’ revisited: A 

monograph for teens, parents, and mental health professionals. Journal of 

Medical Humanities. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10912-019-09548-y  

Daddo, A. (2016a, June 30). Books for teenage boys, but not just teenage boys 

[Interview]. ABC. https://www.abc.net.au/local/audio/2016/06/30/4492030.htm 

Daddo, A. (2016b). One step. Penguin Australia.  

Daddo, A. (2016c). One step: Reviews website. Andrew Daddo. 

https://www.andrewdaddo.com/one-step-reviews. 

Daddo, A. (2018). Just breathe. Penguin Australia.  

Dajevskis, E., Cappiello, M. A., & de Galarce, P. C. (2016). Therapy by the book. 

School Library Journal, 62(10), 32.  

Davies, L. M. (2008). Telling stories: Australian literature in a national English 

curriculum. English in Australia, 43(3), 45-51. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/283506153_Telling_Stories_Australia

n_Literature_in_a_National_English_Curriculum  

Davies, L. M. (2019, 20 November). Old white men dominate school English booklists. 

It’s time more Australian schools taught Australian books. The Conversation. 

https://theconversation.com/old-white-men-dominate-school-english-booklists-

its-time-more-australian-schools-taught-australian-books-127110 

Davies, L. M., Doecke, B., & Mead, P. (2013). Reading the local and global: Teaching 

literature in secondary schools in Australia. Changing English, 20(3), 224-240. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1358684X.2013.816529  



P a g e  | 338 

 

Davies, L. M., Martin, S. K., & Buzacott, L. (2017). Worldly reading: Teaching 

Australian literature in the twenty-first century. English in Australia, 52(3), 21-

30. https://search.informit.org/doi/abs/10.3316/aeipt.219169  

Davies, L. M., Truman, S. E., & Buzacott, L. (2021). The enduring “cultural cringe” 

about teaching Australian literature. University of Melbourne. 

https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/the-enduring-cultural-cringe-about-

teaching-australian-literature 

Davis, L. J. (Ed.). (2006). Disability studies reader (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

http://CSUAU.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=293586  

De Goldi, K. (2009). The 10pm question. Allen and Unwin.  

De Vries, D., Brennan, Z., Lankin, M., Morse, R., Rix, B., & Beck, T. (2017). Healing 

with books: A literature review of bibliotherapy used with children and youth 

who have experienced trauma. Therapeutic Recreation Journal, 51(1). 

https://doi.org/10.18666/TRJ-2017-V51-I1-7652  

Del Vicario, M., Vivaldo, G., Bessi, A., Zollo, F., Scala, A., Caldarelli, G., & 

Quattrociocchi, W. (2016). Echo chambers: Emotional contagion and group 

polarization on facebook. Scientific Reports, 6, 37825. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/srep37825  

deLeon, C. (2017). Engaging adolescents in mental health discussions through young 

adult literature: A literature review. Graduate Student Symposium, Queen's 

University. http://hdl.handle.net/1974/15468 

Department of Health. (1991). National mental health strategy 1992–2011. 

https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/publications/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-

pubs-n-report13-toc~mental-pubs-n-report13-1~mental-pubs-n-report13-1-3 

Department of Health. (2016). National suicide prevention strategy. Australian 

Government. 

https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/mental-nsps 

Department of Health NSW. (1983). The Richmond report: Inquiry into health services 

for the psychiatrically ill and developmentally disabled. 

http://nswmentalhealthcommission.com.au/node/1521 

Deshpande, S. (2012). A writer's look at literature, fiction and mental health. Indian 

Journal of Psychiatry, 54(4), 381-384. https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-

5545.104831  

Dey, I. (1999). Grounding grounded theory: Guidelines for qualitative inquiry. 

Academic Press.  

https://doi.org/10.1038/srep37825


P a g e  | 339 

 

Dickerson, V. C., & Zimmerman, J. L. (1996). If problems talked: Narrative therapy in 

action. Guilford Press.  

Dicle, M. F., & Dicle, B. (2018). Content analysis: Frequency distribution of words. The 

Stata Journal, 18(2), 379-386. https://doi.org/10.1177/1536867X1801800205  

Djikic, M., & Oatley, K. (2014). The art in fiction: From indirect communication to 

changes of the self. Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts, 8(4), 498-

505. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037999  

Djikic, M., Oatley, K., & Moldoveanu, M. C. (2013). Reading other minds: Effects of 

literature on empathy. Scientific Study of Literature, 3(1), 28-47. 

https://doi.org/10.1075/ssol.3.1.06dji  

Dobbins, M. L. (2017). Disabled ≠ disempowered: A critical framework for analyzing 

the representation of mental disabilities in young adult literature [Unpublished 

honours thesis, University of Arkansas]. ScholarWorks@UARK. 

http://scholarworks.uark.edu/engluht/8 

Doecke, B., Davies, L. M., & Mead, P. (Eds.). (2011). Teaching Australian literature: 

From classroom conversations to national imaginings. Wakefield Press.  

Doecke, B., Parr, G., & Sawyer, W. (Eds.). (2011). Creating an Australian curriculum 

for English: National agendas, local contexts. Phoenix Education.  

Doll, B., & Doll, C. A. (1997). Bibliotherapy with young people: Librarians and mental 

health professionals working together. Libraries Unlimited.  

Donelson, K. L., & Nilson, A. P. (2005). Literature for today's young adults (7th ed.). 

Pearson Education.  

Dotson, K. (2012). A cautionary tale: On limiting epistemic oppression. Frontiers 

(Boulder), 33(1), 24-47. https://doi.org/10.5250/fronjwomestud.33.1.0024  

Doumen, S., Smits, I., Luyckx, K., Duriez, B., Vanhalst, J., Verschueren, K., & 

Goossens, L. (2012). Identity and perceived peer relationship quality in 

emerging adulthood: The mediating role of attachment-related emotions. 

Journal of Adolescence, 35(6), 1417-1425. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2012.01.003  

Dresang, E. T. (1999). Radical change: Books for youth in a digital age. HW Wilson.  

Dresang, E. T., & McClelland, K. (1999). Radical change: Digital age literature and 

learning. Theory into Practice, 38(3), 160-167. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00405849909543848  

Driscoll, M. (2017). In defense of young adult literature. Learning to Teach, 5(1). 

http://utdr.utoledo.edu/learningtoteach/vol5/iss1/2  



P a g e  | 340 

 

Duncan, J., Punch, R., Gauntlett, M., & Talbot-Stokes, R. (2020). Missing the mark or 

scoring a goal? Achieving non-discrimination for students with disability in 

primary and secondary education in Australia: A scoping review. Australian 

Journal of Education, 64(1), 54-72. https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944119896816  

Dunn, P. A. (2015). Disabling characters: Representations of disability in young adult 

literature. Peter Lang.  

Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. 

(2011). The impact of enhancing students' social and emotional learning: A 

meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions: Raising healthy children. 

Child Development, 82(1), 405-432. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-

8624.2010.01564.x  

Ebarvia, T. (2021). #diversetexts. https://disrupttexts.org/ 

Education Services Australia. (2019). Alice Springs (Mparntwe) education declaration. 

https://www.dese.gov.au/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-

declaration/resources/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration 

Edwards, K. (2019, March 26). Boys who don’t read ‘girl books’ miss out on more than 

just stories. Sydney Morning Herald. https://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/life-and-

relationships/boys-who-won-t-read-girl-books-miss-out-on-more-than-just-

stories-20190325-p517hh.html 

Edwards, M. A. (1967). The urban library and the adolescent. The Library Quarterly: 

Information, Community, Policy, 38(1), 70-77.  

Edwards, M. A. (2002). The fair garden and the swarm of beasts – the library and the 

young adult. American Library Association. (Original work published in 1969) 

Egoff, S. A. (1981). Thursday's child: Trends and patterns in contemporary children's 

literature. American Library Association.  

Eisen, P., & Wolfenden, K. (1988). A national mental health services policy: Report of 

the consultancy to advise Commonwealth, state and territory health ministers. 

Department of Community Services and Health. 

Eisenberg, D., Downs, M. F., & Golberstein, E. (2012). Effects of contact with 

treatment users on mental illness stigma: Evidence from university roommate 

assignments. Social Science and Medicine, 75(6), 1122-1127. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2012.05.007  

Eisenhauer, J. (2008). A visual culture of stigma: Critically examining representations 

of mental illness. Art Education, 61(5), 13-18. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20694752  



P a g e  | 341 

 

Elish-Piper, L., Wold, L. S., & Schwingendorf, K. (2014). Scaffolding high school 

students' reading of complex texts using linked text sets. Journal of Adolescent 

and Adult Literacy, 57(7), 565-574. https://doi.org/10.1002/jaal.292  

Elkington, K. S., Hackler, D., Walsh, T. A., Latack, J. A., McKinnon, K., Borges, C., . . 

. Wainberg, M. L. (2013). Perceived mental illness stigma, intimate 

relationships, and sexual risk behavior in youth with mental illness. Journal of 

Adolescent Research, 28(3), 378-404. 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0743558412467686  

Elman, J. P. (2009). Medicalizing edutainment: Enforcing disability in the teen body, 

1970--2000 [Doctoral dissertation, The George Washington University]. 

ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. Ann Arbor. USA. 

https://scholarspace.library.gwu.edu/concern/gw_etds/gh93gz54 

Emmerson, J., & Brenna, B. (2015). Characters with exceptionalities portrayed in 

contemporary Canadian children's books. Canadian Journal of Education, 38(4). 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/canajeducrevucan.38.4.03  

Engberg, G., & Chipman, I. (Eds.). (2014). Booklist's 1000 best young adult books since 

2000. ALA Editions.  

Engward, H., & Davis, G. (2015). Being reflexive in qualitative grounded theory: 

Discussion and application of a model of reflexivity. Journal of Advanced 

Nursing, 71(7), 1530-1538. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.12653  

Erikson, E. H. (1995). Childhood and society (Rev. ed.). Vintage.  

Everymind. (2021). Mindframe website. Australian Government National Suicide 

Prevention Leadership and Support Program. https://mindframe.org.au/ 

Favazza, A. R. (2011). Bodies under siege: Self-mutilation, nonsuicidal self-injury, and 

body modification in culture and psychiatry (3rd ed.). Johns Hopkins University 

Press.  

Feldman, B. (1991, 1 November). Covers that catch the eye: A look at how book jackets 

influence prospective young readers. Publishers Weekly, 238(48), 46+. 

http://www.publishersweekly.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/  

Fenyus, B. L. (2011). Teacher perspectives on controversial young adult literature: 

Change in a middle school classroom culture (Publication Number 3453586) 

[Doctoral dissertation, Indiana University of Pennsylvania]. ProQuest 

Dissertations & Theses Global. Ann Arbor. USA. 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/867418024 



P a g e  | 342 

 

Fildes, J., Robbins, A., Calve, L., Perrens, B., & Wearring, A. (2014). Mission 

Australia's youth survey report 2014. 

https://www.missionaustralia.com.au/publications/research/young-

people#5C3Kytkfv5yQXwZA.97 

Fitzsimmons, R., & Wilson, C. A. (Eds.). (2021). Beyond the blockbusters: Themes and 

trends in contemporary young adult fiction. University Press of Mississippi. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvz93791.  

Ford, J. A. (2016). What students and teachers can learn by judging a book by its cover. 

Australian Library Journal, 65(1), 50-56. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00049670.2016.1125757  

Fornasier, K. (2016). The things I didn't say. Penguin Random House.  

Foster, J., Finnis, E., & Nimon, M. (2005). Bush, city, cyberspace: The development of 

Australian children's literature into the 21st century. CSU Print.  

Fox, H. (2019). How it feels to float. Pan Macmillan Australia.  

Fox, S., Southwell, A., Stafford, N., Goodhue, R., Jackson, D., & Smith, C. (2015). 

Better systems, better chances: A review of research and practice for prevention 

and early intervention (ISBN: 978-1-921352-95-9). ARACY.  

Franzak, J., & Noll, E. (2006). Monstrous acts: Problematizing violence in young adult 

literature. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 49(8), 662-672. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40014090 

Fraser, B. (2016). Cultures of representation: Disability in world cinema contexts. 

Wallflower Press. 

Freedman, L., & Johnson, H. (2001). Who’s protecting whom? “I hadn't meant to tell 

you this”, a case in point in confronting self-censorship in the choice of young 

adult literature. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 44(4), 356-369. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40015350  

Gabel, S. L. (2005). Disability studies in education: Readings in theory and method. P. 

Lang.  

Gadamer, H.-G. (2006). Truth and method (J. Weinsheimer & D. G. Marshall, Trans.; 

2nd ed.). Continuum.  

Gallo, D. R. (2001). How classics create an aliterate society. English Journal, 90(3), 33-

39. https://www.jstor.org/stable/821305  

Garland-Thompson, R. (2006). Integrating disability, transforming feminist theory. In 

L. J. Davis (Ed.), Disability studies reader (pp. 257-273). Routledge, Taylor and 

Francis.  



P a g e  | 343 

 

Garrison, K., & Gavigan, K. (2019). Picture this: Using graphic novels to explore social 

justice issues with young adults. Teacher Librarian, 46(3), 8-12. 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/2195795693  

Garrison, K., & Gavigan, K. (2021). “To act for a better world”: Using social justice 

graphic novels to empower youth. In D. E. Hartsfield (Ed.), Handbook of 

research on teaching diverse youth literature to pre-service professionals (pp. 

163-187). IGI Global.  

Gavigan, K. (2012a). Caring through comics: Graphic novels and bibliotherapy for 

grades 6-12. Knowledge Quest, 40(5), 78-80. 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/1032543822  

Gavigan, K. (2012b). Learning for life in the socially connected school library. 

Knowledge Quest, 41(1), 68-69. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A305454632/AONE?u=anon~f5a5514b&sid=goo

gleScholar&xid=561ef423  

Gavigan, K., & Kurtts, S. (2011). Using children's and young adult literature in teaching 

acceptance and understanding of individual differences. Delta Kappa Gamma 

Bulletin, 77(2), 11-16. https://www.proquest.com/docview/849232172  

Gaziel, M., Hasson-Ohayon, I., Morag-Yaffe, M., Schapir, L., Zalsman, G., & Shoval, 

G. (2015). Insight and satisfaction with life among adolescents with mental 

disorders: Assessing associations with self-stigma and parental insight. 

European Psychiatry, 30(2), 329-333. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eurpsy.2014.08.003  

Gecková, A., Van Dijk, J., Stewart, R., Groothoff, J., & Post, D. (2003). Influence of 

social support on health among gender and socio-economic groups of 

adolescents. European Journal of Public Health, 13, 44-50. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/13.1.44  

Gee, J. P. (2000). Teenagers in new times: A new literacy studies perspective. Journal 

of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 43(5), 412-420. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40017078  

Gee, J. P. (2010). How to do discourse analysis. Taylor and Francis.  

Genette, G. (1997). Paratexts: Thresholds of interpretation (J. E. Lewin, Trans.). 

Cambridge University Press.  

Gerrig, R. J. (1993/2019). Experiencing narrative worlds. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429500633 (Original work published in 1993) 



P a g e  | 344 

 

Gervay, S. (2004). Butterflies: Youth literature as a powerful tool in understanding 

disability. Disability Studies Quarterly, 24(1). 

https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v24i1.844  

Gibbons, L. C., Dail, J. S., & Stallworth, B. J. (2006). Young adult literature in the 

English curriculum today: Classroom teachers speak out. The ALAN Review, 

33(3). https://doi.org/10.21061/alan.v33i3.a.8  

Giles, T., King, L., & de Lacey, S. (2013). The timing of the literature review in 

grounded theory research: An open mind versus an empty head. Advances in 

Nursing Science, 36(2), E29-E40. 

https://doi.org/10.1097/ANS.0b013e3182902035  

Glaser, B. G. (1978). Theoretical sensitivity: Advances in the methodology of grounded 

theory. The Sociology Press.  

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. C. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for 

qualitative research. Aldine Transaction.  

Glaus, M. (2014). Text complexity and young adult literature. Journal of Adolescent 

and Adult Literacy, 57(5), 407-416. https://doi.org/10.1002/jaal.255  

Glazier, J., & Seo, J.-A. (2005). Multicultural literature and discussion as mirror and 

window? Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 48(8), 686-700. 

https://doi.org/10.1598/JAAL.48.8.6  

Glenn, W. (2008). Gossiping girls, insider boys, a-list achievement: Examining and 

exposing young adult novels consumed by conspicuous consumption. Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 52(1), 34-42. https://doi.org/10.1598/jaal.52.1.4  

Glenn, W. J., Ginsberg, R., Gaffey, E., Lund, K., & Meagher, I. (2012). From 

awareness to action: Young adult literature as a road to reflection and catalyst 

for change. The ALAN Review, 39(2), 5. https://doi.org/10.21061/alan.v39i2.a.4  

Goffman, E. (1961). Encounters: Two studies in the sociology of interaction. 

BobbsMerrill.  

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Simon and 

Schuster, Inc.  

Goldstein, T. R. (2009). The pleasure of unadulterated sadness: Experiencing sorrow in 

fiction, nonfiction, and "in person.” Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the 

Arts, 3(4), 232-237. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015343  

Goldsworthy, P. (1989). Maestro. Angus & Robertson.  

Goodreads. (2020). One step, Andrew Daddo. Retrieved 7 January 2021 from 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/27803943-one-step 



P a g e  | 345 

 

Goodwyn, A. (2012). The status of literature: English teaching and the condition of 

literature teaching in schools. English in Education, 46(3), 212-227. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1754-8845.2012.01121.x  

Gordon, K. (2018). Girl running, boy falling. Rhiza Press.  

Gorrese, A. (2015). Peer attachment and youth internalizing problems: A meta-analysis. 

Child and Youth Care Forum. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-015-9333-y  

Gorrese, A., & Ruggieri, R. (2013). Peer attachment and self-esteem: A meta-analytic 

review. Personality and Individual Differences, 55(5), 559-568. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2013.04.025  

Goss, M. K. (2013). Bodily harm, bodily power: Representations of self-destruction in 

young adult literature (order no. 3578845) (Publication Number UMI 3578845) 

[Doctoral dissertation, Illinois State University]. ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global. Ann Arbor. USA. 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/1503737985 

Gottschall, J. (2012). The storytelling animal: How stories make us human. Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt.  

Grbich, C. F. (2013a). New approaches in social research (2nd ed.). SAGE 

Publications.  

Grbich, C. F. (2013b). Qualitative data analysis: An introduction (2nd ed.). SAGE 

Publications.  

Green, J. (2013). Looking for Alaska. Harper Collins GB. (Original work published in 

2006) 

Green, J. (2017). Turtles all the way down. Dutton Books for Young Readers.  

Green, M. C. (2004). Transportation into narrative worlds: The role of prior knowledge 

and perceived realism. Discourse Processes, 38(2), 247-266. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326950dp3802_5  

Green, M. C., & Brock, T. C. (2000). The role of transportation in the persuasiveness of 

public narratives. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79(5), 701-721. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.79.5.701  

Green, M. C., & Brock, T. C. (2002). In the mind’s eye – transportation-imagery model 

of narrative persuasion. In M. C. Green, J. J. Strange, & T. C. Brock (Eds.), 

Narrative impact: Social and cognitive foundations (pp. 315-341). Lawrence 

Erlbaum & Associates.  



P a g e  | 346 

 

Green, S. (2018, May). Morris Gleitzman: Why our young people need stories more 

than ever. The parents’ website. https://theparentswebsite.com.au/morris-

gleitzman-why-our-young-people-need-stories-more-than-ever-2/  

Grondin, J. (2016). The hermeneutical circle. In N. Keane & C. Lawn (Eds.), The 

Blackwell companion to hermeneutics (1st ed., pp. 299-305). John Wiley and 

Sons. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118529812.ch34  

Groom, G., Hickie, I., & Davenport, T. (2003). ‘Out of hospital, out of mind’: A report 

detailing mental health services in Australia in 2002 and community priorities 

for national mental health policy for 2003-2008. 

https://mhaustralia.org/sites/default/files/imported/component/rsfiles/mental-

health-services/Out_of_Hospital_Out_of_Mind.pdf 

Guarisco, M. S., Brooks, C., & Freeman, L. M. (2017). Reading books and reading 

minds: Differential effects of Wonder and the crossover on empathy and theory 

of mind. Study and Scrutiny: Research on Young Adult Literature, 2(2), 24-54. 

https://doi.org/10.15763/issn.2376-5275.2017.3.1.24-54  

Gur, K., Sener, N., Kucuk, L., Cetindag, Z., & Basar, M. (2012). The beliefs of teachers 

toward mental illness. Procedia – Social and Behavioral Sciences, 47(0), 1146-

1152. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.793  

Gurdon, M. C. (2011a, June 4). Darkness too visible [commentary]. Wall Street 

Journal. 

http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240527023036574045763576225926970

38 

Gurdon, M. C. (2011b, June 28). My 'reprehensible' take on teen literature 

[commentary]. Wall Street Journal. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052702304314404576411581289319

732 

Gurdon, M. C. (2013, November). Young adult literature's sorry state. USA Today, 

142(2822), 40-42. https://law-journals-books.vlex.com/vid/young-adult-

literature-s-635909045  

Haas, S. A., Schaefer, D. R., & Komienko, O. (2010). Health and the structure of 

adolescent social networks. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 51(4), 424-

439. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146510386791  

Haddon, M. (2004). The curious incident of the dog in the night-time. Vintage 

Contemporaries. (Original work published in 2003) 



P a g e  | 347 

 

Hakemulder, J. F. (2000). The moral laboratory: Experiments examining the effects of 

reading literature on social perception and moral self-concept. Utrecht 

Publications in General and Comparative Literature 34. 

https://doi.org/10.1075/upal.34  

Hakemulder, J. F. (2004). Foregrounding and its effect on readers’ perception. 

Discourse Processes, 38(2), 193-218. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326950dp3802_3  

Hakemulder, J. F. (2008). Imagining what could happen: Effects of taking the role of a 

character on social cognition. In S. Zyngier (Ed.), Directions in empirical 

literary studies. John Benjamin's Publishing.  

Haley, B. (2020). All the bright places [Film]. P. Mazur, M. Kaplan, E. Fanning, B. 

Kahan-Ward, D. Mankoff, & A. Spaulding; Netflix.  

Hall, S., Fildes, J., Perrens, B., Plummer, J., Carlisle, E., Cockayne, N., & Werner-

Seidler, A. (2019). Can we talk? Seven year youth mental health report – 2012-

2018. https://apo.org.au/node/264826 

Hannon, L., & Allinson, A. (2014). Towards a new content. English in Australia, 49(2), 

13-19. https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/ielapa.678641262800768  

Harding, S. (1996). The view from the bookshop: What young adults are buying. 

Viewpoint, 4(3), 3-4.  

Harmon, J., & Henkin, R. (2014). The portrayal of bullying in young adult books: 

Characters, contexts and complex relationships. The ALAN Review, (Winter 

2014), 79-90. https://doi.org/10.21061/alan.v41i2.a.9  

Harreveld, B., Danaher, M., Lawson, C., Knight, B. A., & Busch, G. (Eds.). (2016). 

Constructing methodology for qualitative research: Researching education and 

social practices. Springer Nature. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-59943-8.  

Harris, S. (1990). Lesbian and gay issues in the English classroom: The importance of 

being honest. Open University Press.  

Hartnett, S. (1997). Hope schmope! Viewpoint, 5(2), 11. 

https://www.austlit.edu.au/austlit/page/C426265  

Hartsfield, D. E. (2021). Handbook of research on teaching diverse youth literature to 

pre-service professionals. IGI Global.  

Harvey, P. (2010). Bibliotherapy use by welfare teams in secondary colleges. Australian 

Journal of Teacher Education, 35(5). https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2010v35n5.3  



P a g e  | 348 

 

Hassett, B. (2016). Cleansing the narrative: On censorship in schools. Overland, 

(Winter 2016). https://overland.org.au/2016/07/cleansing-the-narrative-on-

censorship-in-schools/  

Hastie, D. (2012). English teaching in Anglican schools. In T. Frame (Ed.), Ministry in 

schools. Essays and reflections. Barton Books.  

Hastie, D. (2014). Satanic portals and sex-saturated books: Parent complaints about 

English texts in NSW protestant schools. English in Australia, 49(1), 63-71. 

https://doi.org/10.3316/informit.381836663628900  

Hastie, M., & Sharplin, E. (2012). Why did you choose that text? English in Australia, 

47(2), 36-44. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ998326  

Hateley, E. (2014, June 18–21). Diversity or perversity? Award-winning children’s 

literature and the Australian curriculum [paper presentation]. Children’s 

Literature Association (ChLA) Conference 2014: Diverging Diversities: 

Plurality in Children’s and Young Adult Literature Then and Now, Columbia 

Marriott, Columbia, SC. http://eprints.qut.edu.au/73488/ 

Hayn, J. A., Clemmons, K. R., & Olvey, H. A. (2016). Fostering inclusion of disabled 

youth through young adult literature: Action research with Wonder. Study and 

Scrutiny: Research on Young Adult Literature, 1(2), 64-78. 

https://journals.shareok.org/studyandscrutiny/article/view/166  

Hayn, J. A., & Hazlett, L. (2008). Connecting LGBTQ to others through problem 

novels: When a LGBTQ is not the main character. The ALAN Review, 36(1), 66-

72. https://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/ALAN/v36n1/hayn.html  

Hayn, J. A., Hazlett, L. A., & Sweeney, W. J. (2009). Facilitating inclusion: Young 

adult literature as a tool. English Leadership Quarterly, 31(4), 8-11. 

https://www.proquest.com/docview/225229428  

Hayn, J. A., Kaplan, J. S., & Clemmons, K. R. (2017). Teaching young adult literature 

today: Insights, considerations, and perspectives for the classroom teacher (2nd 

ed.). Rowman & Littlefield.  

Hayn, J. A., Kaplan, J. S., & Nolen, A. (2011). Young adult literature research in the 

21st century. Theory into Practice, 50(3), 176-181. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2011.584026  

Hayn, J. A., & Nolen, A. (2012). Young adult literature – defining the role of research. 

In J. Hayn, J. S. Kaplan, & K. R. Clemmons (Eds.), Teaching young adult 

literature today: Insights, considerations, and perspectives for the classroom 

teacher (2nd ed., pp. 3-8). Rowman & Littlefield.  



P a g e  | 349 

 

Hazlett, L. A., Sweeney, W. J., & Reins, K. J. (2011). Using young adult literature 

featuring LGBTQ adolescents with intellectual and/or physical disabilities to 

strengthen classroom inclusion. Theory into Practice, 50(3), 206-214. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2011.584031  

Healy, A. (2010). Teaching Australian literature survey 2009: Final report. 

https://www.austlit.edu.au/austlit/page/6129914 

Heath, M. A., Smith, K., & Young, E. L. (2017). Using children’s literature to 

strengthen social and emotional learning. School Psychology International, 

38(5), 541-561. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034317710070  

Hendrickson, B. (2018). Using young adult literature to confront mental health: A 

culturally relevant approach [Master’s thesis, Eastern Illinois University]. 

Illinois. https://thekeep.eiu.edu/theses/4406 

Henrikkson, C. (2012). Hermeneutic phenomenology and pedagogical practice. In N. 

Friesen, C. Henriksson, & T. Saevi (Eds.), Hermeneutic phenomenology in 

education: Methods and practice (pp. 119-137). Sense.  

Higashidu, N. (2013). The reason I jump (K. A. Yoshida & D. Mitchell, Trans.). Hodder 

& Stoughton: Sceptre.  

Hill, C. (2014). The critical merits of young adult literature: Coming of age. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203527283  

Hilton, M., & Nikolajeva, M. (Eds.). (2012). Contemporary adolescent literature and 

culture: The emergent adult. Ashgate Publishing.  

Hinshaw, S. P. (2005). The stigmatization of mental illness in children and parents: 

Developmental issues, family concerns, and research needs. Journal of Child 

Psychology and Psychiatry, and Allied Disciplines, 46(7), 714-734. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2005.01456.x  

Hinshaw, S. P., & Cicchetti, D. (2000). Stigma and mental disorder: Conceptions of 

illness, public attitudes, personal disclosure, and social policy. Development and 

Psychopathology, 12, 555-598. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579400004028  

Hinton, S. E. (1967). The outsiders. Viking Press.  

Hodge, D. (2014, May 11). Young adult fiction’s dark themes give the hope to cope. 

The Conversation, http://theconversation.com/young-adult-fictions-dark-themes-

give-the-hope-to-cope-27335  

Hoffman, M. L. (1980). Empathy, its development and prosocial implications. Nebraska 

Symposium on Motivation, 25, 1969-1217.  



P a g e  | 350 

 

Hogan, P. C. (2010). On being moved: Cognition and emotion in literature and film. In 

L. Zunshine (Ed.), Introduction to cognitive cultural studies. John Hopkins 

University Press.  

Holden, R. R., & Passey, J. (2009). Social desirability. In M. R. Leary & R. H. Hoyle 

(Eds.), Handbook of individual differences in social behavior (pp. 441-454). The 

Guilford Press. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-12071-030  

Holdsworth, D. (2019). Dis-topias: The government of disability in dystopian children’s 

literature [Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Deakin University].  

Hooper, B. (2010). Writing reviews for readers’ advisory. American Library 

Association. https://portal-igpublish-

com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/iglibrary/obj/ALAB0000117  

Hopkins, E. (2008). Impulse. Margaret K McElderry Books, an imprint of Simon & 

Schuster Children’s Publishing.  

Hu, N., Bose, I., Gao, Y., & Liu, L. (2011). Manipulation in digital word-of-mouth: A 

reality check for book reviews. Decision Support Systems, 50(3), 627-635. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/265253997  

Hu, N., Bose, I., Koh, N. S., & Liu, L. (2012). Manipulation of online reviews: An 

analysis of ratings, readability, and sentiments. Decision Support Systems, 52(2), 

674-684.  

Hughes-Hassell, S. (2013). Multicultural young adult literature as a form of counter-

storytelling. Library Quarterly: Information, Community, Policy, 83(3), 212-

228.  

Hughes, J., & Laffier, J. L. (2016). Portrayals of bullying in young adult literature: 

Considerations for schools. Canadian Journal of Education, 39(3). 

https://core.ac.uk/reader/230594257  

Hume, K. (2014). Fantasy and mimesis: Responses to reality in western literature. 

Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315759227  

Hunt, C. (2017). Forum: New issues, new responses in young adult literature criticism: 

Theory rises, Maginot Line endures. Children’s Literature Association 

Quarterly, 42(2), 205-217. https://doi.org/10.1353/chq.2017.0017  

Hunt, L. (2002). Human rights: A novel idea? Presidential Lecture in the Humanities 

and Arts at Stanford University, 

http://news.stanford.edu/news/2002/april17/hunt-417.html 

Hunt, P. (1991). Criticism, theory and children’s literature. Basil Blackwell.  

Hunt, P. (2001). Children’s literature. Blackwell.  



P a g e  | 351 

 

Iaquinta, A., & Hipsky, S. (2006). Practical bibliotherapy strategies for the inclusive 

elementary classroom. Early Childhood Education Journal, 34(3), 209-213. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-006-0128-5  

Iskhak, I., Mujiyanto, J., & Hartono, R. (2020). A review on reader response approach 

to teaching literature at EFL contexts. English Language Teaching, 13, 118. 

https://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v13n7p118  

Jackett, M. (2007). Something to speak about: Addressing sensitive issues through 

literature. English Journal, 96(4), 4. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ776512  

Jensen, E. C. (2016). How does young adult literature foster reading growth in the 

striving secondary reader? (Publication Number 4089) [Master’s thesis, 

Hamline University]. Minnesota, USA. 

https://digitalcommons.hamline.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=5088&context=

hse_all 

Jewkes, C. (2019). Changing the narrative: The educational power of reading young 

adult literature [Master’s thesis, University of Vermont]. 

https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/graddis/1029 

Jogie, M. R. (2015a). Desperate shadows of ‘belonging’: Revealing pedagogical issues 

with teaching prescribed English texts in the NSW higher school certificate 

(HSC). Australian Educational Researcher, 42(3), 335-352. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13384-014-0166-8  

Jogie, M. R. (2015b). Too pale and stale: Prescribed texts used for teaching culturally 

diverse students in Australia and England. Oxford Review of Education, 41(3), 

287-309. https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2015.1009826  

Jogie, M. R. (2017). The great tradition of texts: How to break the mould? A study of 

English education in Australia & England [Doctoral dissertation, Australian 

National University]. https://openresearch-

repository.anu.edu.au/bitstream/1885/136124/1/Jogie%20Thesis%202017.pdf 

Johnco, C., & Rapee, R. M. (2018). Depression literacy and stigma influence how 

parents perceive and respond to adolescent depressive symptoms. Journal of 

Affective Disorders, 241, 599-607. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.08.062  

Johnson, D. R. (2012). Transportation into a story increases empathy, prosocial 

behavior, and perceptual bias toward fearful expressions. Personality and 

Individual Differences, 52, 150-155. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2011.10.005  

Johnson, H., Mathis, J., & Short, K. G. (Eds.). (2019). Critical content analysis of visual 

images in books for young people. Routledge Publishing.  



P a g e  | 352 

 

Johnston, O., & Wildy, H. (2016). The effects of streaming in the secondary school on 

learning outcomes for Australian students – a review of the international 

literature. Australian Journal of Education, 60(1), 42-59. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944115626522  

Johnston, R. R. (2017). Australian literature for young people (1st ed.). OUPANZ.  

Jones, J. B. (2003). Helping teens cope: Resources for school library media specialists 

and other youth workers. Linworth.  

Jones, P., Fiorelli, D. C., & Bowen, M. H. (2003). Overcoming the obstacle course: 

Teenage boys and reading. Teacher Librarian, 30(3), 9-13. 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ668270  

Jonsberg, B. (2018). A song only I can hear. Allen and Unwin.  

Jorm, A. F., Korten, A. E., Jacomb, P. A., Christensen, H., Rodgers, B., & Pollitt, P. 

(1997). “Mental health literacy”: A survey of the public’s ability to recognise 

mental disorders and their beliefs about the effectiveness of treatment. Medical 

Journal of Australia, 166(4), 182-186. https://doi.org/10.5694/j.1326-

5377.1997.tb140071.x  

Kaplan, J. S. (Ed.). (1999). Using literature to help troubled teenagers to cope with 

identity issues (Vol. 2). Greenwood Press.  

Kaplan, J. S. (2003). New perspectives in young adult literature. The ALAN Review, 

31(1). https://doi.org/10.21061/alan.v31i1.a.2 

Kaplan, J. S. (2010). Doctoral dissertations (2008-2009): A review of research on young 

adult literature. The ALAN Review, 37(2), 7. 

https://doi.org/10.21061/alan.v37i2.a.8 

Kaplan, J. S. (2012). The changing face of young adult literature. In J. Hayn & J. S. 

Kaplan (Eds.), Teaching young adult literature today. Rowman and Littlefield.  

Kaufman, A., & Kristoff, J. (2015). Illuminae. Allen & Unwin.  

Kaywell, J. (2001). Preparing teachers to teach young adult literature. English 

Education, 33(4), 323-327. 

https://www.proquest.com/openview/fa79ee7d2d8ead17f742fcfddcbf48a9/1?pq-

origsite=gscholar&cbl=34722  

Keen, S. (2006). A theory of narrative empathy. Narrative, 14(3), 207-236. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/nar.2006.0015  

Keen, S. (2007). Empathy and the novel. Oxford University Press.  

Kellehear, A. (1993). The unobtrusive researcher. Allen & Unwin.  



P a g e  | 353 

 

Kelly, C. M., Jorm, A. F., & Rodgers, B. (2006). Adolescents’ responses to peers with 

depression or conduct disorder. Australian and New Zealand Journal of 

Psychiatry, 2006(40), 63-66. https://doi.org/10.1080/j.1440-1614.2006.01744.x  

Kelly, C. M., Jorm, A. F., & Wright, A. (2007). Improving mental health literacy as a 

strategy to facilitate early intervention for mental disorders. Medical Journal of 

Australia, 187(7), S26-S30.  

Kerr, K. (2020). Please don’t hug me. The Text Publishing Company.  

Kessler, R. C., Berglund, P. A., Demler, O., Jin, R., Merikangas, K. R., & Walters, E. E. 

(2005). Lifetime prevalence and age-of-onset distributions of DSM-IV disorders 

in the national comorbidity survey replication. Archives of General Psychiatry, 

62(6), 593-602. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15939837  

Keyes, D. (1966). Flowers for Algernon. Mariner Books, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

(Original work published in 1958) 

Kharbe, A. S. (2013). English language and literary criticism. Discovery Publishing 

House.  

Kidd, D., & Castano, E. (2013). Reading literary fiction improves theory of mind. 

Science, 342(18 October), 377-380. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1239918  

Kidd, D., & Castano, E. (2017). Panero et al. (2016): Failure to replicate methods 

caused the failure to replicate results. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 112(3), e1-e4. https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000072  

Kidd, K. (2000). Boyology in the twentieth century. Children’s Literature, 28, 44-72, 

290. https://doi.org/10.1353/chl.0.0416  

Kidd, K. (2005). ‘A’ is for Auschwitz: Psychoanalysis, trauma theory, and the 

“children’s literature of atrocity.” Children’s Literature, 33(1), 120-149. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/chl.2005.0014  

Kim-Cohen, J., Caspi, A., Moffitt, T. E., Harrington, H., Milne, B. J., & Poulton, R. 

(2003). Prior juvenile diagnoses in adults with mental disorder: Developmental 

follow-back of a prospective-longitudinal cohort. Archives of General 

Psychiatry, 60(7), 709-717. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.60.7.709  

Kim, B. S. K., Greif Green, J. L., & Klein, E. F. (2006). Using storybooks to promote 

multicultural sensitivity in elementary school children. Journal of Multicultural 

Counseling and Development, 34(4), 223-234. 

http://proquest.com/docview/235997477  



P a g e  | 354 

 

Kimberley, M. (2011). Neuroscience and young adult fiction: A recipe for trouble? M/C 

Journal – a Journal of Media and Culture14(3), 6. http://journal.media-

culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/viewArticle/371  

Kimble, M., Flack, W., Koide, J., Bennion, K., Brenneman, M., & Meyersburg, C. 

(2021). Student reactions to traumatic material in literature: Implications for 

trigger warnings. PloS One, 16(3), 1. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0247579  

King, P., & Protherough, R. (2012). Challenge of English in the national curriculum. 

Taylor and Francis.  

Kinsella, S. (2015). Finding Audrey. Delacourte Books for Young readers.  

Klein, R. (1986). Boss of the pool. Omnibus in association with Penguin.  

Koch, T., & Harrington, A. (1998). Reconceptualizing rigour: The case for reflexivity. 

Journal of Advanced Nursing, 28(4), 882-890. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-

2648.1998.00725.x  

Koss, M. D., & Teale, W. H. (2009). What’s happening in YA literature? Trends in 

books for adolescents. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 52(7), 563-

572. https://www.jstor.org/stable/20468410  

Kranke, D. (2009). The narrated subjective experience of stigma for adolescents 

diagnosed with a mental illness and prescribed psychiatric medication [Doctoral 

dissertation, Case Western Reserve University]. 

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-narrated-subjective-experience-of-

stigma-for-a-Kranke/b3d6c80a1af6937bdcd001ef478820de1fab1b1f 

Kranke, D., & Floersch, J. (2009). Mental health stigma among adolescents: 

Implications for school social workers. School Social Work Journal, 34(1), 28-

44. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ893727  

Kranke, D., Floersch, J., Townsend, L., & Munson, M. (2010). Stigma experience 

among adolescents taking psychiatric medication. Children and Youth Services 

Review, 32(4), 496-505. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2009.11.002  

Kristensen, H. (2015). The English classroom – a place of struggle [Master’s thesis, 

Norwegian University of Science and Technology]. NILU Braga. 

https://core.ac.uk/reader/52127741 

Kristeva, J. (1982). Powers of horror: An essay on abjection (L. S. Roudiez, Trans.). 

Columbia University Press. 

http://seas3.elte.hu/coursematerial/RuttkayVeronika/Kristeva_-

_powers_of_horror.pdf  

http://journal.media-culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/viewArticle/371
http://journal.media-culture.org.au/index.php/mcjournal/article/viewArticle/371


P a g e  | 355 
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Appendix A 

One Step Front Cover Artwork 

Note. Artist: Messiha, M. (2016). Front cover illustration. One Step, by A. Daddo. 

Penguin Random House.  

Source: Penguin website. https://www.penguin.com.au/books/one-step-9780143573616   
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Appendix B 

Letter to Principals 
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Appendix C 

Consent Form – Schools 
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Appendix D 

Draft Questionnaire 
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Appendix E 

Information Statement and Consent Form – Parent 
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Appendix F 

Information Statement and Consent Form – Student 
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Appendix G 

Allentown High Text Permission Request 

 

 



Appendix H 

Bridge’s Field High Scope and Sequence Document



 

First Short Answer Task 
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Second Short Answer Task
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Third Short Answer Task: Examination 
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Appendix I 

Allentown High Study Skills Document and Assignment Rubric 
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Creative Task and Essay Task Rubric 
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Appendix J 

Allentown High’s Prompt Sheet Example 



Appendix K 

Ms Kestler’s Creative Task Matrix and Sample Marked Response 
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Appendix L 

Ms Collin’s Creative Task: Reviews Task 
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Appendix M 

File Management Table Extract



Appendix N 

Essay Original and Transcript Example – Karen 

 



Appendix O 

Questionnaire Transcript Excerpt – Ms Collin’s Class 



Appendix P 

Essays Codebook – Initial Coding 
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Appendix Q 

Self-developed Coding and Memos Form for Essay Task 

 


