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 41.3 million people, or 13% of the U.S. population, are immigrants from another country 

(Zong and Batalova).  Upon arriving in the U.S., they face numerous challenges as they seek to 

navigate life in a new country with a foreign culture and a different language that often fails to 

recognize any education or job experience they may have gained abroad and that frequently 

harbors hostility toward new arrivals.  They frequently encounter the “dangerous parochialism in 

many sections of the nation” and “growing xenophobia” that leads domestic-born Americans to 

regard them with wary suspicion at best and outright hateful prejudice at worst (Hansen 13).  In 

light of the reality of the significant number of immigrants in the U.S. and the difficulties they 

face when they arrive, I argue that young adult novels about immigrants should be taught in 

school classrooms, in order to increase empathy for immigrants among domestic-born students 

and create a more welcoming community.    

While any form of literature can be used to teach students to think critically, a number of 

education scholars note the power of using multicultural literature to teach youth to think 

critically about groups of people with different backgrounds than themselves.  Joyce Hansen 

asserts that in the context of the anti-outsider sentiment pervasive in our nation, multicultural 

literature can be a potent tool that “exposes students to a wide range of human experience and 

helps them realize that our similarities outweigh our differences” (Hansen 13).  Judith A. Haynes 

and Sarah M. Burns quote D.R. Woods, who claims that “the study of culture [in multicultural 
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young adult literature] is a valuable endeavor that can bridge cultural divides by offering deeper 

more authentic understanding of cultures other than our own” (Woods, quoted in Hayn and 

Burns 136).  KaaVonia Hinton and Gail Dickinson suggest that multicultural young adult 

literature can be used to allow students from marginalized groups the opportunity to see 

portrayals of themselves (which could be empowering for immigrant students in a classroom 

reading immigrant young adult literature), but they also assert that it can be used “as a…window 

for all students” into a reality outside their own and “to bring issues of race, gender, and class to 

the forefront” (Hinton and Dickinson 4).  They explain that multicultural literature can not only 

give students the opportunity to gain perspective on people of various different backgrounds, but 

it can also let them begin to explore with the challenges experienced by people from historically 

and currently marginalized groups.  Ultimately, this exploration can lead to “empathy” (Hinton 

and Dickinson 5).  

 John H. Ritter, a young adult novelist, offers quotes from two other young adult novelists 

who provide explanations for how literature can help readers learn empathy.  “The reader 

becomes immersed in the fictional world you have created,” asserts Catharine Ryan Hyde, “and 

takes it on—if only briefly—as reality” (quoted in Ritter 10).  David Lubar agrees, saying that 

“in a novel, a reader has invested a substantial amount of his own time and emotion.  The 

characters have become part of his life.  The fictional world has merged with his world” (quoted 

in Ritter 10).  A novel allows a reader to vicariously experience the world that a character 

inhabits and learn what that world is like.  If the world of novel involves marginalization based 

on race, religion, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, or class, the reader gets a taste, however small and 

fleeting, of what that marginalization might be like.  That small taste can ideally become the 

basis for empathy.   

Comment [j8]: If you need to clarify something 
in a quote you can add in information using 
brackets. 

Comment [j9]: If you are using a source that 
quotes another source and you want to use the 
source that was quoted, this is how you do the 
citation.  In this example, a book by Hayn and Burns 
was the source, and they quoted Woods in their 
book. 

Comment [j10]: This sentence essentially puts 
the quote from the previous sentence into different 
words, making sure that the quote is explained well. 

Comment [j11]: This paragraph starts with the 
idea that multicultural young adult literature can 
help readers learn to think critically about people 
from diverse backgrounds and builds up to the idea 
that such critical thinking can ultimately lead to 
empathy. 

Comment [j12]: This paragraph transitions from 
the last paragraph by focusing on how exactly 
multicultural literature can promote empathy. 

Comment [j13]: Words like “asserts,” “argues,” 
“notes,” “explains,” “discusses,” “suggests,” 
“implies,” etc. can be helpful for introducing quotes 
from your sources. 

Comment [j14]: You can also use words such as 
“agrees,” “echoes,” “disputes,” “disagrees,” 
“emphasizes,” “highlights,” “underscores” etc. to 
show how the opinions offered in different sources 
relate to each other and/or how they relate to your 
own argument. 

Comment [j15]: This sentence summarizes the 
main point of the last two quotes… 

Comment [j16]: …and this sentence connects it 
specifically to multicultural literature… 

Comment [j17]: …and this sentence connects it 
back to empathy. 



Bieber 3 
 

Jennifer Graff offers a similar hopeful prognosis based on her work teaching educators 

about using immigrant literature in the classroom.  She highlights the transformative “effects 

texts have on people’s attitudes and behaviors,” and then proceeds to assert that “these effects 

can then affect people’s social relations” (Graff 127).  Madeline Hron echoes her sentiment, 

arguing that “our limited understanding of immigrant suffering may have effects in real life: in 

public attitudes towards immigrants,” and, by converse, that increasing our understanding of the 

challenges faced by immigrants (and other marginalized groups) can result in more favorable 

public attitudes and toward those groups (Hron xii).  These authors thus suggest that reading 

novels about immigrants can help foster empathy in students by giving them a glimpse into 

immigrant experiences, and this empathy may even translate into more favorable, welcoming 

attitudes toward immigrants.  Based on these assertions, I propose that literature can be a vehicle 

for promoting domestic Americans’ empathy towards immigrants, and therefore, young adult 

literature about immigrants should be taught in school classrooms in the U.S. 
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