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Who we are 

�  Audrey A. Fisch is Professor of English and 
Coordinator of Secondary English Education at 
New Jersey City University. 

 
�  Susan Chenelle is a former lead English teacher 

and current Supervisor of Curriculum and 
Instruction at University Academy Charter High 
School in Jersey City, New Jersey.  

Tweet us @UsingInfoText #NJCTE 



What we’ve done 

We are the authors of the Using Informational Text 
series from Rowman & Littlefield Education:  
 

Using Informational Text to 
Teach To Kill a Mockingbird 
(2014); Using Informational Text 
to Teach A Raisin in the Sun 
(2016); Using Informational Text 
to Teach The Great Gatsby (in 
progress) 

Connecting Across Disciplines: Collaborating with 
Informational Text (2016) focuses on how language 
arts teachers can work with their content area peers. 

Tweet us @UsingInfoText #NJCTE 



A response to the Common Core and  
the focus on informational text 



Our approach 

Teachers need to be able to incorporate 
nonfiction in ways that are 
meaningful and substantive, and 
enhance rather than take away 
from their teaching of literature. 



From CCSS to NJSLS:  
What has changed? What is the same? 

•  Informational text is now nonfiction 

•  Connections between and among texts are key! 

•  Added focus on global texts and history in grades 11-12  

•  Added focus in writing on metacognition/self-correction 
and discipline-specific tasks, purposes, and audiences 

•  Want to know more? Check out the CCSS-NJSLS 
crosswalk:  

http://www.nj.gov/education/cccs/2016/ela/crosswalk.pdf 

Tweet us @UsingInfoText  



Why Gatsby? 

�  at or near the top of various lists 
of the most commonly taught 
texts in high school in the United 
States 

�  chock-full of the kind of literary 
symbols and literary language that 
so many English teachers find 
compelling 

�  engages that most basic American 
theme, the American Dream 



 
What do students today think? 

“Honestly , I never finished Gatsby. I read half of it and 
then gave up because I just did not enjoy it. I 
sparknoted the rest of the novel to get by in class. I did 
not like the hype surrounding it at the time either, 
because the movie with Leonardo DiCaprio had just 
come out and everyone was making it out to be 
something amazing and it just fell short for me. The only 
theme that I can vaguely remember about Gatsby was 
the green light across the water holding a meaning 
deeper than it just being a green light. But, I do not 
remember what the deeper meaning was.” 
 



 
What do students today think? 

“Yes, we studied it my junior year of high school. Yes, I 
read the novel, but I do not remember much of it. It 
was pleasurable in some areas, but difficult to read 
alone at first. I enjoyed discussing it in class. There was 
the American dream theme, chasing lost dreams, and 
the wealthy upper class society. We also talked about 
there being a lot of symbolism. Other than that, I don't 
recall much.” 



 
Penny Kittle: “Why Students Don’t Read What’s Assigned in Class”  



 
Purpose and Essential Questions 

�  As Cris Tovani notes (2000), it is all too common that 
without a clear purpose for reading, even relatively 
diligent and well-intentioned students learn to “fake-
read” early on, as she did, and are able to get by doing so 
all the way through high school (4-5).   

�  Unless we foreground the big ideas and essential 
questions we hope to address in relation to the text 
(Wiggins and McTighe 2014; Burke 2010), students are 
likely to have little sense of the purpose of their reading. 



 
Our Essential Questions 

�  Why Should We Care about Economic Inequality? 
�  What Is Tom Buchanan Worried about - Is 

Civilization “Going to Pieces”? 
�  Does Money Make People, Like Tom, Mean? 
�  Who Is to Blame in the Black Sox Scandal and in 

Gatsby? 
�  Everyone Is Drinking, So Why Does Prohibition 

Matter in Gatsby? 



Nativism in the Age of Trump – The Latest Example 



Here’s what King said on CNN: 

There’s an American culture, American civilization. It’s 
raised within these children in these American homes. 
That’s one of the reasons why we require that the 
president of the United States be raised with an American 
experience. We’ve also aborted nearly 60 million babies in 
this country since 1973. 
  
There’s been this effort we’re going to have to replace 
that void with somebody else’s babies. That’s the push to 
bring in much illegal immigration into America, living in 
enclaves, refusing to assimilate into the American culture 
and civilization. 
 



White nationalism jumps right out of Gatsby 

“You make me feel uncivilized, Daisy,” I confessed …. 
 
I meant nothing by this remark, but it was taken up in an unexpected way. 
“Civilization’s going to pieces,” broke out Tom violently. “I’ve gotten to be a 
terrible pessimist about things. Have you read `The Rise of the Colored 
Empires’ by this man Goddard?” … 
 
“Well, it’s a fine book, and everybody ought to read it. The idea is if we 
don’t look out the white race will be—will be utterly submerged. It’s all 
scientific stuff; it’s been proved....” 
 
“This fellow has worked out the whole thing. It’s up to us, who are the 
dominant race, to watch out or these other races will have control of 
things.” 
 



Goddard Is Lothrop Stoddard 

•  well-known advocate of white supremacy in the 1920s 
•  ideas were widely spread by the media 
•  cited by President Harding 



From Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color 

One fact should be clearly understood: If America is not true to her own race-
soul, she will inevitably lose it…. 
  
If we cheat our country and the world of the splendid promise of American 
life, we shall have no one to blame but ourselves, and we shall deserve, not 
pity, but contempt…. 
  
Out of the prehistoric shadows the white races pressed to the front and proved 
in myriad ways their fitness for the hegemony of mankind. Gradually they 
forged a common civilization; then, …they spread over the earth, filling its 
empty spaces with their superior breeds…. 
  
All these marvellous achievements were due solely to superior heredity, and 
the mere maintenance of what had been won depended absolutely upon the 
prior maintenance of race-values….  
 



 
How Audrey’s students, Tatiana Reyes and Chrystal Mateo, 
hooked students into this lesson on Stoddard and Gatsby 



Who was Trump retweeting? 



Who was Trump retweeting? 



Other media connections to hook our students 

discrimination has become less blatant? 
Why and how do you think housing 
discrimination continues, despite laws like 
the not changed in the United States since 
that time. Use evidence from Raisin and 
the HUD report in your response. 

•  A variety of cover images for Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color Against White 
World Supremacy are available through a Google images search. Comparative 
analysis of these can be used as an intriguing opening activity, but we also suggest 
using these images for our culminating class activity. 

•  The Century, a documentary on America in the 20th century hosted by Peter 
Jennings, particularly the end of the 2nd segment and beginning of the 3rd segment 
on the 1920s, discusses the rise of anti-immigrant sentiment and the Ku Klux Klan 
as an expression of the anxiety felt among white society over the rapid changes 
brought by modern life.  

•  A three-minute segment by Reading Through History also offers an overview of 
nativism in the 1920s with a great variety of photos and illustrations, focusing on 
hostility toward Jews, Germans, and southern Italians, and the subsequent legal 
restrictions on immigration, while a one-minute video from the PTCHistory 
channel on YouTube focuses more specifically on the KKK and laws that restricted 
immigration. 



Writing and discussion: What is the significance 
of the people on the margins in Gatsby? 

discrimination has become less blatant? 
Why and how do you think housing 
discrimination continues, despite laws like 
the not changed in the United States since 
that time. Use evidence from Raisin and 
the HUD report in your response. 

1. Discuss: While Gatsby is a novel concerned with the lives of wealthy 
white people, it is also populated along the margins with characters who 
are specifically identified as different in terms of race, ethnicity, and class. 
Consider both the marginal characters who appear briefly within the novel 
and the secondary characters. How are these characters represented and 
identified? What sort of language is used to describe them? What do they 
add to the novel? Why, especially for the marginal characters, do you think 
Fitzgerald includes them and chooses to describe and identify them as he 
does? How does attention to them and to their race, ethnic, or class 
identity add to your understanding of the world of white privilege at the 
center of Gatsby? Use Table E-1 to record your analysis.   
  



Writing and discussion: What is the significance 
of the people on the margins in Gatsby? 

discrimination has become less blatant? 
Why and how do you think housing 
discrimination continues, despite laws like 
the not changed in the United States since 
that time. Use evidence from Raisin and 
the HUD report in your response. 

 2. Discuss: Consider the ways in which Stoddard and Roberts would 
describe and discuss the characters you have analyzed above. Would they 
consider these characters white? Would they consider them a threat to 
white civilization? Why or why not? Use Table E-2 to record your 
analysis.   
  
3. Write: Pick two or three of the characters you have discussed. Who are 
these people? How do they operate in relation to or on the margins of the 
world of white privilege in Gatsby? What do they reveal about the wealthy 
white world at the center in Gatsby? Do they represent a threat to that 
world and to white civilization? What do you think Fitzgerald hopes to 
accomplish by including these characters in his novel? Use evidence from 
Stoddard, Roberts, and Gatsby in your response. 



Informational texts allow students to see why these literary texts 
matter and provide ways to think and talk about difficult issues 

In our work with A Raisin in the Sun, where we put 
Hansberry’s play into conversation with an account of the 
violence associated with desegregating the Trumbull Park 
Homes in Chicago, students wrote: 

� the informational text “made the play more relevant … to 
understand racial discrimination.”  
� “My favorite part was when we got to understand real 
discrimination, facts, and actual stories.”  
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