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INTRODUC TION

For nearly all of its forty years, the Youngstown State University English Festival 
Committee has published a collection of the prize-winning works written before 

and during each English Festival.
Such a publication is wholly in keeping with the Festival’s stated goal to 

“recognize and reward distinctive writing.”  It is also a means for publicizing the 
extraordinary work that students do at the Festival both in reading the selections 
on the English Festival booklist and in composing thoughtful and engaging pieces 
of writing.

The works included in this 2018 edition of A Festival of Writing are no exception.  
They reflect the excellent language facility of our area’s students, as well as 
their careful reading and critical thinking. The YSU English Festival Committee 
congratulates those students whose works appear in these pages, and it 
commends the parents and teachers who have supported these young writers.

Jeff Buchanan  Angela Messenger  Gary Salvner
Co-Chairs of the English Festival Committee

2018 English Festival Booklist

2018

 ANNIVERSARY40th

ENGLISH
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YOUNGSTOWN STATE UNIVERSITY

7th–9th Grades 
Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes

Chris Crutcher

Chains
Laurie Halse Anderson

The Impossible Knife of Memory*
Laurie Halse Anderson

The Rock and the River
Kekla Magoon

Shadows of Sherwood
Kekla Magoon

The Family Romanov: Murder, Rebellion  
& the Fall of Imperial Russia*

Candace Fleming

Orbiting Jupiter
Gary D. Schmidt

10th–12th Grades 
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Chris Crutcher
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Chris Crutcher
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The Family Romanov: Murder, Rebellion,  
& the Fall of Imperial Russia*

Candace Fleming
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Neal Shusterman
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First Prize Essays

Wednesday

Ruiting Feng
Grove City Senior High School

For Themselves and the World

2018 
CANDACE GAY MEMORIAL  

ESSAY PROMPT
It has been said that teenagers are the most 
misunderstood people on Earth. They are treated like 
children and expected to act like adults. Drawing on 
characters from at least two of this year’s English Festival 
books, discuss the lives of kids who are essentially 
misunderstood and identify the significance of what 
other characters do not seem to understand about them.

Candace McIntyre Gay
Mike Stoffa, Oil on canvas, 1978

Rockport, Massachusetts

It appeared as if suddenly, by 
a wave of a wand on our thirteenth 
birthdays, our bodies, emotions, and 
minds changed from childhood naiveté 
into a whirlwind of murder and rebellion 
like the ending of imperial Russia. 
I don’t remember all the countless 
arguments I had with my mom as soon 
as the teenage spell fell upon me. What 
I do remember was that it sparked the 
beginning of a high school writing 
career—I held onto all the pieces of my 
misunderstood life and splashed it in a 
wave of colors onto blank Google Docs 
pages. Personally, my teenage years is 
my inspiration. 

All teenagers are born to be 
misunderstood. But every teenager 
grows out of that phase changed (like 
Lia from Wintergirls) or having changed 
the people around them (like T.J. 

from Whale Talk). In the cocoon phase 
between childhood and adulthood, 
teenagers inspire others to embark on 
the arduous but enlightening journey 
of finding the purpose and strength to 
spread their ideas. That is what makes 
the world radiate with a positive fire 
that started from a tiny candle. Ideas 
are not always accepted with open 
arms. The ones that succeed are strong 
enough to push past that. 

There is an underlying reason for 
everything a teenager does. Lia’s family 
doesn’t understand why she would 
starve herself. They don’t understand 
that she desperately craves their love, 
that she really, really tried to be who 
they wanted her to be. They don’t 
understand that their daughter was 
tired of being fed “glass dreams one 
spoonful at a time. Harvard. Yale. 

Princeton. Duke. Undergrad. Med 
school. Internship, residency, God” 
(Anderson 16-17). No one saw past her 
wintergirl body, but inside, she was just 
Mom Dr. Marrigan and Dad’s Professor 
Overbrook’s neglected girl. She was 
willing to sacrifice her life just to prove 
she can succeed at what she does best. 
They never understood. 

Though it was exhausting, 
painful—even a train wreck at times, 
Lia emerged out of her journey with 
the strength to care for herself, not just 
her parents. She became more than 
her parents’ expectations. More than 
just the girl who pleases people. She 
learned that she had a whole life ahead 
of her, “a million futures—not all pretty, 
not all long, but all of them [hers]” 
(Anderson 271). Lia’s parents’ forever 
misunderstanding of her made her 
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see that no one should steer her life or 
lead her down such a dangerous path 
as anorexia. She found that she cannot 
give up to the black spots of the disease. 
She didn’t want to die. She wants to live 
until it’s all over and leave with good 
memories, like Cassie (273). 

Lia’s differences with her parents 
spark from the miscommunication 
between two groups that love each 
other, but T.J. Jones from Whale Talk 
sacrifices everyone’s attention and 
affection for what is right. T.J. refuses 
to accept the treatment Cutter High 
School jocks and narrow-minded racists 
of Spokane, Washington give to the 
misfits, which is why so many people 
misunderstand his intentions. They 
don’t understand why T.J. does not 
bring record-setting pride for the high 
school with his godlike athletic talents. 
They don’t see why he stands up for 
the underdogs, the students of Cutter 
High that seem to be worth less than 
Mike Barbour’s pinkie nail. Most of all, 
they don’t understand the people who 
have shaped T.J.’s life. How could any 
mentally stable family want to foster a 
black child? 

What they misunderstand, however, 
is the reality. The misfits of Cutter 
High are more than just outcasts in 
an athletically dominated school. 
They work just as hard and care just as 
much about their performances and 
teammates as any other athletic team. 
Their abilities to prove the entire town 
wrong is why T.J. says, “I have respect 
for the guys I swam with and the season 
we made” (Crutcher 190). Similarly, the 
misfits of Spokane, Washington is also 
not as different as perceived. Heidi has 
feelings. She wants love, like any other 
child. As Georgia says, “She thinks that 
if she can wash [her skin color] off, her 
daddy will love her” (69), proving that 
she is capable of being desperately hurt, 
like any other neglected soul. 

T.J. does not live his life believing 
in lies that the majority of Spokane 
believes. He is willing to teach the truth, 
to embrace giving hope and kindness 
to those unreasonably rejected by 
society. T.J. never gives up his beliefs, 
even when the athletic board refused 
to present the team with letters. Even 
when Rich Marshall threatened him and 
everyone he loved. Even when he lost 

his father. The world didn’t understand 
him, but T.J. never gave up trying. He 
is repeatedly shamed for his efforts, 
but the result is a softening town. The 
significance of his actions is a gradual 
change in the town’s thoughts, a shift 
in the lens of the blindest. In the end, 
even Mike Barbour starts to break out of 
his stubborn shell, saying to T.J. at John 
Paul’s funeral, “Part of this is mine… I 
ain’t askin’ you to forgive me. I just want 
you to know I know that” (Crutcher 220). 

From many perspectives, teenagers 
really are the most misunderstood 
people in the world. However, they are 
also the activists of their generation, 
spreading their bold, innovative ideas 

that adults do not praise immediately. 
They are often seen through the narrow 
holes of conservative eyes, forced to 
join the adult world and leave behind 
the passions that make people human. 
Those who don’t submit to that are 
inevitably misunderstood. Still, many 
adolescents learn to love themselves 
and define their values based on the 
people they want to be, like Lia. Some 
learn to find support for their sense 
of justice, like T.J. The teenage years 
are all just a test set by the universe to 
separate the people who merely move 
forward and the people who truly grow 
up. 
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Thursday

Magdalena Rumelfanger
Hickory High School

The Misunderstood Level of Society: Adolescence

The selection of books chosen for 
this year’s seventh through ninth grade 
English Festival quintessentially focuses 
on one teen issue: the issue of being 
a teenager in our fast paced, modern 
world. The two characters that defined 
the issue of being a misunderstood 
teenager in the clearest sense, in my 
opinion, are Tsar Nicholas II from the 
book The Family Romanov: Murder, 
Rebellion, & the Fall of Imperial Russia, 
and Mark Brittain from Staying Fat for 
Sarah Byrnes. These two characters 
struggle in the same way many teens 
find themselves today, and they also 
find themselves misunderstood by 
other characters who call out their flaws. 
At least, the flaws they think they have 
the right to call. 

Tsarevich Nicholas II, not quite the 
infamous Tsar we know today, was once 
a normal adolescent like teenagers 
today. “Shy and gentle, he enjoyed 
playing tennis, taking long walks, and 
reading in his bedroom” (Fleming 20). 
Also, like teenagers today, he had a 
father who did not understand him 
nor support him. Nicholas and his 
father were nothing alike, described 
as utterly different in appearance and 
personality. While Nicholas was short, 

thin, and quiet, his father was tall, 
boisterous, and stern. Tsar Alexander III 
was reportedly cruel to his son and heir, 
saying, “Nicholas is a devchonka-a bit of 
a girlie” (Fleming 21). He did absolutely 
nothing to prepare him for a life his son 
did not want. Teens today can connect 
with Nicholas just because they share 
this feeling directed from parents, or at 
least they believe their parents direct 
themselves this way. Nicholas was 
uneager to assume the Russian throne, 
and it is safe to infer that he would 
rather have been an officer in the army 
based on the short experience he had as 
an honorary officer. This is similar to the 
teenage experiences of today because 
many teenagers feel as if domineering 
adults force roles in gender, jobs, and 
life in general upon them-roles they 
may not want. Yet through all this force 
and expectation, similar to the way 
Nicholas II probably felt from his father, 
teenagers are treated like children 
extremely similar to the way Alexander 
III acted toward his son, including the 
time when he was a seventeen-year-old 
man contemplating a serious friendship 
with his future wife. The significance of 
this action adults impose to teenagers 
is that it makes teenagers believe they 

will never grow up or live up to the 
expectations adults set for them. Thanks 
to Nicholas II’s unhelpful cruelty and 
misunderstanding of his son, Russia’s 
imperial Romanov family fell off the 
face of the Earth forever. While the 
average teenager today does not have 
that possibility levied on him, adults are 
still setting teenagers up for failure like 
Alexander III and Nicholas II. 

Mark Brittain is the epitome of 
modern day adolescent in the sense 
that he is not what he seems to his 
parents or fellow peers. In Staying 
Fat for Sarah Byrnes, Mark’s life as the 
evangelical God worshipper leads 
people to believe that he is stuck up 
and distant. While this is partly true, 
Mobe and Ellerby see only the bad, 
not the good or the anxiety he feels. 
Mark Brittain’s father and family also 
expect him and make him out to be 
the perfect God lover; he is pro-life, 
conservative, and makes sure that 
he prays visibly to the “unbelievers.” 
Brittain, however, is so stressed by 
this insurmountable pressure that he 
turns to what he may consider as help: 
drugs and his girlfriend. Teens today 
turn to these same things. When he 
overdoses, it is easy to see how Mark 
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Friday

Izabella Gault
Greenville Junior/Senior High School

The Best Types of Stories

is so many teens today. When he gets 
Jody pregnant and takes her to the 
abortion clinic, disregarding his own 
values to protect himself, it is easy to 
see how Mark is so many teens today. 
“I had it done because Mark Brittain 
couldn’t be seen at that clinic...have 
an abortion alone” (Crutcher 153-
154) Mark is misunderstood through 
what his parents and other adults 
see as his natural goodness. This 
misunderstanding between Mark and 
his struggle and other characters is 
important and significant because 
it is real. What he feels is reality for 
most adolescents today, yesterday, 
and tomorrow. The relationships are 
similar to what I feel and also what 
other teens feel. That terrible feeling of 
misunderstanding Mark knows drives 

him to want to hurt himself. Teenagers 
today find this feeling all too common, 
and with all the technology, heightened 
drug use, drinking, and the availability 
of guns, teenagers find it all too easy to 
drive themselves to this point. So, no, 
mom and dad, you do not understand 
what teenagers face or feel today. 

In The Family Romanov: Murder, 
Rebellion & the Fall of Imperial Russia, 
and Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes, 
teenager Tsarevich Nicholas II and Mark 
Brittain respectively serve as icons for 
modern teenagers today. They are 
misunderstood by adults that expect 
them to be perfect. Like teenagers of 
our decade, they believe they cannot 
succeed due to the simple fact that they 
are already set up for failure. Characters 

like Nicholas’s father Alexander III and 
Mark’s sworn enemy and protagonist 
Mobe all misunderstand the capabilities 
and morals of Nicholas or Mark. Being 
a teenager myself, I connected with the 
characters in ways common among my 
peers. Had Mark’s father not thrust his 
faith or need for perfection upon him, 
Mark would have had an easier time 
in adolescence. Had Tsar Alexander III 
been kinder and more supportive of 
Nicholas’ decent qualities, he might 
not have failed in his role as Tsar. He 
might have been an effective ruler 
if he only knew what was going on. 
These two characters symbolize the 
misunderstood level of society. For 
adults reading this, a message: please 
try to understand us.  

Many young adult books and 
movies have been centered on a 
misunderstood teenager trying to 
navigate the stress of high school and 
their relationships with other people. 
Mainly, these are wildly popular, loved 
by the teenagers who relate and feel 
as though they are misunderstood 
as well. Be it simply not fitting in or 
being misjudged, the vast majority 
of teenagers could be considered 
essentially, extremely misunderstood, 
mostly by adults or their peers. Though 
it may not be apparent to others, 
parents could be considered a reason 
some teenagers are misunderstood. 
Some teenagers do not have reliable, 
fundamental parental figures to rely on, 
confide in, or depend on. This can lead 
to their home and everyday lives being 
altered, as well as their mental and 
emotional states being demolished. Not 
only is this fact relatable to teenagers 
around the world, it pertains to multiple 
books on the 2018 English Festival 
booklist. This could be considered a 
main plot device and makes the author’s 
piece pleasurable to read. 

Often, teenagers believe they are 
more knowledgeable than their parents, 
but, simultaneously, they still depend 
on their parents.  Similar to a teenager, 
the Russia peasant population in 
Candace Fleming’s The Family Romanov: 
Murder, Rebellion, and the Fall of Imperial 
Russia depended on their “father,” 
Nicholas, but also felt they knew what 
was most appropriate for themselves 
and Russia. The immense poverty 
Nicholas’ subjects had to undergo was 
wretched, and the fact that the tsar 
had not noticed it was naïve. Nicholas 
“drew an income of 24 million gold 
rubles (240 million dollars)” (3) yearly 
from taxpayers. While this occurred, “In 
1903… four out of every five Russians 
were peasants” (5). The “teenagers” 
“still believed in the … Batiushka Tsar, 
the Father of the Russian People” (60), 
while their “father” misunderstood them 
because he believed there were “no 
labor problems in the city” (63), even 
when the “teenagers” began to revolt. 
Any teenager needs a reliable parental 
figure to guide them, even if they are 
overlooked by their parent.

It takes hard work, commitment, 
and knowledge it be a successful 
parent, and Nicholas had potential to 
succeed, but he did not attempt to 
connect with his “children.” He and many 
other royals “didn’t visit the peasants’ 
villages… Instead, they remained 
comfortably ensconced in luxurious St. 
Petersburg… Most nobility (Nicholas 
and Alexandra included) envisioned 
peasants living in simple yet cozy huts 
their ‘cheeks glowing with good health’ 
and their teeth ‘whiter than purest 
ivory’…” (5). Since the tsar was far from 
poverty, he could have never imagined 
how difficult his subjects’ lives were. 
When he saw his once-loyal “teenagers” 
rebelling, he tried to assure himself that 
everything was picture-perfect, that 
he had been a fine parental figure. Yet 
again, he misjudged, misinterpreted his 
“children’s” lives and their hardships. He 
never quite understood how bad things 
had gotten, and, therefore, he would 
never understand his “teenagers.”

Laurie Halse Anderson’s The 
Impossible Knife of Memory identifies the 
life of a teenager whose parent suffers 
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from PTSD. Since Hayley’s mother 
passed away, she and her father only 
had each other. Hayley’s father suffered 
from PTSD, which also caused him 
alcoholism and depression; he drank in 
an attempt to make the past disappear 
and wanted the past to simply stop 
catching up with him. His worsening 
condition scared Hayley, and she hated 
having to be separated from him by 
going to school. She tried to keep 
her home life apart from her school 
life, which lead to more problems, 
specifically with Finn and the school 
guidance counselor, Ms. Benedetti. 

When Finn first met Hayley’s father, 
her father was intoxicated. Finn asked. 
“It’s your father…I have to meet him, 
right?” (172), when it clearly was not 
the best time to meet him. Misjudging 
her situation, Ms. Benedetti would 
ask Hayley where her father worked 
and his cell phone number: normal, 
fundamental information asked 
whenever any teenager would enter a 
new school. However, Hayley’s life was 
not normal, and that fact had become 
a part of her now, but it is difficult to 
anyone without a suffering parent to 
comprehend, characters and readers 
alike. 

Laurie Halse Anderson reveals in 
the Q & A section of her book that her 

father struggled with PTSD as well. 
She said, “When I was growing up, 
society did not recognize the emotional 
trauma so many soldiers experience… 
Any teen who has parents struggling 
with depression or addictions carries 
a massive burden. That’s why I wanted 
to write about this” (unnumbered). 
Characters in this book could not begin 
to comprehend how hard Hayley’s 
life had become. They may have 
understood her and her life, but if they 
had not experienced a day in her life 
firsthand, they could possibly never 
have a full understanding of Hayley, her 
life, or the burden she carries.

Perhaps peoples’ judgements will 
never end for misunderstood teenagers, 
but without conflict or a character’s 
struggle, there would never be a great 
story to write, never an amazing tale 
to tell. But the best stories are when a 
character rises above their challenges, 
when they finally reach the top of 
the unyielding mountain they never 
thought they could begin to climb. 
Teenagers with parental difficulties 
will never cease to be misunderstood. 
However, their perseverance will never 
cease to exist.

Second Prize Essays

Wednesday

Siena Larrick
Boardman High School

Misreading the Wolf and the Skeleton

Adolescence is the somewhat 
messy second book in the best-selling 
trilogy of life. On the left side of the 
shelf is childhood, the book where 
the characters are introduced and the 
reader decides who to love and who to 
loathe. On the right is adulthood, the 
much-anticipated book billed as “the 
epic conclusion” that, in reality, would 
have been greatly improved by a plot 
that dragged less. Sandwiched in the 
middle is adolescence, a vast expanse 
of confusion, changes, and wildly 

uncomfortable experiences. In this 
wasteland of anxiety, the protagonist 
overcomes fears, forms meaningful 
relationships, learns to drive, and battles 
with the evils of trigonometry, all while 
somehow managing to prepare for the 
abominable ACT so that they may cross 
over into the purported sanctuary of 
college. Throughout this rollercoaster 
ride, teenagers often find themselves 
searching for an ally in their parents or 
their peers. Unfortunately, teenagers 
also happen to be, arguably, the most 

misunderstood people on the planet, so 
the quest for sympathy may be fruitless. 
Although nearly all teenagers can lay 
claim to the cliche of being “tragically 
misunderstood” at some point in their 
adolescent years, the 2018 English 
Festival novels offer several prime 
examples of the ways in which young 
people are constantly misinterpreted. 

Ben Wolf, the protagonist of 
Deadline by Chris Crutcher, is eighteen 
years old and about to die. Through the 
morbid lottery of illness, Ben acquires 



7

A FESTIVAL OF WRITING 2018

a terminal blood disease and learns 
that his last year of high school will 
also be his last year of life. His family 
dynamic being less than ideal, Ben 
makes the questionable decision to 
not inform anyone in his life of his 
imminent departure. As a result, the 
actions he takes in an attempt to live 
his last days to the fullest baffle his 
friends and family. From trying out for 
football to finally chasing the girl of his 
dreams, Ben Wolf is a man transformed. 
Consequently, the reactions of those in 
his life highlight one major hazard of 
being a teenager: assumptions. When 
Ben becomes obsessed with Malcom X 
and the truth between the lines of the 
history books, his civics teachers and 
his peers assume that he is just another 
rowdy senior boy looking to steer the 
class off course. During adolescence, 
many adults view teenagers the same 
way one might examine a batch of 
cutout cookies. Everyone justifies 
teenagers’ actions on the same sliding 
scale of “looking for attention” and 
“hormones.” In the same way that adults 
often simplify teenagers’ actions, they 
are also willing to dismiss a teenager’s 
ideas. Adults prefer to believe that 
their generation was unique in its 
ability to impact the future, rather 
than recognize that each generation 
is doomed or destined to inherit the 
world. This chronic misunderstanding 
is a clear manifestation of mankind’s 
inability to see beyond the present.  
Additionally, people as a whole are 
fundamentally reluctant to accept new 
concepts, especially when presented by 
someone between the ages of thirteen 
and eighteen. Ben faces this particular 
challenge of teenagerdom in his mission 
to have a street in his town renamed 

“Malcolm X Avenue” and bring some 
semblance of culture to Trout, Idaho. 
He receives no support and begins, 
instead, to tally the amount of times 
his petition is met with the n-word. 
Ben’s challenging social experiment 
represents a second traditional 
misconception of teenagers. Contrary 
to popular belief, young people are 
not “uncultured.” Rather, they are the 
evolution of culture. 

Perhaps the most misunderstood 
teenager of the bunch is Lia Overbrook, 
the protagonist of Laurie Halse 
Anderson’s Wintergirls. Lia is anorexic, 
depressed, and reeling from the recent 
death of her childhood best friend. She 
starves herself, exercises obsessively, 
and engages in self-harm. Lia, like 
a frightening number of teenagers, 
is mentally ill. She has, throughout 
her life, adopted a terrifying loop of 
negative self-talk that evolved into 
outright self-hatred. Lia’s behaviors 
alarm her family, but she feels powerless 
to stop. In this way, she is completely 
misunderstood. Lia’s parents cannot 
relinquish the notion that she should 
be able to halt her self-destructive 
behavior instantaneously. However, the 
reader, privy to Lia’s inner-monologue, 
knows that Lia is aware of her actions 
cause, but is too trapped in her mind 
to regain control. The misconception 
of teenagers with mental illnesses is 
one of the most harmful ways young 
people can be misunderstood. Lia’s 
parents’ reactions only launch her 
further into a downward spiral. Even 
more damaging than the way Lia’s 
parents misinterpret her behavior is 
the way Lia misunderstands herself. 
Throughout the novel, Lia is prone to 
calling herself a barrage of derogatory 

names and tormenting herself with 
perceived failures. Although Lia’s plight 
is an extreme example, the people most 
prone to misunderstanding teenagers 
are the teenagers themselves. Some 
teens put an intense level of pressure 
on themselves to be adults, plan their 
futures, and succeed at everything. 
In contrast, other teens, like Lia, 
consistently sell themselves short. They 
keep an inner tally of shortcomings 
and convince themselves that they 
are worth less than others. A third 
group somehow manages to partake 
in both of these destructive behaviors 
simultaneously, pressuring themselves 
to succeed at the cost of their health 
and well-being, but remaining 
convinced of their own inadequacy. In 
short, no one misimagines teenagers 
better than themselves. 

The biggest mistake of all is the 
widespread belief that teenagers are not 
trying when, in actuality, most of them 
are doing the best they can. Some try so 
earnestly that they sacrifice health and 
happiness in pursuit of success. Others 
fight simply to continue from day to 
day. The bottom line is that teenagers, 
as often as not, are misunderstood. 
Teens with mental illness, like Lia, are 
not lazy or overdramatic. Teens with a 
passion for new ideas, like Ben, are not 
disrespectful or uncultured. Teenagers 
are not adults and they are not children. 
They are simply people facing a 
complicated stage of life. They make 
mistakes, fall in love, and, eventually, 
they grow up. They are the messy 
middle novel where the threads of 
storytelling are incompletely woven and 
the end remains uncertain. Be patient; 
their story is still being written. 
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Thursday 

Grace Fette
Wilmington Area Middle School

The Cyclical Rite of Passage

Maybe because they are at a time 
in their lives when everyone is telling 
them to act like adults and preaching 
responsibility, all the while, the adult 
world is telling teens that they are not 
old enough or are constantly treating 
teenagers as children. It leaves teens 
frustrated.  How is a teen supposed to 
act? Is one in this age group supposed 
to act as if they were a kid or as if they 
were an adult? The English Festival 
books, The Impossible Knife of Memory 
by Laurie Halse Anderson and Orbiting 
Jupiter by Gary D. Schmidt are excellent 
examples of what happens to teens 
when they are jostled around by the 
ranges of ways society perceives them. 

In the book, Orbiting Jupiter, 
Joseph has a child with Madeline at age 
thirteen.  He tries to be a responsible 
young adult and wants to take care of 
their daughter, Jupiter, whom he loves 
with all his heart, but every single adult 
in the story tells him that he is still a 
child himself and has not the right nor 
the ability to take care of a child.  When 
he acts like a child and fights with 
some other boys, the principal and the 
parents and teachers all tell him that 
he has to be responsible and he has to 
know right from wrong and other such 
platitudes. Through the whole book, 
Joseph is trying to gain custody of his 
daughter saying that he just wants to 
love her.  “Jupiter, I promise I’ll always 
know where you are” (Schmidt, 183). The 
adults do not understand that Joseph 
is trying to do what he feels is right and 
necessary. He wants to fulfill his role 
as Jupiter’s dad, especially since the 
love of his life, Madeline, has died. All 
he has left that makes him happy is his 
daughter, Jupiter.  

In The Impossible Knife of Memory, 
Hayley, a high schooler, has to take 
care of her house, herself and her 
father who suffers from PTSD, all the 
while trying to do her school work and 
live out as normal a social life as she 

can.  The adults around her pity her 
for having to take care of her dad as if 
she was the parent in the house. Her 
dad, though typically seen throughout 
the story as helpless or depressed 
often tries to lay down the law, in a 
sense to Hayley.  Which she ignores 
because people often leave her with 
the question: Who really is the adult 
figure in this situation? She has to clean 
the house, take care of the dog, cook 
all meals, clean up after all meals, try 
to make sure her father is up and not 
somewhere he can hurt himself or 
someone else, do her homework and 
cover for the various reasons why her 
father cannot attend a myriad of school 
related matters parents typically help 
with, such as SAT’s or when students 
start falling behind.  “Every newborn 
baby, wet and hungry and screaming, 
is a fresh-hatched freak who wants to 
have a good time and make the world a 
better place…the baby freak will grow 
into a kid freak and then into a teen 
freak. That’s when it gets complicated. 
Because most teenagers wind up in 
high school. And high school is where 
the zombification process becomes 
deadly” (Anderson, 3-4). High school 
is where the mixed messages of what 
teens should be, becomes more 
predominant in this time period. Just 
like Hayley feels that teenagers are 
pretending to be something they are 
not, thus the Zombies, teens often feel 
like they are just pretending to be what 
they think the adults want them to 
be.  When she tries to go into a bar to 
get her father because he was so drunk, 
the establishment owners were going 
to call the police; they immediately tell 
her to leave because she is too young to 
be in there. How is she expected to take 
care of all these responsibilities if she 
is not even allowed to walk into a bar 
without getting yelled at, even though 
she had no intent of trying to drink? 

In both books, the main characters 
are trying to find their way through a 
world of adults who are consistently 
telling them contradicting platitudes 
and ideologies of how teenagers are 
“supposed” to act.  They are trying to 
point these teens in the right direction, 
but with all of the different views, 
there will always be some adults 
who are unhappy with the way teens 
act.  Everyone was once a teen and has 
to go through this stage in life to better 
understand people’s contradicting 
opinions. Someday the teens today 
who are frustrated with adults, will be 
the adults who are frustrated with the 
way the teens are acting, and they will 
bestow their opinion on them causing 
the teens of that generation to become 
frustrated.  It is a circle and a rite of 
passage in society today to go through 
these stages in life. One is truly an 
adult when they criticize the way teens 
act. Which side will you be on when 
the time comes; should teens act like 
children or adults?
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Friday

Hannah Kelly
Valley STEM Academy

Transforming Misunderstandings into Reinterpretations

It’s not uncommon to receive an 
“I don’t know” when asking a teenager 
about their emotions. It could be 
said that this is because, more often 
than not, they are having words put 
into their mouths: how to think, what 
to feel, what they mean. So, when 
left to their own devices to express 
themselves, being misunderstood is 
almost customary. And the characters 
of this year’s English Festival selections 
are no exceptions. This is especially 
true in Kekla Magoon’s Shadows of 
Sherwood, Laurie Halse Anderson’s The 
Impossible Knife of Memory, and Staying 
Fat for Sarah Byrnes by Chris Crutcher. 
In the first two, the main characters 
face scrutiny from onlookers of their 
lives because of their actions, while 
the third features the main character’s 
best friend being misinterpreted by 
those who thought they had been close 
with her. Throughout the books there 
is a noticeable correlation to the way 
teenagers react to the events of their 
lives and are routinely misunderstood.

Shadows of Sherwood protagonist 
Robyn Loxley was thrust from her 
normal life after her world flipped and 
her parents were captured. Heeding 
lessons given to her by her father in 
preparation for similar scenarios, she 
sets out to find her parents but gains 
friends facing hardships like her own 
in a local ghetto district. Because of a 
newfound attachment for the citizens in 
the district and out of human decency, 
she decides to hand out stolen, or 
“returned,” food and medicine to the 
public. Despite attempts to symbolize 
her rebellion as something greater than 
herself to her deputy commissioner, 
she is viewed as a solo separatist, 
perhaps an agitator of previous rebels. 
She measured as a child with no power 
over anything but herself. But then she 
strikes routinely until the antagonists 
are forced to realize the sway she’s 
created for herself. When the deputy 
first let Robyn go, on page 24, she 

noted that “[o]ne little girl, one little 
white lie, would never be her downfall,” 
because she expected so little of 
Robyn in relation to something as big 
as her own schemes. However, after 
being forced to go up in arms after 
insubordination in Robyn’s wake, she 
mulled over her mistake, thinking, “[w]
hat danger could one girl, one small 
child, pose to her? Plenty” (p. 251). 
While it seems that low expectations 
are what drive the antagonist’s pains, 
it is actually the misunderstanding of 
Robyn’s intents. They believe she is a 
part of an organized body that can be 
picked apart into nonexistence, when in 
reality she is one among many in a great 
movement. 

Hayley only has to worry about two 
things: her dad, a PTSD-suffering war 
veteran, and making sure he doesn’t 
know about her school life, or lack 
thereof. The Impossible Knife of Memory 
follows her both at school and at home, 
where she is either misinterpreted 
as a reckless instigator or keeps her 
thoughts to herself. She talks back 
to teachers, leaves school early, is a 
regular in her ISS room, and defines 
herself as different from all the rest. With 
her resistance to school 
administration and peer 
connection, it is incredibly 
easy to misunderstand 
Hayley. It may appear 
that she’s cold, when in 
reality she’s just closed-
off and afraid of opening 
up because she had no 
need to previously. And 
her lack of socialization 
to others also appears to 
be a personal preference, 
when in all reality she 
is prioritizing her father 
over herself and tries to 
be there for him. Early 
on, she hides it from her 
friends, claiming personal 
preference drives her 

into isolation. She even attempts to 
convince herself of this falsehood, but 
eventually caves out of curiosity. In an 
event between her crazed father and 
her boyfriend, readers see the contrast 
between Hayley’s own indifference and 
outsiders’ shock at the conditions of 
emotional turmoil she faces, whether 
they be her own or her father’s. It is 
not unprecedented that people can’t 
connect with her, as she deters them 
intentionally, but it is critical to note the 
lack of clarity and accuracy with which 
she is viewed.

While the two previously discussed 
misunderstandings were carried out by 
society and indirect individuals, Sarah 
Byrnes faces hers through her best 
friend, and protagonist, Eric Calhoune. 
From Eric’s point of view, author Chris 
Crutcher explains how Sarah, a victim 
of abuse, tells Eric about seemingly 
everything except for her dad and 
how she got her scars. Although he 
suspects her abuse, he determines 
her backhanded remarks and cold 
demeanor to just be her natural 
personality. Later, in a heavy-hearted 
goodbye to Eric, Sarah confesses the 
truth, telling him, “‘... I didn’t want to be 
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Third Prize Essays

Wednesday

Nadine Buckley
Shenango Area Junior/Senior High School

To Be or Not to Be

so mean. It’s just how I survived,’” (p. 274) 
and goes on to say how it was hard to 
realize that for herself. Due to conflicts 
arising in public for the first time 
through her abuser, people begin to 
understand why she was in a constant 
state of defense, and misunderstanding 
turns into reinterpretations. Suddenly, 
the girl looking for attention towards 
something other than her scarred face 
transforms into a girl with a desire for 
nothing but the ability to save herself 

and continue on her way. Those around 
her quickly realize how miniscule the 
importance of their interpretation of 
her is in comparison to the need for her 
safety. 

So across multiple lives facing a 
variation of struggles, it seems one 
constant is how easily misinterpreted 
the teenagers are. While it cannot 
be said that this is without reason, it 
should also not be made a claim that 

the adolescents are the sole cause for 
confusion. Even in fantastical stories like 
that which Robyn dealt with or more 
horrifically realistic ones like those of 
Sarah and Hayley, audiences can see 
the struggles all went through just to 
get people to connect and understand 
them. Perhaps then people should 
move on from their misunderstandings 
and begin on mending their 
reinterpretations.

“To be, or not to be? That is the 
question—Whether ’tis nobler in the 
mind to suffer the slings and arrows 
of outrageous fortune, or to take 
arms against a sea of troubles, and, by 
opposing, end them? To die, to sleep.... 
For in that sleep of death what dreams 
may come when we have shuffled off 
this mortal coil, must give us pause.” 
This iconic quote from Shakespeare 
questions whether it would be 
better to suffer the misfortunes that 
are an inherent part of life or to risk 
experiencing the unknown that might 
happen after death.  Two characters 
that resonate with Shakespeare’s words 
are Ben Wolf from Chris Crutcher’s 
Deadline and Rowan Damisch from 
Neal Shusterman’s Scythe. Ben only has 
a year to live, and Rowan lives forever 
as part of an immortal society. While 
they struggle with thoughts of life and 
death, the world around them keeps 
turning, and the people of it greatly 
misunderstand the intentions and 
thoughts of the two boys, yet they find 
ways to use these misunderstandings to 
their advantage.  

Ben Wolf is able to shape witty 
comebacks to combat almost any 
situation, but even he has a hard time 
coming up with a sarcastic remark when 
he’s told that he’s got a year to live.  

Death is something he can’t outrun, 
outsmart, or even hope to defeat. 
However, he refuses to let the fear of 
death overtake him. To Be is no longer 
an option, so the only way he can move 
forward with the plans for the rest of 
his life is for him to make peace within 
himself, accept Not to Be. He knows his 
fate is sealed. He’s afraid not for himself, 
but for the pain that his death will cause 
others. Eventually, they will have to 
know, but he puts it off until the last 
possible second. 

He has his reasons for not telling 
specific people. He and his brother 
have been a team forever, and Ben 
doesn’t want Cody to face being alone. 
Their mother experiences severe mood 
swings, and he tries to prevent her 
condition from getting worse. Ben’s 
coach has already had to live through 
the death of his girlfriend, and Ben 
worries what the death of another 
loved one will do to him. In addition 
to grappling with his emotions, part of 
conquering his fear of death includes 
making as big of an impact on his 
small town as possible, so he begins to 
speak his mind more frequently and 
more truthfully. He also begins to let 
his grades slide, which leads to many 
misunderstandings about his intentions. 
His teachers fear that after years of 

dedicated service, Ben is taking a turn 
for the worse and is going to become 
a drop-out who doesn’t care about his 
future. What they don’t realize is that 
this is Ben’s future. There is no college 
that will accept a cadaver. There is no 
career for a corpse. If anybody knew, 
then all of the misunderstandings 
would fade away, but Ben knows that 
his last months would be absolute 
misery. Everybody would feel obligated 
to pity him and treat him with more 
kindness than they would have shown 
in all the years he lived combined. Ben 
would rather feign good health and 
endure their misunderstanding rather 
than hurt himself or anybody else by 
telling the truth. 

Another misunderstood character is 
the immortal Rowan, who has no choice 
but to Be. From the beginning, Rowan 
is an empathetic character, choosing 
to bring comfort to a student about to 
be gleaned in his final moments and 
even sharing some of the pain. While 
his fellow students regard him as a 
murderer, Scythe Faraday understands 
Rowan’s intentions, seeing in him the 
makings of a good Scythe and taking 
him as his apprentice. It all changes, 
however, when he and Citra are pitted 
against each other in a life-or-death 
competition for the Scythedom. 
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Thursday

Angelina Mendez
Conneaut Area Senior High School

Teenagers: The Most Misunderstood People on Earth

Faraday’s “death” was meant to spare 
them from this fate, but Scythe Goddard 
takes in Rowan instead. Goddard’s 
reputation of killing for sport is known 
throughout. This reputation gets readily 
passed to Rowan as he is thrown into 
a world where he is taught to glean 
and like it. The attention he gets from 
being part of Goddard’s “pack” earns 
respect from some and disdain from 
others. This includes Citra, who believes 
that Rowan has fallen under Goddard’s 
influence and is becoming not a Scythe, 
but a killing machine. Goddard himself 
sees the same thing, but instead of 
being appalled, he applauds and 
believes that Rowan will follow directly 
in his footsteps. Neither the side that 
approves nor the side that disapproves 
knows of Rowan’s true intents. No 
matter how hard Goddard trains him, 
he cannot take away Rowan’s empathy. 
When attending any mass gleaning, 
instead of causing chaos and death 
like the others, Rowan directs anybody 
he can towards the exits, saving them 
from Goddard’s brutality and showing 
that he is nothing like him. He has every 
intention of destroying Goddard from 
the inside. If anyone, especially Citra, 
discovered his true intentions, they 
would both be in very grave danger. He 
pushes her away to save her, even going 
so far as to snap her neck at Conclave 
to make her believe that he didn’t care 
for her anymore. In order for his plan 

to work, he must fuel the idea, the 
misunderstanding, that he is Goddard’s 
monster, even if the cost of is becoming 
one for real. 

As one can see, when faced with the 
slings and arrows of fortune, in addition 
to every other misfortune life gives, the 
only certainty is death. It must happen. 
Even if society grows foolish enough 
to believe they have beaten it, like in 
Scythe, nature will always have her way 
in the end. While everybody has the 
ability to understand, to misunderstand 
others is as natural as breathing. A 
majority of misunderstandings come 
from not having enough information 
to form an educated opinion, which 
is what Ben and Rowan use to their 
advantage by not telling people certain 
pieces of information. Others choose to 
blissfully “misunderstand” 
rather than face the truth. 
The one thing, however, 
that has been the core 
of misunderstandings 
for centuries, more than 
teenagers, more than the 
stars, has been death. 
People fear what they 
don’t understand, and this 
has been the driving force 
behind humans’ constant 
quest for knowledge. 
There is no equation for 
death, no experiment 
to run to find out what 

happens to the soul after the body 
has passed. Humans cannot begin to 
imagine a world in which they don’t 
exist, and it frightens them. The most 
people can do is comfort themselves 
with their own beliefs until their body 
is put to rest and their ideas to the 
test. In the meantime, all they can do 
is learn to live one day at a time, with 
the knowledge that their time here is 
limited. How limited, nobody knows, 
and that’s what makes it interesting. A 
person killed in an accident at 20 could 
have lived a fuller life than a person 
who merely existed to be 100.  Despite 
society’s advancements in technology, 
war, and intelligence, after all these 
years, to be or not to be still is and 
always will be the question. 

I walk towards it. The sidewalk 
looks almost as depressed as half of 
the people here. Probably walked over 
the same amount of times too. It smells 
like tobacco and smoke. But no one 
ever breaks rules. I finally enter the 
building and I suddenly understand 
completely what is going on here...said 
no one ever. Look, I’m probably what 
adults call your “average teenager.” But 
actually, there really is no “average” 
here. This is high school: where you are 

supposed to get mature, but yet, you 
are still treated like a child. Given, most 
of us can behave like them sometimes. 
Your “average” could be anything to us. 
The “rejects” or the “want-to-be’s.” The 
closest to “average” you could get is the 
segregated groups of teenagers based 
on so many things that don’t even really 
matter. Likes, dislikes, looks, how we 
dress, how pretty or ugly we are, our 
body, our sexuality, even our gender. 
The sad but true truth is, school isn’t 

the same as it was back then. When our 
parents were in school. Teachers tell 
me, “Cheer up!” or “Smile sometime!” 
because these are the “good years.” That 
these will be the “best years of my life.” 
But honestly, will they really? Maybe. 
They were for them, but do you even 
understand who we are? Teenagers: the 
most misunderstood people on Earth.

Let’s talk about this; how would 
you feel if your son or daughter had a 
child? Not as an adult, but as a “child” 
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themselves? Probably upset in some 
way, right? But let us take this into 
consideration; Joseph Brook loved 
Madeleine. In Orbiting Jupiter, Joseph is 
misunderstanding at its finest. Joseph 
is 13 when he meets the “love of his 
life” Madeleine. She and Joseph have a 
child together, Jupiter. But shortly after 
Madeleine is informed she is pregnant, 
her parents completely push Joseph 
out of the picture, and he not only loses 
his first and only love, but his baby 
girl. Joseph wants to support his child 
and offers to take care of her, as well 
as Madeleine. But Joseph is then sent 
to Stone Mountain for trying to kill his 
teacher. Then, Joseph is then put into a 
foster home. He is treated as family here, 
something he isn’t used to. He gets a 
new foster brother, Jack. Jack knows he 
has Joseph’s back and wants to support 
him without hurting Joseph or prying 
too deep into his personal life. Joseph is 
judged by teachers like Mr. Canton and 
his bus driver. They are sure to tell him 
how they feel about him and his child. 
How he is a delinquent and someone 
Jack should not be with because “that’s 
just who Joseph Brook is.” Also, Joseph’s 
own father misunderstands him. These 
characters, Mr. Canton, the bus driver, 
and his father misunderstand Joseph 
and feel he is not a good person based 
on his history. They feel like he just 
used Madeleine and that he was in no 
position to have a child at his age. He is 
a “child.” But doesn’t that make him an 
adult?

Now, let me inform you of some 
popular stereotypes today. “All girls 
have to be beautiful.” “Every person has 
parents, a mom and dad.” But really, 
neither of those are true. Not everyone 
has parents. They technically have to 
in order to be born, but people don’t 
always know what happens after the 
child is born. Everyone automatically 
thinks the parents stay together and 
love their child, as a family should. 
Everyone thinks girls need to be 
beautiful to be liked. In reality, everyone 
is. Whether it be inside or out. Sarah 
Byrnes, a teenage girl, definitely defies 
these stereotypes in every way. Sarah’s 
parents are gone. Her mother left her 
father, and her father is abusive towards 
her. She has worn scars like these for 
almost all her life now, along with the 
ones her father gave her when she was 
three and he pressed her face against a 
wood stove. Sarah later refuses to speak 
and is admitted to a mental hospital. 
She is visited every day by her best 
friend Eric “Moby” Calhoune. They have 
known each other since junior high and 
have been bullied together. Despite 
the bullying, Sarah and Moby decide to 
make a newspaper called Crispy Pork 
Rinds. The paper exposed their bullies 
while they gave it their own touch by 
the name. It refers to Sarah’s burns 
and Moby’s body fat, which they were 
bullied for. Sarah one day informs Moby 
that she had faked her mental status 
to get some time alone and to think. 

She believed her father was after her 
and was going to do something worse 
than giving her the burns as a child. 
Moby decides to tell his swim coach, Ms. 
Lemry, and she and Sarah then go out 
to find her mother. So many characters 
misunderstand Sarah in Staying Fat for 
Sarah Byrnes, but mostly bullies. These 
people misunderstand Sarah and feel 
she is not good enough and faking her 
situation. They do not understand what 
she has gone through and how much 
pain she has gone through, physically 
and mentally. 

People do not understand 
teenagers: period. They want them 
to mature and act like adults, but still 
continue to treat them like children. 
They feel that we should enjoy the time 
we have in life because life is short and 
the time we have on Earth is limited. But 
I suppose they are right about that...

Friday

Paige A. Gray
Grove City Area Middle School

Misunderstood Minors

Most modern teenagers lead lives 
filled with stress, judgment, and the 
weight of important, life-changing 
decisions resting on their shoulders. 
Chris Crutcher, Neal Shusterman, and 
Laurie Halse Anderson, the authors of, 
respectively, Whale Talk, Scythe, and The 
Impossible Knife of Memory fully capture 
these themes. Their young adult novels 
all have at least one feature in common: 

many of the characters are youths. The 
main characters, T.J. Jones from Whale 
Talk, Citra Terranova from Scythe, and 
Hayley Kincain from The Impossible Knife 
of Memory share similar conflicts: the 
battle against stress, the war against the 
judgment of others, and the struggle 
with the rising-water sensation of 
important decisions.

Modern American teenagers are 
arguably some of the most stressed 
adolescents on the globe. With the 
combined pressures of impending 
tests, strict policies, high expectations, 
personal issues, and, above all, the 
misleading portrayal of teens and how 
society looks down upon them with 
stereotypes in mind. For example, 
Hayley from Laurie Halse Anderson’s 
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young adult book, The Impossible 
Knife of Memory, is pressured by her 
teachers to achieve good grades, take 
a standardized test that will determine 
her future, and to select a career at the 
tender age of sixteen. Meanwhile, she 
feels responsible for her veteran father’s 
well-being, and so blames herself for 
every shortcoming in his life, including 
his PTSD, his frequent intoxication, and 
regular use of drugs. Hayley’s friend, 
Gracie, has her own problems at home. 
She, however, takes her anger out on 
Hayley, adding another layer to Hayley’s 
sedimentary rock of stress. The main 
character’s stress plays a major role in 
forming her relationships with other 
characters, particularly her teachers. 
They, influenced by stereotypes and 
by only viewing the academics-related 
side of Hayley’s rock of stressors, 
assumed that she simply was not 
attempting to improve her scholarly life. 
This misunderstanding led to feelings 
of inadequacy on Hayley’s part and 
to other characters overlooking her 
personality, her obvious emotional 
issues, and the fact that she feels 
responsible for every problem around 
her. To her teachers and many of her 
classmates, Hayley is only a GPA, a failed 
high school student, and an antisocial 
pessimist. This lens prevents them from 
viewing her good qualities, many of 
which define her and her development 
as a character. 

Adolescents in this era must deal 
with the judgement and pressure 
of society, other teenagers, and 
stereotyping. Minorities, especially 
females, people of color, people 
of religion, transgender people, 
homosexual people, and any people 
who display the slightest difference to 
our society’s view of what is “normal” 
have a high chance of being harassed, 
verbally or physically assaulted, or 
being ostracized or simply excluded 
from a group. The Tao Jones, or TJ, the 
protagonist of author Chris Crutcher’s 
Whale Talk, is continually harassed and 
ridiculed for his skin color. In the novel, 
TJ recruits potential swimmers in order 
to form a school swim team. Many of 
these new members are social outcasts, 
for various reasons. For example, Chris 
Coughlin, a fellow student with a 
mental disability, is regularly teased and 
humiliated and was therefore rendered 

friendless. However, once he joined his 
school’s tiny swim team, Chris began 
to feel a sense of camaraderie between 
the swimmers, connecting the outsiders 
like a warm web of hope and belonging. 
They slowly began to realize that their 
friends’ words mattered more to them 
than everyone else’s. 

Nevertheless, the teenagers of 
today place a high value on others’ 
opinions, and constantly critique 
themselves based on what others have 
told them. Furthermore, minors are 
deeply affected by society’s biased 
judgment, which favors those who 
attack, rather than those who defend. 
But what our society fails to see is that 
those who defend are those who bring 
new ideas, positively challenge others’ 
views, and help each other up. These 
qualities are essential to a progressive 
society and are often overlooked.

Many adolescents are pressured 
by their peers, parents, and teachers 
to choose a certain option when 
making a decision. All the choices that 
high school students make could be 
modeled by a musical keyboard. Each 
key represents a decision. Every note 
a minor plays, adds itself to the song 
that will form his or her life. In Neal 
Shusterman’s award-winning book, 
Scythe, protagonists Citra and Rowan 
face a difficult choice: perform well 
in several trials and win a lifetime of 
dealing death or perform poorly and be 
killed by the other. The story concludes 
with both characters having survived, 
but that does not lessen the effect the 
weight of the decision had on the pair. 
For instance, on page 203, the author 

writes, “Rowan knew he could not 
kill Citra. And the only way to avoid 
the possibility would be to throw the 
competition…” Citra, however, seemed 
to see the situation as a moral dilemma, 
one that would strengthen the winner. 
On page 158, she thinks, “Perhaps there 
was some sort of twisted wisdom in the 
decision to have one of them gleaned 
by the other. Whoever wins will begin 
their life as a scythe in abject sorrow, 
never to forget the cost of that ring.” The 
adults that required this choice to be 
made were interested in the winner’s 
well-being. However, they neglected 
to see that these apprentices were 
only children. They failed to see their 
promise, how much they could both do 
for the world, and that they were both 
worth saving. Teens today can relate; 
they are asked to make tough choices 
with only their sheltered, inexperienced 
years to serve as guidance. 

Teenagers are some of the most 
misunderstood people in the world. 
They are attempting to find their 
identities, handle all aspects of their 
lives, and shoulder the burden of 
responsibility. Adolescents are treated 
as children, their opinions dismissed, 
but are expected to act like adults and 
make their life plans at a young age. In 
addition to this whirlwind of obligation, 
minors must also bear the judgement 
of others, the stress of school, and the 
life-changing decisions that will mold 
their futures. Since adolescents are our 
future, the values and ideals that society 
ingrains in them will have a lasting 
impact on the world of the future. 
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WILLIAMSON FUND IMPROMPTU 
PRIZE-WINNERS

Impromptu Prompts for 2018
18 April

SENIOR IMPROMPTU ESSAY
PROMPT: Part of adolescence is learning to cope with issues like stress, anxiety, or depression. Sometimes this is 

exacerbated by personal or public trauma, which can be defined as extremely upsetting events that cause significant 
physical or psychological distress or damage. Discuss how at least two of this year’s Festival book explore the issue of 
trauma and the possibility for recovery.  

19 April
JUNIOR IMPROMPTU ESSAY

PROMPT: The inventor of the Rubik’s Cube, Erno Rubik, once said of his toy, “We turn the Cube and it twists us.” 
Perhaps the same things can be said about a good story. As the plot twists and moves, we are turned also, so that at the 
end we see or understand the characters, the plot or even ourselves more clearly. Choose at least two Festival books from 
this year’s list that “twist us.” In an essay, explain how being “twisted” causes you to see these stories differently. 

20 April
JUNIOR IMPROMPTU ESSAY

PROMPT: Many of the Festival books this year include conversations or thoughts about personal appearance. What 
characters believe in and think important are often reflected in how they present themselves and how they react to how 
others look. Explain how the behaviors and attitudes of characters in at least two of this year’s Festival books are motivated 
by appearance. 
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First Prize Essays

Wednesday

Audra Pesko
Canfield High School

Responding to Trauma

A pounding heart. Daring eyes. 
Sweating hands. The physical displays 
of issues such as stress, anxiety, and 
depression reveal merely half of the 
story. The other half – the internal 
half – is a much more lethal and 
self-destructive part of trauma that 
is explored in many of this year’s 
English Festival books. Narrowing in 
on The Impossible Knife of Memory by 
Laurie Halse Anderson, which details 
the trauma of PTSD, and The Family 
Romanov by Candace Fleming, which 
examines extreme stress and pressure, 
a complex picture of trauma is created. 
This is because The Impossible Knife of 
Memory features characters that are 
consumed by their trauma whereas the 
characters in The Family Romanov simply 
ignore it. Combining the narratives from 
both books enables one to explore the 
issue of trauma from two angles and 
understand the different possibilities 
for recovery based on the different 
characters’ responses to trauma.

First, an analysis of Hayley and 
Andy, two of the main characters in 
The Impossible Knife of Memory, reveals 
people who are overwhelmed by their 
traumatic lives, but are ultimately able 
to recover through the help of others. 
Andy is a war veteran who suffers from 
attacks of PTSD, which include raging, 
burning items, punching walls, and, 
most severely, suicide attempts, and 
his daughter Hayley is forced to deal 
with Andy’s trauma on a daily basis 
as well as trauma from her mother 
and grandmother’s deaths and her 
alcoholic step-mom Trish. Trauma 
pounds Hayley and Andy everyday 
and, in an attempt to overcome it, 
they spend years jumping from place 
to place in an eighteen-wheeler while 
Andy “homeschools” Hayley. When 
unsuccessful, the pair settles down, 
still faces the effects: Andy can’t hold a 

job, often stays home drunk, and is on 
drugs while Hayley struggles in school, 
and has difficulty forming a relationship 
with her classmate Finn. These examples 
emphasize the powerful influence of 
past trauma on everyday life. However, 
recovery beckons at the end of the 
novel after Andy’s suicide attempt. 
Through the help of others who are 
finally made aware of the toxic situation, 
both father and daughter can begin 
to move beyond the haunting events 
of their pasts. They are no longer 
overwhelmed by trauma, but in control 
of it. 

In comparison to The Impossible 
Knife of Memory, the Romanov family 
chooses to ignore trauma until it 
engulfs them, and there is no longer an 
opportunity for recovery. The family, 
consisting of Tsar Nicholas, Empress 
Alexandra, four daughters, and one 
son, opts to continue living luxuriously, 
hides themselves from the public 
eye, and ignores reports of peasant 
rebellions in Russia. Instead of working 
through and overcoming the extreme 
stress brought on by World War I and 
anti-Tsar sentiments, they simply hide, 
leading to devastating consequences 
for Russia, and ultimately, their demise. 

This book examines how an inability 
to confront trauma transforms people 
possessing endless riches and one-
sixth of the world’s land mass to losing 
it all, including their lives. Notably, the 
book often mentions that they were 
at the point of no return after ignoring 
Russia’s extreme turmoil for so long. 
Preoccupation with trivial matters in 
the face of traumatic events like war 
and famine overrides the possibility for 
recovery in The Family Romanov. 

Ultimately, neither Hayley and 
Andy in The Impossible Knife of Memory 
nor the Imperial family in The Family 
Romanov responded ideally to their 
trauma, but the idea that recovery is 
possible if one confronts trauma and 
enlists the help of others surfaces 
by comparing and contrasting these 
two books. Moreover, this idea is 
corroborated by other English Festival 
books including Deadline, when main 
character Ben Wolf can only rise above 
his cancer diagnosis by acknowledging 
it and finally accepting the help of his 
family and friends. Trauma is a difficult, 
multi-faceted, and dangerous beast, and 
it requires the courage to confront it in 
order to slay the beast, control it, and 
begin to recover and heal. 
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Thursday

Sylvia Traw
Mineral Ridge High School

Twisting to Unlock Doors

Friday

Hannah Kelly
Valley STEM Academy

Reading a Book by Its Cover

There were two books on the 
reading list this year that were especially 
“twisting” to me. For me, “twisting” 
means that it makes me feel things that 
are often avoided in today’s culture. 
Feelings like shame, or the horrible 
realization of what the past was like for 
other people. These books help to put 
things in perspective. That’s how The 
Rock and the River and Chains “twisted” 
me. These books both focus on racism 
and inequality in different times. No 
matter how many times you hear about 
or read about what it was like for African 
Americans during the Revolutionary 
War or the Civil Rights Movement, you 
can never truly understand. Reading 
these books really “twisted” me and 
brought me the closest understanding 
of these times possible. 

In The Rock and The River, reading 
about horrible things like attacks on 
children, false imprisonment, and even 
murder, gave me different feelings than 
I have felt before. I’ve read many books 
about the Civil Rights era, and they did 
bring me sadness and feelings of pity, 

but this book gave me new thoughts. 
Thoughts like, “How could they do this?” 
and “Why was this allowed to happen?” 
I felt shame for America, where “all 
men are created equal.” I had heard 
of protests getting violent, of police 
harming African Americans left and 
right. This book made me realize how 
hard it was for them to stay peaceful, 
how much self-control it took to not 
fight back. I had never thought of that 
control, and it twisted me. 

In Chains, I had noticed not just 
how badly these African American 
slaves were being treated, but also 
how normal it was for them. I knew a 
bit more about the terrors of slavery 
than racism, so I was honestly less 
“twisted” by the sheer horror of how the 
slaves and Isabel were being treated. 
What “twisted” me was the way Isabel 
reacted to the treatment. She would go 
through waves of acceptance, rebellion, 
and would sometimes shut down 
completely. Through all of it, she still 
showed honor and dignity. Wearing her 

scar like a badge because they could 
not chain her soul. That’s what twisted 
me. With all the horrible, unimaginable 
things that no person, let alone, a 
child, should have to endure, she didn’t 
give up. With little acts of rebellion 
here, impossible thoughts there, she 
showed incredible amounts of strength, 
courage, and immense selflessness for 
her sister. Those acts, those ideas, and 
her determination are what really and 
truly twisted me.

The feelings that these novels 
arouse are indescribable. That’s what 
being “twisted” is, right? Having such 
powerful emotions that you can’t 
straighten them out, line them up and 
examine them. You can only feel, and 
that’s what these marvelous books did. 
The Rock and the River and Chains were 
not merely books, but keys that unlock 
doors in our souls. Doors to human 
emotions that many people don’t even 
know exist. That’s how The Rock and the 
River and Chains “twisted” me and will 
“twist” many readers to come. 

Beauty of the body is what draws 
attention, but beauty of the soul is what 
creates a person. However, because 
people cannot look into one another’s 
souls at first glance, it is only by human 
error that people are forced to rely upon 
looks. Appearances luckily can often 
be influenced by the way people see 
themselves (or how they want to be 
seen). This is especially true for character 
Hayley Kincaid and Jody Mueller, as they 
dress themselves to maintain an image 

they find ideal to their tastes, even it if 
affects others’ interpretations of them. 

The Impossible Knife of Memory 
follows Hayley Kincaid, a rebellious 
teenager, as she struggles to settle in 
her war-veteran father’s hometown. 
Throughout much of the book, she 
resents the idea of easing into what she 
would call a “simple life” of Friday night 
football games and gossipy sleepovers. 
To match her distaste of societal small-
town ideals, Hayley presents herself 

as an unapproachable “rebel.” This can 
be seen from her blue-streaked hair 
down to her non-designer clothing. To 
match, she parades with a stick-it-to-
the-man attitude and is very off-putting 
to newcomers in her life. And while the 
way she decorates herself is certainly 
a reflection of the way she wants to 
be viewed, it is safe to say there is no 
character more her opposite than Jody 
Mueller. 
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Second Prize Essays

Wednesday

Jerrica Walker
Mineral Ridge High School

Using Friends for Support

Although she is not the star of Chris 
Crutcher’s Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes, 
Jody is the protagonist’s love interest, 
and thus by no means unimportant. 
She is a God-fearing and law-abiding 
citizen, who likes to hold herself as such. 
And after an abortion that defies all of 
her clique’s beliefs, she decides to mold 
herself to fit their preferences. Moby, 
the protagonist, even views her as 
“perfect” (although his heavy crush on 
her may have been a key influencer on 
that wording). She presents herself not 
only in church-worthy attire, but with a 
soft-spoken, pleasant attitude to match. 
Inside, unfortunately, was a raging 
internal struggle of self-discovery as 
she re-evaluated the rules that molded 

her every move. So, in Jody’s case, this 
outward appearance was used as a 
distraction for her metamorphosing 
worldview. 

Although Hayley and Jody 
seem to present themselves as two 
opposite extremes, both used their 
appearances to distract others from 
their emotional discontent. In Hayley’s 
case, she was scared to open up to 
others and decided to keep herself 
“safe” by using her rebel façade. Jody, 
on the other hand, was experiencing 
so much emotion that she couldn’t 
understand them and shut people out 
by pretending as though things were 
per the usual. 

So, it seems that regardless of 
appearance, it is important to evaluate 
the reasons behind the way people 
present themselves. Across different 
stories, readers can see the similarities in 
emotional experience between Hayley 
and Jody despite their contrasting 
appearances. Hayley, to protect herself, 
uses society-contrasting apparel, 
while Jody used societally-conforming 
appearances and attitudes to do the 
same. The way people are perceived 
is greatly affected by the way they 
present themselves, but books are not 
completed by simply reading their 
covers. 

Trauma is something every person 
will encounter during the course of 
his or her life. Some people are strong 
enough to face their trauma head-on 
and alone. However, most are not. 
Some traumas, like illness, anxiety, and 
death are too much to face alone. This 
lesson is taught as a common theme 
in this year’s English Festival books. 
The books illustrate that while trauma 
can be one of the most difficult things 
in somebody’s life, with the right 
support system coping and recovery are 
possible. 

A few of the books explore the 
theme of using friends as a support 
system, something to which many 
children, teens, and young adults can 
relate. In Chris Crutcher’s Whale Talk 
each member of the Cutter High Swim 
Team was a misfit and an outcast. Each 
swimmer had his own personal trauma 
that he kept hidden. The fact that 
they were social outcasts only added 
additional distress. When T.J. assembled 
his team of ragtag misfits he did so 
with spite. He wanted their victory 

to sting the rest of the school. He got 
much more than he bargained for when 
they slowly became close friends. The 
team members slowly revealed their 
weakness, social anxiety, brain damage, 
amputation, and more. They confided 
in each other and learned that if they 
helped each other bear the burdens 
they would succeed. 

Another book that explores the 
theme of using friends as a support 
system is Laurie Halse Anderson’s 
Wintergirls. More accurately, this book 
depicts what it is like to no longer have 
a support system and to attempt to face 
your demons alone. The book begins 
with Cassie’s death and Lia’s possible 
ability to have prevented it.  This crushes 
Lia and sends her much farther into her 
illness than ever before. Lia spends the 
entire book wondering if having her 
friend there would make things better, 
but you cannot change the past. Lia 
attempts to cope with her anorexia 
by herself but the illness is too strong. 
She hides from her parents, stepsister, 

and her dead friend. Lia believes that if 
she can just press on for a little longer, 
things will begin to look up. She is sadly 
mistaken as being alone makes it worse. 
She, herself is a social outcast and this 
only adds to her trauma. Her only saving 
grace is the last person to see Cassie 
alive. Lia befriends the boy from the 
motel and he helps guide her toward 
the road to recovery. He abandons 
her, and she finally realizes that those 
around her have made sacrifices to 
benefit her life and to show her love for 
them she resolves to so the same. Lia 
fights a daily struggle to eat and fight 
her demons way but does so out of love 
for her family. 

This year’s books all had strong, 
similar themes of recovery and the need 
for support to be successful. Both Lia 
and T.J. and his team are great examples 
of this. They were facing the world, 
swimming upstream but against all 
odds they were successful. All thanks to 
those around them that helped to bear 
the burden. 
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Thursday

Macey Stancato
West Branch High School

Twisting to Find the Answers

It is often said that “what doesn’t 
kill us, makes us stronger.” This is true 
for both Hayley in The Impossible Knife 
of Memory and Isabel in Chains. The 
two characters go through emotional 
turmoil, exasperating situations, and 
painful hardships through both books. 
The world seems to be pinned against 
them, willing them to fail, sort of in the 
same frustrating manner of that of a 
Rubik’s cube. In the same way that the 
twists and turns confuse you just as 
much as they help you to the end, both 
Isabel and Hayley’s lives throw many 
painstakingly difficult situations at them 
to tackle, but it pays off in the long run. 
The plot drives both stories along in 
ways that are relative, but not identical, 
to one another. From the way that Isabel 
is constantly being deprived of freedom 
and happiness, to the endless nights 
Hayley lies awake hoping her father will 
be okay again, these two stories hold 
enough twists and turns to make you 
fall over, dizzy. 

In both books, Isabel and Hayley 
are presented as thoughtful, insightful, 
young women. It seems unfair to the 
reader that they would get stuck in 
such horrible situations like being 
sold as a slave or seeing how your 
own father doesn’t recognize himself. 
This is just one example of the many 
key factors that overall contributed to 
the full development of both Isabel 
and Hayley in the eyes of the reader. 
The situations are relatable to readers 
because even the purest humans have 
dark demons looming in their past. 
By presenting Hayley as a struggling 
youth trying to help her PTSD prone 
father, and Isabel as a young woman 
of color in a time when racism was 
adopted by many and spreading like 
wildfire, readers realize that it’s okay 
to not know all the answers, and that 
they shouldn’t feel bad for wishing they 
weren’t in that situation. It gives comfort 
to the uneased and peace of mind to 
the restless. Through this, the endless 

winding road that is life seems a little 
easier to grasp for readers. 

The themes of accepting yourself 
and others and persevering though 
it may seem difficult are both well 
represented in these works. The fact 
that Hayley and Isabel come from two 
different worlds, but still share the same 
internal struggle identifies the idea that 
Maya Angelou once proposed which is 
“we are more alike than we are unalike.” 
This inspiriting message is created in 
both Chains and The Impossible Knife of 
Memory.

The plot drives both books along 
by creating conflict, both internally and 
externally, for the characters Hayley and 
Isabel. Although they both face many 
hardships, their dedication, self-worth 
and bravery keep them on a continual 
path to freedom, whether it be from 
Hayley’s dad’s horrible memories and 
reckless attitude or Isabel’s perseverance 
needed to survive the discriminatory 
life-path she had been given. 

In essence, The Impossible Knife of 
Memory and Chains both made readers 
look a little deeper into the story, the 
characters, and themselves. Everyone 
needs someone, even if it’s a fictional 
character in a book, and Laurie Halse 
Anderson did a marvelous job of 
conveying that. Just as is the case with 
a Rubik’s cube, the twists and turns of 
the books are nothing compared to the 
dedicated, strong-minded people trying 
to solve for all the answers. 
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Friday

Lydia Noble
Poland Middle School

The Impact of Appearance

Trends: makeup, hair, clothing, etc. 
Natural features: skin color, weight, 
body type. Appearance can make 
people feel a certain way regardless 
of the specifics. The way one looks 
can make one think differently about 
oneself, perhaps by binging on a sense 
of entitlement, or worthlessness. In both 
Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes by Chris 
Crutcher, and Chains by Laurie Halse 
Anderson, characters’ behaviors and 
attitudes are influenced by how they 
look. 

Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes 
provides an excellent example of how 
appearance affects one’s personality 
and beliefs. The protagonist, Sarah, 
possesses a burned, scarred face. She 
knows that she’ll never fit social norms, 
or even be beautiful, and because of 
that she is closed off to most people, 
never letting more than a couple of 
people get to know her. Save for Eric, 

who was overweight when he and 
Sarah met and became friends. Because 
he and Sarah were both outcasts based 
on their looks, they became close and 
trusted one another, had each other’s 
backs. However, this is only an example 
of appearance affecting behaviors and 
attitudes in modern times. 

In the story Chains by Laurie Halse 
Anderson, the plot follows the life of 
a young woman named Isabel who is 
born into slavery in Revolutionary times. 
In the 1770s, slavery was disgustingly 
popular, and it perfectly illustrates 
how appearance can affect one’s 
attitude and behaviors because of the 
prominent difference in social and 
economic stature of those with different 
skin colors. On one hand, Anne, the 
wretched woman who buys Isabel and 
her younger sister, is convinced that she 
is better and worth more than her slaves 
simply because she is white. She thinks 

that beating young children is justified, 
just because they are dark-skinned 
and therefore are forced to obey her. 
On the other side of the story, Isabel 
is forced to endure absolutely horrid 
conditions, sleeping in the cellar and 
being hit by her mistress, just because 
she is black in a time where slavery 
and blatant racial discrimination were 
not only widespread, but sometimes 
encouraged. However, she learns 
to become stronger to overcome 
her situation, and her brilliance and 
resilience help her escape. 

In a world where you are told you 
can be whatever you’d like, regardless 
of background; in a world where 
people say beauty is not skin deep; 
it is important to remember that no 
matter how they look, one’s physical 
appearance can tremendously impact 
their behaviors and attitude.

Third Prize Essays

Wednesday

Taylor Shay Barber
Springfield Local High School

Sculpting Through Trauma

Life has its ups and it has its 
downs; sometimes one just has to 
get through it to get to the brighter 
side. In adolescence it is often hard to 
push through without the harshness 
of daily curveballs life throws our way. 
Three books really highlight the trauma 
that teens can go though, and those 
are Wintergirls, The Impossible Knife of 
Memory, and Whale Talk. These books 
highlight what people go through, and 
they then show how to get out. They 
show how to move on from the past 

into a brighter and better future, one of 
prosperity, one of living. 

In the book Wintergirls a teen 
named Lia faces the mental disorder 
anorexia. She goes through her life 
barely eating and often feels like a shell 
of herself, floating through life, and 
not truly connecting with the people 
around her. Lia is the perfect example 
of someone with so much potential, 
but she just can’t break through the 
thoughts in her head telling her she 
can’t eat. Anorexia is a serious disorder 

and it is very important that this book 
lists the reasons one has in not eating. 
Lia feels as if she’s trapped in her own 
body, that if she doesn’t eat, she’ll be 
free. She even goes so far as to cut 
herself, and nearly dies. But then she 
goes into recovery and it can be seen 
how her life is changed forever. She says 
she is finally thawing, because she has 
broken free of anorexia, the disorder 
that froze her soul. 

Another book titled The Impossible 
Knife of Memory highlights the effects 
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of PTSD in a father’s life, and how that 
affects his daughter, Hayley. Hayley is 
a bright girl in high school, be her dad 
constantly needs to be taken care of 
because of the jarring experiences he 
remembers day in and day out from the 
Vietnam war. Everyone says it’s hard for 
a teen to get through their youth, but 
this father can’t seem to get through his 
adult years. Hayley then takes on the 
figure of being his caretaker, even if it 
should be the other way around. The 
relationship between Hayley and her 
father is nowhere near normal, but it’s 
Hayley’s normal. Until one day when her 
father nearly kills himself. At this event 
Hayley refers to this world as slowing 
down, as if it’s giving Hayley and her 
dad time to get back to each other, and 
to the world. This book shows that a 
child’s trauma isn’t always their own, 
sometimes human bear the weight of 
others due to their compassion. And 
Hayley is one of those people. After this 
horrible experience of her dad nearly 

killing himself, they get better, day after 
day. Their relationship isn’t changed, just 
stronger. They move forward, war in the 
past, and a dad takes on the role of what 
it actually is to be a dad, and a daughter 
becomes a daughter. 

Finally, the book Whale Talk also 
displays the trauma of a boy named 
Chris in high school. Chris is often 
bullied in school because he is retarded; 
he didn’t ask for that life, but it’s the 
life his crack-head mother gave him. 
Chris lives with this, but an event that 
changed him was when his older 
brother died. This sort of trauma is 
something nobody should have to 
go through. Although T.J. is the main 
character in this book, Chris plays a big 
role. T.J. helps Chris find out where he 
belongs when that place can’t be with 
his brother anymore. T.J. embarks on a 
journey with a hodgepodge swim team 
to get them the letterman’s jacket they 
deserve. Chris finally feels welcome. 

He no longer continues to wear the 
letterman’s jacket of his dead brother. 
He wears his own. This experience truly 
helped Chris to accept the trauma of 
his brother’s death and move forward – 
swimming to a promising future. 

It’s hard to go through life without 
being changed from one event to 
another. Whether it be death or a war 
or a disorder. That’s what everyone has 
in common. Everyone goes through 
hard times. It’s what people do about 
it that makes them different. All three 
characters from these books exhibited 
strong mindsets. Lia was able to break 
away from ice cold thoughts that froze 
her ability to simply live. Hayley saved 
her dad from a dark past. And Chris 
learned to swim in water instead of 
drowning in the thought of a dead 
brother. This is what shaped them. 
Trauma will always sculpt futures, but 
actions of the strong-willed can change 
fate. 

Thursday

Sydney Rhodenamel 
South Range Middle School

Twisting Toward a Change

With each turn on a Rubik’s cube, 
there are two possibilities. The puzzle is 
either closer to being solved, or farther. 
The same goes for a story. A character’s 
choice either helps them solve the 
problem or makes it worse. But what’s 
different between the two is that on a 
Rubik’s cube, you can undo any turn. 
But in a story, you have no other choice 
but to face the consequences. 

In the book Chains by Laurie Halse 
Anderson, it’s one conflict after another. 
The road to the end is bumpy and 
emotional, followed by many sharp 
turns, each being sharper than the last. 
But one turn in particular twists us the 
most: the “selling” of Ruth. Personally, I 
never expected it to happen. Up until 
that point, the story felt like someone 
shaking a bottle of soda and trying to 
hold the cap closed. But in reality, it was 
Isabel who represented the bottle of 

soda. And it was only a matter of time 
before she exploded. 

This part twisted me with much 
more than surprise. I was confused, 
upset, and angry. I felt everything Isabel 
bottled up inside her. I wanted justice. I 
really felt like I understood her feelings, 
and I thought I understood the reality 
of the events outside of history books. 
But really, I didn’t. Isabel and I are two 
different people from two different 
backgrounds. The thought of this 
twisted me even more.

On top of this, Orbiting Jupiter by 
Gary D. Schmidt was a ride of its own. It 
was just as bumpy as Chains and made 
me feel for the character just as much. 
But then again, Isabel and Joseph are 
also two different characters from two 
different backgrounds, no matter how 
similar they seem. Joseph will never 
experience the true reality of slavery 
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Friday

Talia Peccon
Highland Middle School

Personal Appearance as a Motivator

back then but is a slave in his own way. 
And Isabel will never experience the 
reality of being socially judged and 
labelled in modern time at common 
places like school. Still, she was judged 
and labelled in her own way. 

As I connected the two, I realized 
something different. Yes, I understand 
the characters, and the plot a little bit 

better, but I also learned a lesson. Both 
Isabel and Joseph lost something so 
dear to them. It was ripped from their 
hands for the benefit of others. This 
made me realize how unappreciative 
we today as a society are. We take, and 
take, and take. Whether it’s an item, or 
just things for granted, that’s all we do. 
This lesson made me look at myself, and 

immediately want to change. The one 
way I can make a difference, the one 
way I can get justice for the two of them. 
Instead of just taking things, I should 
give more. Give a smile, give a thank 
you, or even a gift. These stories are 
more than just words on a page, they’re 
lessons. And when a book speaks to 
you, you should listen. 

In the two original books, Shadows 
of Sherwood and The Impossible Knife 
of Memory, personal appearances of 
characters help show off characters’ 
certain beliefs. Some characters take 
their appearances in stride, while other 
characters are ashamed of their – or 
their family’s – physical image. Both 
books incorporate what outsiders 
think of characters in the stories, why 
characters chose to look a certain way, 
and how characters’ family and friends 
can affect their own image.

Initially, the main characters in 
these fascinating stories are constantly 
being judged by other characters in the 
books.  However, not all of stranger’s 
judgements on people are negative. 
For example, the main character from 
The Impossible Knife of Memory, Hayley, 
has bright blue hair. When she and her 
friends are hanging out, she meets a 
new boy, Finn. One of the first things 
that Finn actually says to Hayley is 
that he likes her hair. Hayley receives 
that compliment and is flattered by it. 
Finn sees Hayley as out of the ordinary 
because of her choice of hair color. 
Throughout the captivating story, Finn 
continually calls Hayley “miss blue.” 
This is also a way that Finn flirts with 
her. In the end, Hayley finds herself in a 
relationship with Finn. Ultimately, Finn 
was attracted to Hayley because of her 
informal appearance.

Furthermore, characters in the 
story express their beliefs and thoughts 
through their personal appearance. 
For instance, in Shadows of Sherwood, 

Robyn wears her famous braid at all 
times. Robyn probably does this to 
maintain her public image. She wears it 
so people would recognize her. So, if she 
is doing a heroic thing, the government 
will know it was her. Her complex hairdo 
also represents her love for her father. 
After all, her dad taught Robyn how to 
do the hairstyle. Robyn feels like it is 
important to keep a part of him near 
to her because he was no longer with 
her. Moreover, anyone who sees her 
braid will know that it probably took 
a lot of time and help from someone 
to learn how to do the braid. Hence, 
Robyn’s hair shows her efforts to help 
her community and the honor she has 
for her beloved father. 

Likewise, Hayley’s father in The 
Impossible Knife of Memory has a 
personal appearance that can give 
off the wrong message about Hayley. 
Hayley just wants her dad with PTSD 

to be normal again. It does not help 
when her father does not properly 
wash himself, wear different clothes 
every day, and have a normal sleep 
schedule. By not doing these activities, 
Hayley’s dad looks like he does not care 
about himself or her for that matter. 
So, it means the world to Hayley when, 
in the end of the story, he begins to 
clean himself up, especially when her 
veteran father puts on his whole crisp 
military uniform. Thus, Hayley’s dad’s 
appearance can promote people to 
judge her. 

In conclusion, the books include 
characters’ judgement of others, 
how characters’ personal appearance 
corresponds with their beliefs, and 
how characters’ family plays a role in 
their own image. Therefore, Shadows 
of Sherwood and The Impossible Knife 
of Memory’s characters actions are 
motivated by personal appearances. 
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Interviewing Kekla Magoon: Get Involved
Abigail Palatas

Maplewood High School

On April 18, 2018, author Kekla 
Magoon visited Youngstown State 
University for its 40th annual English 
Festival. Magoon spoke to high school 
students about her life, career, and 
the purpose of her writing. Magoon, a 
biracial American, grew up in Indiana, 

in a predominately 
white town. Her 
experiences as a 
black American 
as well as her 
interest in history 
influenced her to 
write about the Civil 
Rights Movement. 
Magoon spoke of 
her encounters 
with subtle racism; 
for instance, being 
followed around a 
department store 
to ensure she did 
not steal or her 
mother having to 
fight for her to take 
her honors classes, 
despite her obvious 
capability. Growing 
up, Magoon hadn’t 
considered writing 
as a career because 
school assignments 
had always required 
a strict structure she 
did not like adhering 
to. In college, 
though, she found 
a love of writing 
through private 

journaling. Magoon obtained a BA 
in history from Northwestern before 
beginning her career as a writer. Her 
first novel, The Rock and the River, is set 
in 1968 and focuses on teens’ decisions 
on whether or not to join the Black 
Panther Party. Magoon said the novel 

was intended to show readers that 
there was more to the Black Panther 
Party than violence. Today, Magoon has 
ten novels published. Another among 
them is X, which she co-wrote with 
Ilyashah Shabazz, daughter of Malcom 
X. Students were required to read this 
work to attend the festival. This novel 
centers on the life of Malcom X; his 
journey from a mall, country town, to 
city street-life, prison, and the Islamic 
faith. It shows how X overcame the 
racial stereotype that as “just a negro” 
he could not succeed. Magoon is also 
known for her novel How it Went Down, 
which tells the story of a black man 
shot by a white man. Magoon drew 
inspiration from the shooting of Trayvon 
Martin and explored the feelings of the 
people left behind. 

Magoon believes her love of 
reading and her mother influenced 
her to become a writer. Through her 
work, she seeks to “connect readers to 
things happening in the real world.” 
She hopes to convey the messages 
to “trust your voice” and “believe in 
your power” to readers. Magoon’s 
work certainly achieves its purpose 
of sparking and enhancing modern 
conversation and action regarding the 
Civil Rights Movement. Her presence at 
the YSU English Festival will help foster 
a love of reading and writing in youth 
and encourage them to get involved in 
current movements for social change. 
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TIPS FOR JOURNALISM ARTICLES
• Prepare ahead. Research the author and plan your questions.

• Think of a good lead—a one-sentence paragraph that will 
catch the reader’s attention.

• Keep paragraphs and sentences brief and to the point.

• Focus on what makes this person interesting and relevant.

• Use active verbs and straightforward description. No fluff.

Interviewing Laurie Halse Anderson:  
Risks, Decisions and Resilience

Jianna Davis
Campbell Memorial HS

“I write about resilience, and light, 
and hope,” she said, voice loud and 
passionate. The woman in question 
– award winning author Laurie Halse 
Anderson - came to the annual English 
Festival at YSU to answer questions 
and share her experience with young 
students and writers hoping not only 
to inspire their minds, but also their 
hearts. Anderson made every student 
feel comfortable as she talked about 

her experiences growing up, her 
inspirations, and also what it meant for 
her for to be where she is right now, at 
YSU, enriching the minds of high school 
students. “Life is about taking risks,” she 
said intently. Laurie also talked about 
her first YA novel Speak, published in 
1999. She was scared, of course, about 
publishing something so personal. 
“I didn’t think that it would sell ANY 
copies, or even be published.” But she 

felt that she had a responsibility to share 
her story. She also mentioned that part 
of the reason why she began to write 
Speak was because her daughter was 
just starting middle school and was 
around the same age she was when she 
was sexually abused. While Laurie Halse 
Anderson does write books about her 
own personal experiences, such as The 
Impossible Knife of Memory. She also has 
a love of history and has written several 
historical fiction books. One reason 
why she loves the subject and genre so 
much is because it’s “real life” and she 
loved the class as a teenager. When the 
New York born author was asked about 
advice, she had plenty to say. “Don’t 
ever stop writing.” She also encouraged 
the team to never give up on their 
dreams, whether it had to do with 
writing or not. Anderson, who is clearly 
a lover of sports, talked about how she 
wished she would have tried out for the 
high school basketball team, but didn’t 
because she was scared and didn’t like 
the girls. “All the mistakes, and decisions 
I’ve made worked out in the end,” she 
said finishing the story. Although Laurie 
Halse Anderson has won many awards 
and published many books, she still 
says that her best accomplishment was 
raising her kids and taking care of her 
parents in her old age. 
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First Prize Articles: Thursday

Interviewing Chris Crutcher: Writing from Controversy
Maya Baker

Hickory High School

Interviewing Laurie Halse Anderson: The Courage to Speak Up
Mariah Rae Wessell
St. Stephen School (PA)

The name behind books such as 
Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes, Whale 
Talk, and Deadline is 71-year-old Chris 
Crutcher. He presented a welcoming 
image as he stood in front of attendees 
of the 40th annual YSU English Festival, 
ready to give his advice about writing 
and speak about his experiences as an 
author. 

Crutcher started writing not out of 
a great love for literature, but because 
when he was in school, he says that 
“I was real ADHD, and I wasn’t a good 
student” and explained that two of his 
teachers often threatened to beat him. 
He said there was a large paddle made 
of wood and full of holes, and that his 

teachers gave him a choice between 
being hit or writing a 500-word paper. 
He chuckled while admitting that he 
almost always chose to write his papers. 
Later in life, Crutcher started writing 
down his ideas, saying “I was probably in 
my late twenties when I started putting 
stories together.” Crutcher then went on 
to publish his first book at age 37.

Crutcher began his reputation 
of writing controversial stories often 
containing abusive relationships 
because of his work as a family 
therapist. He met many young people 
who had been, as he explained, thrown 
out of school and were living in broken 
households. He said he found that 

many of them were surviving and 
even thriving in situations that were 
dangerous. He was inspired by stories 
he heard there to write about characters 
such as Sarah Byrnes, a girl with severe 
burn scarring and an abusive father. He 
said that growing up in the 1960s in a 
racist town in Idaho caused his writing 
style to get “angrier” over time.

Crutcher has written over fifteen 
books, most of which deal with abusive 
households and unusual characters. He 
encourages writers to take inspiration 
from the authors that inspire them, 
avoid trying to teach lessons through 
their books, and to learn from stories 
they have already read and written. 

“The perfect job!” said Laurie Halse 
Anderson on Thursday, April 19, at the 
40th anniversary of English Festival at 
the Youngstown State University. Laurie 
is a writer who grew up in Potsdam, 
New York. She “never thought of being 
a writer.” Now she has won many awards 
such as being on the New York Times 
Bestselling List for her book, Wintergirls. 
She has written for many different age 
groups from 8-year-olds to 18-year-olds.

In school, she had “a great 
childhood” but in 6th grade things 
started going downhill. At the age 
of 13, she was raped. “We don’t have 
control of things that happen to us, 

just how we react to them,” and “the 
layers of confusion never left me,” said 
Laurie. These things inspired her to 
write stories about sexual violence. She 
stated that “the heart of all my books is 
experience.” One of her most popular 
books, Fever 1793, showed that when 
men and women came to America “it 
didn’t include everyone at the table.”

Mrs. Anderson is full of energy and 
loves to have fun even though she had 
a dark past. She let her past guide her 
into writing. She encourages younger 
writers to “be gentle with yourself” and 
“operate with humility.” Laurie Anderson 
is currently working on a graphic novel 

for Wonder Woman and says, “I’m really 
excited about it since I loved Wonder 
Woman as a kid.” Her favorite part of 
writing is the revising, which, as a kid, 
she thought that not paying attention 
in English was “a big mistake and did 
not understand revision at all,” but 
after years of writing and learning, it is 
“now my favorite part of writing!” When 
writing she tells others “if a story comes 
from my gut, it is a better story.” If she 
were to summarize the meaning of all 
her books, she would say, “finding the 
courage to speak up when something 
bad happens.”
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First Prize Articles: Friday

Interviewing Kekla Magoon: Keep Writing
Ava Carter

Miller South School Visual and Performing Arts School

Interviewing Chris Crutcher: Writing About the Sensitive
Ryann Harvey
St. Hilary School

On April 20, 2018, Kekla Magoon, 
author of The Rock and the River, 
Shadows of Sherwood, How It Went 
Down, and several other novels, 
answered questions about her book, 
about writing, and her backstory, 
while being the James A. Houck Guest 
Lecturer at the 2018 Youngstown 
English Festival. Magoon holds a B.A. 
from Northwestern University and an 
M.F.A in writing from Vermont College 
of Fine Arts, where she now teaches. 

The question, what advice do you 
give aspiring authors? She answered 
by saying, “take writing classes, keep 
writing, and always believe you have 
something to say.” Kekla explained that 
when she writes, she writes out of order. 
“Sometimes when I am angry, I’ll write 
an angry scene. Sometimes when I’m 
really happy, I will write a happy scene.”

“Writing is like a rollercoaster,” 
Magoon stated when explaining her 

writing process. She said her mom 
got her into reading. As the “press 
conference” came to a close, Kekla 
Magoon explained a little bit about 
Shadows of Sherwood. “I wanted to write 
a Robin Hood story,” she said, “I thought 
what if Robin Hood was a teenage girl.”

Many questions were asked, and all 
were answered. Kekla Magoon said with 
a great smile, “the most rewarding part 
of my job is meeting the readers.”

Chris Crutcher is a realistic-fiction 
novelist who has written award-winning 
titles such as Staying Fat for Sarah 
Byrnes and Whale Talk. On April 20, 
2018, he came to speak with several 
participants of the YSU English Festival 
in Youngstown, Ohio. Crutcher held an 
interview for the students participating 
in the journalism workshop. 

Crutcher’s novels are often about 
sensitive topics. For example, Staying 
Fat for Sarah Byrnes is about child 
abuse and also deals with topics of 
abortion and religion. When asked 
about why he decided to write about 
such controversy, Crutcher said, “I think 
a good book should make you feel 
uneasy… I need some different ideas 
and perspectives when I’m reading.” He 
also explained that his writing is spurred 
by events that have actually happened. 
Sarah Byrnes’ story was based upon an 
incident where a 3-year-old girl had 
been pushed against a wood stove by 
her abusive father. He took this event 
and began to write about it, filling the 
story with his own characters. 

Due to the somewhat objectionable 
content of his books, many of his novels 

have been condemned by activist 
groups and school. Crutcher elaborated 
on this, telling the interviewers, 
“A Christian rights group had been 
denouncing [Sarah Byrnes], arguing 
that they wanted to keep their children 
innocent by controlling what they were 
reading. They wanted them to take 
their religion for granted.” Crutcher, 

however, continued writing despite the 
controversy that he faced at the time. 

When asked if he thought Sarah 
Byrnes still held weight in today’s 
society, he replied, “I think that it still has 
the same impact that it did back when it 
was written…There is so much division 
in this culture today.”
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Second Prize Articles: Wednesday

Interviewing Kekla Magoon: Show Up and Stand Up
Madeline Bruce

General McLane High School

“I write new stories that will 
hopefully bring new people and young 
people into the conversation,” author 
Kekla Magoon told an audience of high 
school students at the Youngstown 
State University English Festival on 
Wednesday.

Magoon, an award-winning author 
of books for children and young adults, 
was the James A. Houck lecturer at the 
40th annual festival. She has published 
ten novels since 2009, including X: A 
Novel, which was on the reading list for 
this year’s festival. 

“I grew up in Indiana, which is 
a predominately white community,” 
Magoon, who is biracial, told students. 
This is the driving force for her novels, as 
many of them are about the civil rights 
movement and the problems black 
people have in today’s society.

“I knew that it was very relevant 
because of my own experiences,” 
Magoon said, adding that ten years ago, 
when she started writing her first book 
The Rock and the River, the conversation 
about racial equality didn’t exist as it 
does now. “I wanted that conversation 
to come back,” commented Magoon. 

Magoon’s activism and want for 
social change doesn’t stop at her 
writing. She has attended marches and 
has striven to educate young people 
on important issues that are relevant 
today. Still, she credits her writing as 
her biggest change-making effort. “All I 
can do is write books, so that’s my little 
contribution,” she commented. 

Overall, Magoon’s goal with 
her writing is to educate and show 
young people that they have a voice. 
Historically, she says, young people have 
been the change makers with social 
justice and social change. She hopes her 
books send them that message. “Believe 
in your power,” she told the students at 
the English Festival, “show up and stand 
up for what you believe in.”
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Interviewing Laurie Halse Anderson:  Overcoming the Difficulties
Moira Armstrong
Howland High School

Second Prize Articles: Thursday

Interviewing Chris Crutcher: Controversy and Anger
Hayley Kilgore

Armstrong Junior/Senior High School

Her first publisher told her that 
her first book would “probably sell 
about 3,000 copies, then go out of 
print.” Now, almost 20 years later, 
Laurie Halse Anderson has written 
dozens of award-winning novels, 
mostly focusing on teenagers who deal 
with mental health, familial conflict, 
and other contemporary issues. This 
past Wednesday, the young adult 
author spoke to a group of high 
school students at Youngstown State 
University’s 40th annual English Festival, 
describing the experiences that inspired 
her work. 

As a teenager, Anderson hated 
school; however, as she struggled 

with sexual assault and an alcoholic 
father, she turned to reading. “Books 
are magical,” she describes, “and they 
helped me make sense of everything.” 
She has also lived in a variety of places, 
from the rural town of her birth to her 
current home in diverse Philadelphia, 
which she credits with helping her 
understand a wide range of people. Her 
books reflect these events, particularly 
the semi-autobiographical Speak and 
The Impossible Knife of Memory. She 
hopes to teach her readers that not all 
books are like the classics teens read 
in school and fail to connect with by 
providing relatable, realistic characters. 
“I have a responsibility to be honest,” 

she declares, and her books reflect this 
principle. 

While she is often criticized 
for writing books that are too dark, 
Anderson leaves her audience with 
the idea that they are truly light. Her 
protagonists overcome their difficulties, 
just as Anderson herself did. Her 
proudest accomplishment is being 
happy and healthy, she says, and “if I can 
make it, anybody can make it. Just hang 
in there. It gets better.”

At the YSU English Festival on 
Thursday, April 19, 2018, a press 
conference was held interviewing Chris 
Crutcher, author of Staying Fat for Sarah 
Byrnes. Crutcher grew up in a small 
town in Idaho. Throughout high school, 
Crutcher faced ADHD and mastered 
the art of cheating. Around the age of 
13 Crutcher began writing 500-word 
themes as an alternate punishment 
for the shop and band teachers. He 
admitted to rushing through essays, 
taking the C, and moving on. Yet, 
compelled by humor and sarcasm, 
he stayed on putting effort into the 
500-word themes. This was an early 
introduction to writing for him. It wasn’t 
until Crutcher turned 35, however, that 
he began working on his first book to 
be published, Running Loose. Before his 
writing career Chris Crutcher worked 
at an alternative school for students 
expelled from public school, and then as 
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An Interview with Laurie Halse Anderson: Be Open to Research
Sarah Owens

South Side Middle School

a therapist for child abuse and neglect. 
He realized he was in a “hotbed of 
stories.” While working as a therapist, 
Crutcher “started changing my idea of 
what a hero is,” he said. In the beginning, 
Crutcher wanted Sarah Byrnes to tell 
the story. Crutcher thought the obstacle 
was thinking like a girl. The reason 
he struggled though was because he 
couldn’t comprehend what it was like to 
not be able to look at himself. The story 
shifted to Moby’s point of view because 
he could relate more to that. He said 

he was “writing down the story Moby is 
telling Chris Crutcher.” 

Two people who have had the 
biggest impact on him are Jean 
Shepherd and Kurt Vonnegut. He tried 
to imitate these authors. Over the years, 
Crutcher’s writing style has developed 
with society by becoming angrier. There 
tends to be a lot of controversy in his 
books. Some of this is because Crutcher 
still has a teenage spirit in him and the 
controversy of the time period he grew 
up in. Low points in his career happened 

due to his lack of knowledge in the early 
years. If he could go back and change 
something, he says he would tell himself 
he had more academic worth. Crutcher 
would have also read more. Crutcher 
agrees his books tend to mirror each 
other. He likes to play with puns, humor, 
hope, and controversy. Crutcher says his 
legacy books would be Whale Talk and 
Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes. During the 
conference, Christ Crutcher revealed, 
“Every time you write a story you learn 
something.”

“I don’t write dark books. I write 
about resilience.” – Laurie Halse 
Anderson. 

During the YSU English Festival, 
Laurie Halse Anderson spoke about how 
people have said that her books are 
dark. Laurie Halse Anderson has written 
books like Speak and The Impossible 
Knife of Memory, both of which are 
about serious topics that she has had 
personal experience with. Laurie spoke 
about her being raped at 13 and being 
afraid to tell someone. The book Speak 
deals with this topic, which Laurie 
explained “we need to speak up when 
something bad happens.” Laurie’s other 
book, The Impossible Knife of Memory, 
deals with a father who suffers from 
PTSD. She explained that her family was 
under a lot of stress. She spoke about 
the layers of confusion during that time 
and about how the layers of confusion 
never left her to this day. Laurie spoke 
about how her father was scarred from 
war and that the term PTSD was not 
around during that time. Laurie had 
also spoken about how her book Chains 
came from her learning about how 
“white washed” history is. She spoke 
about how “we do not include everyone 
at the table” and that she firmly believed 
in the dream of this country, but also 
understood that the dream had not 
been achieved yet. When Laurie was 
asked why she wrote books about such 
serious topics, Laurie explained that 

she cares passionately about mental 
health and social justice. She explained 
that when she gets an idea, it has to 
give her a certain feeling in her gut. She 
explained that she can’t just picture 
a topic and write about it; the idea 
needs to become a feeling so she can 
“weave it into a fictional tapestry.” She 
talked about if she’s running or out and 
she gets an idea, she can get out her 
phone and write it down, or she can 
get out her journal and do the same. 
Laurie also talked about giving advice to 
aspiring young writers, and her advice 
was to “open your mind to research” 
and accept that your early draft isn’t 

going to be that good. Her last piece of 
advice was to “be gentle with yourself.” 
Laurie stated that you can’t be hard on 
yourself because your rough draft isn’t 
very good. Laurie also added tips about 
writing from the opposite gender. She 
stated that she had to do an extensive 
amount of research and she had to 
interview a lot of men and boys. Laurie 
also states that after researching a lot 
about testosterone, she had a deep 
respect for people of the male gender. 

“If you learn to communicate 
correctly, you will become a master of 
the universe.” Laurie Halse Anderson. 
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Second Prize Articles: Friday

An Interview with Kekla Magoon: Finding Your Voice
Sydnie Leavery

St. Patrick School (Kent)

Interviewing Chris Crutcher: What Kind of Impact?
Emily Denney

Poland Middle School

Trust in your voice!” This is 
something that Kekla Magoon, author 
of The Rock and the River and Shadows 
of Sherwood spoke about while at the 
2018 YSU English Festival. Attendants at 
the festival had the opportunity to ask 
questions and to hear about her writing. 

Kekla stated, “Writing is an 
emotional rollercoaster!” She writes her 
scenes that are put into her stories out 
of order. “When I feel angry, I write an 
angry scene. When I’m happy, I write 
a happy scene!” This is how her stories 
feel so naturally written. Kekla believes 
that writing is a way of comforting and 
expressing herself. She also enjoyed 
and got the motivation to read from 
her mother when she was a child. She 
enjoyed “…being able to imagine being 
someone different.”

Magoon’s novel, Shadows of 
Sherwood, was inspired by her love of 
the fantasy genre. She found it more 
challenging to write this genre, as she 
had to imagine her own world and rules. 
It was also a struggle, as her favorite 
genre to write is realistic fiction. 

Kekla strongly believes in using 
your voice and standing up for what 
you believe in. This plays a major role 
in her novel, The Rock and the River. Her 
major in history helped her to write 
this novel, as well as her experience 
living in Chicago, the story’s setting, 
as well as her job of recruiting Girl 
Scouts. In this job, she traveled to the 
different neighborhoods of New York 
City, which helped her to write about 
the contrast in the neighborhoods 
of The Rock and the River. She has 
also faced discrimination and has 
witnessed discrimination against African 
Americans, which helped her to write 
this novel. “I believe that we as a society 
have improved, yet there is still more 
that can be done for social justice and 
people of color. 

Kekla Magoon is very passionate 
about her work and her job of writing. 
“I love meeting readers who have been 
inspired by stories!” Kekla also explained 
that in writing, you must find your voice 
and write about what inspired you! 
Ms. Magoon is definitely passionate 

about who and what she writes about. 
Kekla’s career has gone fast so far with 
publishing ten novels, and readers look 
forward to the books that are yet to 
come!

“A good book should make you feel 
uneasy.”

That was how author Chris 
Crutcher responded to a question 
about controversial topics at a press 
conference held at Youngstown State 
University. The conference was held 
at Maag Library and inspired a lively 
discussion between the 71-year-old 
author and local teens. The talk was part 
of the last day of the English Festival, an 
event on its 40th run.

Learning to write as journalists, 
the 7th - 9th graders were able to 
interview Crutcher, learning about 
his writing process, books that inspire 
him, and his background. But the main 
topics were impactful writing and 
writing controversially. Crutcher has 
been known to be one of the most 
controversial authors out there. His 
work’s constantly on the chopping 
block, along with classics like To Kill 
a Mockingbird and Catcher in the Rye. 
But he has stood firm with his views 

and against the banning of books. The 
author believes that more controversy 
leads to more imagination. “My job 
as a writer is to put the truth of my 
emotional self into the characters,” says 
Crutcher, “and the reader’s job is to put 
the truth of their emotional self into the 
reading.”

The main groups that stand up 
against his stories are Christian-led 
groups. Their point of view is that their 
children do not need to be thinking 
about those things. Crutcher disagrees 
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Third Prize Articles: Wednesday

An Interview with Kekla Magoon: Write More and Read
Kaylee Wofford

West Shamokin Junior/Senior High School

and delves into his background to 
support his view. He told the crowd 
before him about how many grew up in 
a town where everyone knew everyone. 
“My best friend used to not want to 
leave my house when he came over. 
But I always got annoyed and sent him 
home. Little did I know that he was 
being molested every night. The more 
we know why people behave the way 
they behave, the more we can learn 
about ourselves.”

This statement is one of the many 
impactful messages left with readers 
when reading Crutcher’s books. One of 

them, Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes, was 
part of the English Festival collection 
this year. The story about a girl with 
an abusive father delves into many 
controversial topics such as abortion 
and religion. Whether readers enjoyed 
the book or not, Crutcher believes 
that what authors put into books, and 
what readers take out of them are two 
very different things. He explained 
that he always wants his books to 
be compelling, but that he impacts 
whatever his readers let him impact. “A 
whole lot of it’s timing,” Crutcher says, “I 
want to make a difference on how you 

look at things, but without you there’s 
no me.”

The American author says that 
teenage years are the best to write 
about because they are full of conflict. 
“We are a trial and error species,” he says 
with a smile. 

Teens from around the country 
enjoy his books, but many don’t. But 
that doesn’t faze this writer. 

“All I want to know is, ‘what kind of 
impact does this story have on people’s 
lives’?” 

A great one, Mr. Crutcher. 

Kekla Magoon, 38, was full of smiles 
and how at the 40th anniversary of the 
Youngstown State University English 
Festival on Wednesday April 18, 2018. 
She spoke softly as she began to speak 
but began to speak confidently as 
students from various schools asked 
her questions. Kekla has ten published 
novels, and her eleventh novel is 
expected to be out in October of 2018. 
She is a very successful writer today 
but has not always believed she’d be 

an author one day. “If anyone told me 
I would be an author when I was 14, I 
would not have believed them.” This 
was said by Kekla during her interview 
with students from a wide variety of 
schools. Kekla has had many people 
who helped her want to become a 
writer, but her biggest inspiration was 
her mother. Her mother has fought 
for Kekla’s rights as an African writer. 
“My mother had to fight to get me into 
honors classes.” Kekla’s father, on the 

other hand, “liked tradition.” She had 
many struggles as a young child. Her 
advice to her younger self would be 
“to write even more than I did. I would 
have written more if I believed in myself, 
and like didn’t second guess myself.” 
Kekla has always been a big reader and 
continues to write till this day. She had 
an amazing time at the English Festival 
at Youngstown State University, because 
“this festival is different than most, and 
it was an honor to be invited.”
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Laurie Halse Anderson: Light and Hope from the Darkness
Kylie Thomas

Struthers High School

Third Prize Articles: Thursday

An Interview with Chris Crutcher: Read More
Vanessa Graham

Boardman Glenwood Junior High School

Telling your story can be a painful 
thing to do, but the best authors use 
this to their advantage. Laurie Halse 
Anderson is one of these authors and 
she shakes the world with her stories. 

Anderson has traveled far and wide 
all over the globe. Finally, she has made 
it to Youngstown, Ohio, on April 18, to 
give young readers some inspiration of 
her own. 

At the 40th Youngstown State 
University English Festival, a day for 
middle and high schoolers to celebrate 
certain books through workshops, 
Anderson paces about the fourth floor 
of the Maag Library. Anderson writes 
young adult literature. She has won 
the Margaret A. Edwards Award from 
the American Library Association. 
Today, she speaks out energetically 

about her career. Living in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, writing and reading were 
not always her strong suits. She was told 
constantly how she was only trouble 
and wouldn’t go anywhere. Anderson 
took these words and ran with them. 
She exclaims, “If I can make it, anyone 
can make it! Just hang in there!” 
Anderson lived exactly by those words. 
She hung in there and used the events 
in her life as fuel for her books that she 
would later write. 

Her book Speak was written when 
she decided it was time to tell her story. 
Anderson tells that she was sexually 
assaulted at a young age and never told 
anyone. She held that pain for a long 
time till finally she let it out into what 
would become a book for a generation. 
She explains, “Books help make sense of 

everything.” That’s what her books do for 
a number of people. These deep stories 
give explanations. Anderson refuses 
to call her books dark; in fact, she calls 
them light and hope. It can easily be 
seen how passionate she is about her 
mentality. She preaches that taking risks 
is a huge part of who you are. She took 
a risk as a writer and here she is, living 
her dream, giving inspiration to youth. 
On the subject of being here Anderson 
says, “All the mistakes and decisions I’ve 
made as a kid turned out in the end. My 
life is pretty awesome.” Anderson shows 
people of all ages that everything will 
be okay and everything will work out. 
She leaves the library with one last note, 
“Not all books suck and I hope that’s 
what you’ll see in mine.”

Chris Crutcher, born July 17, 1946, 
wasn’t always a good writer. Chris was 
born with ADHD, which is a disorder 
that makes it difficult to pay attention. 
Chris Crutcher spoke at the YSU English 
Festival to explain how his writing 
career evolved and came to be. The 
whole idea about writing started in 
school, for Chris was a poor student 
and he would often get punished. For 
his punishments, he was given option, 
one being getting hit with a wooden 
paddle, or two, a five hundred-word 

themed essay. He usually wrote, and 
that “punishment” was the base of 
his writing career. Chris claimed he 
wishes he would’ve met someone who 
could’ve told him he was capable of 
many things. Chris said, “I would’ve read 
so much more.” 

He started his first book when he 
was around thirty-five. He had many 
inspirations that encouraged him 
to write, but Jean Shepherd was his 
main inspiration. Even as a writer Chris 
is always surprised by how people 

react to his stories. Chris always gets 
feedback about sentences in his story 
he doesn’t even remember writing, 
the smallest things can impact people 
so much if they can relate. Chris does 
often struggle with his writing, for he 
can become emotionally attached to 
characters, sometimes believing they’re 
real. He claims it is extremely difficult to 
kill off characters, and he still gets upset 
when he reads it, even though he knows 
it’s going to happen. 
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An Interview with Laurie Halse Anderson: Be Gentle with Yourself
Signe Ronstrom

Boardman High School

On April 19, 2018, students and 
teachers gathered at Youngstown 
State University (YSU) to celebrate 
the 40th anniversary of the English 
Festival. The students were lectured 
by known authors such as Laurie Halse 
Anderson. She is most known for her 
novels Chains, Speak, and The Impossible 
Knife of Memory. She never thought 
she would be a writer. She went to 
community college in New York after 
working on a dairy farm. Along with 
college came her family. She had a kid 
at 23. She soon realized after that she 
wanted to become a writer. She has 
been writing since she was young, but 
her first success was a series of stories 
for little kids. Writing is a powerful tool 
that allows people to learn about things 
not often talked about such as sexual 
violence, racial discrimination, and post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Her 
personal experiences with these allow 
her to write books that people including 
herself connect to. She writes novels 
with ideas from her gut not her head. 

Laurie Halse Anderson also loves 
the revision process. “I get such a 
satisfaction and joy when I have a messy 
1st rough draft.” As a younger writer 
she hated revision; now it’s her favorite 
thing. She believes why some young 

authors don’t succeed at first is because 
they don’t revise and take criticism. 
She wants everyone to “be gentle with 
yourself.” If people learn how to do that 
early in life, they will get back up faster 
as Laurie told young writers at the 
YSU English Festival. She doesn’t want 
writers including herself to criticize 
their own work. She stated, “Never say 
anything to yourself that you wouldn’t 
say to a five-year-old.” One thing that 
bothers her is when people call her 
pieces of work “dark.” She expresses not 
talked about topics. “This does not make 
it dark; it makes it resilient.”

Along with all of Laurie’s personal 
experience, she also pulls ideas from 
traveling, and dreams. Speak was 
composed on ideas that came to her in 
a nightmare. The personal connection 
was so strong she started to write a 
book about the girl crying in her dream. 
Opinions are also key when it comes to 
writing novels. “I have strong opinions 
on issues that allow me to connect and 
write better.” Laurie Halse Anderson was 
a speaker at YSU that students learned 
a lot of knowledge from. Her next 
upcoming story is a graphic novel about 
Wonder Woman, who she adores. 

Third Prize Articles: Friday

An Interview with Kekla Magoon: Writing for Comfort
Robyn Baik

Southeast Middle School

As students from all over Ohio 
gather at Youngstown State University 
for the English Festival, a small group 
was interviewing Kekla Magoon in 
Maag Library. On April 20, 2018, Kekla 
Magoon was asked many questions on 
civil rights and segregation, and how 
it inspired/influenced her work. To that 

she answered that she has personal 
experiences of being segregated, like 
being followed around a grocery stores 
by a security guard. Or watching a 
cashier yell racial slurs like there was 
no tomorrow. But, in the end, all of it 
inspired her writing. As a young child 
she never connected with characters 

until she read Roll of Thunder, Hear my 
Cry, by Mildred D. Taylor. “It was the first 
book I read with black characters,” says 
Magoon. “I specifically remember seeing 
it, and grabbing it, as quickly as I could,” 
she said excitedly. 

It was the first book that she 
connected with the characters on. Also, 
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An Interview with Chris Crutcher: Bringing Real Events to Life
Hailee Liptak

Highland Middle School

Friday, April 20, 2018, Chris 
Crutcher answered questions at the 
YSU English Festival. When asked what 
kind of impact his writing has today, 
he said “You don’t know what kind of 
impact you will have.” He explained that 
the story’s impact is brought by the 
reader and the writer based on their 
backgrounds. What helps him write his 
stories is that he uses his experiences 
to help him. Thus, he strongly stated, 
“I didn’t know that my best friend was 
molested and when I got annoyed by 
him, I sent him home. I didn’t know I 
was sending him to hell.” What Crutcher 
believes is that “People nowadays want 
to keep everyone innocent,” not share 
the real problems in the world. 

As the discussion continued, he 
explained that “Every book should make 
you feel uneasy; strong conflicts make 
strong interesting stories. I read every 
book twice,” he happily said. The first 
time he reads it for the story, the second 
to see the structure of the story. He 
explains that the controversy between 
Mr. Ellerby and Mr. Brittain’s opinion are 
different in the sense that Mr. Ellerby’s 
is by choice and Mr. Brittain’s is by 
force. At the time, Crutcher was writing 
Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes, religion 

was becoming political almost. So, 
he decided to contribute that to the 
story. Chris Crutcher became an author 
because he wants people to read. He 
became inspired to write when his 
friend, Terry Dowis, asked if he would 
edit his story. 

When he was asked how he writes 
his books, he said, “I look for something 
real that happened and figure out what 
type of people fit in as characters. He 
continues to talk about how he went to 
environments and found stories about 
troubled lives. 

Chris said that he finds an “event 
that was real and ends it with a sense 
of hope.” He tries to think of things that 
make him laugh, cry and rage to put in 
his stories. He said, “We are a trial and 
error species.” He looks to other books 
also to help create better stories. He 
said, “I read some of Laurie’s books to 
help me create female perspective in 
his stories. Christopher Paul Curtis’ new 
book is one of his favorite books right 
now. “It changes depending on the day,” 
he laughed. Overall, he writes his books 
to bring real storylines and things that 
are happening today and does it to get 
people to like to read. 

Magoon used to do volunteer work. 
Specifically, she used to be a girl scout. 
Being a girl scout made her travel all 
around New York and Manhattan and 
see different neighborhoods and see 
kids and teens in different social and 
economic situations than hers. “At this 
time I was writing, but only for myself,” 
says Magoon. “I would come home 
from my job at the time, and write.” Her 
inspiration for writing varied though. 
From what she saw that day to her 
emotions. “I write scrambled,” she says. 

“Whatever emotion I feel, I’m writing a 
scene with that emotion. I let it inspire 
me.” Though Magoon never shared 
her work until she was more confident 
with her voice and her writing, she had 
support from her mom. “My mom was 
always a reader. She used to take me to 
the library every week,” says Magoon. 
Kekla faced rejection too from editors, 
to publishers, her father, even down to a 
college professor who just didn’t see eye 
to eye with her writing style. 

But, Magoon says, she used writing 
as a way to comfort herself. “We have 
biases we don’t need or want, but we 
will learn to overcome them.” Kekla 
uses that principle while writing, which 
helped her have a fast-paced career of 
about 10 books in 10 years. Today Kekla 
is not just a writer but a teacher. She 
speaks at schools, and festivals, and 
anywhere where people are interested 
in writing. “The most rewarding part,” 
says Magoon, “is seeing people read and 
be inspired by my books.”
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GRAPHIC ESSAY CONTEST

JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL
Mabel Crouch
Maplewood High School
First Prize

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL
Mabel Crouch
Maplewood High School
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(CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE)



36

A FESTIVAL OF WRITING 2018

I ♥ LIMERICKS
About I ♥ Limericks

These poems are written collaboratively in a short period of time.  The names of the authors precede their poetry.

Wednesday
Evan Marino West Shamokin Jr/Sr HS
Taylor Bowser TCTC
Chance Frable Reynolds Jr/Sr HS
Josh Miller Greenville HS

I swam in the pool near the life guard
Though duties like this could be quite 

hard
I loved my school paper
But something was tapered
And my life became just a shard.

Katie Hackett Brookfield Senior HS
Angelica Park Girard HS (PA)
Evan Bisel Mathews HS
Madison Shoop Maplewood Jr/Sr HS (PA)

My life was wasted in training
Learning patience, lying, and waiting
Set it up in flames
No more fun and games
Find me my knife, I’m done playing.

Kathy Weaver Liberty HS
Amelia Mascar Cardinal Mooney  
 HS
Kat Roman Canfield HS
Stephanie Harshbarger Mohawk Jr/Sr HS
Ashannie Blake Youngstown  
 Chaney HS

Behind the athletes we tread
All around me are the dead
To swim upon the team
You have to be lean
I gave up my letter instead.

Gina Pizzulo Girard High (OH)
Alexa Wienczkowski Fort LeBoeuf HS
Olivia Ancell LaBrae High
Alyssa Dangerfield Newton Falls Jr/ 
 Sr HS

Struggling with crippling pain
I lose more weight than I can gain
Now Cassie is dead
There’s a ghost in my head
And I can’t get it out of my brain.

Thursday
Maddy Grinnell Conneaut Lake MS
Maddie King Wilmington Area MS
Lauren Kuncio West Middlesex Jr/Sr HS
Jacob Kline Beaver Local MS
Sam Bucholtz Columbiana HS
Sam Volpone Lakeview HS

Everyone thought I could not speak
I thought of myself as if I were a freak
My face has been burned
And then everyone learned
That Sarah Byrnes was not that weak.

Izzi Petrilla Lakeview MS
Mady Moss Lakeview HS
David Duffy Newton Falls JHS
Katie Samuels Mineral Ridge MS
Katrina Renfro West Shamokin Jr/Sr HS

The girl who got burnt by her dad
Is quiet and always seemed sad
When Eric came by
She didn’t seem shy
And he wanted to fix what was bad.

Casey Notarianni Conneaut Area Sr HS
Julia Trenga Sharpsville MS
Jianna Guerriero Columbiana HS
Julie Motosicky Armstrong Jr/Sr HS

The first look had me blown away
It was awhile until I had something to say
Your death broke my heart
Now I cannot restart
But with Jupiter, perhaps my love will 

stay.

Abby Schindell Hubbard HS
Delynn Jasmer Reynolds Jr/Sr HS
Grace Fette Wilmington Area HS
Rachel Stockdill Armstrong Jr/Sr HS

There once was a girl who got burned.
Her mom was the least bit concerned.
Her father was sick. 
With the help of Eric,
She got the life that she deserved.

Friday
Brooke Clelland Grove City MS
Mayzie Neider Struthers MS
Gabriella Roller St. Charles School
Grace Mango Leetonia Ex.Village  
 Schools
Alyria Walker Valley STEM Academy 

It’s not my fault for who you are
Your mind is set away so far
Come back to be set free
And be a dad to me
Come back and be my shining star.

Mercedes Stewart Franklin Jr/Sr HS
Gentry Sass Rice Avenue MS
Lydia Noble Poland MS
Alexa Hupp Highland MS

Oh, that great vile Madam Lockton
Smells worse than old fish in a sock tin
With a heart made of flies, 
Around her, Ruth cries
That cruel heartless wench Madam 

Lockton.

Alonzo Davis Poland MS
Beau Brungard Springfield  
 Intermediate School
Paul Slanina St. Hilary School

Poor Joseph is so very young
Oh, the burden he is set among
He can’t handle the stress
He’s becoming a mess
Let him see Jupiter, his young.

Lanna Dellick  Akiva Academy
Delaney Butzine Mars Area MS
Brooke Manley Salem Jr HS
Ella Harrell Poland Seminary HS
Allie Beniston Western Reserve MS

Joseph had a brother named Jack;
In loyalty, always had his back.
A truck in the creek,
Joe can no longer speak.
Jackie remembers this, wearing black.

First Prize
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Wednesday
Abby Cavanaugh Butler Senior HS
Keaghan O’Connor Newton Falls Jr/Sr HS
Denali John Armstrong Jr/Sr HS
Natasha Tinger Bristol HS

Limerick is not available.

Alycia Ruiz Greenville HS
Annie Driscoll Cardinal Mooney HS
Dominique  
Swiney-Gray Campbell Memorial HS
Tehya Crawford Grand Valley HS

Trying to make the best of the years
Praying this won’t bring shedded tears
Traumatized by death’s call
Pretending he won’t fall
Hoping he can face his fears.

Kylee Chrastina Union Area Middle/HS
Finn Morgan Reynolds Jr/Sr HS
Emily Drea West Middlesex HS
Danielle Mitchell General McLane HS

This racism will not rule me
My dearest father was the key
He gave me hope
To quit doing coke
And with that Allah set me free.

Morgan Shellhammer Armstrong Jr/Sr HS
Amelia Montgomery Crestview HS
Dylan Anthony West Middlesex HS
Summer Nadiak Windham HS

Your emotions from me you hid
An adult who’s shaped like a kid
You have troubles from war
But you’ve given me more
From all of the things that you did.

Second Prize

Thursday
Alyson Stewart St. Patrick School   
 (Franklin)
Kenzie Beichner St. Stephen School (PA)
Katie Gardner McDonald HS
Briana Zelanka St. Nicholas School
Ethan Krouse Shenango Area Jr/Sr HS
Alex Winkevoss Reynolds Jr/Sr HS

He’s a parent of a planet
Because he wouldn’t name her Janet
Names after a gas ball
I’m surprised she didn’t bawl
It couldn’t have been happy, can’t it?

Lilly Snyder Boardman Glenwood  
 JHS
Izzy Giannamore Wilmington Area MS
Asia Morgenstern Kennedy Catholic MS
Rachel Brewer St. Francis de Sales  
 Parish School

I fell in love with a girl named Maddie
Nine months later, I became a daddy
Life took a sharp turn
Soon I crashed and burned
And Jupiter never met her daddy.

Mitchell Sylowski Brookfield MS
Alison Haas Hubbard HS/MS
Phillip Crawford Boardman Glenwood  
 JHS
Jude Oliver St. Francis de Sales  
 Parish School
Lars Byo St. Nicholas School

Shadows of Sherwood, Kekla Magoon
Somebody play the Robin Hood tune
Laurel does not wear shoes
Here comes crown with the news
They have to read the shadows on the 

moon.

Sage Mason McDonald HS
Dashae Blodgett Sharpsville MS
Giovanna Radilovic St. Nicholas School
Isabella Shevetz John F. Kennedy JHS

Jupiter was Joseph’s daughter
At a young age, Joseph was slaughtered
At the hands of his dad
Everybody was sad
He could’ve been a good father.

Friday
Ava Black Mars Area MS
Katrina Blough United Local School
Chloe Berarducci Austintown MS
Logan Moser Maplewood HS

Robin would fly high through the sky
Until all her parents went bye
Captured by a tyrant
She has to be defiant
And save her city from up high.

Michael French Jackson-Milton MS
Chase Osborne Southeast MS
Haley Hessinger Mars Area MS

Ruth and Isabelle tied by chains
Followed by emotional pains
When their mother died
Scared and petrified
Ruth and Isabelle, the Locktons reigned. 

Chris Philibin St. Christine School
Aaron Ferrell Biomed Science  
 Academy
Justin Kukla Springfield Local HS

I always need to be Sarah’s friend
I’ll stick with her till the end
Her dad is crazy
Her mom is lazy
Now he’s chasing me around the bend. 

Savannah Kitchen Valley Christian   
 School
Daniel McClelland St. Christine School
Griffin Barton  Holy Family School
Lexi Pirone Struthers MS
Jada Baty Valley Christian   
 Schools, Lewis Center

My life as a slave, poor and broke
To me it really wasn’t a joke
My dear sister was sold
That made me feel cold
My great fear is being strung on oak.
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Third Prize

Wednesday
Anastasia Web Brookfield Senior HS
Stormy Fedder Riverside HS
Gia Mezzapeso Howland HS
Noah Miller West Middlesex HS

PTSD can affect your life
It can bring upon some great strife
The memory stays
Your sanity frays
It cuts like an impossible knife.

Ashleigh Bowser Armstrong Jr/Sr HS
Somer Lower Armstrong Jr/Sr HS
Olivia Love Canfield HS

A royal Russian dynasty falls
After Bolsheviks break through the walls
The Romanovs perished
A family cherished
A royal Russian family falls.

Amy Carson East Palestine HS
Morgan Dobson Girard HS (PA)
Elizabeth Barrera Newton Falls Jr/Sr HS
Abby Schoenfelt Armstrong Jr/Sr HS

His past and my life intertwined 
He tried to drown both in the wine
We were brought to the edge
But he stuck to his pledge
And he saved my life down at the mine.

Emily Swift Niles McKinley HS
Jessica Stamp McDonald HS
Jenna Miller Grove City Senior HS
Conor Murphy Austintown Fitch HS
Leon Daugherty II East Liverpool HS

I am scared to walk through the halls
I am hiding inside my own walls
As they come closing in
Life has left from within
So, I left and answered the call.

Thursday
Anna Shevock Boardman Glenwood JHS
Haylee Bellak St. Francis de Sales Parish  
 School
Emma Lindahl Armstrong Jr/Sr HS
Ben Campbell  St. Stephen School (PA)
Lynea Boyer West Shamokin Jr/Sr HS

It seems now every day you drink
But I can only help but think
You try to cope
But I’ve lost all hope
Under the ice we’ll both sink.

Kiersten Hofman West Branch MS
Mia Taylor Wilmington Area MS
Maggie Allison Sharpsville MS
Emma O’Connell McDonald HS

The family I have is my rock
Whom other people love to mock
They put us to shame
As part of their game
But we’ve always been on to talk.

Stella Naymik St. Barnabas School
Anthony Macali John F. Kennedy JHS
Stacy Brown Warren G. Harding HS
Jaylan Johnson McGuffey K-8 School
Amanda Chambers Windham Junior HS

Look up to the bright sky
It is always there, way up high
Your best friend is the cow
When Jack saw, he said wow
You were not ready to die.

Daniel Garcia Windham Junior HS
Jacob Wolf  Boardman Glenwood JHS
Jasmine Ha LaBrae HS
Ethan Baker  Lakeview MS

Jack, none of this is your concern
Jupiter is mine, I confirm
She’s taken from me
She’s all I can see
I want her, I know that’s firm. 

Friday
La’Shawnna Rankin St. Joseph the   
 Provider School
Eleanor Smith Miller South VPA  
 School 
Aidan Evans St. Christine School
Logan Yeager Highland MS
Joseph Morrison Holy Family School

Joseph lost his whole family
He found Jupiter happily
She was taken from him
His life was very dim
Then he lost his life tragically.

Savannah Schaff Salem Junior HS
Camryn Warner Greenville Jr/Sr High
Diana Szenborn Struthers MS
Olivia Poghen St. Christine School
Isadora Waller Campus International  
 School

He was only a boy, all alone
It wasn’t till the Hurds he got home
His love tragically died
His daughter had been pried
At least at the end his love was known.

James Stevenson Greenville Jr/Sr HS
Jack Gulu Valley Christian Schools  
 Lewis Center
Ruby Harrison Maplewood HS (OH)
Grace Li Canfield HS
Abby Miller Mars Area MS

You’ve always been here for me, Jack
Until my dad came to attack
Take care of my daughter
‘Cuz I drowned in the water
I’m glad you’ve always had my back.

Shianna Duecaster Austintown MS
Samantha Smit St. Charles School
Kayleigh Beasley Franklin Jr/Sr HS
Rachel Urchek Maplewood HS
Lauren Gifford  Girard Junior HS (OH)

Always on the move, never at home
That’s what caused Hayley to feel alone
You have shut her out
And filled her with doubt
Even though, she is your flesh and bone. 
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JEREMY SALVNER
MEMORIAL MUSIC AWARDS

SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL
FIRST PRIZE

Joshua Miller
Greenville High School

JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL
FIRST PRIZE

Paige Gaskins
Paris High School
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THE ENGLISH FESTIVAL WRITING 
AWARD FOR TEACHERS

The English Festival Writing Award for Teachers was established to reward teachers for excellence in writing about and 
in response to the YSU English Festival. The submission may be centered on a Festival book, Festival author, and/or Festival 
experience. The entry may be personal, reflective, and/or critical in purpose. It may utilize experiences of the Festival, the 
reactions and responses of students, and/or outside critical or popular sources. 

First Prize Article

The English Festival:  A Single Spark That Can Ignite a Flame
Rochelle Morelli

Jackson Milton High School

Rochelle Morelli
The English Festival Writing  
Award for Teachers winner

Jackson Milton High School

As I look out into the sea of excited 
faces at the English Festival, I can 
see myself in their enthusiasm. I am 
instantly transported back to a simpler 
time. A time when the troubles of the 
outside world were non-existent, when I 
didn’t have to think about the mountain 
of responsibilities I would face each 
day as an adult, a time when my only 
concern was getting through the school 
day and which book I would read next. 
My love for literature began at an early 
age and was carefully fostered by 
my parents and teachers throughout 
my academic years. During these 
early school years, I was placed in an 
advanced Language Arts course where 
my teacher would open a new door into 
the world of literature.

Mrs. Elias loved her job, it was 
clear from the time she spent pouring 
over grammar, diving into literature, 
and encouraging the budding young 
authors in her class. This is where I 
learned that “the pen is mightier than 
the sword.” I could write about whatever 
I wanted, whenever I wanted, for 
whatever reason I wanted. There was 
no judgment, only encouragement 
and gentle direction to improve my 
writing so that my voice could be clearly 
heard. At 15 years of age, I finally had a 
voice. I could plan my thoughts, write 
to clear my head, or write to ease my 
heart. Writing was an outlet to stream 
my thoughts with so many tributaries 

that I found I could utilize it both to 
communicate and to heal.

Middle school is a trying time for 
any adolescent. It is a place where you 
are required to discover who you are 
before you are emotionally prepared.  
You must also learn how to cope with 
the hurtful words of those who don’t 
yet know who they are. We were all 
really just trying to wade through the 
various halls and classrooms which were 
filled with thick uncertainty about our 
identity. The choices we made while 
wading through those halls would 
shape the way we were perceived by 

our peers throughout the rest of our 
high school careers.  Some of us were 
sinking, some of us were swimming, and 
many of us were merely treading water 
looking for some semblance of a life 
preserver to stay afloat.

We were all unsure of what it 
was that we wanted during that time. 
Crutcher wrote, “I think most of us 
tell ourselves we don’t want what we 
think we can’t have just to make life 
bearable” (Staying Fat for Sarah Burns). 
The truth is, what I wanted, what we 
all wanted, was to fit in and to feel like 
we belonged. But, it was so difficult to 
determine exactly where we belonged. 
We convinced ourselves we didn’t really 
want to belong, that we didn’t care if 
we “fit in” with the “popular” kids. We 
determined that if the natural selection 
process into the “haves” didn’t include 
us, then it wasn’t what we really wanted 
anyway and we resigned to being part 
of the “have nots.” So, with a humble 
heart you set out into that sea of your 
peers hoping to make it through your 
day without incident. You spent your 
time looking down at the ground in the 
halls between classes hoping to avoid 
eye contact with someone who could 
decide that day that they didn’t like your 
outfit, your hair, or your existence.

But, if we didn’t get to sail with the 
elite, where could we swim without 
resolving to sink?  For me, that place 
was English class.   That pivotal moment 
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The English Festival Writing Award for Teachers winner, Rochelle 
Morelli, with her students at the YSU English Festival.

etched in time, within a school day that 
seemed like an eternity, where your 
voice was heard, acknowledged, and 
respected.  A small corner on the edge 
of a difficult world where you could 
make eye contact with your teacher 
and peers to discuss how you felt with 
your head held high.  A place where 
you were encouraged to read books 
that would take you on adventures to 
different places, to write words that 
painted a vivid picture for your readers, 
and to create poetry that could become 
music with the accompaniment of a few 
chords. In a shallow world that could 
suffocate your confidence, there was a 
safe place where you could travel, paint, 
sing…and breathe. I could take a deep 
breath in that room and the air was 
fresh and filled with possibilities.

We learned early in the year we 
would be going to the English Festival…
we had no idea what that meant but 
we knew we had a reading list to follow 
and we would be taking a field trip. 
So, we began to read.  We entered the 
room one ordinary day and the teacher 
informed us that she was going to read 
aloud to us from one of the selected 
books.

She sat perched 
on her desk, legs 
crossed and her 
patent leather 
pump dangling 
delicately from her 
foot. Her perfectly 
polished fingernails 
tapped against 
the backdrop of Z 
for Zachariah by 
Robert C. O’Brian. 
As her bright red 
lips separated, she 
began to share a 
complex tale of 
human survival. 
While we were 
obviously not in 
the midst of an 
Apocalypse, it 
occurred to me that 
in these halls, in this 
building, we could 
relate to Ann on a 
personal level…just 
trying to survive. In 
O’Brian’s book Ann 
stated, “I am writing 

this partly to get it clear in my head 
and to help me make up my mind.” I 
had done this with my writing time and 
time again…used it to clear my head, 
organize my thoughts, or to help make 
up my mind about a difficult dilemma.

Later in the book Ann stated, “I just 
realized that, after all this, I still do not 
even know his name.”  How many of 
us didn’t really know the people who 
surrounded us in school?  How many 
times had we let our guard down out 
of desperation for friendship? How 
many of us merely needed to discover 
the strength within us and muster the 
courage to be ourselves? We were at an 
age where learning to trust and trying 
to survive often overlapped in the 
grand scheme of adolescent life. It was 
during this time I learned how to read 
below the surface of a text for deeper 
meaning and understanding. I could 
identify with the characters through 
analysis of their situation and literature 
became a meaningful outlet for making 
connections and self reflection.

Upon learning to find courage 
through literature, I also learned to 
find strength. “I’ve had plenty of Stotan 
moments, I thought to myself. I’ve 

had to overcome a lot in order to be 
as strong as I am today. A Stotan is 
someone who is extremely strong, I 
think, and everyone says I’m pretty 
strong. But do I want to let myself be 
vulnerable and exposed like Ashley 
just was?” (Chris Crutcher, Stotan!). A 
young girl that everyone thought was 
so popular and put together allowed 
others into her world and she became 
stronger as a result. Was it possible I 
could use my writing as a way for others 
to understand me and find the strength 
within to share it? If everyone could 
open up and share a piece of himself or 
herself, we could help one another to 
figure out who we really were.  After all, 
weren’t we all in the same boat?

Writing is a powerful tool. It can 
help to show you who you are if you are 
willing to look in the mirror and reflect 
upon what you see. It can also show 
others who you are if you can muster 
the courage to share it and they are 
willing to look into your mirror without 
prejudice. I realized that just as my peers 
didn’t really know me, I didn’t really 
know or understand any of them. What 
elements were hidden deep beneath 
the surface? If every class could have 
been like the class in Stotan!, “When 
the bell rang at 2:45 that school day, 
twenty-odd students had all shared 
moments of strength and weakness. 
And all had proven to be Stotans.”  If 
only we could all be that brave.

Little did I know I was about to 
enter a world where students from all 
over the area felt the same way about 
the written word. Students who loved 
to read, and write, and hold discussions 
about literature…enter, the English 
Festival.   Kilcawley Center was a boat 
filled with students my same age that 
were all staying afloat in school with 
life preservers crafted from pens, paper, 
and literature. I had found my wardrobe, 
this was my Narnia. “I expect you have 
seen someone put a lighted match to 
a bit of newspaper which is propped 
up in a grate against an unlit fire. And 
for a second nothing seems to have 
happened; and then you notice a tiny 
streak of flame creeping along the edge 
of the newspaper. It was like that now.” 
(C.S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the 
Wardrobe).  A sea of unfamiliar faces 
who had all read the same works of 
literature and they were ready to share 
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what they had learned with complete 
strangers. Each prompt throughout 
the day sparked a new discussion that 
ignited a flame inside each one of us 
while we shared our passion for reading 
and writing.  The author, whose words 
had inspired me to speak my truth and 
have compassion for those who were 
living their truth, was standing a few 
feet from where I sat. Chris Crutcher 
signed books and spoke from the 
heart and I was in awe at the idea 
that the hands that had written that 
story were now shaking mine. I was 
nervous at the moment and mustered 
a simple, “Thank you for being here,” 
but my heart wanted to say, “Thank you 
for understanding our struggle and 
inspiring us with your words.”

With each activity that day came 
new friends from different places. I had 
the opportunity to see that there was 
so much more was out there in the 
world than the house in which I lived 
and the building in which I attended 
school.  There would come a time when 
I would finish my days of education 
with the peers that happened to live 
in the same school zone and I would 
have the opportunity to create lasting 
relationships with people who were 
willing to take the time to look into 
my mirror and appreciate what they 
saw. I held on to that hope through 
high school, I continued to attend the 
English Festival each year, and entered 
college prior to my graduation to study 
Language Arts at Youngstown State 
University.  It seemed fitting that I would 
attend school for my college education 
in the place where my love for language 

arts blossomed. C.S. Lewis wrote, 
“And so for a time it looked as if all the 
adventures were coming to an end; but 
that was not to be” (The Lion, the Witch 
and the Wardrobe). My days attending 
the festival as a student had come to an 
end, but the festival continues to live on 
in all of us.

After earning my degree from 
Youngstown State University, I took my 
place at the front of my own Advanced 
Language Arts classroom.  Perched 
on my desk with my legs crossed and 
a festival book in my hands I smiled 
and said, “Class, we will be going to 
the English Festival this year…believe 
me when I tell you that it will be an 
experience you’ll never forget.”

The years have passed and I 
continue to believe in the positive 
impact the festival makes in a 
student’s life. I have come full circle in 
my classroom experiences with the 
festival, and I have also come full circle 
in my experience with the festival 
itself. Each activity of the day presents 
opportunities for new friendships 
with other educators and volunteers 
attending that day. Each year, Dr. 
Salvner greets me with a smile, a hug, 
and a “thumbs up” to start my festival 
day. Dr. Salvner was once my professor 
of adolescent literature during my 
college years. He helped this awkward 
young girl struggle through text 
analysis and to discover how to instill 
an appreciation of these works in my 
students. Over the years he has become 
a mentor and a friend. He has managed 
to inspire thousands through the years 
with his infectious enthusiasm for the 

written word during this “little writing 
contest” that has taken on a life of 
itsown.

This year Chris Crutcher returned 
to the festival, 26 years from my first 
interaction with him. I was just as 
inspired to listen to his lecture, shake 
his hand, get his autograph, and hold a 
genuine discussion with him regarding 
his literature. The adult me had the 
opportunity to ask genuine questions of 
an author regarding the very books that 
inspired the adolescent me. Where else 
does that opportunity present itself for 
a small town English teacher from Ohio?

I was once an enthusiastic student 
sitting out in that sea of chairs attending 
the festival for the very first time. Now 
when I facilitate the Writing Games, I 
stand on that stage and look out into 
that sea of faces attending the festival 
for the very first time and I can feel 
their overwhelming excitement. I see 
myself in their faces and I am instantly 
transported back to a “simpler” time. I 
approach the microphone with joy in 
my heart and speak, “Welcome to the 
English Festival, I’m so happy you’re 
here today!”
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Kate Shaner
Senior High School
Cardinal Mooney High School
First Prize

Abby Rambler
Junior High School
Miller South Visual Performing Arts School
First Prize

Chris Crutcher
THOMAS AND CAROL GAY LECTURER

For more information  
on this speaker, please visit  
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Laurie Halse Anderson
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on this speaker, please visit  
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Kekla Magoon
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on this speaker, please visit  
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