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Reading, Writing and Rising Up is a collection of activities created by Linda Christensen, who has taught English literacy for over 24 years.  The book is made up of eight chapters, each consisting of several activities.  The chapters are arranged thematically, and deal with critical literature issues like building community, unlearning restrictive myths and the politics of language.  In the course of the activities, students are asked to read and discuss literature, and then create their own.

Each activity begins with Christensen explaining the origins and theory behind it.  In addition, most include a piece of writing to use as a model.  The teaching plan is broken down very clearly into numbered steps.  There are pre- and post-reading exercises, along with various ideas for eliciting and sharing thoughtful student writing.  In addition, Christensen does a nice job of suggesting possible variations for the different activities.  Handouts are included where needed.  Over half of the activities are poetry based, with the remainder of the exercises focused on short personal essays.  In addition, there are activities for using fairy tales and cartoons in the classroom, but these texts are not included.  

Even though her activities were designed in and for L1 classrooms, many of them could work well in second language environments.  Christensen's activities encourage students to bring their own lives and experience into the classroom, something that many language teachers also try to do.  Many activities deal with cultural identity and finding one's own voice, both of which are relevant to language learners.  Christensen's activities also put students in a variety of different pragmatic situations.  For example, she asks them to write praise poems (p. 52), forgiveness poems (p. 66) and essays with an attitude (p. 68).  Students may not have done these types of writing before, and could be quite motivated by Christensen's focus on their experience and voice.

One of my favorite features of this book is that, in addition to providing the “professional” writing models, Christensen also includes samples of student work.  Many of these texts could serve as the basis for a variety of L2 literature activities in their own right.  They offer an interesting and honest window into aspects of American culture with which many English learners would not be familiar.  Christensen's school is “located in the heart of a predominantly working-class African-American neighborhood” (p. vii) and their writing reflects that.

There are a handful of articles explaining the theory behind her teaching, but the vast majority of the book is extremely practical, made up of activities focused on eliciting thoughtful, critical writing from students.  Additional theory is presented in the introduction to each activity.  Christensen often offers classroom anecdotes when explaining the origins of a given idea or activity, giving this book a rather personal feel.

For teachers looking for similar books, there are not a lot of options.  One new book is Stirring Up Justice: Writing and Reading to Change the World (2006).  Stirring Up Justice describes a three-month integrated L1 English class based on literature and activism.  While it would certainly be of interest to teachers looking for ideas on designing an activism-based course, it does not offer many stand alone activities.  Reading, Writing and Rising Up, on the other hand, is full of activities and ideas that could be adapted to fit a variety of classes.  Also, Stirring Up Justice deals less with poetry and more with biography, which may appeal to some teachers.  Both of the books are focused on empowerment, developing voice and learning about activism.

Overall, Reading, Writing and Rising Up is a very useful book for teachers looking to incorporate both cultural issues and literature in their language classroom.  The activities are  well designed and clearly explained and the student examples are excellent.  Teachers looking for a literature book that brings global social justice issues into the classroom, however, should look elsewhere.  This book is designed more for fostering cultural identity and awareness in the students than introducing them to global issues.
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