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Responding to Literature Through Student–Author Interviews: 
Eighth-Grade Students Challenge Chris Crowe’s  

Mississippi Trial, 1955
Danielle L. DeFauw, University of Michigan–Dearborn

Chris Crowe, Brigham Young University

Christine Burnett, Mount Clemens Middle School

Abstract

This study explores virtual, student–author interviews eighth-grade students led 
with Chris Crowe in response to his young adult novel Mississippi Trial, 1955. 
The opportunity to interview the author motivated students to read the novel. 
Through their text-world development, students connected with the fictional and 
nonfictional characters, Hiram Hillburn and Emmett Till, respectively. Through 
their critical reader-responses, students sought truth about Emmett Till’s case as 
they questioned Crowe about the choices he made as an author and researcher, 
which supported students’ understanding of character development and historical 
significance of Emmett Till’s case. Crowe’s answers to the students’ critical 
questions were not easy, but through the student–author interview preparation 
and implementation process, participants captured a shared understanding of 
Emmett Till’s case and how its connection to the U.S. civil rights movement 
impacted history and is pertinent today. Ultimately, this article advocates for 
reader-response pedagogy to include virtual or in-person student–author 
interviews.

Keywords: student–author interview; critical reader-response theory; 
text world theory; digital media and learning; young adult literature; 
secondary English

Through Crowe’s (2002) young adult novel Mississippi Trial, 1955, eighth-grade 
students explored the U.S. civil rights movement (1954–1968), which was precipitated by 
myriad events, especially 14-year-old Emmett Till’s lynching. Hiram Hillburn, a fictional 
European American character in Crowe’s historical fiction novel, spends the summer with 
his paternal grandfather in Greenwood, Mississippi, and meets Emmett Till, the African 
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American adolescent murdered in Money, Mississippi, on August 28, 1955, after Caro-
lyn Bryant accused him of threatening her. Mrs. Bryant’s husband, Roy Bryant, and his 
half-brother, J. W. Milam, were jailed for kidnapping, and after Emmett Till’s body was 
discovered, an all-White Sumner County grand jury ordered the men stand trial for his 
murder. On September 23, 1955, ignoring overwhelming evidence, another all-White, 
male jury in Sumner, Mississippi, found Bryant and Milam not guilty of Emmett Till’s 
murder. Half a century later, Carolyn Bryant withdrew her accusation (Tyson, 2017), 
but “when asked about the alleged recantation, [Bryant] denied to the FBI that she ever 
recanted her testimony and provided no information beyond what was uncovered during 
the previous federal investigation” (Department of Justice Office of Public Affairs, 2021, 
para. 10); thus, the FBI closed the case. Although the case is closed, the critical questions 
inherent in this case must continue to be asked.

Crowe’s novel created a pertinent opportunity for students to internalize Emmett 
Till’s story as they sought truth through their critical questions they used to interview 
Crowe through the Authors, Specialists, Knowledge (ASK) Program. Kettel (1996) de-
signed the ASK Program to motivate students to read high-quality literature in any genre 
and write critical questions for an author or specialist of the book’s content. The student–
author interview process created an opportunity for students to ask complex questions 
with difficult answers that encouraged students to engage in critical literacy. See Table 
1 for detailed ASK Program implementation steps, which may be applied to non–ASK 
Program student–author interview experiences. The following vignette illustrates the 
ASK Program.

Table 1

Steps for the Authors, Specialists, Knowledge (ASK) Program

Detailed Implementation Steps

1. Teacher or students select a novel or picture book in any genre.

2. Teacher schedules the interview with a guest speaker: the book’s author or a specialist 
knowledgeable of the book’s content.

3. Students read the book and write aesthetic journal responses about their reactions to the 
text, not summaries of the text.

4. Students review their journal responses and write interview questions for the guest 
speaker. Students include the page/chapter number to support organization of the whole-
class interview document.

5. Partners share their questions and choose four to six questions to add to the whole-class 
interview document.

6. Students practice the interview.

7. Students conduct the interview after the teacher or a student introduces the guest speaker.

8. Students debrief after the interview. 

9. Students write a thank-you letter to the guest speaker.
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After reading Crowe’s Mississippi Trial, 1955, an eighth-grade, African Ameri-
can student stood in front of the video camera in his midwestern U.S. classroom, pre-
pared to virtually interview Crowe. The student held in his hand an index card with a few 
interview questions scrawled in pencil. He chose one of his questions and asked, “After 
Gramma died, Grampa hired Ruthanne, a Black woman, to cook and clean for Grampa. 
Since Grampa had the opinions he did toward Blacks, why did you have Ruthanne be a 
Black woman instead of White?”

From his university office, Crowe peered into his desktop computer’s camera 
and stated:

That is a really smart question. At the time I was writing, I didn’t even think 
about it. And here’s why: It was common in the 1950s and even in the 1960s 
for… wealthier White families in the South to have African American maids 
who worked in their homes. And you think, ‘That doesn’t make sense. How can 
you be a racist and say, ‘Yeah, now come cook my food?’ But for some reason 
in their minds they did it…. It’s a great question…. It doesn’t make sense and I 
don’t have the answer.
We (Danielle DeFauw, researcher; Chris Crowe, young adult author; and Chris-

tine Burnett, teacher; all European Americans) collaborated to explore this critical case 
study (Patton, 2015) to answer the following research questions:

1. How do students’ critical questions reveal their engagement with required, challeng-
ing reading?

2. How can the student–author interview process empower students to challenge what 
is written as truth?

In the following sections, we detail (a) the conceptual framework, critical read-
er-response and text-world theory; (b) the literature related to Burnett’s pedagogy; (c) the 
research methodology, critical case study; (d) the study’s findings organized across two 
themes addressing how readers use critical questions to explore the author’s choices and 
how readers develop text-world connections with Emmett Till; and (e) a discussion of the 
findings related to the literature. Our key assertion is that the student–author interview 
preparation and implementation process provided an authentic learning opportunity for 
adolescent readers to develop their critical reader-responses before, during, and after 
reading Mississippi Trial, 1955.

Conceptual Framework

Our conceptual framework combines critical reader-response and text world 
theory to support our exploration of how the student–author interview process, facilitated 
through the ASK Program, engaged students in their required reading, Mississippi Trial, 
1955. Rosenblatt’s (1978/1994) transactional theory of reading addresses how students 
respond to texts emotionally and intellectually. While reading within a continuum of aes-
thetic to efferent stances, a reader’s purpose and interest motivate the reader’s transaction 
with the text (Rosenblatt, 1982). McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) added a critical stance 
to the continuum to empower students to question an author’s perspective.
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Through a critical reader-response, students read beyond the words. They read 
with an unwillingness to be swayed by text without contemplating their own reading of 
the world and being moved to action (Freire, 1970). Critical readers talk back to the text 
(Leland et al., 2018), contemplate the author’s perspective (Lawrence et al., 2009), reflect 
on multiple perspectives (Behrman, 2006), address cultural and political contexts (Lewis, 
2000), and identify voices silenced through the text (R. S. Bishop, 2012). Through a crit-
ical stance, readers are empowered to develop critical consciousness regarding the text’s 
present, missing, and mispresented content (Freire, 1974/2005).

Gavins (2007) argued text world theory builds on Rosenblatt’s (1978/1994) 
transactional reader-response theory as it explores the text-worlds—mental representa-
tions—readers make of the language they read. Text world theory explains how readers 
and authors create discourse or conversational worlds through which the author speaks 
through writing and the reader listens through reading. Readers make comparisons 
between their own lived worlds and the text-worlds they visualize as they read (Beach, 
2000; Galda & Beach, 2001; Lewis, 2000). 

To illustrate, through Mississippi Trial, 1955, readers created the text-world, 
or mental representation, through 16-year-old Hiram Hillburn, the guide or enactor in 
the text-world who narrated his experience as a White protagonist. R. S. Bishop (2012) 
would categorize Mississippi Trial, 1955 as a social conscience historical fiction novel 
focused on developing readers’, especially White readers’, attention to social injustice 
and readers’ “responsibility to help make things right” (p. 7). Through Crowe’s dis-
course world and Hiram’s first person narration, readers returned to southern Mississippi 
to spend the summer with Grampa. Hiram developed a growing understanding of the 
inequalities African Americans faced in the South. Hiram met Emmett Till and wanted 
to befriend him, but Hiram did nothing to help Emmett when R. C. Rydell, a racist bully, 
tortured Emmett. Readers felt Hiram’s shame as he continued to question how Grampa 
and other White people embraced racism. When Emmett’s body was discovered, Hiram 
refused to remain silent. He sought to discover what happened to Emmett and believed R. 
C. had taken part in the murder. Hiram began to see Grampa’s ignorance when Grampa 
revealed he was more concerned about the media attention and its impact on the South-
ern way of life than he was enraged about Emmett’s murder. Hiram planned to testify at 
Bryant and Milam’s trial. Through the court’s proceedings, Hiram discovered truth that 
forced him to acknowledge Grampa’s faults. 

Because of the text-worlds students created as readers as they read Mississippi 
Trial, 1955, they challenged the author’s truth through their critical reader-responses that 
evolved into their critical questions. Considering the author’s and characters’ perspectives 
(Behrman, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2009) and the historical fiction setting details (Lewis, 
2000), students learned to talk back to the text (Leland et al., 2018) by asking Crowe 
questions that did not have easy answers.

Literature Review

Committed to social justice, Burnett, the eighth-grade students’ English lan-
guage arts and social studies teacher, applied critical pedagogy as she used young adult 
literature like Crowe’s novel to augment history textbooks’ content in order to teach 
about racism (Behrman, 2006; Villaneuva & O’Sullivan, 2019). Educators must teach all 
children about the United States’ complex history and current events to replace ignorance 
with understanding, but when traditional curricular materials, such as textbooks, omit key 
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historical events and perspectives, educators must fill the gaps using young adult litera-
ture and other media (Bean & Moni, 2003). Crowe (2018) analyzed more than 20 U.S. 
history textbooks and found two that provided information about the Emmett Till case 
through “a combined total of fewer than fifty words” (p. 12). 

Addressing social issues and creating “spaces for critical literacy discussions” 
(Vasquez et al., 2019, p. 300), Mississippi Trial, 1955 provides one way for teachers like 
Burnett to support all students’ understanding of the United States’ complicated civil 
rights movement, a historical era that still impacts the present. Burnett’s students used 
critical literacy as they engaged with the teacher-selected text “to consider the points 
conveyed” (Vasquez et al., 2019, p. 301). By requiring the young adult children’s novel, 
Burnett supported her students’ interest in understanding “race relations and the persistent 
traumas of racial injustice” (Hintz & Tribunella, 2019, p. 276).

Through their critical reader-response questions prepared for the student–author 
interview, students revealed comparisons between how they may have handled Hiram’s 
experiences differently. In order to make such comparisons during and after reading, 
however, Burnett supported her students’ background knowledge before reading the novel 
to impact their reading comprehension (Beck & McKeown, 2001; McCullough, 2013). 
Following classroom practices used to support critical literacy, Burnett required her stu-
dents to read multiple texts from a resistant perspective (see Table 2), engage in dialogue, 
and take social action through the interview process as they expected answers to their 
critical questions (Lewis, 2000; Reidel & Draper, 2011). 

Table 2

Supporting Students’ Questioning for the ASK Program

Teacher Prompts

1. Write a response, not a summary. Anyone who reads the book knows what’s in the book. 
Write your reactions to what you have read.

2. From your reactions, create questions that will put the author in a position to explain 
why they wrote the book the way they did.

3. There are two restrictions to these questions: (1) If the answer can be found in the book, 
you cannot use the question. (2) The answer must require an explanation; thus, you 
cannot ask simple yes or no questions.

Burnett strengthened their critical reader-responses through engagement in a 
critical stance as they listened to, viewed, and read the following supplementary media 
(Wolk, 2003): 

• oral history interviews regarding Jim Crow laws (Chafe et al., 2001)

• photographs such as Figures 1 and 2, which show the Bryant Grocery and Meat Market and 
the Tallahatchie River bridge where Emmett Till’s body was discarded

• documentaries about Emmett Till’s biography (Beauchamp, 2006; Nelson, 2003)
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Figure 1. Bryant Grocery and Meat Market in Money, Mississippi

Figure 2. Bridge Over the Tallahatchie River in Money, Mississippi

Through the student–author interview process, Burnett engaged students in 
asking critical questions, a reader-response that went beyond reader-to-text and read-
er-to-reader (Park, 2012). Reader-to-author responses can be facilitated through annotat-
ing and talking back to text (Leland et al., 2018). Although Beck and McKeown (2001) 
created the questioning-the-author approach to encourage students to discuss their text-
book reading with their class as they “grapple with ideas in the service of constructing 
meaning” (p. 231, italics in original), students are rarely given an opportunity to critically 
“talk back” to the author in person. The only similar reader-to-writer process is an author 
visit. Author visits are typically a 1-hour author presentation void of critique (Moynihan, 
2009). 

Reader-to-author responses facilitated through the virtual or in-person student–
author interview process created an authentic learning opportunity that put students in 
charge of the interaction with the author as they responded to text through their critical 
questions. Although the literature does not explore authentic student–author interview 
opportunities to promote critical literacy development, this study explored the impact an 
authentic student–author interview process had on students’ engagement with required, 
challenging reading; critical questions; and conviction to challenge what is written as 
truth.

Methodology
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ASK Program Participants and Context
Burnett taught at an urban, sixth- through eighth-grade middle school in the 

midwestern United States that serves about 200 students, of which 85% are economically 
disadvantaged and receive free or reduced-price lunch. The school’s population consists 
of 69% African American, 18% European American, 8% two or more races, and 5% 
Latino/Hispanic students. This school is situated in a district with one elementary, one 
middle, and one high school, serving about 950 students.

Participants enrolled in Burnett’s 1-hour, eighth-grade English class were invited 
to participate in this study. The ASK Program interview was delivered via distance learn-
ing technology, or videoconferencing, in February 2018 and February 2019. As detailed 
in Table 3, on February 28, 2018, Crowe answered 22 questions from 16 of Burnett’s stu-
dents and another alternative school that could not participate in this study. To extend the 
study further, 1 year later, DeFauw, fulfilling an observer-as-onlooker role (Patton, 2015), 
observed three 1-hour preparatory sessions with Burnett’s students. On February 28, 
2019, Crowe answered 24 questions from 14 of Burnett’s students and no other school.

Table 3

Eighth-Grade Participants of the ASK Program

Date Initial 
students

No. of students who met 
teacher’s requirements

Parental 
consent 
provided

Participant 
demographics

February 28, 
2018

24 16 11 4 females (2 African 
American, 2 European 
American); 7 males (3 
African American, 4 
European American)

February 28, 
2019

26 14 9 5 females (4 African 
American, 1 European 
American); 4 males (3 
African American, 1 
European American)

For this critical case study of 20 research participants (Patton, 2015), DeFauw 
collected the following data from February 2018 to February 2019:

• two video recorded and transcribed virtual interview sessions from February 28, 2018 and 
February 28, 2019

• documents, which included students’ critical questions written on index cards and Burnett’s 
lesson plans (see Table 4 for examples)

• one audio recorded and transcribed focus group interview with 11 students from February 
28, 2018

• one audio recorded and transcribed interview with Crowe from March 1, 2018
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• field notes recorded during and after five classroom observations, two of which included the 
two virtual interview sessions noted above and three preparatory sessions: February 5, 8, 
and 21, 2019

• one audio recorded and transcribed interview with Burnett from February 28, 2019

Table 4
Examples of Eighth-Grade Participants’ ASK Program Questions

Sample Questions
• In the book, you had Gramma Hilburn pass away. What was your purpose of making 

her pass away and bringing in Ruthanne?
• In the book, you implied that Grampa Hillburn was the third person in the murder of 

Emmett Till. What information did you uncover during the research that led you to 
believe there was really a third person?

• In the documentary The Untold Story of Emmett Till, a letter was written to President 
Eisenhower requesting help for the Till family, but the Till family did not receive a reply. 
Why do you think President Eisenhower chose to ignore the letter?

• In the book The Blood of Emmett Till, Mrs. Bryant admits to lying about what 
happened in the grocery store. What do you think was her motivation for lying and 
keeping it a secret for so long?

• In the book, Hiram was the main character. Why was Hiram the main character when 
the book was about the murder of Emmett Till?

• If there wasn’t the law of double jeopardy, do you think today [Bryant and Milam] 
would be tried again if they were still alive?

• Even though Hiram was gone for a long time, why does Naomi still trust him?
• What made you want to write the novel as a historical fiction instead of historical 

nonfiction?
• In the book, why didn’t you have Grampa tell the sheriff what R. C. did to Emmett at 

the river?

To inductively analyze the data, DeFauw utilized NVivo software for descriptive coding, 
pattern analysis, thematic analysis, and memo writing (Saldaña, 2013). The first round 
of coding included descriptive coding. DeFauw read the data and highlighted certain 
parts, inserting reflective comments. Next, she reread the data and labeled pertinent data 
references with 33 descriptive codes. For the second round of coding, using the con-
stant comparative method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) for pattern analysis, she reviewed 
and sorted the 565 coded data references to determine natural categories. To ensure the 
categories’ accuracy, an outside researcher analyzed 15% of preselected categorical data 
to determine an inter-rater reliability of 91% (Smagorinsky, 2008). For the third round 
of data analysis, DeFauw developed two themes relative to the categories: (1) Readers 
use critical questions to explore the author’s choices; and (2) Readers develop text-world 
connections with Emmett Till.
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Findings
The findings reveal that readers prepared and asked critical questions for the 

student–author interview that demonstrated engagement with required, challenging read-
ing because they connected the text-worlds, or mental representations, they developed 
with their lived-worlds. These text-worlds spanned time and space from past to present 
to future. Students felt connected to the fictional and nonfictional characters through their 
text-world development. These connections propelled students to ask critical questions 
that explored Crowe’s choices as a researcher and writer. Through the student–author 
interview, students challenged the truthfulness of the novel’s content as the two research 
themes revealed: Readers use critical questions to explore the author’s choices and devel-
op text-world connections with Emmett Till.

Readers Use Critical Questions to Explore the Author’s Choices
Students’ critical questions regarding the author’s choices as a writer and re-

searcher revealed their engagement with the novel and the text-world connections they 
made with Emmett Till. Students sought truth as they questioned why Crowe chose to 
write about the Emmett Till case. Highlighted in the findings, students questioned his 
inspiration, Emmett Till’s murder as the trigger of the civil rights movement, and factual 
details about the trial. Crowe’s answers to students’ questions allowed for deeper under-
standing of character development and historical significance of Emmett Till’s life and 
death, as the following three representative pieces of data illustrate.

First, during the fall 2018 session, one student asked, “What inspired you to 
write about Emmett Till’s murder?” Crowe pointed to the bookshelf behind him in his 
university-office library and stated:

Writers often talk about looking for “the hole on the bookshelf,” places on 
bookshelves where you should be able to find a book about a particular subject, 
but that doesn’t exist yet. When I started my research, there was a big hole on 
the bookshelf about the Emmett Till case, so I knew there was an opportunity 
to tell the story. I wanted to tell the story to teenagers, and that got me excited 
to think about the possibility. It was also intimidating because I wasn’t sure 
I was up to the task. It’s such an important story. I was haunted by my own 
inadequacy. What if I do a crummy job? What if I don’t do the story justice? 
Emmett’s mom deserves my best… because she’s been trying to get his story 
told herself without a lot of help. So, my original motivation to write about the 
case was my own ignorance of it; later, curiosity and then opportunity motivated 
me to keep at it.

This student did not ask about Crowe’s inspiration to write a novel. He asked 
about the inspiration to write about a teenager’s murder. This African American student 
crafted his question for Crowe purposefully, as one student stated during the fall 2018 fo-
cus group interview: “[The hardest part] was like trying to come up with the question that 
was… like an actual good question.” The student, cognizant of the cultural and historical 
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significance of the civil rights movement, needed to question why Crowe, a White author, 
would write about Emmett Till’s murder (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004).

Second, students’ critical questions challenged Crowe’s historical interpreta-
tions. For example, one student asked during the fall 2018 session, “Why do you think 
it was Emmett Till’s death that started the civil rights movement and not the other Black 
deaths that happened?” Crowe stated:

That’s really a great question, and I would say there are a couple reasons. 
One big one is because he was a kid. An innocent kid. There’s something 
about the tragic death of a child or a teenager that makes it more tragic. We 
mourn the loss of a young life, because they had a lot of life left to live. 
Emmett was just a kid, and so his murder sets it apart from so many of 
the other lynchings…. In addition to that, Emmett’s case received lots of 
media because his mom, instead of just letting him be buried, opened that 
casket and had a viewing for 3 days. And so that viewing exposed the real 
face of racism, this innocent victim of torture. People saw the results, and 
it horrified them…. And not just African Americans, White people too. And 
because of the intense media attention it received, it really paved the way 
for Rosa Parks. You can’t have a protest or a movement if nobody knows 
about it, so the fact that the news media covered the funeral and the trial… 
the news made it different from all the other murders before Emmett’s.
Asking why Emmett Till’s death was deemed more important than the other 

African Americans’ deaths is a pertinent question to explore. The question challenged 
Crowe’s choice to write about Emmett Till and draw historical conclusions that may be 
debatable. Students empowered with critical literacy can debate history. “The work of 
the historian—the writing of history—begins to resemble the writing of fiction: both are 
stories and reflect a set of choices” (Hintz & Tribunella, 2019, p. 283). 

Third, many students’ questions emphasized details of Emmett Till’s biography 
and the trial. For example, during the fall 2018 and 2019 student–author interviews, stu-
dents asked questions about the novel’s missing details related to witnesses who testified. 
In fall 2019, one student asked, “There were a number of people who were witnesses to 
some parts of Emmett Till’s murder, such as Willie Reed. Why did you choose to leave 
them out of the novel?” Crowe stated:

That’s another good question. I like how you know some facts about the case. 
Willie Reed does testify in the novel in the courtroom scene as he did in real life, 
but there were others, like you say, there were others who were witnesses. Some 
heard things. Some heard things later. Some were actually there. So, at the time 
I was writing the book, the FBI hadn’t reopened the case, so there was a lot that 
we didn’t know except what was reported in the trial.

 So, Willie Reed testified in court, but at the time I was writing the 
novel, we didn’t know much about him. Willie Reed and some people who had 
seen things were afraid for their lives, so they didn’t want their stories to be told, 
so it was hard to find much about their stories. The research didn’t give me much 
to work with…. After this book was written and when I got to know Wheeler 
Parker and other cousins of Emmett Till, they told me about Willie Reed and 
how the trial affected him and how terrified he was. There were threats against 
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his life for testifying. At the time I was writing the book I didn’t have access to 
some of that information.
During the fall 2018 session, Crowe highlighted his other book, Getting Away 

With Murder: The True Story of the Emmett Till Case (Crowe, 2018), which details his 
research and new developments in the case. He also detailed his interactions with Emmett 
Till’s two cousins who had been in the house the night Emmett was kidnapped:

One cousin was in the room next to the room that Emmett was in when he 
was kidnapped…. And [another cousin] was in the room… when Emmett was 
kidnapped…. These were kids who were in the house when these… killers came 
through…. [One cousin] talked about what it was like when they burst into the 
room looking for Emmett and made him get out of bed…. It’s not every day you 
can talk to somebody who was right there in a moment of history.

Through their questions regarding Willie Reed’s testimony, students challenged 
Crowe’s choices as an author (Behrman, 2006). Granted, students understood Mississippi 
Trial, 1955 was historical fiction, but because the novel addressed a nonfictional charac-
ter’s murder, students demanded more answers as they used critical literacy as a tool to 
deconstruct and reconstruct the text- and lived-worlds (Hendrix-Soto & Wetzel, 2019).

Readers Develop Text-World Connections With Emmett Till

As students read Mississippi Trial, 1955, they entered the text-world through 
Hiram’s first person narration. As an enactor, or guide, Hiram provided readers with the 
internal focalization of the text-world they visualized. Through Hiram’s perspective, read-
ers pictured the setting, experienced the plot, befriended Emmett Till, and internalized the 
personal struggle of ignoring social injustice. The following representative data illustrate 
how students’ text-worlds motivated the critical questions they asked, which addressed 
Hiram’s choices, Grampa’s actions, and students’ hope for change.

First, some students’ questions targeted Hiram’s choices because students expe-
rienced the story through Hiram’s perspective. For example, one student asked during the 
fall 2019 session, “Explain why you didn’t have Hiram stick up for Emmett while R. C. 
Rydell was messing with him down by the water.” Crowe stated:

That’s a lot of how bullying happens is that people who could say something 
don’t say something or people who could stop it don’t stop it. So, I wanted to 
put Hiram in that situation where he feels guilt and remorse for not standing up 
for something he knew he should’ve stood up for. It wasn’t like Hiram didn’t 
know what R. C. was doing was bad. No, he knew it. But because he was afraid 
of R. C. or because he didn’t know how to do it or whatever reason, he didn’t 
do anything and his inaction then haunted him and, in some ways, helped him 
feel sympathy for Emmett as a victim. To feel like I could’ve done something to 
help this kid and I didn’t. Obviously, that extrapolated when the adults who were 
around when Emmett was being tortured could’ve done something and they 
didn’t. That’s still wrong.

As readers entered the text-worlds they had created, they may have wished the 
main character would have acted as readers imagined they themselves would or did act 
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in their lived-worlds (Enciso, 1994; Rosenblatt, 1995). This question reflected a level of 
critical consciousness as the student wished Hiram would have defended Emmett Till 
(Freire, 1974/2005).

Second, students questioned Grampa’s actions. One student asked during the fall 
2018 session, “In Chapter 11, after Emmett’s murder, Grampa seemed more concerned 
about his own standing in the community than Hiram’s safety. What did you want the 
reader to believe as part of Grampa’s involvement in the murder?” Crowe stated:

I was still trying to be mysterious a little bit there to not give away everything to 
Hiram or to the reader, but I also wanted the reader to start being suspicious of 
Grampa and wonder, like you did, what’s going on here and what’s he hiding? 
Also, he’s trying to shield Hiram from this dirty secret he’s got that he’s been 
involved.

Through the text-world, this student wondered why Grampa would care more 
about his reputation than his grandson’s well-being. Connecting intellectually and emo-
tionally to Hiram, the student felt Grampa’s lack of care and acknowledged his ignorance 
(Rosenblatt, 1978/1994).

Students questioned Grampa’s subtle and blatant racist acts during each student–
author interview. For example, one student asked during the fall 2018 session, “Through-
out the novel it was obvious that Grampa was racist. What was your goal in making 
Grampa racist and Hiram’s father not racist?” Crowe stated:

My goal was to show that sometimes parents and children don’t get along, and 
in this case, they didn’t get along because of racism, racist views. I was hoping 
that kids reading this book would learn that sometimes our parents seem like 
they’re bad, you know, because they make us do things we don’t want to do, but 
they’re probably not as bad as we think they are. Hiram eventually learns that 
Grampa’s not as wonderful as Hiram thought he was…. He also learns the same 
thing about his dad. That, you know, “my dad’s not all bad. I thought he was, but 
I learned that maybe he’s not as bad as I thought.” That’s real life.

The student asked this question to understand how racism impacted Hiram’s 
relationships with his grandpa and father. Through text-world development, the reader 
may have felt the racist tension inherent in the characters’ relationships and wondered 
how three generations in the Hillburn family evolved within such turbulent times (Beach, 
2000).

Third, students’ questions revealed hope that the text-worlds they had developed 
for the past were no longer a part of the present. For example, a student asked during the 
fall 2018 session, “When you went to Money, Mississippi [in August 1999], what was the 
general mood between Blacks and Whites?” As this question suggests, the reader won-
dered how Money, Mississippi changed from the text-world to the current lived-world 
(Galda & Beach, 2001). Crowe stated:

When I went to Money, it was kind of like a ghost town. After stopping at the 
store, I crossed the train tracks and found an elementary school building back 
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there. I walk in, and I’m a stranger, the only White guy around. I told them 
who I was, not that it mattered who I was, but what I was doing. I was there to 
learn about the case…. Once we figured out that we thought the same way, [the 
teachers and staff members] opened up and talked.

Crowe provided another personal experience to answer the student’s question to highlight 
that, as he said, there “still obviously was tension and division from the old Jim Crow 
laws.”

In Greenwood there were real Black and White divides. For example, in the 
library when I needed help to make copies of material I was researching, there 
were several librarians working there. Some were White, some were African 
American. When I walked to the counter, if there was an African American 
librarian at the counter, she would step back and wait for a White librarian to 
come and talk to me. The first time it happened, I didn’t think anything about it 
but then when it happened every single time, I wondered what was going on…. 
I assumed that the librarians didn’t know who was racist and who was not, so it 
was just easier to let a White librarian work with White patrons.
These students experienced the past setting through the characters’ experiences 

and hoped the setting had changed (Lewis, 2000). Crowe’s responses pushed the readers 
to understand that racism’s effects continued. An ongoing process, readers must continue 
to read the word and the world of the past, present, and future (Freire & Macedo, 1987).

Discussion
The student–author interview promoted a critical reader-response to Mississippi 

Trial, 1955 as students experienced in their text-world racism’s brutality and responded 
to the text with critical questions to demonstrate their engagement, as the introduction’s 
vignette illustrates. Before the student could ask Crowe why Grampa hired Ruthanne, an 
African American woman, to care for him after Gramma died, he first needed to imagine 
the text-world and experience Hiram’s emotional turmoil regarding the negative impact 
the social injustice had on Ruthanne. The readers’ text-worlds evolved as they imagined 
the pain Ruthanne felt due to racism’s effects. Such connections made between readers, 
texts, characters, and authors allowed readers to respond to the text with critical con-
sciousness revealed through their critical questions (Freire, 1974/2005; Rosenblatt, 1995).

Through the student–author interview, students responded via critical ques-
tions with stronger conviction (Whiteley, 2011) when they shared face-to-face context, 
even virtually, with the author. As students asked the author critical questions, they were 
empowered to develop their emotional response, critical consciousness, and internal fight 
for social justice (Laman, 2006). They went “beyond inferences about characters’ acts, 
beliefs, and goals to… use their knowledge of culture and history” to challenge details in 
the novel (Beach, 2000, p. 242).

Throughout their engagement with the novel and the student–author interview 
preparation process, Burnett’s students pushed their conversations beyond intellectual 
understanding of the novel’s plot to the emotional connections they made with the char-
acters (Rosenblatt, 1978/1994, 1982). Burnett connected her students intellectually and 
emotionally to the book’s characters, plot, and historical context to “encourage [her] stu-
dents’ desire to understand and feel empathy for different people, times, and dilemmas” 
(Enciso, 1994, p. 524). Rosenblatt (1995) stated, “Literature undoubtedly contributes to 
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the diffusion of more humane sentiment” (p. 178). Emmett Till’s experience helped stu-
dents internalize the basic human rights individuals deserve. Students’ discussions drove 
the critical questions they asked about Emmett’s life and death. “A central role for any 
teacher, therefore, is to foster a classroom environment where it is intellectually, socially 
and academically rewarding for students to pose thoughtful questions” (Chin & Osborne, 
2008, p. 35). Through their questions, students addressed the issues that bothered them 
regarding the text-world, all of which increased their engagement with the novel (Beck & 
McKeown, 2001; Galda & Beach, 2001).

Students used their critical questions to challenge Crowe’s choices as a writer, 
but the next step in the student–author interview process—void of hierarchical relation-
ships between students, teachers, and authors (Behrman, 2006)—should be a debate in 
which students “talk back” in person to Crowe regarding his responses (Behrman, 2006; 
Leland et al., 2018). To illustrate, some readers may speculate about whether Emmett 
Till’s death paved the way for Rosa Parks, reflected in the student’s question regarding 
why Crowe thought it was Emmett Till’s death that started the civil rights movement 
and not other African Americans’ deaths. Even with Mississippi Trial, 1955, additional 
resources should be read for critical literacy purposes (Behrman, 2006; McLaughlin & 
DeVoogd, 2004; Vasquez et al, 2019). For example, Hoose (2010) wrote Claudette Col-
vin: Twice Toward Justice, a young adult novel, to detail 15-year-old Claudette Colvin’s 
refusal to give up her seat a year prior to Rosa Parks’ protest. Through such reading, 
students may thread connections between other individuals’ lives and deaths with the 
civil rights movement and provide such content as contradictory evidence during the 
student–author interview.

Teaching students how to question critically or “talk back” empowers them to 
challenge texts presented as fact (Leland et al., 2018; Vasquez et al, 2019). Students need 
to respond to reading with their critical stance to analyze the “author’s assumptions and 
perspectives… to become critical of other texts and to learn to challenge the dominant 
discourses of racism… that pervade society’s cultural stances and beliefs” (Blake, 1998, 
p. 239–240). Critical questions riddled with controversial answers need to be asked 
(Browne & Keeley, 2017). For example, in response to the opening vignette’s question 
regarding Grampa hiring Ruthanne to cook and clean, Crowe stated, “It’s a great ques-
tion…. It doesn’t make sense, and I don’t have the answer.” It is acceptable for readers, 
authors, teachers, students, and characters to not have all the answers, but people must be 
willing to ask critical questions. “Because questioning leads to problem solving, quali-
ty questions will lead to quality decisions” (Nappi, 2017, p. 36). Solutions to problems 
need to be explored, debated, and contemplated for decisions to impact society. Change 
often begins with critical perspectives of accepted norms or history even though students 
may not want to be viewed as critical (Leland et al., 2018). Critical reader-response is a 
stance students need to learn in order to reflect on the past, contemplate their present, and 
change the future.

The United States’ history and current events are complex and require critical 
and culturally relevant stances (Bean & Moni, 2003; Vasquez et al., 2019) so readers 
continue to question, investigate, and contest the current social or political issues inher-
ent in the world (Hendrix-Soto & Wetzel, 2019; Lee, 2011; Polleck & Epstein, 2015). 
O’Quinn’s (2005–2006) argument remains:

Because it is likely in this age of political turmoil that such situations will 
continue to emerge, teachers, as the touchstone of democratic practices, must be 
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evermore vigilant in teaching young people the critical literacy skills necessary 
to unwrap sociopolitical rhetoric and pull apart the political messages besieging 
them. (p. 261)
An important way to support students’ background knowledge development and 

strengthen their critical reader-responses even more would be to engage students in not 
only critical reading of historical fiction text, but drawing connections to current events 
to understand the threads of racism that exist from past to present to future (McCullough, 
2013; Möller & Allen, 2000; Wolk, 2003). Critical literacy is “grounded in the ethical 
imperative to examine the contradictions in society between the meaning of freedom, the 
demands of social justice, the obligations of citizenship and the structured silence that 
permeate incidences of suffering in everyday life” (E. Bishop, 2014, p. 52).

Conclusion
For more than 17 years, Burnett used Crowe’s novel and the ASK Program to 

engage her students’ critical thinking with curricular content (Galda & Beach, 2001). 
Rosenblatt (1995) stated, “By helping to focus the student[s’] attention on the actual 
emotions through which [they] ha[ve] entered into the lives of others, the teacher can re-
inforce the power of literature to develop social imagination” (p. 179). It is through social 
imagination that readers evolve:

We are able to predict and replicate human behaviour, while at the same time 
remaining susceptible to having our own behaviour affected by the text-worlds 
we create. The emotional and physical responses our text-world experiences can 
induce, may reduce us to tears, provoke laughter, even start revolutions. (Gavins, 
2007, p. 10)

For literature to impact students’ commitment to social justice, characters’ emotions must 
infiltrate readers’ hearts. Young adult literature invites readers to walk in a character’s 
shoes and feel empathy for the character and, in effect, the human condition (Cart, 2019).

We argue that student–author interviews are a powerful source for developing 
students’ critical reader-response as they develop text-worlds through the required read-
ing and challenge the author’s motivation for writing the novel’s content through their 
critical questions. As students read literature like Mississippi Trial, 1955 that deals with 
racism, they must continue to question what is presented as fact. Students asked critical 
questions that reflected their connections to the text-worlds they had created and their 
lived-worlds, worlds still impacted by events that precipitated the civil rights movement. 

Although the civil rights movement occurred more than 60 years ago, African 
Americans still face racism and prejudice in the United States. During the fall 2018 stu-
dent–author interview, Crowe told the students:

And so this book was published in 2002. That’s 16 years ago, and here we 
are today—I’m talking to you about this book that you just read. When I 
was writing it, I had no idea that it would have that kind of long-lasting 
audience and in some ways it’s sad that it does because part of the reason 
that the book is so relevant is because of Trayvon Martin and the Black 
Lives Matter movement. These things are still happening in our society that 
make my book relevant, that make Emmett Till’s story relevant. I wish that 
weren’t the case. I really wish that we didn’t have any more stories like 
Emmett Till’s.



16 • Reading Horizons • 61.1 • 2022

Mississippi Trial, 1955 gave these adolescents an important opportunity to feel 
empathy for Emmett Till. As the research team, we collaborated to empower these eighth-
grade students with knowledge we were never taught in school. We did not learn about 
Emmett Till’s story until our adulthood. Likely, our teachers were unprepared to teach 
about human rights (Zembylas et al., 2016) and educational resources did not address 
Emmett Till’s case. But for Burnett’s students, through text-world development, they 
experienced befriending Emmett Till so that his murder would not fall on unquestioning 
minds, but infiltrate their minds and hearts to question, to challenge, and to feel Emmett’s 
human experience. Young adult literature and student–author interviews create space for 
students to question and respond deeply to text, so deeply that their minds are challenged 
and their hearts are changed.
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