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Welcome! 

 

• Introductions  

(name & a favorite book or story growing up) 

Roadmap: 

• Review of coming of age genre 

• Approaches for interpreting literature (review) 

• Exploration and discussion of  “The Jacket”  

and “Bastard Out of Carolina”  

• Connecting the dots across our recent 3 authors 

• Preview and preparation for our next session 



Goals for the short course: review 

• Explore the literary coming of age genre 

• Read, discuss, analyze the texts 

individually and as a set 

• Deepen the meaning of the text through 

active reading 

• Realize new insights about the texts, the 

genre and the human condition 

• Have fun! 



Guidelines for our group 

• Come with the spirit of ongoing learning 

• Primary focus will be on the texts and active 

inquiry, not our “life texts” 

• Raise your hand with questions, contributions 

• We won’t be comprehensive in our conversations, 

but we can “park” questions and issues 

• I will keep us moving forward with attention to 

time and our goals 

 



Your turn: review together &  

in your own words…. 

Write down an answer to these prompts, working with 

others at your table, and based on last week’s session:  

1) The coming of age genre is a story that focuses on: 

2) An example of this genre in literature is: 

3) Some of the themes or issues that this genre can 

include are: 

4) Reading this genre can be a powerful experience for 

readers because: 

5) One question I can ask—or one thing I can do—to 

engage with the text as an active reader is: 

 



Coming of age genre—what is it? 

Coming of age: a story that relates an adolescent’s 

movement toward adulthood and the corresponding 

awakening to a new understanding of his or herself and the 

world around him or her. 

 

 



Coming of Age: some characteristics 

• Psychological loss of innocence of the protagonist (age 

10-20) 

• Confrontation with the adult world 

• Moral challenges 

• Individual needs and desires vs. external 

pressures/expectations/norms 

• Failure/disappointment/awake to limitations 

• Acceptance of the complexities and “grayness” of the 

world 

• Awareness of the Self 



Themes for the short course 
Money , class 

and 
socioeconomic 

status 

Mentors and 
positive/negative 

role models 

Relationship 
to, and 

separation 
from, parents 
and  family 

Cultural and 
racial  

background 
and 

expectations 

Love  and 
sexuality/gender 

norms 

Friendship and 
role of peers 

 

protagonist 



We will analyze each text with a particular focus 

to these themes 

Text: 

Something, such as a literary work or other cultural 

product, regarded as an object of critical analysis 

 

Active Reading: 

 Comment in the 

margins 

 Consider 

questions before 

during and after 

 Look for meaning, 

connections 

 



Framework for analysis 

What’s going on with the protagonist?  What is the tone of 

the text (happy, sad, resigned, content)? 

 

 What words, phrases, sentences or paragraphs seem to be 

especially revealing about the protagonist’s inner and outer 

journey? 

  

What are the objects, people or places that are significant 

on this journey?  Why or how are they significant? 

 

What might the components in the story symbolize in the 

coming of age process beyond the story itself?  



Gary Soto 

Background 

 Born 1952 in Fresno, CA 

 Mexican-American parents who were farm laborers 

 Father died when Gary was 5 

 Unmotivated student, but fell in love with poetry and 

fiction as a young adult 

 Has published 11 books of poetry, is a writer of fiction, 

essays, memoirs, young adult books, children’s books 

 Award-winning writer and advocate for reading 

 

“The Jacket” 

• Published in a collection called “Small Faces” in 1986 

• Fiction or memoir? 

• Writing influenced by the people and urban community 

in Fresno where he grew up 

 



From Gary Soto: 

 

“I’m also a listener. I hear lines of 
poetry issue from the mouths of 
seemingly ordinary people. And, as a 
writer, my duty is not to make people 
perfect, particularly Mexican 
Americans. I’m not a cheerleader. I’m 
one who provides portraits of people in 
the rush of life.” 



First half of “The Jacket”… 

What’s going on with the protagonist?  What is the tone of 

the text (happy, sad, resigned, content)? 

What could make this a portrait in the “rush of life”?  What 

are you able to glean about the role that money—or lack 

of money—plays in the protagonist’s life? 

 What words, phrases, sentences or paragraphs seem to 

be especially revealing about the protagonist’s inner and 

outer journey? 

What are the objects, people or places that are significant 

on this journey?  Why or how are they significant? 

 



Second half of “The Jacket”.. 

• What is his relationship to his parents?  Why is this 

significant, given where he is in life right now? 

 

• What about mentor or role models in this story—what or 

who are they? 

 

• Describe the trajectory of his inner journey in terms of his 

relationship to the jacket over the course of the story—

they both change.  How do they change? 

 

• How do you interpret the last line of the text? 

 

 



Analyzing—taking the text apart and 

seeing how the discrete components fit 

together to create a whole 

Author’s 

context 

Text 

Coming of 

age 

conventions 

Reader’s 

context 



Dorothy Allison 
Background 

 Born 1949 in Greenville, SC 

 Oldest child of unwed teenage mom 

 First member of family to graduate high school 

 Completed graduate school and became activist 

focusing her efforts around abuse and sexual violence, 

class issues, lesbianism and feminist concerns 

 She describes herself as “a feminist,  

a working class story teller, a Southern expatriate, a 

sometime poet and a happily born-again Californian.” 

 

“Bastard out of Carolina” 

• Semi-autobiographical novel published in 1992 

• Candid depiction of rape, abuse and poverty from 

point of view of young female protagonist named Bone 

• Finalist for National Book Award 

• Turned into film in 1996 

• Translated into 12 languages 

 



First half of “Bastard out of Carolina”… 

What’s going on with the protagonist?  

What role does money—or lack of money—play in this 

episode of the protagonist’s life? 

 What words, phrases, sentences or paragraphs seem to 

be especially revealing about the protagonist’s inner and 

outer journey? 

What are the objects, people or places that are significant 

on this journey?  Why or how are they significant? 

 



Second half of “Bastard out of Carolina”.. 

• What is her relationship to her mother? Why is this significant, 

given where Bone is in her life right now, during this episode? 

 

• What about mentor or role models in this story—what or who 

are they? 

 

• Describe the trajectory of her inner journey in this story, 

focusing specifically on her reaction to getting caught stealing. 

 

• How is her description of her reaction to the store manager 

revealing in what it tell us about her and the world around her? 

 

 



From the Foreward by Gary Soto 

“There is no mystery to our human 

responses.   We know enough to recognize 

greed, jealousy, love, slighted love, 

boredom, fear, and excitement.   We react in 

similar ways to similar emotions” (ix). 

 
Where can you trace similar emotions and similar reactions 

across the work of Cisneros, Soto and Allison?   How could 

you “read” these stories as deeply personal, but also 

universal in the experiences or feelings they depict? 



For next time: 

In the “Coming of Age in America” anthology: 

• Read “What Means Switch” by Gish Jen  (p.175)) 

• Read excerpt from “This Boy’s Life” by Tobias Wolff (p.197) 

 

• Themes to focus us: 

cultural/racial expectations (implicit and explicit) 

friendship 

love and sexuality/gender 

parents 

mentors 
 

How would you describe the protagonists’ inner journeys in these short 
snapshots of their lives?  Can you trace with words the various feelings 
and twists and turns of their experiences? 

Which protagonist ends up learning the most?  Why? 



 



 



 



 


