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Chapter 25 

Becoming Upstanders 

Humanizing Faces of Poverty Using Literature in a Middle School Classroom 

By Wendy Zagray Warren 

 

 

Tackling an Elephant: A Rationale for Teaching About Poverty 

One afternoon, standing in the locker bays of the public middle school where I taught seventh 

graders, I began chatting with Casey, a student in one of my classes. We often talked during this 

time, sharing the details of our days. This particular afternoon, seemingly out of the blue, he said, 

“Ms. Warren, I’m trailer trash. I live in a trailer.” 

Taken aback, I paused, and drawing on the quick thinking skills teachers so often have to 

practice, I said, “Casey, to my way of thinking, no human can be trash.” 

He shrugged silently as he banged his locker closed and waved good-bye to make his 

way home to the trailer he shared with a mom who loved and protected him. I stood there 

wondering what had raised this issue for him. How and why he had taken on this stereotype? 
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I thought back to a 2005 Phi Delta Kappan column called “And the Winner Is.” Author 

Bobby Ann Starnes offered a poignant description of the effects of class stereotypes that 

surround us and seep into our pores. She told the story of her niece who lives in the mountains of 

Appalachia. She wrote, “One day, [my niece] was telling her mother about an argument she’d 

had with a girl at school. ‘She’s just a piece of white trash living in that junky doublewide on the 

side of a mountain,’ she said, venom dripping from every word.” Starnes’s sister, horrified, had 

to remind her daughter that they too lived in a trailer on the side of a mountain. 

These examples of internalized prejudice reminded me of the power of the media images 

that surround us. The community in which I taught had many people living in poverty. Where 

were my students going to learn to counter these stereotypes? I decided my classroom had to be 

the place. I taught language arts, and, after all, my students had to write and speak about 

something. I could think of no topic more important than one that might shatter their stereotypes, 

potentially impacting how they treat others in their own community and perhaps the ways they 

think about themselves. 

Finding a Way In 

Sometimes I have let teachable moments slip right by. My students have made comments that I 

recognized as dehumanizing to a group of people, and I chose, in the moment, to ignore them, 

knowing that stopping to address a slur would change the course of carefully laid curricular plans 

or lead into difficult conversations I did not feel prepared to handle. I have come to realize, 

however, that what I allow, I teach. If I choose not to address a comment that I hear in the 

hallway, the teacher’s lounge, or the classroom, I am teaching that the comment is acceptable. 
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I carried Casey’s comment with me but had not yet found the courage, or a point of entry, 

to ask my students to think and write about issues of class. Then, one day, an opportunity 

presented itself. It came unexpectedly, as these moments often do. 

Students in my classes had been wrestling with the human capacities for love and hate 

through a study of Nazism and the Holocaust. They were able to cite examples of 

dehumanization in events leading up to the Holocaust, some of which clearly involved the use of 

propaganda. I’ve learned that history has more relevance to my students when concepts are 

applied to a present-day context, so we also looked at contemporary examples of images that 

might be considered propaganda, and students were able to identify messages of dehumanization 

in those images as well. Thinking on my feet, and wanting my students to consider 

dehumanizing choices they may make regarding their own behavior as well, I asked if they 

thought there were groups of people dehumanized in our school. What happened next floored 

me. They produced a list rapid fire, without hesitation and apparently without shame: Mexicans. 

Asians. Indians. African Americans. Jews. People with brown skin. People who are hurt and in a 

cast or who are disabled. People with tattoos or piercings. People who drive old cars. Teachers. 

People who wear ratty clothes. Hobos. People who are fat or skinny. Environmentalists. 

The list filled a page. As the conversation continued, I tried to hide my shock. With no 

more than a nudge, these words usually hidden from the eyes and ears of teachers came pouring 

out into the daylight of my classroom. 

The word hobo appeared on the list, and I was puzzled by the connotations seemingly 

associated with it. Perhaps this was the opportunity I had been waiting for to address the 

stereotypes associated with poverty that underlay Casey’s proclamation that he was trailer trash. 
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Careful Questioning 

I realized that my students must have a very different understanding of the word hobo than I did. 

Rather than rushing to judgment about what seemed to be a misunderstanding of the term, I 

decided to pose some questions. Asking questions, sometimes even leaving them hanging in the 

air, without expecting immediate answers, is one way I have found to allow space for students to 

think deeply about their values and recognize their cultural perspectives. With these questions, I 

hope to challenge students, and myself, to think critically, probing what we see around us, 

learning to look for perspectives other than our own. 

“What do you mean when you say ‘hobo’?” I asked. As we talked, I came to understand 

that my students were using the term to refer to any person who was homeless. And there was 

judgment attached. A hobo was a person to be feared and scorned. Further answers revealed that 

the fear was rooted in stereotypes my students had developed about people living in poverty. 

Somehow, this group had become demonized in their minds, joining the ranks of the “bad guys.” 

Conversations about class are taboo in many circles. These conversations require people 

to face hard truths about the United States, to confront the myth of meritocracy as demonstrated 

in the nation as a whole and in our own neighborhoods, and to think critically about personal 

responsibility. This conversation would be difficult for many adults, and here I was asking 12- 

and 13-year-olds to engage in it. Complicating the issue, some of the students sitting in that 

classroom, perhaps even leading the discussion, were poor. Choosing to ignore these topics 

because they are difficult to navigate, however, comes at a great cost to all of us, especially to 

students like Casey. 
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A Step Removed: Fiction as a Teaching Tool 

When topics hit so close to my students’ lives, I find they can sometimes be approached most 

tenderly through fiction. By both reading and writing fiction, where actions and consequences 

are one step removed from the real world, students can think through issues that apply to their 

own lives. Fiction also provides a way of talking about these issues. We are, after all, talking 

about characters in a book rather than ourselves. 

With this in mind, I arrived in class the next day carrying the illustrated book Fly Away 

Home by Eve Bunting (1991), hoping it would create an entry point for a discussion about 

poverty. The book’s main characters, a 6-year-old boy and his father, live in an airport. They try 

not to be noticed. They dress carefully, all in blue: blue jeans, blue shirts, and blue jackets. They 

create lists to be sure they sleep in a different terminal each night. Partway through the story, the 

boy’s father boards a bus for his daily commute to work. When his father is away, the boy is 

cared for by another family that lives in the airport. That family also has a young son. The two 

boys have a conversation about their longing for a home, vowing that whoever gets one first will 

invite the other’s family to come and live there too. The sting of irony that these boys spend their 

days watching people arrive from their travels, hugging family members who have come to drive 

them home, is palpable. 

I find that open-ended questions reveal the most what my students are thinking. I also try 

to ask questions that won’t embarrass them. Few of us feel comfortable even acknowledging our 

own rough edges, including the stereotypes we carry, let alone admitting them in public. So 

rather than beginning by asking my students to name stereotypes they had about homeless 

people, I waited until after we read Fly Away Home, and then I asked what stereotypes about 

homelessness and poverty were broken for them by the characters in the story. They reported that 
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they liked the characters; they didn’t find them at all scary. Instead, the characters seemed like 

people they know. They weren’t dirty; they washed themselves in the airport bathrooms and had 

a change of clothes. They didn’t beg for money; in fact, both the father and the son worked. The 

tiny boy helped people carry their luggage, and the father worked as a janitor. And they wanted a 

home. 

We struggled together to find a working definition of poverty and agreed on this: People 

who are poor are not consistently able to meet at least one of their basic needs. I began to tread 

lightly, sensitive to the fact that some of my students’ families currently were in that very 

position, whereas other students would be shocked to learn that poverty might be experienced by 

people they knew. 

The story helped us talk about reasons people might become homeless. The boy’s mother 

had died; we considered the cost of medical emergencies. As the conversation evolved, the 

examples my students shared came increasingly from their home lives and personal experiences. 

Several of their fathers recently had been laid off and were away from home, working in oil 

fields on the Montana–Wyoming border or in Alaska or anyplace they could find a job. During 

our weekly sharing time, I heard the excitement in their voices on the rare weekends when their 

fathers were able to come home for a visit. 

Bearing Witness: The Role of Nonfiction 

In the midst of difficult conversations about poverty, sometimes the dominant, deficit-laced 

narrative appears in student reactions, as it did when one of my students called out, “Hobos are 

lazy. They choose to be homeless!” Statements like these are, perhaps, attempts to find a way out 

of discomfort, allowing students, as well as adults, to absolve themselves from taking 

responsibility for issues like homelessness. Those of us who have never experienced poverty 
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may never have had opportunities to hear the stories of people for whom poverty has been all too 

real. So although reading a fictional story like Fly Away Home is often a safe starting point for 

conversation, some students might dismiss it as a work of fiction. 

Had my students not so easily named groups dehumanized in our school community, I 

may never have considered the possibility that the pedagogical strategies I used when studying 

the Holocaust might also be applied to facilitate inquiry into other issues of inhumanity. Once 

that connection was made, however, I began to find more ways to transfer pedagogical 

techniques and terminologies. 

Testimony, for example, is a common way of encouraging students to personalize the 

stories of Holocaust survivors. It can be easy to dehumanize people with whom we have had no 

experience. Hearing personal testimony, nonfictional stories of people’s lives, makes this kind of 

dismissal more difficult. I wondered how to apply this model so that the student who thought he 

“knew” that people chose to be homeless might be invited to consider poverty from a different 

perspective. 

I had limited access to speakers who had survived the Holocaust, so I relied on testimony 

from the DVD included in Echoes and Reflections (2006), a holocaust curriculum that is a joint 

effort of the Anti-Defamation League, the USC Shoah Foundation, and Yad Vashem. I have 

found that these sorts of video and audio recordings provide an opportunity to hear from, rather 

than conjecture about, the lives of people who might not be sitting in the room. 

I didn’t know anyone who was homeless who might actually speak in class. It didn’t 

seem likely that any of my students would speak about their experiences with poverty—the 

attitudes that had been expressed clearly didn’t make that a safe thing to reveal. One morning on 

the way to work, I heard an episode of NPR’s StoryCorp about a woman who lost her job with 
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the state suddenly and unexpectedly, just before retirement (NPR, 2011). Unable to find another 

job, she lost her home. During this short audio broadcast, she described being in a position in 

which she never thought she would find herself; she asked people on the street for money in 

order to buy her daughter a birthday card. 

My students listened attentively to this story. Then I asked them to write a short response 

about what stereotypes had been broken for them in what they just heard. One student wrote, “It 

makes me realize that everyone has a story, homeless people too.” Another wrote, “It makes me 

think of the hard times I know a lot of families are going through right now.” 

A common stereotype about seventh graders is that they are egocentric, that few are 

capable of feeling or expressing empathy. Perhaps the truth is that on the basis of this 

assumption, we too rarely select content that might invite middle school students to tap into their 

own capabilities to practice empathy. 

Recognizing Our Power: The Roles We Choose 

Returning to one of my original hopes for our inquiry into issues of class, I drew on another 

pedagogical strategy from Holocaust education. I wanted my students to come to understand 

their own agency in the choices they make regarding their interactions with the people around 

them. When we see someone asking for money on the street, for example, we have choices to 

make. When confronted with a person different from us in some way, we choose how we treat 

him or her. When we hear others around us engaged in name-calling or dehumanization, we 

alone control how we react. To facilitate this discussion, I introduced four terms commonly used 

in Holocaust education, terms increasingly also used in bully-prevention curricula: perpetrator, 

ally (or upstander), target (or victim), and bystander (Anti-Defamation League, 2006). To 

familiarize students with these terms, I asked them to use them to describe people’s actions or 
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inactions during the Holocaust. The truth is that people rarely enact just one of these roles. 

Instead, we make choices, every minute of every day, about which role we will play in 

relationship to another person. I wanted my students to understand that if they choose the role of 

perpetrator one minute, in the next minute they have the option of making a different choice. 

These choices represent one source of our personal power. 

During the Holocaust, many people acted as bystanders. My students often are critical of 

the fact that so many people made this choice, but when they examine their own behavior, they 

often realize that they frequently make the same choice. It takes courage to speak truth to power. 

Taking such a risk sometimes comes at great personal cost. Again, there are plenty of examples 

of people who took this kind of risk during the Holocaust. But how often do we show our 

students similar examples of people or groups acting as upstanders in issues of conscience facing 

our world today? Who are the people making choices to end poverty in our world, our nation, 

and our own communities? How might our students imagine themselves making similar choices? 

Teachers can bring in the director of the local food bank or a nearby homeless shelter; we 

could can video of protestors occupying Wall Street—a movement that spurred protests all over 

the country. We can address a serious omission in how students tend to learn about Martin 

Luther King Jr., who had come to realize that issues of racial injustice and economic injustice 

were inextricably linked. In fact, before his assassination, Dr. King had been planning the Poor 

People’s Campaign, an interracial gathering of poor and working-class people from across the 

country. Ralph Abernathy and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference continued with the 

plans, and a protest that became known as Resurrection City was held on the mall in 

Washington, DC, in June 1968 (Kelly, 2011). I have used websites like one created by Tavis 

Smiley and Cornel West called The Poverty Tour 2.0: A Call to Conscience (2012). 
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Sitting in our classrooms are future leaders. How might these young people ever be able 

to imagine themselves solving issues like poverty if they don’t come to recognize the power they 

have in their daily lives? Asking students to examine the roles they choose in their daily lives 

might help them envision taking a leadership role in the school yard and as they continue out into 

the world. 

Owning Our Imperfections 

Educators can play an important role in helping students understand their personal power. We 

also serve as role models, and we need to recognize that we teach by example at every moment. 

If we sponsor an assembly or a “spirit day” where we allow, or even encourage, students to enact 

stereotypes by dressing in ways that stereotype groups of people like “hillbillies” or “hobos,” we 

are teaching that it is acceptable to dehumanize others. We should not be surprised, then, when 

we hear slurs in our hallways. 

I will confess that, in the past, I sometimes have stood silently by or, worse, laughed as 

these stereotypes were perpetuated. At times I have not even recognized a stereotype in the 

moment because it reflected my own bias. 

In The Courage to Teach, Parker Palmer (1998) wrote that we teach who we are, for 

better or for worse. I, for one, have work to do. Beverly Tatum (1997) explained that if we are 

not actively engaged in antiracism work, then we perpetuate racism. Thanks to Casey, I have 

come to recognize that the same is true for class inequality. I understand, as well, that I must 

engage students with these important topics. As with all good inquiry, my students and I can 

move forward together, recognizing the power we have to act, both individually and collectively. 

As a result of our work in class, Casey must have gained the confidence to claim at least 

some of his power. One day he came into class and loudly proclaimed, “Yes, I live in a trailer, 
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but I am not trailer trash!” I smiled, buoyed by his courage. He continued, “Neither are most of 

the people in my trailer park. In fact, there’s only one person who is.” 

Oh, dear. 

I smiled, knowing young people are, like the rest of us, navigating the complexities of 

their worlds the best ways they can. Changes to their thinking won’t happen in a day. My hope, 

as a teacher, is to nudge them into imagining the kind of world they’d like to see and the kind of 

human they’d like to be. 
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