Our Class Loves This Book: The Crossing by Manjeet Mann
Stephen Dilley & 9C English, Kendrick School, Reading.

After reading and loving Mildred D Taylor’s Roll of Thunder, Hear my Cry (a powerful account
of growing up under the shadow of racism in 1930s Mississippi), my Year 9 English class had
three lessons left before the end of term. Inspired by one pupil’s question about how racism
in the USA compared to the UK, | decided to share Manjeet Mann’s The Crossing with the
class as this explores many similar themes from a contemporary British perspective.

Time and budget constraints prevented us from reading the whole novel together, but |
wanted to share enough to allow them to offer a meaningful response, and hopefully to
entice lots of them to read the novel independently — and to explore other verse novels
too.

| initially only shared Natalie’s story with pupils in order to immerse them in some of the
novel’s themes from a British perspective with which they might already have some
familiarity. After looking in detail at Natalie’s first two poems, we spent quite a lot of time
reading on through her story, which introduces a number of complex relationships and
themes including grief, housing insecurity, prejudice and immigration. Only after we’d thought
about this did | introduce Sammy’s story and share some extracts from different parts of his
journey which shed a light on different aspects of refugees’ experiences which might be
more shocking to pupils.

While we were reading, pupils were given time to record brief written responses to what
they had read alongside discussing the book in small groups and as a class. In a final lesson, |
gave pupils a choice of creative or critical tasks to complete individually,and we then shared
some of their creative responses using a visualiser — pupils were keen that their peers could
not only hear but also see their writing.

Despite the near-ubiquity of YA verse novels now, surprisingly few of the class had ever read
one before, and many had negative preconceptions about the genre. | expected them to be
engaged by Mann’s writing style, but | was delighted by how quickly their attitude towards
this genre switched. In our first lesson, | shared descriptions of verse novels by Sarah
Crossan and Manjeet Mann which focused on both the visual and aural qualities of verse
novels. One thing that was striking was how expressively all pupils were able read Mann’s
words aloud — it was a pleasure to listen to them. | am hoping they will also carry this
enthusiasm forward into our study of poetry next term.

Pupils became deeply invested in Natalie and Sammy’s stories, wanting to know how they
would eventually intersect and what the chapter titles were counting down towards. At the
end of the final lesson, they were queueing up to borrow the three copies of The Crossing
available in school, with some happy to settle for other verse novels in the meantime — this
was the most enthusiastic response | have seen from a class in response to my efforts to
recommend high-quality YA fiction. So | took a valuable lesson from this about spending
more time sharing extracts from great books in lessons rather than just describing them so
that pupils can experience these stories for themselves.

| believe that the work included in this submission, all completed in class in the space of a
single week at the end of term, showcases these pupils’ emotional investment in Natalie and
Sammy’s stories and their mature, sensitive and empathetic engagement with the issues
Manjeet Mann explores.



Initial responses to Manjeet Mann’s

descriptions
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These responses were
written in the first 15
minutes or so of the first
lesson after we had read
and discussed Natalie’s
first two poems. Pupils
were immediately struck
by the power of the
imagery Manjeet Mann
uses to convey Natalie’s
emotions.
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Verse novels

* "Poetry should be heard, the audience tasting the
melody in their mouths and also experiencing the
silences within the text. In the white spaces of a poem
are moments of rest, breath, where a reader can
discover herself. As a verse novelist writing in free verse
which mimics speech, nothing | write is beyond
the reader’s interpretation.” - Sarah Crossan

* "I found writing in verse quite liberating; It was easier to
deal with big emotional subjects by getting straight to the
heart of the issue and saying more with very little. | also
like playing with structure, and | like how verse novels
can bring words to life on a page with the use of white
space and by playing with key phrases. It forces you to
want to speak the words out loud, which | think appeals
to the actress in me." - Manjeet Mann
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| used these two descriptions of verse
novels to help pupils think about the

visual and aural qualities of this genre
and why writers are drawn to it. They
then had the chance to have a go at
being verse novelists themselves, by

rearranging one of Natalie’s poems from
prose to verse (see next page.)




Experimenting with
form: Rearranging
Natalie’s second

poem from prose
to verse
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336 days before

I should have taken more videos of her. | should have recorded every moment, caught every breath,
savoured every laugh. | touch the screen, wanting to grab hold of her — to reach through my phone and
pull her out.

| wish she was still here, Dad.

I know, love, | know. Dad’s desperate to keep it together, but he's broken, we all are. We've kept our
distance these past few months, keeping our sharp edges to ourselves. Getting too close could cause a
puncture and then we’ll see it. The emptiness. The grief. It'll leak out, or pull us in. Either way, there’ll be
no escaping it. My heart shifts a little, knowing we’ll never be the same. Knowing we won't ever fit like
before.

Mum was like winter socks. She knew how to keep you warm. She knew how to hold you. Dad’s like
fingerless gloves. He tries, but he doesn’t quite reach your edges — the important bits — the bits that
really matter,

“Watch this, Nat! Watch me!” We stare at the screen as Mum cartwheels straight into the sea and then
emerges, coughing and laughing, trying to catch her breath.

That laugh, Ryan says, smiling, and he’s right. Mum was small, but she was a powerhouse. Big laugh. Big
smile. Big heart. Ryan slides his finger across the screen so we can watch the scene play out again and
again and again.

She was so passionate, wasn't she, Dad? Like about everything.
She was, Nat, he says. She cared too much, your mum.

You know what she’d say to that, don’t you?

What, Nat?

There’s no such thing. You can’t care too much.
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Responding to themes
and characters
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In these responses, | was very struck by
pupils’ emotional engagement in Natalie and
Sammy’s stories and their honesty about how
these stories challenged their preconceptions

around homelessness and migration.




Making connections with Roll of Thunder,
H ear M y Cr y Some of the parallels pupils identified were

ones | had thought of already, but they also
made other comparisons which hadn’t
occurred to me, particularly the theme of
housing insecurity which effects Cassie’s
family (who are Black) in Roll of Thunder,

P \Qx\,é ¥ ‘!
(e o Ryou - ! Hear My Cry and Natalie’s family (who are
Sy NM% e ! white) in The Crossing

by Joanne
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by Eleanor
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by Miley



Creative responses:
Continuing the

story from Natalie’s \ _
perspective
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Ameya and Jemima have both successfully
borrowed Mann’s device of using italics and
centre-alignment to indicate flashbacks or
imagined conversations.
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Creative responses:
Imagining Natalie

and Sammy'’s
meeting

Emily has picked up on
and mirrored the way that
Mann uses bold words at
the start and end of each
poem, not only to signal
the change of voice but to
establish parallels and
contrasts between Sammy
and Natalie’s perspectives
— this is also a feature of
Grace’s writing on the
next page.




Creative responses: Imagining Natalie and
Sammy’s meeting

Because Grace uses a computer in class, she was able to incorporate other typographic
features of Mann’s writing into her own work, such as italics for dialogue and different
fonts for Natalie and Sammy.

0 Days before My mother believed in me

She believed in my ability
T ran and T ram My ability to escape
My breath fled from me Many things tried to b the way
Mel called out behind me [

o
Come back Babke C
k

But I was done abandoving everythivg
T+ was a year | couldnt give up
More thav a year | had to do it for her
Since Mum passed I had to reach the other side
She always wanted me +o be a swimmer
And so T would be T had to reach the other side

T wneeded +o prove +o her
I'm sorry Mel To her mewmory

T needed +o wmake
A reached the cliff edge That if she were alive
Wy swimsuit felt tight against my skin She'd say I'm proud
And T jumped I’'m proud to be his son

The man who died
I jumped into the water Defending what was right
Theshiphadc r a s hed
Into the rocks on the way My life was no longer for me
Everyone sat there helplessly It was for them

People helpless on the rock
| felt fit to burst Waiting hopefully for my return
But | had to swim My return with help

Help for everyone
T had to swim
T just had +o Everyove must be so worried
It had beew oo long WMel, Ryan, Dad
T just veeded +o honour her dreams Pad...

Her dreams for me
He'd lost his wife already

So T kept going And vow maybe his danghter
The waves tried to pull Ryav...
me Mum’s deathh hit him hard
down What if the same fate fell to wme
But they failed WMel...

T swam for my life
T already knew T could do this
Wy mother believed in me

by Grace
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Writing from Ryan’s o

perspective

Like other students, Lucy has included
centre-aligned text, which Mann uses for
memories of conversations with Natalie
and Ryan’s mum. Bringing this into Ryan’s
story as well as Natalie’s is an effective
way of reminding us that Ryan, too, is
grieving.
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Creative responses: More writing as Ryan

I really like the way that Nina has picked
up on the water imagery was a
recurrent feature of Mann’s writing and
brought this into Ryan’s perspective.




Creative responses:

Writing from Fazel’s perspective
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Again, Rauda is using the centre-aligned
text to reflect Fazel’s memories of his
parents’ words, reminding us that Fazel
is another character marked by grief
and loss. Rauda has also thought
carefully about how to use spacing
between letters and white space to
communicate meaning.




Critical responses: Interviews with the author
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by Miley

Some pupils chose to write an interview

| oMer mngeend pesple . with the author - the answers are
obviously their own, not Manjeet Mann’s
but this was a great way of getting them
to think about the choices that Mann
makes an author and the reasons for
these.

by Eleanor




Final thoughts: Did you enjoy The Crossing?
Why/ why not?

This was a very brief final response task —
pupils only had a couple of minutes to
write down their thoughts but many of
them commented on how it had changed
their attitudes both towards the issues
Mann explores and verse novels as a
genre.

by Jemima

by Eleanor
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