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Abstract 

In recent years, the Ontario Government (2013) has recognized that schools have a vital 

role in facilitating the prevention, intervention, and awareness of student mental wellness. 

Increased political attention to student mental health parallels studies that have found that 68.8% 

of the mental health problems in Canada have their onset in childhood and adolescence 

(Government of Canada, 2006). Of particular concern is anxiety since almost 5% of Canadians 

report experiencing threshold or subthreshold levels of Generalized Anxiety Disorder. Therefore, 

it is crucial that we find tools that can be used to promote mental wellness in anxious 

adolescents. 

 Stories have great cultural importance because they help us explore abstract and difficult 

concepts and experiences. For this reason, literature provides a rich opportunity to promote 

mental wellness in anxious adolescents. In my study, I looked inwards at my own experiences as 

an anxious adolescent for insight into how reading literature can help adolescents understand and 

cope with their anxiety.  

Using autoethnography and literary anthropology as the methodologies for my study, I 

analyzed internal (autobiographical memories and reflections) and external (personal journals, 

social media posts, letters, and high school assignments) data sources from my adolescence (ages 

14 to 18 years) and found that my aesthetic reading responses to literature helped me understand 

and cope with my anxiety by building my self-compassion. This study adds to current research 

investigating the relationship between anxiety and self-compassion by contributing a first-person 

exploration of the intersections between literacy experiences, adolescent anxiety, and self-

compassion. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Questions Provoke Me  

A few months after I completed my Bachelor of Education, I found myself back 

at my old high school for a community event. Wandering the hallways, a poster caught 

my eye. It was for the school’s mental health awareness and support club. Seeing this 

poster aroused two emotions: first, some sadness that this club did not exist when I 

needed it as a high school student but then, secondly, hopeful because this club exists for 

students now.  

I added that poster to a collection of other observations that indicated to me how 

our society was starting to pay attention to mental health and feel comfortable about 

having open discussions about it. Between national mental health campaigns and 

representation of mental health in media and contemporary books, I found evidence that 

we are cared about mental health—including adolescent mental health. Nevertheless, I 

still wondered how much we already know about adolescent mental health and the 

questions left to ask.  

In Canada, 68.8% of mental health challenges have their onset in childhood and 

adolescence (Government of Canada, 2006) with individuals ages 15-24 years more 

likely to experience mental health challenges than any other age group (Pearson et al., 

2013). Adults report that their struggles with anxiety originated in their childhood (Di 

Nardo et al., 1993) which parallels findings from the Government of Canada (2006) in 

which adults reported that their mental health challenges had their onset in childhood. If 
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left untreated, childhood anxiety can develop into generalized disorders (Dadds et al., 

1997) and depression (Kendall et al., 2006). A meta-analysis estimates that 13.4% of 

children and youth have a mental health disorder with anxiety disorder being the most 

prevalent at 6.5% (meaning that an estimated 117 million children and youth are affected 

by an anxiety disorder in the world) (Polanczyk, Salum, Sugaya, Caye, & Rohde, 2015). 

This meta-analysis aligns with findings from the Government of Canada that reports that, 

as a group, anxiety disorders represent the most common of all mental illnesses and that 1 

in 20 Canadians met the criteria of an anxiety disorder (specifically panic disorder, 

agoraphobia, and social anxiety). 

In “Supporting Minds: An Educator’s Guide to Promoting Students’ Mental 

Health and Well-being,” the Ontario government (2013) highlights the vital role schools 

have in facilitating prevention, early intervention, and awareness in student mental 

wellness. Studies show that school-based interventions have positive effects on 

improving student mental health (Listug-Lunde, Vogeltanz-Holm, & Collins, 2013) and 

in reducing mental health stigma (Perry et al., 2014; Sakellari, Sourander, Kalokerinou-

Anagnostopoulou, & Leino-Kilpi, 2014). This research offers important insight regarding 

the effectiveness of school-based mental health programs but does not address the 

specific concerns of anxiety. Prior to developing interventions specific to anxiety, 

educators and researchers need a fuller understanding of the conduits that can be used to 

help adolescents understand and discuss anxiety. 

A tool that can help researchers access how adolescents understand anxiety are 

stories. Stories are significant to humans because narrative structures help us make sense 

of our everyday experiences. Fictional stories have been used to promote mental well-



 

3 

 

being in children through the practice of bibliotherapy (Flanagan et al., 2013; Hebert & 

Kent, 2000; Jack & Ronan, 2008; Stewart & Ames, 2014). However, this research does 

not explore adolescents’ experiences of reading fiction and how these experiences affect 

how they understand and cope with their anxiety.  

The purpose of my study is to explore how adolescents use literature to 

understand and cope with anxiety by delving into my personal experiences with reading 

and anxiety. The aim of this study is to provide educators with some insights into how 

they might foster healthy and safe learning environments for anxious adolescents. It is 

guided by three questions: how did my experiences with literature help me understand 

and cope with my anxiety as an adolescent? What was the nature of my experiences with 

aesthetic reading responses as an anxious adolescent? How did my experiences with 

aesthetic reading responses cultivate my self-compassion? 

An Experience is Described 

At the onset of this study, I struggled with establishing a delicate balance between 

two seemingly conflicting demands: the need for a specific and clear definition of anxiety 

and the resistance to rely on clinical parameters when my research questions are 

phenomenological in nature. Colloquially, anxiety is a broad term that has associations 

with the words nervousness, stress, and worry. Even in the DSM-V, anxiety umbrellas 

several specific anxiety disorders including generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). GAD is 

defined by the DSM-V as the following: 

• Excessive anxiety and worry about a number of events or activities (such as work or 

school performance) for at least 6 months 

• Difficulty controlling worry 
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• Anxiety and worry associated with three (or more) of the following six symptoms: 

restlessness or feeling keyed up or on edge, being easily fatigued, difficulty 

concentrating or mind going blank, irritability, muscle tension 

• Sleep disturbance 

• Clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other 

important areas of functioning caused by anxiety, worry, or physical symptoms 

• The disturbance is not attributable to the physiological effects of a substance or 

another medical condition 

• The disturbance is not better explained by another mental disorder 

(DSM-5 Task Force & American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 

 GAD has received growing recognition in Canada as it was measured for the first 

time in the Canadian national population in 2012 when it was found that 2.6% of 

Canadians ages 15 years and older reported symptoms consistent with GAD (Pearson et 

al., 2013)—a significant finding because anxiety symptoms can cause a similar level of 

impairment to depression, which strains both individuals and society (Wittchen, 2002). 

The DSM-V’s definition of GAD focuses on the specific symptoms that help make 

concrete the experience of impairing general anxiety. 

However, as I previously mentioned, adhering strictly to the DSM-V for a 

definition of anxiety moves too far into the clinical and away from the phenomenological. 

This is especially a concern considering the growing body of research on the prevalence 

of individuals with subthreshold forms of GAD (i.e. individuals who only meet some, but 

not all, of the criteria for GAD). Statistics Canada (Gilmour, 2016) found that 2.3% of 

Canadians have subthreshold GAD (SGAD) by meeting any two of the following criteria: 



 

5 

 

met criteria for lifetime GAD, reported an episode that lasted at least six months in the 

past 12 months, or reported clinically significant distress or impairment in areas of 

functioning (including the social and occupational spheres of life). As such, 4.9% of 

Canadians report having either GAD or SGAD. Therefore, relaxing the criteria for GAD 

presented greater numbers of individuals self-reporting experiences of GAD symptoms.  

Burstein, Beesdo-Baum, He, and Merikangas (2014) found similar results when 

investigating how the relaxation of diagnostic criteria for GAD correlated with an 

increase in the prevalence of SGAD in adolescents. Burstein et al. found that, 3% of 

adolescents experienced GAD symptoms for the 6-month time period required by the 

DSM-V, 5% of adolescents report experiencing 3-month subthreshold GAD at any point 

in their lifetime, and 6.1% of adolescents report experiencing 3-month SGAD at any 

point of their lifetime with no uncontrollability symptom (i.e. not experiencing the 

criteria of excessive or uncontrolled worry but meeting all other related symptoms). 

Burnstein et al.’s (2014) findings indicate a 65.7% increase in prevalence when relaxing 

duration requirement and an additional 20.7% increase when not requiring 

uncontrollability. 

Additionally, Haller et al. (2014) found that the occurrence of SGAD rose from 

3.6% to 8% when extending symptom longevity from three months within last twelve 

months to three months over participants’ lifetimes. SGAD occurrence rose from 6.1% to 

12.4% when further relaxing criteria to symptom longevity to one month within last 

twelve months to over their entire lifetime. 

Research shows that SGAD can also cause individuals significant impairment. 

Haller et al. (2014) found no significant difference in levels of reported distress and 
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psychosocial impairment between individuals with GAD and SGAD even though SGAD 

was found to be twice as high in prevalence than GAD. The largest difference between 

the two groups is that individuals with SGAD have periods of symptom free recovery. 

This result supports findings from Burstein et al. (2014) that indicate that reports of 

symptom severity and impairment were only slightly lower in magnitude among SGAD 

cases (as compared to GAD cases). There were also comparable levels of clinical severity 

and disability across all groups.  

Gilmour (2016) found that individuals with GAD and SGAD were significantly 

more likely to report suicide ideation. Moreover, individuals with SGAD had increased 

odds of suicide ideation within the past 12-months when compared to individuals with 

below subthreshold levels of GAD symptoms. SGAD is also a risk factor for the onset of 

GAD as well as other anxiety, mood, and substance disorders and is associated with 

greater sleep disturbance and fatigue, suicide attempts, poorer perceived physical health, 

and higher somatic diagnoses. SGAD worsened the course of concurrent somatic diseases 

and has a high rate of comorbid mental disorders including various anxiety disorders and 

minor and major depression (Haller et al., 2014). 

When I was an undergraduate student, I approached a doctor with concerns about 

my anxiety. She listened to me and was sympathetic, but ultimately her response was 

“university is stressful for everyone.” I did not walk into that appointment necessarily 

wanting a diagnosis, but I still walked away feeling unaddressed. I felt just under the 

radar of being an official concern even though I knew that my anxiety—regardless of 

what degree it was measured to be next to clinical standards—affected me in profoundly 

negative ways. 
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Until recently, whenever I spoke to others about my anxiety, I always shied away 

from using specific or clinical terms. I found that I often stopped myself at some point in 

the conversation to say, “but I don’t have a formal diagnosis.” I did not do this because I 

believe there’s anything wrong with having a formally diagnosed mental illness, but 

because I was afraid of being thought of as overly dramatic, as not having feelings 

serious enough to merit attention or concern, or, worst of all, as trying to claim a mental 

illness that I may not actually have. As a result, I minimized my experiences or did not 

share them at all.  

In anxiety research, it is important to make a space for nuanced discussions about 

diverse experiences. The absence of certain symptoms does not negate the presence or 

impact of others when we are considering how anxiety affects individuals in their 

everyday lives. In the aforementioned studies, SGAD negatively impacts individuals in 

regards to their perceived impairment, quality of life, and overall well-being. Regardless 

of how SGAD is defined, persistent experiences of GAD symptoms (even at the 

subthreshold level) significantly impact an individual’s lived experiences. Therefore, 

using self-reports of GAD symptoms, rather than relying on formal diagnoses, is the most 

inclusive way of exploring the experience of adolescent anxiety.  

Current research investigates the impact of GAD and SGAD on individuals but 

does not unpack the experience of anxiety. Exploring how adolescents understand and 

cope with their anxiety requires an understanding of how self-compassionately they see 

themselves.  
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Kindness Directed Inwards 

During my undergraduate education, my main hobby was creating video blogs. 

One of my earliest video blogs was a message to myself meant to be watched when I was 

feeling overwhelmed by my anxiety. In the video, I attempted a comically inspiring tone 

and essentially told myself that I needed to stop wallowing on my feelings and get over it. 

A month later, I re-watched the video blog when I was having a particularly bad day and 

then deleted the video. Instead of motivating me, I was left me feeling worse and thinking 

that I had unreasonable feelings of distress with which no one else struggled. What I did 

not realize was that my video blog hurt rather than helped me because it prevented me 

from seeing myself compassionately. 

There is a growing body of research investigating the relationship between self-

related constructs and anxiety. Self-compassion is defined as a non-judgemental 

understanding of one’s pain. Neff (2003) theorized that self-compassion promotes mental 

and emotional well-being because it helps us see ourselves more clearly and without 

condemnation therefore enabling our abilities to rectify and perceive maladaptive patterns 

of thoughts, feeling, and behaviour. 

Self-compassion is composed of three basic components: self-kindness, common 

humanity (seeing your experiences as part of a larger, human experience), and 

mindfulness (having a balanced perspective on our pain and not over-identifying with it). 

Self-compassion focuses on understanding our personal experiences without making 

positive or negative self-judgements and by extending ourselves feelings of kindness and 

caring that we would offer to others (Neff, 2003). Neff’s theory is supported by a meta-

analysis that found that lower levels of self-compassion are associated with higher 
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psychopathology and that higher levels of self-compassion are associated with lower 

levels of mental health symptoms (MacBeth & Gumley, 2012). As such, self-compassion 

can be a protective factor against anxiety. 

Muris et al. (2016) found that higher levels of self-compassion are associated with 

lower symptom levels of anxiety and depression. Of the three elements of self-

compassion (self-kindness, common humanity, and mindfulness), mindfulness was most 

convincingly related to symptoms of anxiety and depression.  

This is supported by Bluth and Blanton (2013) who found that mindfulness 

partially mediates the negative association between self-compassion and negative affect 

as well as self-compassion and perceived stress. Mindfulness also fully mediates the 

positive association between self-compassion and life satisfaction. Moreover, a meta-

analysis of 29 studies conducted by Khoury, Sharma, Rush, and Fournier (2015) found 

that mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) programs have moderate effects on 

multiple clinical measures including depression, anxiety, and distress in addition to large 

reductions in stress and increases in quality of life. Furthermore, common humanity 

(another component of self-compassion) also had a significant relation to anxiety 

symptoms. 

Parallel findings have also been found in adolescent populations. Neff and 

McGehee (2010) found that self-compassion is associated with well-being among 

adolescents and young adults. Self-compassion evidenced significant negative correlation 

with depression and anxiety with no significant difference between adolescents and 

young adults. Participants with more self-compassion reported lower levels of depression 

and anxiety as well greater feelings of social connectedness. Both groups evidenced 
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moderate to strong effect sizes suggesting that prior findings reporting the mental health 

benefits of self-compassion for young adults also holds true for adolescents.  

Adolescents higher in self-compassion self-reported less anxiety, stress, and 

negative affect and greater life satisfaction and positive affect (Bluth et al., 2015). Also, 

Marshall et al. (2014) found that self-compassion is significantly negatively correlated 

with reports of anxiety and depressive symptoms. Therefore, strengthening their ability to 

be self-compassionate may offer adolescents an additional personal resource which they 

can access if needed (Bluth et al., 2015). 

Marshall et al. (2014) conducted a longitudinal study with grade 9 students 

investigating self-esteem, self-compassion, and how those factors interact as predictors of 

changing mental health. Self-compassion differs from self-esteem in that it emphasizes 

the importance of thinking about our negative experiences and feelings with kindness and 

understanding without suppressing or exaggerating these experiences/feelings. Marshall 

et al. found that self-compassion protects against the negative effects of low self-esteem 

in that the longitudinal effect of self-esteem depended on self-compassion. In individuals 

with low self-esteem but high self-compassion, declines in their mental health were not 

predicted by their low self-esteem. This contrasts to individuals with low self-esteem and 

low self-compassion because low self-esteem predicted significant declines in mental 

health. Results from this longitudinal study support the idea that self-compassionate 

adolescents forgive personal failings and recognize their failings as normal. As such, self-

compassion protects against negative self-judgements by facilitating processes such as 

growth and acceptance-focused coping (Marshall et al., 2014).  
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Marshall et al.’s study is supported by findings in a study conducted by Barry, 

Loflin, and Doucette (2015) that found that self-compassion in 16 to 18-year-old at-risk 

male adolescents demonstrated a significant negative correlation with vulnerable 

narcissism, a significant positive correlation with self-esteem, and significant negative 

correlations with both reactive and proactive aggression. Marshall et al. (2015) also found 

that self-compassion is significantly negatively correlated with reports of anxiety and 

depressive symptoms. 

Neff (2003) and Muris et al. (2015) theorize that adolescence is likely the period 

of life when self-compassion is at its lowest due to the potential negative consequences of 

increased introspection, metacognition, self-reflection, and social perspective taking. 

Moreover, most teenagers experience intense pressure and self-absorption due to 

“personal fable” (that is the belief that our experiences are unique and that no one else 

can understand them) which inhibits their ability to be self-compassionate. Therefore, it 

would be beneficial for individuals to receive specific support on developing their self-

compassion through focused programs during their adolescence.  

A self-compassion intervention was shown to be an effective recovery method for 

potentially traumatic stress and panic symptoms. In a study with 15 to 19-year-old 

adolescents affected by the Mount Carmel Forest Fire Disaster, it was found that over 

three different time points (within 30 days, after 3 months, and after 6 months), self-

compassion had prospective protective functions above and beyond dispositional 

mindfulness with respect to posttraumatic stress and panic symptoms, depressive 

symptoms, and suicidality symptoms (Zeller et al., 2014). Zeller et al. argue that self-

compassion may function as a malleable protective factor with respect to transdiagnostic 
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trauma related symptoms among youth recently exposed to a potentially traumatic 

stressor. 

In another study, Bluth, Roberson, and Gaylord (2015) tested the self-compassion 

and mindfulness intervention “Learning to BREATHE” with participants ages 10 to 18 

years. Bluth et al. (2015) found that self-compassion and mindfulness were significantly 

correlated with each other and that both were inversely correlated with perceived stress 

both before and after the intervention. After the intervention, mindfulness, self-

compassion, and life satisfaction increased and perceived stress decreased. Changed 

scores in mindfulness correlated with greater self-compassion, greater satisfaction, and 

lower perceived stress. Higher levels of self-compassion were related to both improved 

life satisfaction and perceived stress. Bluth et al.’s (2015) findings support self-

compassion as a potential buffer that can protect individuals in contending with daily 

stress and support them in achieving greater emotional well-being.  

Bluth et al., (2016) also conducted another pilot study exploring the experiences 

of high school students with the Making Friends with Yourself (MFY) program. MFY is 

a six-week program that scaffolds adolescents in self-compassion and mindfulness 

strategies. Each week covered a different theme and incorporated a mixture of didactic 

strategies, group discussion, and both formal and informal self-compassion practical 

activities. Bluth et al. found that the MFY group had significantly greater self-

compassion and trends for greater mindfulness than the waitlist group after the 

completion of MFY. Additionally, the MFY group reported significantly greater life 

satisfaction, lower depression, and lower anxiety. Moreover, changes in self-compassion 
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and mindfulness uniquely predicted decreases in depression and anxiety when controlling 

for the other. 

Participants found that concrete activities that involved noting direct, physical 

sensations such as the “here and now stone” (a touchpoint participants used as a physical 

reminder to facilitate letting go and staying present) and the soothing touch practice 

(physical touch and silent loving-kindness) benefitted them the most. Participants also 

found that learning about components of self-compassion and repeating common 

humanity phrases that reminded them to do three things (acknowledge their suffering, 

recognize that emotional suffering is part of being human, and soothe themselves by 

repeating kind phrases) were helpful. However, participants found the at-home activities 

inconvenient and time consuming as it required them to go to the website for guided 

meditations. They were less motivated to do at-home activities because they were not part 

of their regular routine and there were no consequences if formal at-home practices were 

not completed. 

Echoing Bluth et al.’s (2016) findings, Coholic (2011) found that integrating art 

into mindfulness practices improved the self-awareness and resilience of young people in 

need because they were practical and experiential. These young people included children 

and adolescents in foster care and children and adolescents with exceptionalities such as 

ADHD. Coholic found that art served as an important conduit between participants and 

the abstract concept of mindfulness as participants found the activities fun and the 

experiential/practical nature of the art activities helped support participants who did not 

have the inherent skills needed for mindfulness (e.g. concentration and communication 

skills). 
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In the two aforementioned studies, children and adolescents responded positively 

to practical and experiential self-compassion/mindfulness activities as they helped make 

concrete what are otherwise potentially abstract or difficult to access concepts. Therefore, 

there is great potential in exploring other tools that can be used to experientially and 

practically connect adolescents to the concept of self-compassion. 

A Book Bridges 

 Literature offers adolescents a rich opportunity to navigate abstract or distant 

experiences by providing them with narratives that connect to perspectives beyond their 

contexts. In a study by Malo-Juvera (2014), the novel Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson 

was used as an intervention to reduce grade eight participants’ acceptance of rape myth 

(i.e. the assumption that rape victims lie about their attacks). Post-intervention tests 

showed that participants had significantly lower scores on the Adolescent Rape Myth 

Scale. Malo-Juvera argues that accessing the topic of rape and rape myth through a young 

adult literature (YAL) text gave students a shared experience that was easier to discuss 

and understand than an actual event. Moreover, Malo-Juvera concludes that using literary 

instruction and YAL to reduce rape myth acceptance is more effective than a didactic 

approach since the simple presentation of contrary information can cause neutral or 

defensive reactions.  

Corroborating Malo-Juvera’s conclusions, Alsup (2003) advocates for YAL in the 

classroom as a means for engaging students in political criticism. Alsup argues that YAL 

allows students to engage in political topics with little personal risk and thematically 

empowers them in allowing students to find their voices. Additionally, YAL has also 
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been used as an educational tool for addressing social responsibility/social justice 

(Glasgow, 2001) and freedom (Bean & Harper, 2006). 

 While the above studies specifically explore YAL, the effectiveness of using 

literary fiction to help adolescents materialize abstract and distant concepts can be found 

in other genres as well. For instance, in a study exploring the relationship between 

literature and black males from an urban environment, one individual used his personal 

connection to The Illiad and corresponding supplementary texts to explore the notion of 

personal identity and, by extension, his own personal identity (Kirkland, 2011). In this 

case, it was in finding a story and character that was recognizable to the participants that 

helped bridge him to the concept of personal identity. 

 Just as experiential and arts-based practical activities create a conduit between 

children/adolescents and the abstract concepts of self-compassion and mindfulness (Bluth 

et al., 2016; Coholic, 2011), literary texts similarly help adolescents grasp difficult to 

understand concepts and experiences. Therefore, there is great potential in using literature 

to help anxious adolescents cultivate their self-compassion so that they can better 

understand and cope with their anxiety.  
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework 

An Aesthetic Response  

To investigate how adolescents use literature to understand and cope with anxiety, 

I used reader-response theory as a theoretical framework to unpack the experience of 

reading and the relationship between the reader and the text. In reader-response theory, 

the reading experience is framed as a continuum between efferent and aesthetic reading. 

An efferent reading experience is one in which the reader seeks information from a text 

as it exists autonomously. An aesthetic reading experience is one in which meaning is 

created through the interaction between the reader and the text. Therefore, in an aesthetic 

reading of the text, meaning depends upon the reader’s response, which is shaped by the 

particularities of their context. 

It is worth noting that texts are neither completely efferent nor aesthetic. Where 

reading experiences fall on the continuum between efferent and aesthetic is determined in 

part by the genre of the text as well as the intention the reader brings to the text 

(Rosenblatt, 1982). Because the questions central to this study focus on how adolescents 

use literature to understand their experiences with anxiety, I am focusing on the personal 

responses adolescents have to literary texts. As such, aesthetic reading responses are the 

primary focus in my theoretical framework. 

Rosenblatt (1978) describes this transaction between reader and text as a lived-

through experience and refers to it as “the poem.” As such, aesthetic reading is composed 

of three components: the reader, the text, and the poem. “The poem” is the meaning 

created by the reader in their response and interpretation of the text. Even though 
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aesthetic reading experiences require the reader to use their personal experiences and 

knowledge to create “the poem,” it should be noted that aesthetic reading cannot be 

limited to an act of locating oneself in the text. Pantaleo (2013), in a re-examination of 

reader-response theory, highlights that a common misinterpretation of aesthetic reading 

conflates the personal with the text. While aesthetic reading inevitably beckons the reader 

to use their personal context and knowledge to interpret the text, aesthetic reading is not 

an act of seeing oneself in the text. Rather, it is the intellectual engagement with the text 

in a way that calls upon the reader to co-author meaning through interpretation. 

Iser (1972), in describing the phenomenological experience of reading, refers to 

the spaces for interpretation within a text as indeterminancies. It is within these 

indeterminancies that readers engage with texts through their imagination. Moreover, Iser 

states that reading is a selective process in which readers choose to respond to specific 

details of the text for interpretation. As such, the text itself is richer than any one reading 

of it and each reading of the text can lead to a new interpretation. Therefore, multiple 

readings of a text lead to deeper and more complex understandings of meaning.  

Reading, in this way, is an active and iterative experience. Because readers co-

author meaning alongside the text in aesthetic reading, each revisitation of a text is a 

unique experience since readers bring a different context or set of knowledge whenever 

they read a text even if the content remains consistent. Sumara (2006) describes texts as 

both closed and open for this reason. While the actual words of a text may remain the 

same over time, the reader (who is a changing agent as they grow, learn, and develop 

understandings) can uncover different meanings each time they visit a text. Texts are 

closed insofar as their words do not change once they are printed but they are open in that 
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they contain multiple meanings depending on the reader and who they are during each 

reading experience as aesthetic reading responses weave together the private and public 

sources of knowledge they bring to the reading experience.  

Aesthetic reading responses demand that we emotionally and intellectually invest 

in a text to create meaning. As such, aesthetic reading is a layered and complex 

experience with multiple facets. The facets of particular importance to this study are 

close-reading, consciousness, enabling constraints, and Theory of Mind. 

Close-reading. Close-reading is the practice of paying attention and responding 

to the text as it exists on the page rather than projecting onto it our preconceived 

understandings (Gallop, 2000). This process includes noticing the minute details of a text 

(syntax, punctuation, word choice, etc.) as well as what the text is saying to us and how 

we’re reacting to it. Sumara (2002) describes the experience of close-reading as 

interrupting what’s familiar because close-reading requires that we pay attention to what 

we find surprising or unexpected in a text. Gallop, explains that by alerting us to what we 

find surprising and unexpected in a text, close-reading helps us become aware of “the 

other.” This is because what we find surprising or unexpected exists outside of our 

experiences; it belongs to the perspective of “the other.” Therefore, close reading deepens 

our understanding of ourselves while also pushing us to address the limitations of our 

perspectives and expand them. 

Howard (2010) describes the moment of noticing while close-reading as an 

embodied felt-sense—an awareness of meaning or of significance that precedes 

articulation. When we experience a felt-sense, possibilities of meaning arise based on our 

memories, connections, and other narratives we have encountered. Paying attention to 
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this experience of the felt-sense is important because “for aesthetic practices to be 

transformative, they cannot only be cerebral—participants must be actively present, 

perceiving and aware of their embodied response” (Luce-Kapler, 2017, p. 86). 

In aesthetic reading responses, the reader creates meaning by bringing their 

personal contexts to textual interpretation. Close-reading connects significantly to 

aesthetic reading responses because, in close-reading, we bring together the details of our 

experiences and the details of the text to create meaning and allow ourselves to be 

transformed by our responses to this synthesis. 

Consciousness. Consciousness is a phenomenon that revolves around our 

experiences of qualia— that is our experiences of subjectivity (for example, the smell of 

coffee or the feeling of happiness). As such, our conscious awareness is our awareness of 

how we take in our surroundings and our awareness of a self that perceives the external 

from an internal place (Lodge, 2002). Lodge argues that though consciousness evades 

scientific explanation, there is rich documentation of consciousness in literature. This is 

because literary conventions capture what cannot be captured in scientific reports. 

Literary texts are fictional models of human experienced subjectivity that focus on 

richness rather than an objective, singular “truth.” Moreover, consciousness is not fixed 

or stable as it is subject to creation and change through interaction with the world (Lodge, 

2002) including reading and responding to literary texts. 

Literary texts capitalize on written conventions that enhance depictions of qualia. 

Active engagement with texts reveal insights about both the perceiver (the reader) and 

phenomenon (the text) (Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2000; Lodge, 2002) because of 

the space for interpretation in fictional texts. In connection to reader-response theory, 
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readers use their consciousness and conscious awareness to uncover meaning in their 

aesthetic reading responses. 

Enabling constraints. Also referred to as liberating constraints, enabling 

constraints aid us in our learning experiences by providing structure through set 

parameters and boundaries. Enabling constraints guide students through exploratory 

learning experiences so they are not overwhelmed by the multiplicity of possibilities in 

their learning and are therefore more focused in their explorations. Regarding 

consciousness, enabling constraints help us navigate our experiences as we are limited in 

what we can take in (Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2000). That is to say, enabling 

constraints focus our experience of consciousness so that we can more fully and 

complexly understand our subjective experiences; enabling constraints enable depth by 

restricting breadth. 

Luce-Kapler (2004), describes how enabling constraints are particularly 

productive and fruitful in creative writing due to the inherent tension in language— as 

represented in two opposing forces, centrifugal vs. centripetal (slang vs. formal 

language). This tension between the constraints of boundaries and the liberation of 

openness creates a space for creative energy. 

Rosenblatt describes the creation of meaning in aesthetic reading responses as 

“the poem.” Though not necessarily referring to literal poetry, Rosenblatt’s “The Poem” 

is an important image for understanding the process of meaning-making in aesthetic 

responses—as a creative, expressive endeavor (much like writing poetry). Therefore, just 

as enabling constraints create opportunities for creative energy in creative writing by 
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balancing the tension between boundaries and infinite possibilities, the same is possible 

in our aesthetic reading responses as we construct “the poem.” 

Theory of Mind. Reading experiences have the capacity to develop our self-

compassion due to the Theory of Mind (ToM) practices we use when we read literature. 

ToM is the ability to accurately label the mental states of others and make predictions 

about their future behaviours of others based on their mental state (Washburn et al., 

2016). Through decoding and reasoning skills, we are able to explain people’s behaviours 

in terms of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and desires. ToM is our ability to navigate our 

social environments by seeing bodies as animated by the mind and attributing states of 

minds to other individuals (Zunshine, 2006).  

Mind-reading, according to ToM, entails the ability to have some understanding 

of other minds which enables us to make predictions about their behaviour. Because 

narratives focus on the subjective and lived experiences of characters, readers engage in 

mind-reading practices when they read literature. In reader-response theory, aesthetic 

reading responses entail a process of reader engagement with the text to co-author 

meaning (Pantaleo, 2013). The ToM mind-reading process we go through when we read 

literature is one way in which we create a dialogue between us and the novel. Being 

aware of this dialogue as we read helps us better understand the co-authored meaning we 

create in our aesthetic reading responses. 

Self-Compassion is Read 

As aforementioned, reader-response theory outlines how in aesthetic reading 

experiences, it is our engagement with literary texts that is the source of meaning within 

it. Therefore, aesthetic reading is an engaged process of interpretation (Rosenblatt, 1978). 
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It is through understanding the nuances of how readers are affected within the experience 

of interpreting literature that the connection between reading literature and self-

compassion can be found. This is because literature offers us a space in which we can 

think beyond our internal worlds to explore different perspectives (Sumara, 2006). Said 

in another way, reading literature allows us to understand and cope with anxiety in a self-

compassionate way. 

At this point, I would like to revisit the definition of self-compassion so to 

highlight the specific facets of it that have theoretically significant connections aesthetic 

reading responses. Broadly, self-compassion is the ability to extend towards ourselves the 

same kindness and compassion we would to others. Involved in self-compassion is self-

kindness, mindfulness, and common humanity. Self-compassion, particularly its elements 

of mindfulness and common humanity, involves a process of looking beyond our internal 

tribulations by maintaining perspective of the self in wider contexts. Stories, and by 

extension literature, play an important role in our ability to do this. To understand the role 

literature plays in developing our self-compassion, we must first understand the 

relationship between humans and our reading experiences. The elements of self-

compassion that are particularly relevant to reading experiences are common humanity 

and mindfulness. 

Mindfulness. Being mindful involves maintaining perspective on experiences by 

being aware of them as they happen. Mindfulness is an important component to self-

compassion as it puts into perspective our immediate experiences so we do not ruminate 

or over-identify with our pain. By focusing on the present, we can better manage our 

thoughts and distress. 
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By pushing us to stay present and pay attention to our immediate, embodied 

reactions, close-reading creates the potential for reflection, change, and transformation. 

Implicit to close-reading is a process of re-reading. This is because revisiting the text and 

interpreting it alongside our initial response to it focuses us to not only pay close 

attention to the text itself but also our reactions to it. These continual revisitations creates 

a meditative process that promotes mindful awareness (Iftody, Sumara, & Davis, 2006; 

Sumara, 2002). When we close-read, we adopt a mindfully aware mindset because the act 

of paying attention forces us to focus on what’s immediately present—both in the text 

and in our embodied responses thereby keeping us in the moment. 

While close-reading is an act of mindfulness in itself, close-reading also promotes 

mindfulness in that it prompts us to pause and reflect on our reactions to the text. This is 

especially apparent when we meditate on our reactions through writing. In a study 

exploring the experiences of a writing group comprised of older lesbian women, 

consciousness is described as participating in acts of reading and writing and by being 

altered/transformed by them (Robson et al., 2010).  

Robson et al. (2010) highlights the link between reading experiences, writing 

practices, and personal transformation by exploring one participant’s use of enabling 

constraints by stylistically imitating a section in the book Vertigo by Louise DeSalvo.  

The assignment I responded to was an imitation of a section of ‘Vertigo’, in 

which [DeSalvo] talks about a difficult relationship by using a specific location – 

a beach. Claire asked us to choose a location and write about a difficult topic (in 

my case, a bad break-up) using the immediate present tense. Rather than talking 

about the difficult relationship directly, we were invited to explore it indirectly, by 

using enabling constraints such as stylistic imitation and tense, and by paying 

attention to imagery as it emerged. 

 

The end of the piece was a complete surprise to me. (p. 391-392) 
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By focusing on imitating DeSalvo’s writing style, this participant was free to explore 

painful topics indirectly through the imagery that emerged from her writing. Close-

reading and writing engaged participants in difficult/traumatic experiences making 

forgotten or distant experiences more visible.  

 Building enabling constraints based on our close-readings of texts is a form of 

responsive writing that creates a space for us to explore the details of our experiences and 

identity that are uncovered or re-emerge in our aesthetic reading responses. As such, we 

participate in a form of “close-writing” that mirrors the process we go through as we 

close-read in how we attend to the complexities of our experiences in relation to literary 

texts. Speaking on her own experience of exploring Emily Carr’s paintings and stories, 

Luce-Kapler (2004) writes,  

… I developed a sense of her rhythm that coloured my poetry and surfaced 

memories that I interpreted in the new context, revealing my subjectivity at 

particular moments. In light of those insights, I had a different sense of who I had 

been and who I was becoming. This work brought an appreciation that our 

subjectivity cannot be shaped only through individual reflection, but rather, is a 

process of coming-to-be in relation to others. (p. 44) 

 

Close-writing extends the meditative mindfulness practices that began in close-reading 

and fully flesh out the meaning we begin to build when interpreting the text in relation to 

the ourselves and our wider contexts. As such, responsive close-writing develops our 

abilities to see ourselves and our situations with self-compassion. 

Within the construct of self-compassion, mindfulness requires a spacious and 

flexible frame of mind and the ability to maintain a balanced perspective within the 

moment (Neff, 2003). In relation to reading, mindfulness is cultivated through reading 

practices that cause us to pause, slow down, pay attention to, and reflect on the text as 

well as our reading experiences. 
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Common Humanity. Common Humanity is the ability to situate our experiences 

within a larger human experience. This process entails preventing ourselves from over-

identifying with our pain and believing that our experiences are unique to us (Neff, 

2003). Having a sense of common humanity is an important component of practicing 

self-compassion as it enables the flexibility of perspective that fosters an ability to treat 

our pain as a normal human experience. As aforementioned, literary experiences are 

imaginative engagements in conversation like practices since we use our interpretive 

skills to respond to characters. Through thought experiments, we imagine the 

consciousnesses of characters by imagining how they feel, think, and will act (Sumara, 

Luce-Kapler, & Iftody, 2008; Iftody et al., 2006).  

ToM intersects meaningfully with self-compassion because the ability to explain 

people’s behaviour in terms of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and desires (Zunshine, 2006) 

connects fundamentality to common humanity. Reading literature requires similar mind-

reading abilities at the foundation of ToM since, when we read literature, we imagine 

characters as having many potential thoughts, feelings, and desires and look for the cues 

that allow us to predict how they are feeling and will act. Engaging with characters as we 

read literature is therefore identical to the processes we go through when practicing our 

ToM during social interactions. Moreover, close-reading also helps readers develop a 

sense of common humanity in how it requires us to notice what is unexpected or 

surprising to us and consider how it represents the perspective of the other (Gallop, 

2000). Imagining “the other” is an intrinsic part of consciousness since consciousness 

emerges from an interaction/co-determination with other consciousnesses.  
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Literary experiences provide us with opportunities to situate our consciousness 

within the context of other consciousnesses thereby developing our ability to see our 

experiences as part of a larger human experience (thus cultivating our capacity for self-

compassion). We are able to form a greater understanding of ourselves when we read 

because in immersing ourselves in another’s consciousness, we respond to that 

consciousness by calling upon our memories, contexts, and imaginings; we interpret our 

subjectivity in relation to others (Iftody et al., 2006). As stated by Sumara (1996), “There 

is fundamentally no fixed boundary between the literary fiction and anything else in our 

environment for the literary fiction always exists in the not us world with which we 

maintain relations” (p. 112). Therefore, it is through our conversation-like practices while 

reading that we work through how we exist in the broader context of human experience 

thereby developing a sense of common humanity.  

In the same study conducted around the novel Vertigo by DeSalvo, participants 

used literary practices to identify stories or memories that helped them to perceive the 

family structures and normative gender narratives they inhabited. One participant, 

described her experience in reading Vertigo as verifying her own experiences and 

feelings by showing her that others share her suffering and by also bringing to her 

attention that she is powerful enough and resilient enough to withstand hardship, endure, 

and prevail, 

DeSalvo showed me a way to write about that kind of experience. And as I’m 

tackling all the pieces around my memoir, I’m writing about very emotional stuff. 

And I’m connected to it, but I now somehow feel that I can see a way forward 

through it. I’m not going to be entrapped in it anymore… it’s not going to be 

sticking to me (Robson, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2011, p. 12). 
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Another participant in this study describes a similar experience as she followed 

the theme of silence in the novel Unless by Carol Shield and, along the way, uncovered 

her own history of unexamined silence. The experiences of the characters within the 

novel helped her become more aware of her own past and how it has manifested in her 

current life (Robson & Sumara, 2015). The processes of reading and writing helped both 

participants move beyond painful memories by contextualizing them in relation to the 

experiences of others in fictional novels 

A Next Step 

The current research investigating how self-compassion affects adolescent anxiety 

offers compelling insight into how we can support students to develop healthy ways of 

dealing with their anxiety. However, this body of research does not explore how reading 

experiences develop self-compassion. Because of the relationship between human 

consciousness and literature, exploring how anxious teenagers respond and are shaped by 

literature is a rich opportunity for understanding their experiences with anxiety—

specifically how they understand and cope with their anxiety. Reader-response theory 

focuses on the reader as an active agent for the construction of meaning in the reading 

experience and provides a lens in which reading provides insight into the 

phenomenological experiences of the reader. As such, reader-response theory is a 

valuable framework upon which to structure this study. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodologies and Methods 

A Commonplace for Cultural Work 

Similar to aesthetic reading as defined within reader-response theory, literary 

anthropology frames the reader’s imaginative engagement with a text as the source of 

meaning in a reading experience. Moreover, literary anthropology focuses on the 

phenomenological experience of reading as a source of insight into culture, identity, and 

meaning (Sumara, 2006).  Sumara frames the literary text as a commonplace around 

which ideas are developed and interpreted. By reading literary texts, readers engage in 

important cultural work by exploring, unpacking, and working through lived experiences. 

It is within this perspective of the text as a place for interpretation and understanding that 

literary anthropology is a meaningful methodology for understanding human knowledge 

and consciousness— especially in regard to questions about experience. As such, literary 

anthropology offers this study a significant opportunity to explore adolescent engagement 

with literature as a means of understanding and coping with their experiences of anxiety. 

Literary anthropology also compliments this study as a methodology in that it 

requires the researcher to practice a form of dialectical hermeneutic inquiry that mirrors 

the iterative imaginative interpretation that we engage in within our reading experiences 

(Sumara, 2002). Sumara maps out the methodology of literary anthropology as a process 

of reading, annotating, re-reading while reading annotations, reading additional texts, 

noting personal context, and bringing together various factors to create meaning. This 

process highlights the multiplicity of possible meanings within data and the ability of 

developing a complex, wide perspective regarding the meaning of a phenomenon through 
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revisitations and reinterpretations. According to Sumara (2002), the interpretative 

methods of literary anthropology give researchers access to the complex relationships 

between literary practices and human identities. This parallel between participant and 

researcher interpretative practices creates opportunities for deep levels of investigation 

into this study’s phenomenon since literary anthropology compliments this study in both 

form and function. That is to say that the research approach and methods at the center of 

literary anthropology align with the theoretical underpinning of reader-response theory. 

A View from the Ground 

Autoethnography is characterized by a focus on the researcher’s first-hand 

perspective as a source of insight into an experience or phenomenon (Wall, 2006). In 

autoethnographic studies, insight and understanding is developed from synthesizing a 

view from above (a perspective informed by current research and theory) with a view 

from the ground level (a perspective informed by personal experience) (Conquergood, 

2002). Autoethnography is a valuable methodology because for this study I draw upon 

two perspectives to answer my research questions: my perspective as an individual who 

experienced anxiety as an adolescent and my perspective as a graduate student immersed 

in the theory and research literature about anxiety and reading. These two perspectives 

align with the two roles that researchers navigate between in autoethnographies: the 

participant and the researcher (Mykhalovskiy, 1996). As the participant of this study, my 

experiences from my past as an anxious adolescent will provide insight into how 

literature can help anxious adolescents understand and cope with their anxiety. In my 

second role, I interpret memories and analyze experiences in a way that is specific to the 
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context within which I am remembering them. This is to say that I am analyzing for a 

purpose and from the perspective of my temporally bound subjectivity as a researcher.  

Adams, Jones, and Ellis (2015) describe two of the objectives of autoethnography 

as to foreground personal experience in research and writing and to illustrate insider 

knowledge of a cultural phenomenon/experience. These objectives align with the 

objectives of this study in that the undercurrent of these objectives is the exploration of 

experience and the pursuit of finding deep meaning from personal experience. Moreover, 

Adams et al. (2015), outlines that one of the main reasons for using an autoethnographic 

methodology is to break silences and reclaim disregarded voices. Missing from the 

current research on adolescent anxiety is an in-depth exploration on how they understand 

and cope with anxiety as told from a first-person perspective. Autoethnography gives 

access to this perspective as it mixes the insider’s and outsider’s view: in bringing 

together my identity as a participant and a researcher, I can navigate between these two 

perspectives and develop a deep level of insight regarding the experience of literary 

engagements as an anxious adolescent 

A Symbiotic Methodological Relationship 

Within this study, literary anthropology and autoethnography complement each 

other in that they are both concerned with finding meaning in a phenomenon by exploring 

the experiences of individuals as they are bound within their individual contexts and what 

their experiences within phenomena mean in relation to a wider network of human 

experience. Furthermore, these two methodologies are complementary in this study as 

they contribute different aspects to it. Literary anthropology aligns with the topic, 

purpose, and questions of this study and outlines a method for data analysis that 
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corresponds with the reader-response theoretical framework. Autoethnography outlines 

an approach for answering my research questions as well as a way to navigate identities 

during data analysis and a structure for understanding my data sources. Therefore, 

together both methodologies create opportunities to thoroughly explore my research 

questions. 

A Participant and A Researcher 

As aforementioned, in this study I navigate between two roles: researcher and 

participant. As a participant, I am a version of myself located in my past—specifically 

myself between the ages of 14 to 18 years. Though I have set clear parameters for which 

experiences I am drawing upon for this study, it is not possible to completely remove my 

current self from the experiences of my past self. Time, as it relates to the construction of 

our identities, is not linear since our experiences carry forward into the present and shape 

who we are (Luce-Kapler, 2004). This non-linearity presents a potential difficulty for my 

autoethnographic study since the phenomenon at its center is adolescent anxiety and is 

therefore necessarily temporally binds me as a participant to specific experiences and 

memories from my past. How, then, do I work through my present and past identity so 

that I can clearly navigate between my roles as a researcher and a participant? 

Defining identities. An important component of rigorous qualitative research is 

researcher reflexivity. By acknowledging my positionality in the world as well as what 

propels and compels my research interests, I contextualize my research and analysis. 

Explicitly articulating my positionality and context frames how I am approaching this 

study as a researcher and makes clear the lens through which I see the world and 

therefore analyze my data (Tierney, 2002). Understanding the subjectivity of my 
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perspective as a researcher helps me develop a crystallized, rather than a triangulated or 

generalized, understanding of meaning and truth (Richardson, 1997). 

However, in autoethnography, it is not enough to acknowledge my subjectivity 

and positionality since all of my data is provided to me from my own first-person 

perspective. To further clarify and tease apart who I am as a participant and who I am as 

a researcher, it is important for me to articulate the key characteristics that define me as a 

researcher and as a participant. 

Regarding my role as the participant, it is important that I clarify the parameters 

of the memories and experiences from which I draw upon in this study. Mykhalovskiy 

(1996) describes this process as “bracketing.” Bracketing my memories ensures that my 

memories are purposefully chosen so to keep the purpose and focus of this study aligned 

and enable strategic analysis (Adams et al., 2015). In this study, I bracket the experiences 

I had as an adolescent from the ages of 14 to 18 years. During this timeframe, I 

experienced GAD symptoms that lasted varying time lengths including periods lasting 

longer than 6 months (the threshold timespan for GAD as defined by the DSM-V). 

Therefore, I self-report having experienced periods of both threshold and subthreshold 

GAD from the ages of 14 to 18 years. 

 In my role as the researcher, my perspective is defined by my immersion in 

current research literature and theory. This means that my perspective as a researcher is 

framed by the current research and that my analysis of the data is filtered through my 

theoretical framework, helping establish rigour in a qualitative study because it places my 

findings and analysis within a wider conversation (Çelik, 2012).  
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It is important to highlight that, in my role as researcher, uncovering the insights 

from my experiences as a participant was a gradual process of uncovering. That is to say, 

even though I was already familiar with the participant’s experiences (since I had I lived 

them in the past), understanding the significance of those experiences, and the meaning 

within them, was an act of getting to know my past self from a different perspective—one 

situated in my temporally bound present. Central to this process of uncovering was the 

act of writing. 

When we write about our past, we write about a moment that is temporally and 

spatially bound. In writing about that moment, the “I” we write about becomes a 

character that emerges from our retrospective and is therefore distinct from our 

immediate material body (Luce-Kapler, 2004). The act of writing is valuable in my work 

as an autoethnographer as, “the I who writes can trace some of the complicity, influences, 

and possibilities in the I who is written about” (Luce-Kapler, 2004, p. 43). It is therefore 

through the act of writing that my role as a participant and my role as a researcher enter 

into a dialogue with one another. As such, various writing and reading processes are at 

the center of my methods. 

Memories are Gathered 

In autoethnography, data can be collected from two broad categories: internal data 

sources and external data sources. Internal data sources are those that the researcher 

collects from their own reflections and external data sources are those that exist outside 

of the researcher’s mind (Chang, 2008).  

Internal data sources. The temporal brackets of this study begin at age 14 and 

end at age 18 before the start of my undergraduate schooling. Even though I identify my 



 

34 

 

first experiences of self-reported anxiety to have started at the age of 10, bracketing my 

memories from the ages of 14 to 18 years allows me to focus on the environment and 

contexts that were specific to my adolescent years. 

To record my memories and reflections on them, I maintained a researcher’s 

journal throughout the study.  In autoethnography, self-reflection/self-observation is a 

parallel to participant observation in ethnographies (Chang, 2008). Therefore, 

maintaining a field journal of self-observations serves the same function in an 

autoethnography as it does in an ethnography only instead of focusing outward on 

observations of the site, participant behaviours, interactions, etc., the researcher uses their 

field journal to record reflections and self-observations. 

Although I have bracketed which memories I will analyze, a four-year time period 

is still an overwhelming amount of data to collect. Moreover, because I am temporally 

removed from these memories by over a decade, I needed a tool to help structure and 

provide focus while recalling my memories. To help me navigate these memories, I 

created an autobiographical timeline (Chang, 2008) that focused on my adolescent 

anxiety and reading experiences. To construct my autobiographical timeline, I marked off 

the four years between ages 14 to 18 and, in chronological order, recorded my 

experiences with anxiety on one side of the timeline and my experiences with reading 

literature on the other side of my timeline. Organizing my timeline in this way allowed 

me to visually track how my experiences in these two realms correspond and interact 

with each other. 

My autobiographical memories were the first pieces of data that I collected so to 

capture the memories that imprinted on me the strongest and help me keep my focus as I 
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proceeded to analyze my external data. I kept my autobiographical timeline in my 

researcher’s journal and referenced/added to it as I continued to collect data from my 

external sources. During data analysis, I strategically selected specific memories and 

expanding on them as they related to the research questions and emergent themes.  

External data sources. In an autoethnographic study, external data serves the 

purpose of reinforcing, solidifying, and supplementing the internal data gathered from the 

researcher’s memories, self-observations, and self-reflections (Chang, 2008). The 

external data of this study are textual artifacts that take the form of personal journal 

entries, high school assignments, letters to friends, and social media posts—all created 

between the ages of 14 to 18 years.  These textual artifacts capture my thoughts from the 

past while also serving as prompts for memories that I had initially overlooked or 

forgotten. 

A Researcher Close-reads 

This study modelled its procedure for thematic analysis after Sumara’s (2002) 

literary anthropological practice of interpretation through an iterative process of reading, 

annotating, re-reading, reviewing original annotations, and creating new annotations from 

re-readings and revisions—a process that closely mirrors the act of close-reading (Gallop, 

2000; Sumara, 2006). By referring to previous notes made during subsequent readings, 

meaning is uncovered as the researcher is informed by the differing contexts, private and 

public sources of information, and intentions that they bring to each reading experience 

(Sumara, 2006). This iterative process emphasizes that there are multiple meanings that 

can be uncovered when analyzing data. Revistations of data and previous interpretations 

creates opportunities for complex understandings of emergent themes. This process of 
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thematic analysis also centralized a self-awareness in the individuality of my analysis and 

therefore highlights the processes and practices that leads to my insights (Sumara, 2002). 

A Story is Told 

 There are many ways to write a thesis. In qualitative research, there is a range of 

options between formally reporting findings and fictionally representing data. The data of 

this study falls closer to the latter in this continuum as it is represented narratively 

through four creative writing pieces gathered into a collection entitled, “A Calm Arises.” 

There were many times while writing “A Calm Arises” when I questioned my 

decision to creatively represent my data. Writing “A Calm Arises” consumed me. The 

combination of revisiting painful experiences, telling my story, and choosing to tell it in a 

deeply personal manner was a considerable emotional undertaking and I often found 

myself wondering if it was not yet too late to put aside “A Calm Arises” as a personal 

creative writing project while continuing to write my data chapter in a more 

straightforward manner. However, the nature and context of this study demanded the 

aesthetic engagement and opportunities for diverse literary genres made available by 

creative writing. 

Sumara (1996) outlined imaginative participation as a way to derive meaning 

from experiences. Moreover, ethnographic fiction in social science research presents a 

unique opportunity to say what is unsayable (Richardson, 1995). Therefore, representing 

my data as creative writing pieces provides me with the opportunity to communicate the 

nuances and depths of my literary experiences as an anxious adolescent.  

Additionally, imaginatively engaging with my data and producing creative texts 

also extends my literary anthropological research by inviting you, the reader, to 
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aesthetically engage with my data. By interpreting my data in ways similar to how you 

would aesthetically respond to another literary text, I invite you to participate in this 

study as a reader. As such, I also invite you to co-construct its meaning (Pantaleo, 2013). 

 A key concern in autoethnography is maintaining rigour that prevents the 

researcher from crossing the line into self-indulgence. This is especially a concern in 

fictionally represented data because while the exclusion of researcher reflexivity is 

problematic, the uncritical inclusion of the researcher in the study is just as problematic 

(Tierney, 2002).  Therefore, it is imperative that if a researcher is to use an alternative 

form of representation in their research, that it be for a purpose of highlighting the 

meaning they found within their data. This is to say that the medium through which 

research is presented needs to be selected for the purpose of showcasing what the data 

uncovers about the phenomenon at the center of the study (Richardson, 1995). Moreover, 

it is important for qualitative researchers to become well-versed in the conventions of 

various literary genres so that they can use them critically and purposefully in their 

research (Tierney, 2002). For this reason, included at the end of “A Calm Arises” is my 

own commentary on the creative choices I made in each piece with specific regards to the 

genres in which they were written. 

 Despite understanding the theoretical and methodological justifications for 

creatively representing the findings of this study, I still struggled with committing to “A 

Calm Arises.” Ultimately, what solidified my resolve was this: as the researcher of this 

study, I needed to maintain the integrity of the participant’s story and as the participant of 

this study, the only way I felt like I could authentically tell my story is as creative pieces 

because literature held such an important role in my adolescence.  
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Concepts are Connected 

Bibliotherapy and counter-storytelling were used as the analytic framework of this 

study since, conceptually, these two practices offer lenses through which to analyze data 

in relation to reader-response theory. In both bibliotherapy and counter-storytelling, 

readers have therapeutic and formative experiences through their imaginative 

engagements with texts. As such, the concepts central to both of these practices provide a 

structure for understanding reading experiences in relation to adolescent anxiety. 

Bibliotherapy. Bibliotheraphy integrates book use into therapy to promote mental 

and emotional wellness. While a majority of studies regarding bibliotherapy have focused 

on its use with adult populations, bibliotherapy also has a history of effective use in 

special education for students with various needs (Jack & Ronan, 2008). 

A study about bibliotherapy as a means of coping with bullying revealed that 

children’s fiction about bullying has the potential to help students by providing them with 

characters that they can identify with on a cognitive and emotional level. These books 

give children a channel through which they can more easily access and discuss bullying 

rather than directly addressing their own experiences (Flanagan, et al., 2013). Flanagan et 

al. suggest that bibliotherapy can be used in conjunction with other school interventions 

to prevent bullying and support students. 

Paralleling these findings, a case study conducted by Stewart and Ames (2014) 

explored the use of culturally affirming and thematically appropriate bibliotherapy with 

elementary school aged African American children traumatized by the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina. Stewart and Ames found that participants began the process of 

rebuilding their self-awareness and self-esteem by identifying with the strong and 
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resilient characters in children’s books. Echoing Flanagan et al.’s (2013) observations, 

Stewart and Ames noted that participants in this study were able to articulate and process 

their emotions regarding their trauma/displacement by attaching their feelings onto the 

characters of the books prior to identifying those feelings in their own lives. 

Hebert and Kent (2000) investigated the use of developmental bibliotherapy with 

gifted children. Unlike the aforementioned studies by Flanagan et al. (2013) and Stewart 

and Ames (2014), the selected text in Hebert and Kent’s study does not center on specific 

difficult or traumatic experiences but instead focuses on the theme of friendship. The 

adolescent participants of this study empathetically connected to the characters in novels 

because of the experiences the characters had in the story regarding their friendship 

(particularly one character’s support of a friend who was undergoing treatment for 

cancer) despite the participants not having any immediate or personal experiences with 

cancer. This shows that imaginative engagement with fiction helps cultivate self-

awareness and self-identity regardless of specific or direct connections with the reader’s 

situation and that co-authoring meaning from a text in a reader-response theory model 

does not necessarily entail locating oneself within the text. 

In the aforementioned studies, bibliotherapy fosters the emotional well-being of 

children and adolescents because of the experiences of building identity/self-awareness 

through engaging with age appropriate fiction. In this way bibiliotherapy is a useful lens 

for unpacking how adolescents may use literature to understand and cope with anxiety in 

relation to reader-response theory. 

Counter-storytelling. Counter-stories are the narratives of marginalized groups 

that are not typically heard in society. Hughes-Hassell (2013) argues that reading 
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counter-stories can be an empowering experience for marginalized readers since it helps 

them realize that they are not alone in their experiences. By providing narratives that 

reflect the experiences of adolescents of colour in a way that challenges social/cultural 

stereotypes, multicultural YAL provides opportunities for adolescents of colour to 

discuss racial/social issues without directly addressing their own experiences. In this way, 

counter-storytelling connects to bibliotherapy since identifying with characters in their 

reading experience of the text is a source of empowerment. Representation of 

marginalized people through fiction is a main element of counter-storytelling and, 

although speaking specifically about multicultural YAL, Hughes-Hassell’s analysis of 

multicultural YAL as counter-storytelling can be applied to other oppressed or 

underrepresented groups. 

In a qualitative study exploring the experiences of LGBT multi-parent families, 

counter-stories were framed as the lived narratives that LGBT parents shared with others 

when they engaged in community events and activities (Vaccaro, 2010). In sharing their 

lives and experiences with other parents (both heterosexual and LGBT) through formal 

and informal interactions, the parents in this study created counter-stories in making 

visible their experiences which are unrepresented in heteronormative discourse. Vaccaro 

argues that sharing their lived counter-stories with other LGBT families is an important 

form of activism since the LGBT parents in this study did not have role models when 

they became parents and can therefore become role models for other potential LGBT 

parents through their counter-stories. Additionally, Campbell (2008), in an article 

theorizing how critical race theory can be used to understand the experiences and 

consequences of internalized ableism by drawing parallels to internalized racism, pays 
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particular attention to the potential of using counter-stories in which individuals with 

disabilities are depicted as successful in spite of their disability. Vaccaro and Campbell 

both apply counter-storytelling to marginalized groups as a method of empowerment 

through representation. By engaging readers in stories in which their typically 

unrepresented experiences are portrayed, counter-storytelling offers a way to understand 

how anxious adolescents engage with and respond to literature. 

The Narrow and Deep 

 It was not until my adulthood that I became comfortable with speaking openly 

and honestly about my mental health. As an adolescent with anxiety, I spent much of my 

energy trying to conceal my emotional struggles. For this reason, I understand why it can 

be challenging to access the anxious adolescent population for research studies. However, 

it is also for this reason that I understand the crucial need to hear the voices of anxious 

adolescents in order to understand their experiences and needs.  

Speaking about her novel Beloved, Toni Morrison describes her work as an 

attempt to tell a story about slavery that was narrow and deep rather than shallow and 

wide (Darling, 1988). Throughout this study, I found myself continually revisiting 

Morrison’s image of narrow and deep storytelling because it symbolized for me my 

fundamental pursuit. By exploring my own adolescent experiences with anxiety, I 

amplified a rarely heard voice and perspective thereby developing a narrow and deep 

understanding of the phenomenon of how reading literature can help adolescents 

understand and cope with their anxiety. To enable my endeavor, I chose methodologies 

and methods that created the conditions for a focused, yet complex, exploration.  
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Literary anthropology allowed me to focus on literary texts as a common place for 

unpacking lived experience (Sumara, 2002) while autoethnography allowed me to 

explore lived experiences from a first-person perspective (Adams et al., 2015). The 

internal (memories and reflections) and external (journals, assignments, letters, and social 

media postings) data of this study were approached contextually so to reveal how the 

internal and external data sources relate to one another and create a holistic portrait of my 

experiences as an anxious adolescent. Additionally, my method of dialectic hermeneutic 

thematic analysis aided my pursuit of the narrow and deep by mirroring the process of 

close-reading that leads us to deep levels of analysis in our aesthetic reading responses. 

My analytic framework of bibliotherapy and counter-stories also helped me situate my 

explorations into a wider conversation. 

I introduce the narrow and deep here to explain the process behind the design of 

my study and the intensions that drive me as a researcher. 
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Chapter 4 

Data 

A Calm Arises 

 

By Clarissa Mae de Leon 
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An Invitation is Extended 

 “A Calm Arises” is a creative writing collection that navigates through my 

experiences as a teenager who turned to literature to understand and cope with her 

anxiety. Each piece in this collection occupies its own individual space through different 

genres (blog post, vignette, poetry, and screenplay). However, they also interweave to 

create a connected narrative. At the foundation of this narrative are four central themes: 

Centering on the moment through close-reading 

Uncovering a language for anxiety 

Finding kinship in books  

Safe spaces for talking about mental health 

 In writing this collection, I analyzed my autobiographical memories as well as 

personal artifacts from my adolescence such as old journals and English assignments. 

Quotations from my personal artifacts are integrated throughout “A Calm Arises”—some 

are highlighted prominently, others are integrated into the main body of the text. How 

these quotations are incorporated into each piece hinges on the conventions of its genre 

and the flow of the narrative. I mention this to emphasize how this collection was shaped 

out of an ongoing conversation between two individuals: myself as a researcher and 

myself as a teenager. This conversation continues onwards and now also includes you— 

the reader.  
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Blog Post 

10:21pm June 27, 2007 

Well. It happened. 

Last night was the commencement ceremony. High school is officially over. I 

found out a week ago that I didn’t get valedictorian and I think that was for the best. I 

don’t think anyone would have enjoyed my commencement speech. I don’t have many 

inspirational things to say about high school. It was mostly just hard to get through. 

I was going to let my unspoken valedictorian speech die with high school, but last 

night they gave me the language and literature graduation award and Ms. Stephen, Ms. 

Morrison, and Ms. Zimski came on stage to present it to me. Each of them holding a gift 

bag with a book about Virginia Woolf inside. I said this to them after commencement— 

this recognition was more important to me than being nominated for valedictorian. And 

I'm not saying that because I got this award and didn't get valedictorian blah, blah, blah... 

I'm saying this because any grounding I have as a person I got, in some way, through 

books— through what they said and what they said to me. 

That’s when I knew that I needed to write something about the end of high school. 

Even if what I wrote was just for my blog. Even if what I wrote was just: Thank God for 

English class. 

I’m in my family’s computer room right now. It’s 

where I write all of my blog posts. There’s a clock in this 

room right above the computer desk; the ticking of its 

second hand is the soundtrack to my blogging.  
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Clocks are supposed to be steady, constant. The silence between each tick is a 

second long. Each minute is 60 seconds and each hour is 60 minutes. But the sound of 

this clock is unsteady, inconsistent—some ticks are louder than others. The ticking of this 

clock reminds me a lot of what my heart feels like in my chest. Too loud, too unsteady. 

And intensified when I’m overwhelmed and overstimulated by my surroundings. 

For most of high school, I got to school 40 minutes early. I realize now how much 

I needed to get there before the hallways got too crowded, before the numbing buzz of 

my mind overwhelmed me. Early morning was the only time of day when I didn’t feel 

like I was right on the brink of the walls collapsing and the building crumbling to the 

ground, eating me alive. 

By the end of the day, I was always exhausted. After getting home from school, 

I’d unwind the valve keeping my bubbling insides contained by pouring all of my messy 

emotions out into my journal.  

 

 

If I was home alone, I’d also play music and blast it throughout the house, hoping 

to vibrate the tension out of my bones. I wrote the lyrics into my journal. 

I try so hard 

and all I do is fail 

I’ve failed 

I’m ashamed 

I’ve learned 

but I can’t forget 

These words are sad 

But they are mine 

These words are mad 

But they are the only ones I can 

find 

I can’t stand it 

it’s become so 

unbearable  

I want it out 

out of my system 

out of my body 

gone from this life 



 

47 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Most of my high school days went like this—saturated with anxiety. Especially 

when I didn’t see anybody else as wound up as me. Especially when the stress made me 

physically sick. Especially when I knew that none of it was worth it. Not the grades, not 

yearbook, not newspaper club, not teacher and peer and parental approval, not any of it. 

 

But I still made it through high school. Here I am the day after graduation, after all.  

 

I’m frustrated to the point where I randomly have anxiety attacks and my heart rate 

shoots up. I have never been the girl that didn’t want control. I want to scream and 

cry and destroy everything until the anxiety passes which, if it does, only relieves 

me for a brief moment.  
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Thank God for English class.  

Thank God for Ms. Stephen, Ms. Morrison, and Ms. Winter.  

Thank God for Virginia Woolf. 

 

I remember the day I finished reading Mrs. Dalloway. 

Grade eleven. Sunny, fall. I walked home alone from school and went straight to 

the backyard to finish reading. 

And there she was, Peter said. I sat with that final line for awhile. An entire book 

about a single day.  

 Before reading Mrs. Dalloway, it had never even occurred to me that it would be 

possible to fill an entire book with just a single day. But what I understand now is that 

Mrs. Dalloway isn’t just about what all happened in a day. It’s about how it felt while it 

all happened. 

Stress and sleep finally caught up to me. I got sick. I’m afraid that when I go back 

to school that it’ll all happen again. That I’ll let it become so overwhelming, so 

defining. Every time I step back I realize how silly and trivial it all is. Yearbook, 

school, grades, recognition? Worth getting sick over? It’s so frustrating to not find 

the guts to just throw it all against a wall and leave.  
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Sitting in my backyard, on the last page of Mrs. Dalloway, I flipped back to the 

beginning to look for a specific quote that had stirred something deep in my stomach the 

first time I had read it. 

 

I remember asking myself why this quote caused me to pause so profoundly. So 

sad, this quote, but beautiful at the same time. And peaceful. Not just in what it says, but 

how it says it. Re-reading this quote in my backyard, I found that what left the biggest 

impression on me was the syntax. The way the semi-colons and commas slowed me 

down but also pulled me forward. The way the stretched-out sentence left me breathless 

by the time I reached the period. Rule-breaking grammar that makes you pay attention to 

the layers of Clarissa’s emptied sadness.  

Mrs. Dalloway changed the way I wanted to read literature. I became fixated on 

paying close attention to the minute ways we express meaning in literature and how they 

impact me. In the books that followed Mrs. Dalloway, I followed the same practice of 

close-reading and then flipping backwards to re-read the parts that hit me the hardest. 

These details were all I wanted to write about when it came to my English assignments. 
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Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf (grade 11, dialectical journal) 

 

The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger (grade 11, essay) 

 

The syntax of this quotation is very long 

with no conjunctions. This gives 

Clarissa’s diction a certain fluidity that 

portrays her as a confident, eloquent, and 

well-educated female, making it ironic 

that she does not have the will to break 

away from a pre-fabricated identity and 

create her own. 

The syntax of this quotation is very long 

with no conjunctions. This gives 

Clarissa’s diction a certain fluidity that 

portrays her as a confident, eloquent, and 

well-educated female, making it ironic 

that she does not have the will to break 

away from a pre-fabricated identity and 

create her own. 

 “The lack of language uses to express 

his feelings displays how the interaction 

he has had with this character serves as a 

trigger for an internal conflict that he has 

yet to completely decipher; this is 

particularly seen in Holden’s statement, 

‘I don’t know why exactly.’ Holden also 

repeats the word ‘sad;’ his inability to 

describe his emotions with more depth 

shows a lack of understanding of what it 

is he is feeling. This basic language also 

conveys an emotional purity; Holden is 

only able to communicate what it is he 

feels- the simplistic language he uses 

shows that his emotions are also 

simplistic, but intense. An example of 

this is Holden’s abundant use of the word 

‘depress.’” 

 “The lack of language uses to express 

his feelings displays how the interaction 

he has had with this character serves as a 

trigger for an internal conflict that he has 

yet to completely decipher; this is 

particularly seen in Holden’s statement, 

‘I don’t know why exactly.’ Holden also 

repeats the word ‘sad;’ his inability to 

describe his emotions with more depth 

shows a lack of understanding of what it 

is he is feeling. This basic language also 

conveys an emotional purity; Holden is 

only able to communicate what it is he 

feels- the simplistic language he uses 

shows that his emotions are also 

simplistic, but intense. An example of 

this is Holden’s abundant use of the 

word ‘depress.’” 
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Fall on Your Knees by Anne-Marie MacDonald (grade 12, essay) 

 

To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf (grade 12, dialectical journal) 

The effectiveness of the novel not only 

lies in the intricacy of the characters and 

plot, but also in the suspenseful manner 

in which they are revealed. In Fall on 

Your Knees, plot flow is repeatedly 

disrupted by seemingly irrelevant lines 

and passages to place emphasis on 

significant story and character details. 

The stylistic choice not only produces the 

effect of accentuation, but also makes the 

story a more personal experience for the 

reader- as it is written in the same 

manner one would experience a situation 

of this sort. 

The importance of certain storyline and 

character aspects in Fall on York Knees 

is accentuated by disrupting of the 

general narrative flow of the story… it is 

incredibly important to not only take note 

of what is being said but also of how it is 

being said, for it is within this that a true 

understanding of the nature of the story 

and characters can be found. 
 

The effectiveness of the novel not only 

lies in the intricacy of the characters and 

plot, but also in the suspenseful manner 

in which they are revealed. In Fall on 

Your Knees, plot flow is repeatedly 

disrupted by seemingly irrelevant lines 

and passages to place emphasis on 

significant story and character details. 

The stylistic choice not only produces 

the effect of accentuation, but also 

makes the story a more personal 

experience for the reader- as it is written 

in the same manner one would 

experience a situation of this sort. 

The importance of certain storyline and 

character aspects in Fall on York Knees 

is accentuated by disrupting of the 

general narrative flow of the story… it 

is incredibly important to not only take 

note of what is being said but also of 

how it is being said, for it is within this 

that a true understanding of the nature 

of the story and characters can be 

found. 
 

Mr. Ramsay’s life is one that is 

predominantly lived within the privacy of 

his own thoughts. In To the Lighthouse, 

the subjective nature of reality is a theme 

as seen in the juxtaposition between Mr. 

Ramsay’s internal thoughts and how he is 

perceived externally. The structure of this 

quotation shows the abruptness of Mr. 

Ramsay’s speech with the removal of 

“Someone had blundered” from the 

passage. This disrupts the fluidity of the 

narration and emphasizes the 

displacement Mr. Ramsay has from the 

rest world. 
 

Mr. Ramsay’s life is one that is 

predominantly lived within the privacy of 

his own thoughts. In To the Lighthouse, 

the subjective nature of reality is a theme 

as seen in the juxtaposition between Mr. 

Ramsay’s internal thoughts and how he is 

perceived externally. The structure of 

this quotation shows the abruptness of 

Mr. Ramsay’s speech with the removal 

of “Someone had blundered” from the 

passage. This disrupts the fluidity of 

the narration and emphasizes the 

displacement Mr. Ramsay has from the 

rest world. 
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It seems silly, I know, to put so much emotional weight on English assignments… 

but I loved writing them. I think that has everything to do with close-reading and how 

quiet my mind gets when I pay close attention to details and think deeply about what they 

mean. I know it sounds counter-intuitive but writing these English assignments were 

stress relief for me. 

 In my old elementary school, I had a teacher that used to turn off the lights and 

make us rest our heads on our desks when our class got too hyper. She’d play nature 

sounds and tell us to empty our head of our thoughts. That never worked for me. Because 

I could never turn off the buzzing in my head. Telling me to think of nothing just 

intensified the buzzing. But combing through books and visiting and revisiting parts of 

stories to pick a part their details and meditate on their meanings, that dulls the buzzing. 

My mind may not empty when I read and analyze literature, but the thoughts that do fill it 

are focused and ground me. They are quiet thoughts. 
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The afternoon I finished reading Mrs. Dalloway, I sat my book beside me and 

closed my eyes. I didn’t think about getting A’s, or yearbook, or noisy and crowded 

hallways, or the walls of the school crumbling down to consume me alive. I thought 

about the commas, semi-colons, and periods in Mrs. Dalloway and how they made me 

pause in different ways. Those pauses speak volumes about what it’s like to be inside of a 

character’s mind. To experience their day with them. I thought about how before reading 

Mrs. Dalloway, I never paid attention to the small nuances of a sentence. 

I thought about the wind. Its gentle pressure on my face. The crinkle of the leaves 

as it ran through them. The way it smelled now that it was colder out. When I opened my 

eyes, I traced the outline of the clouds and noticed how the wind pushed and paused 

them.  

I thought about how it was odd that I never noticed the wind’s syntax before. 

Close-reading Mrs. Dalloway and close-reading the wind kept me present. It kept 

me away from the stress of the school day that had just passed and the anxiety of the 

school day that would come tomorrow. It kept me outside, in the quiet of the backyard 

and away from the unsteady, inconsistent ticking of the clock. I didn’t need to write 

angry words in my journal that night. I didn’t need to blast music to vibrate the tension 

out of my bones. 

Paying attention to the fine details brought me peace that afternoon. Still does. 

High school is over. So much of it was overwhelming, so much of it was hard to get 

through but every word, period, and semi-colon is significant to the next word, period, 

and semi-colon. You don't leave any of it behind. So take your time to sit with the 

sentences, to sit with the words, to sit with the punctuation and just be quiet. Just be here. 
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Mrs. Dalloway taught me that. 

C. 
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Vignette 

Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat 

The Writer twitched as one of the fluorescent lights across the room flickered.  

Even these small things, she thought, set her on edge.  

Anxiety. She told herself. Sensory overload. 

Counsellors have been explaining these words to her for years.  

Empty. She thought. Hallow. Sure, those words make plenty of sense. One half of 

her knew that. The half that is rationale and can break down situations into logical pieces. 

But to her other half, those words were empty and hallow. That half of her has no 

language. It has colour (reds, oranges, piercing white), it has temperature (blistering, 

clammy, numb), it has speeds (fast, and faster). But no language. Not yet at least. That’s 

why she was here, sitting alone at a table in the corner of her high school library, to write 

a language for anxiety. 

Around her, notebook pages. Of different sizes, from different times. Collected 

over the years. Scattered around her. Haphazardly. Layers of paper. Overlapping. Filled 

tightly with small cursive writing. Past attempts at writing a language for anxiety.  

I cant stop, it has me trapped 

into my mind it pounds 

and it surrounds, it has me 

I want to stop but I can’t 

because I have no other way 

of escaping out of my stay 

-- 

I stare up at my ceiling 

and I search for the reason 

of why I have this feeling 

two AM 

I track the words with my finger 

they leave no mark 
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and make me weaker 

three AM 

outside is so empty 

nothing but darkness 

but this is what’s inside me 

-- 

I can’t stand it 

it’s become so unbearable 

I want it out 

out of my system 

out of my body 

gone from this life 

but you do nothing 

in fact you provoke it 

you’re the reason 

it’s your fault 

you make me choke 

I’m gagging on frustration 

-- 

I’ve become socially detached 

I don’t want to live here 

I live where life here can’t watch 

I want to go there 

and not come back 

life here is impossible to bear 

this, here, there, it. Pointing words, pointing no where. Hallow.  

Even here, in the deeply personal— far away from the clinical— there was a lack. 

A lack bred from desperation. The Writer did not see her experiences in these words. She 

did not see the colour, temperature, and speeds that lived within her mind. She only saw 

angrier, more erratic ways of saying anxiety and sensory overload.  
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Literal, she thought. Painful to read, she thought. And even more painful to write, 

she remembered. That’s why she scratched angry block letters on top of the poems. 

 

 

 

 

Sweeping her eyes across the scattered papers, The Writer thought about a book 

she recently read, The Hours, and the character of Richard Brown who wanted to “create 

something alive and shocking enough that it could stand beside a morning in somebody’s 

life” (Cunningham, 1998, p. 199).  He jumps out of his apartment window in the book.  

It was unbearable, being surrounded by so many of her own words and not having 

any of them say what she meant. What she felt. The problem is that there is too much. 

Too many thoughts, too many feelings, too many things to say. How can she write out 

her anxiety when there was too much for her to sort through. Resting her elbows on top 

of the scattered papers around her, The Writer felt doomed to become Richard Brown. 

The Writer reached into her backpack and pulled out her copy of Mrs. Dalloway. 

Some time at the beginning of grade eleven, The Writer started making sure to carry a 

book around with her in her bag. The ups and downs of her mood made going about her 

daily life hard but having a book close to her helped for some reason. She couldn’t 

exactly tell you why. They comforted her like hot chocolate, like warm soup. Relaxing 

the tightness that often flooded her chest throughout the day. 
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Thinking about Richard Brown now, surrounded by her scattered pile of paper, 

she wondered if he was right in thinking that it was impossible to write something alive 

when reading Mrs. Dalloway brought The Writer comfort because it felt alive. 

Flip, flip, flip. What was it that Clarissa Dalloway had said about Lady Burton’s 

lunch party? Here! Here it was, 

But she feared time itself, and read on Lady Bruton’s face, as if it had been a dial 

cut in impassive stone, the dwindling of life… she thought, feeling herself 

suddenly shriveled, aged, breastless, the grinding blowing, flowering of the day, 

out of doors, out of the window, out of her body and brain which now failed, 

since Lady Bruton, whose lunch parties were said to be extraordinarily amusing, 

had not asked her… she could not dispel a virginity preserved through childbirth, 

suddenly there came a moment… when through some contraction of this cold 

spirit, she had failed him. And then at Constantinople, and again and again. She 

could see what she lacked. It was not beauty; it was not mind. It was something 

central which permeated; something warm which broke up surfaces and rippled 

the cold contact of man and woman, or of women together. 

 

The Writer remembered the first time she had read that quote. It struck her for its distress. 

Its anxiety. She had written about it in an English assignment last year: 

 As a middle-aged woman, Clarissa feels as if she has lost something within 

herself, and that because she has lost this she has failed. Statements such as 

‘shriveled, aged, breastless’ and ‘could not dispel a virginity preserved 

through childbirth’ establish an elegiac tone and help the readers empathize 

with Clarissa’s feeling of lost feminine identity. Clarissa’s sense of failure to 

others is seen in the repetition of the words ‘failed’ and ‘again.’ This indicates 

that Clarissa has been struggling to keep her image as a proper lady and wife for 

herself, but for those around her-- especially Richard, her husband. The syntax of 

this quotation shows Clarissa’s distress as the incredibly long, compound 

sentences indicates a troubled, anxious state of mind. 

 

While the words told her what Clarissa Dalloway was thinking, it was the rhythm 

and flow of the passage that showed The Writer how Clarissa felt. The syntax, the 

repetition, the word choice. The fine details. They performed Clarissa Dalloway’s 

thoughts. There are, thought The Writer, ways of using language to communicate the 

ineffable. Virginia Woolf had a language for anxiety. 
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Showing, not telling, thought The Writer. Capturing the experience of 

uncontrollable thought with unfiltered language. Maybe stream-of-consciousness 

narration is the language she’s been looking for. She pushed the scattered pages away and 

cleared a space in front of her before pulling out a fresh sheet of paper. 

The Writer paused and focused on the moment when the flickering fluorescent 

lights made her twitch. Sensory overload. Allowing herself to write in run-on and 

fragment sentences, just like Virginia Woolf, she began. 

Incredibly sufferable, and overwhelmingly horrible were these lights. Each 

presenting a new strain for the eyes and for the mind. With every new bright light, 

a reminder of the days short coming... Every new one caused her heart to speed 

and bang against walls forming layers of bruises. 

 

She would skip to distract her from the lights, she would playfully pick the leaves 

of plants, but with every non-mechanic physical movement her body turns into 

itself and fights the urge to let the monster lose and merely stand by as it furiously 

destroyed anything unfortunate enough to find itself in the monster’s way. 

 

Battling the monster, battling the monster. A monster awakened by bright lights. 

And taming- taming never occurs. Only suppression only chaining the monster 

back into the cage. And how small this cage gets with every time suppression is 

needed. 

 

A pause. The Writer stopped briefly but didn’t look back at what she had written. Instead, 

she tried to focus on magnifying the immediate, on the flow of her thoughts. The Writer 

felt her heart racing; it’s insistent repetition. Heart palpitations. 

Paper to pen and suddenly the thoughts drain from your head and you no longer 

know what it was you were thinking. you no longer know where you are. who you 

are, how you are, why you are.  

 

So many times have you sat in the anxiety of not knowing, gasping for oxygen, 

wishing you knew how to cry. An energy stirs within- fueled by regret and pent 

up frustration, threatening. Threatening explosion, implosion. 

 

Bam, bam, bam. A heart thrashing within a rib cage. challenging the speed of 

sound. violent. Thrashing. Wishing to vomit, wishing to know how. Wishing to 

cry, wishing to know how. 
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Pain. Of every kind. Of unknown kinds. 

 

How dreadful it is to hear those words. How painful. extinguished. 

To be ripped out of one’s body and placed where nothing is known. Where the 

heart thrashes. Where pain calls home. To be stripped of the right to learn and 

love oneself. Basic. Essential. Building block. 

 

To return and to know. To deny. Steady the heart, eliminate the pain, to deny not 

knowing. Who are you to enforce such destruction? 

What life is this? 

 

Another pause. The Writer closed her eyes. She felt the tightness in her chest. 

I have a rock in my chest. I have a rock in my chest and not one goddamn person 

to talk to. I wish for all the gold in the world I could not feel all this… I’m so 

worn down, nothing takes the edge off. 

By the time she had finished her stream-of-consciousness narration, The Writer had 

multiple uninterrupted pages in front of her.  

Had she written something completely original? Had she written something that 

captured everything about anxiety with precision? Maybe not. These pages borrowed 

their tone, their syntax, and their detail from Virginia Woolf. They were messy and 

confusing, but also true. What she had written captured what anxiety felt like to her. 

Cloaking herself in Virginia Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness style of writing had 

uncovered for her a language that took something big, uncontainable, confusing, and 

made it recognizable.  

Finding a familiar voice in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway made way for her 

own.  

The Writer gathered her stream-of-consciousness pages and tapped them into a 

neat pile which she laid gently on the table in front of her. She inhaled and exhaled 

deeply. 

  



 

61 

 

Poetry 

 

Finding Kinship in Books 

 

When I was in grade eight, I had just turned 14, 

My principal arranged for me to see the school social worker 

“You’re not dealing with your stress in healthy ways,” they said 

 
I know 

 

So they pulled me out of class 

The social worker spoke to me in an empty classroom 

She had a blond bob and cat eye glasses 

She wore a long, colourful dress 

With flowy sleeves 

That looked like butterfly wings 

 

I remember thinking 

That she must dress for the little kids 

 

She kept asking me why 

Why I snapped pencils when I was frustrated 

Why I cried in the bathroom 

Why I felt the way I felt 

 

Why I was me 

Why 

 
Why 

 

By the third time  

She called me to the empty classroom 

I refused to go. 

 

That was the start 

 

Of a double life 

To hide a part of myself 

To stop being asked why 

To stop being seen  

Like a freak 

Like a problem 

 

I had friends who cared 

But I didn’t have friends that 

(I thought) 
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Would understand 

But the kinship I couldn’t find in real life 

I found in books 

With characters 

And their writers 

Clarissa Dalloway (Mrs. Dalloway) 

 

A friend once asked me, 

     What’s your greatest fear? 

I said, 

     becoming mrs. dalloway 

That was a half-truth 

 

It was true that 

I was afraid 

Of growing up only 

to disappear into my husband’s identity 

to live a life full of regret 

to only accomplish throwing dinner parties 

 

But 

 

It was also true that 

I was already Mrs. Dalloway 

in the walls I built up 

in the secrets I kept 

in the double life I lived 

 

 

 

Clarissa Dalloway,  

A wife, a mother 

In the middle of her life 

 

On the outside: 

Proud, composed, envied. 

On the inside: 

She would rather be like Lady Bexborough. 

Longing  

to have the life  

of a woman  

who contrasts  

Her own  

Lying 

She has a desire to leave her conventional life. 



 

63 

 

This life of an upper-class female  

This life married to a successful man.  

A need to break from this mold and become 

someone  

more challenging  

Like Lady Bexborough. 

To herself 

To everyone 

 

Clarissa de Leon, 

A student, a kid 

Seventeen years old 

 

On the outside: 

Confident, composed, okay 

On the inside: 

     a fake smile can seem so real 

but nobody can tell 

that happiness is the last of what I feel 

I’m faking 

but nobody knows that 

Hiding 

my mind is of two 

my smiles are forced 

I’m not as happy as I say 

ur imbalance is the source 

of my insecure, lying ways 

in reality I’m weak 

no one must know 

how my life is really bleak 

I’ll stuff it down below 

And keep on lying 

In the story u’re all buying 

From herself 

From everyone 

 

Clarissa and Clarissa 

Lying and hiding 

Jumping 

Back and forth 

Between two worlds 

 

I didn’t have to hide when I was reading. 

 

I was just one person. 
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Seeing Mrs. Dalloway’s concealment 

Helped me recognize my own 

Helped me feel  

For the first time 

Seen 

On the inside. 

 

Clarissa Vaughn, Laura Brown, and Virginia Woolf (The Hours) 

 

Trapped 

One month into the school year and I’m overwhelmed by feelings. Only now it’s by 

feelings and problems I don’t understand… 

I want to let the clouds move above me and let go of my problems. I don’t want to view 

the outside from the inside. I want to fall in love with blue skies and be consumed by 

senseless joy. 

Trapped 

 

I read The Hours in grade 12. 

What it said to me 

The loudest 

Was that it was possible 

 

That it was possible 

For three women 

From different times 

From different places 

To understand what it feels like 

To be 

 

Trapped. 

In the same ways. 

 

Trapped in your life 

Trapped in your brain. 

 

 

Clarissa, Laura, and Virginia  

Bound to their inescapable, unhappy lives 

Clarissa Vaughn 

Longs for the romance 

of the life she once had in her youth 

Laura Brown 

a housewife  

no desire for romance  

but she wishes  
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to escape  

her archetypal “ideal life”  

Virginia Woolf 

trapped both in  

her mental condition and  

her suburban life in Richmond.  

Starving creatively.  

Me 

I yearn to leave the pain 

And escape this life 

I wish to leave it 

I want to live with no care 

That is my dream 

Please just one day 

 

I read The Hours in grade 12 and felt like I could be the fourth woman of the story. 

Trapped. Trapped, but feeling for a way out. Trapped, but not alone. 

 

Astrid (White Oleander) 

 

Over time 

She learned 

That people left 

Never talked to strangers.  

Never said a word.   

She could trust few.  

The ones she did trust could not fulfill her needs for 

constant reassurance.  

They left her.  

She hated them.  

 

A slow and dreadful cycle was all her life was. 

 

She’s alone 

She makes a friend 

She learns to trust that friend 

She’s abandoned 

She’s alone 

 

Over and over.  

The cycle would never end.  

She wouldn’t let it end.  

She lived off loneliness because she knew no other 

way of living.  

She’s always been lonely. She’s always hid it from 

the world.  
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Do you want her to tell her story?  

 

She’ll 

Tell 

You 

Again. 

 

Please 

Just 

Listen. 

But then 

I met Astrid 

That was perfection. 

 

Upon following Astrid in her unwinding search for 

self  

I was sitting by the open window and I felt the cool 

breeze on the nape of my neck, I looked up from my 

book and I just realized that tonight had a full 

moon. 

 

I felt a sudden connection between myself and the 

moon who stared strongly back at me.  

Then from the moon I moved to Astrid and realised 

we were searching for the answers to the same 

questions.  

They’re not questions that are created from words,  

Not questions that can be voiced 

they were the inaudible questions composed of 

emotions.  

 

Then I was consumed by the most wonderful feeling.  

An epiphany, for the lack of a better word.  

Never before had I felt such a strong connection 

between my surroundings and I.  

The moon, Astrid, myself 

we are all just lonely, isolated beings all searching 

for something, although that something is not yet 

very clear. 

 

I had made it a habit of locking myself in isolation 

to escape the pain of interacting with others, 

but tonight,  

it wasn’t isolation.  

It was comfort,  

it was safety,  
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it was understanding and mutual feelings.  

 

It was the moon,  

Astrid,  

and I.  

 

It was perfection.  

 

A strange trust 

A healing connection 

 

Virginia Woolf 

 

In grade twelve 

I was known for loving Virginia Woolf 

I talked about her all of the time 

I gave a presentation to my English class that year 

“Great females throughout history” 

I chose Virginia Woolf 

So I could talk about her 

So I could talk through her 

About me 

 

     Want to know Woolf? Then read Woolf 

Want to know me? Then read Woolf 

There is a connective factor  

In all her work  

Because they all share common, central themes 

Like what it’s like 

Having a brain you 

Can’t control 

Like what it’s like 

Having a brain no one understands 

Something essential to understand is Woolf’s 

profound 

Loneliness  

I am so lonely 

She could not get others  

To understand  

Her mental issues, 

The problems she had, 

All these people that cared for her  

Did all these things  

That didn’t help 

I can’t get others  

To understand  
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My emotional issues, 

The problems I have 

All these people that care for me  

Doing all these things  

That aren’t helping 

 

I ended the presentation with 

Why I love Woolf 

 

The quintessential  

modern writer  

uses language and grammar so effectively  

to portray  

human experience 

no word or passage is insignificant 

never loses sight of her own humanity. 

Her own mortality.  

Why I love Woolf 

 

Because I am broken too 

Because I want to write 

About how I see life 

My humanity, my mortality 

Because of how she wrote 

About how she saw life 

Her humanity, her mortality 

 

Because reading Woolf helps me feel 

Less alone. 

 

 

 

 

A Memory: 

Emily approaching me at the end of grade 12 English. 

 

“I think she was selfish for killing herself,” 

She said, 

“Leonard loved her and took care of her and she didn’t think about him when she killed 

herself. She didn’t love him back.” 

 

—shame,sinking— 

 

What I said: 

“I think she loved him as much as she could.” 
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What I didn’t say: 

“Oh, you’ve missed it.” 

 

A moment: 

Of distinct loneliness. 

Of knowing. 

 

That there are things that will be misunderstood about me. 

 

Remembering that loneliness, 

I feel sad for that kid. 

For having to listen to Emily 

And for having to bury deeper 

A part of herself. 

 

But then 

 

Another Memory: 

Laying on my bed, looking up at the picture 

That hangs on my wall 

Of Virginia and Leonard Woolf on their wedding day 

 (I printed it out myself) 

 

At the time I didn’t understand 

That this picture gave me hope  

And comfort 

Because Virginias exist 

 

What I say: 

“Someone understands.”   
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Screenplay 

 
Southbound Conversations 

 

FADE IN: 

 

EXT. BUS SHELTER – EARLY MORNING 

 

 The rising sun lights up a quiet, suburban neighbourhood. 

A few CARS QUIETLY SPUTTER by but the road is mostly empty. 

CLARISSA, 17 years old, is sitting alone in a bus shelter 

with her backpack on the bench beside her and a notebook on 

her lap. On the cover of her notebook is a sticker of a 

Victorian house. A bus is approaching in the distance. It 

brakes in front of the bus shelter. As the bus doors open, 

the BUS INTERCOM can be heard from inside the bus. It 

announces the bus stop: Miseria Avenue. Clarissa gets up, 

puts on her backpack, and gets onto the bus.  

 

INT. INSIDE THE BUS – EARLY MORNING 

 

 There are five people on the bus, all sitting separately. 

MRS. DALLOWAY is sitting at a window seat. She has her 

purse on her lap. On her purse there is a button with a 

picture of a Victorian house on it. She smiles and waves at 

Clarissa. Clarissa smiles back and sits at a window seat 

across the aisle from Mrs. Dalloway. Clarissa flips open 

her notebook.  

 

 CLOSE ON Clarissa writing in her notebook. 

 

CLARISSA (V.O.) 

 

This journal is the only 

place I can really unload, 

because no one else listens 

close enough to notice. 

there’s no one else I can 

really talk to anyways. 

  

MRS. DALLLOWAY (O.S.) 

 

It’s good to see you again. 

Mind if I sit next to you? 

 

 Mrs. Dalloway is smiling and pointing at the aisle seat 

next to Clarissa. Clarissa politely smiles back and nods 
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while quickly closing her journal and placing her arms over 

it. Clarissa starts bouncing her leg as soon as Mrs. 

Dalloway sits down. 

 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

(looking down at Clarissa’s leg) 

Nervous? 

 

CLARISSA 

(looking down at her leg and stops bouncing it) 

Yeah, sorry. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

We all have our nervous 

habits. And our safety 

blankets. I’ve noticed that 

you always write in that 

journal on the bus.  

 

 Clarissa moves her arms off of her journal. She is looking 

down at it while smoothing her hand over its worn-down 

cover. 

 

CLARISSA 

 

I take it everywhere with me. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

You like writing a lot? 

 

CLARISSA 

 

Yeah, I like writing. 

(beat)  

But I mostly take it with me 

if I need to talk. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

You mean instead of talking 

to a friend? 
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CLARISSA 

 

I don’t talk to my friends 

about the stuff I write in my 

journal. Usually we talk 

about them. But it’s not 

exactly like I’m comfortable 

opening up anyways. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

That sounds difficult. Maybe 

you could find someone else 

to talk to. 

 

CLARISSA 

(Clarissa covers her journal with her arms 

again) 

I have an appointment with my 

guidance counsellor today. 

I’m not looking forward to 

it.  
 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Don’t get along? 

 

CLARISSA 

 

No, she’s nice enough. She 

just wants to talk. I’ve been 

having some trouble in 

school. I’m not failing but 

I’m having a hard time with 

(beat) 

stuff. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Stuff? 

 

CLARISSA 

(hesitantly) 

Last week I went to my 

guidance counsellor just to 

talk about my math grades and 

I just 
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(beat) 

Kinda lost it. Now she’s 

worried. About me. She wants 

to talk about how I’m doing. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Hm. 

 

CLARISSA 

 

I don’t know what to say. 

There’s no easy way to 

explain what I’m going 

through. Sharing is good. I 

just can’t bring myself to do 

it. It gets too scary.  

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

What’s scary about it? 

 

CLARISSA 

 

Being misunderstood. I don’t 

know if anyone would be able 

to understand what it’s like 

to live with my brain. To 

think the things that I 

think. People look at me like 

I’m a freak when I try to 

explain it to them. 

 

 The bus stops. The bus intercom announces the stop: Bond 

Street. Mrs. Dalloway turning to look out the window. CLOSE 

ON Mrs. Dalloway’s face. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Did you hear about what 

happened down that street a 

year ago? A young man jumped 

out of his window from the 

second story. Septimus. 

 

 Clarissa looking at Mrs. Dalloway as Mrs. Dalloway 

continues to look out the window. 
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MRS. DALLOWAY (CONT’D) 

 

I remember the day that I 

found out. I was at a dinner 

party with Semptimus’ doctor. 

He said he was a troubled 

young man. Breakdowns, 

paranoia, constant talk about 

killing himself. And then he 

did it. The thing is that 

even though Septimus was so 

misunderstood— by his doctor, 

by his wife, 

(Mrs. Dalloway turns to Clarissa) 

I think I understand why he 

felt like he had to jump out 

of that window. 

 

CLARISSA 

(quietly, to herself) 

I think I do too.  

(Clarissa looking down and moves her arms off 

of her notebook, steadying her bouncing leg) 

That makes me feel better. 

Knowing that it’s possible 

for us to understand each 

other even in our most 

isolated moments. Even when 

we don’t think anyone 

understands us. 

(Clarissa raising her head to face Mrs. 

Dalloway) 

I think about suicide 

sometimes.  

 

 The bus brakes suddenly at a red light. Mrs. Dalloway and 

Clarissa jolting forward. Mrs. Dalloway turning to face 

Clarissa again, looking concerned. 

 

CLARISSA 

(wide-eyed)  

No, sorry, that’s not what I 

meant. I just think about it 

you know? About what it means 

(stammering) 

w- what it would be like. 
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MRS. DALLOWAY 

(slowly, carefully) 

What it would be like? 

 

CLARISSA 

 

Not really what it would be 

like to do it. Just what it 

would be like for it all to 

be 

(beat) 

over. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Do you talk to your guidance 

counsellor about these 

thoughts? 

 

CLARISSA 

 

I don’t talk to anyone about 

them. People always leave 

when I talk about this stuff. 

I’ve lost friends before. 

When I’ve opened-up to them. 

Patrick, Laura, Adam.  

(beat) 

People at school always make 

jokes about suicide. Imagine 

if they knew about the stuff 

I can’t stop myself from 

thinking. They’d all leave. 

After awhile, you learn to 

stop talking. I’m not even 

sure if I even know how to 

anymore.  

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

(gently) 

You’re talking to me now. 

 

CLARISSA 

(whispers, looking down at her notebook)  

Yeah, I guess I am talking to 

you.  
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 CLOSE ON Clarissa’s notebook. Clarissa is fidgeting with 

the pen clipped on the front cover of the notebook. 

 

CLARISSA 

(looking past Mrs. Dalloway, out the window) 

Septimus 

(beat) 

Do you think he was wrong for 

what he did? So many of my 

teachers and classmates talk 

about how suicide is selfish 

and cowardly. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Selfish? Cowardly? No. 

Suicide isn’t those things. 

It’s not a matter of right or 

wrong. It’s a matter of 

choices. 

 

  The bus stops. The bus intercom announces the stop: 

Richmond Drive 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

I heard a story once about 

two women: Virginia and 

Laura. Virginia committed 

suicide by drowning herself. 

They say that Virginia’s 

billowing dress made her look 

like she was flying 

underwater. Like a creature 

floating away to a fantastic 

underwater world. 

 

 CLOSE ON Clarissa’s face, who is still staring out the 

window. The WHIRRING of the bus fades into the TRICKLING of 

a river. 

 

CUT TO: 

 

ANIMATION/DAYDREAM – RIVER – DAY 
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 CLOSE ON a slowly moving river. Clarissa standing at the 

bank of the river. She is wearing a loose fitting, flowing 

dress. She walks into the water until she’s shoulder deep 

and then closes her eyes as she sinks below the surface. 

 

ANIMATION/DAYDREAM – UNDERWATER NEIGHBOURHOOD - DAY 

 

 Clarissa floating down to a world below the surface of the 

river. It is a quiet street in a small neighbourhood with 

Victorian style homes. The houses have large front yards 

with swings and gardens. LAUGHING children ride past her on 

their bikes.  

 

CLARISSA’S P.O.V.- EXT.- SIDEWALK- DAY 

 

 Clarissa is walking down the sidewalk, observing the 

neighbourhood. 

 

CLARISSA (V.O.) 

 

In the waters 

Where you watched me sink 

I found a new world 

Dirt roads and old homes 

 

 A woman inside of her house, standing by her front window, 

catches Clarissa’s eye. She smiles and waves. 

 

CLARISSA (V.O. CONT’D) 

 

Everyone smiles out of their 

windows.  

(Clarissa stopping to smile and wave back.) 

 

CLARISSA’S P.O.V.- EXT.- SIDEWALK- DAY 

 

 Clarissa continues walking down the sidewalk. 

 

CLARISSA (V.O. CONT’D) 

 

In my water world 

There is never more to think 

of 

Than the gentle push of the 

current 

Than the sun filtering past 

the surface 
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 Bird eye shot of Clarissa walking on the side walk 

 

CLARISSA (V.O. CONT’D) 

 

Than moving forward, one step 

at a time 

 

 ZOOM OUT until above the surface of the river where the 

underwater neighbourhood disappears from sight. 

 

END ANIMATION/DAYDREAM 

 

CUT TO: 

 

INT. BUS – MORNING 

 

 Clarissa is blinking and shaking her head. She turns to 

look at Mrs. Dalloway who smiles back at her before 

continuing to talk. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

For Virginia, suicide was a 

choice she made as a way of 

escaping an unbearable life.  

 

CLARISSA 

 

Wanting to escape life by 

going beneath the surface and 

just floating away. I 

understand that. I’ve felt it 

before. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

(furrowing her brows, looking concerned) 

But then there was Laura. 

Laura is a lot like Virginia, 

she wanted to use death as a 

way to escape her unbearable 

life as a housewife. 

 

CLARISSA 

(turning to face Mrs. Dalloway) 

What ended up happening to 

her? Laura. 
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MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

She ran away. Left her 

husband and family. Started a 

new life in a different 

country. She escaped.  

 

 Clarissa lowers her eyes to her notebook. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY (CONT’D) 

 

I would never judge Septimus 

or Virginia for choosing to 

end their lives. I’m glad 

people still tell their 

stories. But there are ways 

to escape by choosing life. 

 

 Clarissa continues looking down, staring at her hands. She 

is picking at a tear on her notebook’s cover. The bus 

breaks at a red light, Clarissa and Mrs. Dalloway look out 

the window. 

 

EXT. CROSSWALK OF AN INTERSECTION - MORNING 

 

 An old woman is crossing the street. She does not notice 

Clarissa and Mrs. Dalloway looking at her from inside of 

the bus. 

 

INT. – BUS - MORNING 

  

 Mrs. Dalloway is smiling as she watches the old woman 

reach the other side of the road. The bus WHIRRS forward as 

the driver starts driving again. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

You know, I’ve been taking 

this bus for twenty years. 

That woman crosses this 

street at the same time each 

morning. I see her every day, 

without fail. In a way, she 

has a very important place in 

my life. But we’ll never 

really know each other. 
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CLARISSA 

 

Why don’t you get off the bus 

and talk to her one day? 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

That wouldn’t solve it. 

Talking to her wouldn’t 

decrease the space between 

us. It will always be there.  

 

CLARISSA 

 

Solve what? 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

(smiles, looks down at the button on her bag) 

That here is one room  

(points to the sticker on Clarissa’s notebook)  

and there another. 

 

 Clarissa looks at Mrs. Dalloway inquisitively, confused. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY (CONT’D) 

 

We all live in our separate 

rooms. While I can peer into 

your room from your windows 

and you can peer into mine 

from my windows, we won’t 

ever know what it’s like to 

live in anyone’s room but our 

own.  

 

CLARISSA 

(hugs her notebook close to her chest) 

Just when I thought I 

couldn’t get any lonelier 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

What do you mean? 

 

CLARISSA 

(looking Mrs. Dalloway in the eyes, agitated) 
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Has your room ever gone dark 

on you? Have you ever felt 

walls for light switches, 

have you ever panicked? 

Turned to find the door out 

instead? Have you ever beat 

the smooth surfaces? Been too 

lost to know the floor? Grab 

hair, scream profanities. 

Just scream. I have. How am I 

supposed to deal with my room 

on my own?  

 

 Clarissa turns away from Mrs. Dalloway and is looking out 

the window. Mrs. Dalloway lowers her gaze to the button on 

her bag, touching it with her thumb. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

(slowly) 

Maybe we all have our 

separate rooms. This is 

something we can’t change 

about the world. About 

humans. About you and I. But 

it doesn’t mean that we’re 

alone. I am alone in my room. 

But I do not lay here alone. 

Because on the other sides of 

these walls, the ground where 

I lay continues and connects 

to the ground where you lay. 

 

 Clarissa looks down. She is smoothing her finger over the 

sticker on her notebook cover. 

 

CLARISSA 

 

Alone. But not on my own.  

 

 Mrs. Dalloway looking at Clarissa. Clarissa raising her 

head to meet Mrs. Dalloway’s gaze. Mrs. Dalloway nodding at 

Clarissa and then looks forward. 

 

CUT TO: 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY’s P.O.V – INT. – BUS – MORNING 
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 The bus driver is making a right turn. A high school is 

visible through the windshield. There are students walking 

on the sidewalk towards the school. As the bus gets closer 

to the high school a bus stop in front of it becomes 

visible. 

 

BACK TO SCENE 

 

 Mrs. Dalloway looking at Clarissa. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Your stop is up next. Are you 

ready for your meeting with 

your guidance counsellor? 

 

CLARISSA 

(staring at the approaching school) 

Maybe, I don’t know. I’m not 

sure if I’m ready to talk to 

her about all the stuff I 

just told you. 

 

MRS. DALLOWAY 

 

Maybe you don’t have to. At 

least not today. Not until 

you’re ready. You can always 

come back tomorrow and talk 

to me again. 

 

 The bus stops. The BUS INTERCOM announces the bus stop: 

Virtus Road. Clarissa smiles at Mrs. Dalloway before 

getting up and exiting the bus. 
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The Author Speaks 

I wrote “A Calm Arises” non-linearly. Looking back at the journey, I cannot 

locate a beginning point at any single spot. Some parts were written ten years ago, while I 

was still in high school student, other parts were re-written just a week ago. Sporadic 

verses were penned in my notebook while I was in the middle of editing my blog post on 

my laptop. Chunks of my screenplay were uprooted and transplanted into my vignette. 

The order, title, and form of “A Calm Arises” transformed and reformed multiple times 

over the course of six months until my layered and knotted writing process settled into 

the collection it is now.  

A Calm Arises. The pieces of “A Calm Arises” spans four different genres. I 

chose to tell my story as an eclectic collection of separate pieces so that emergent themes 

are seen in two ways: according to what each piece relays about their individual theme 

and how the pieces interact and correspond to one another to form a cohesive collection 

and thereby highlight how all the themes are interconnected. 

The title of this collection, “A Calm Arises” is an anagram of my first and middle 

names (Clarissa Mae) and is a nickname given to me by a friend. In addition to its 

sentimental value, the title conjures an image of peace that gradually surfaces to settle 

troubled and anxious thoughts. This image connects meaningfully to the overarching 

message that connects this study’s four emergent themes— that engagement with literary 

texts has the potential to help adolescents understand and cope with their anxiety by 

building within them the ability to practice self-compassion. 

10:21pm June 27, 2007 (blog post). “10:21pm June 27, 2007” is written in the 

style of a blog post.  
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I’ve blogged since I was 12 years old. Blogging was a medium I frequently turned 

to when I needed to share my thoughts with others. For me, blogging was personal and 

necessarily existed outside the boundaries of school. In this piece, I mention at one point 

that what I was writing was “just for my blog”—creating a hierarchy of genre in which 

blogs occupy a low tier. This was how I perceived blogging when I was an adolescent. 

This perspective freed me from the formality of academic writing and allowed me to 

speak more comfortably. 

 “10:21pm June 27, 2007” is composed of two parts. The first focuses on 

exploring my experiences of anxiety in school and the second half focuses on my 

experiences of reading in high school.  

 The first half of my blog post is centered on an image of a clock. I used this image 

to represent my anxiety and how my experiences of inconsistency within things that are 

supposed to be steady and consistent, was a constant state for me. Throughout my 

journals from grade 9 to grade 10, the tone of my writing was one of desperation. A 

reoccurring theme in my poetry was the desire to expel my anxiety out of my system. I 

expressed this in a couple of ways: through my poetry and the song lyrics I wrote out in 

my journal. Most of these lyrics were from songs by hard rock bands (including Linkin 

Park, KoRn, and Taproot) whose music resonated with me because they are emotionally 

charged in a way similar to how I felt. 

The second half of my blog post focuses on an experience I had when I first 

finished reading Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf. In Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf 

traces the consciousnesses of various characters. It was the first book that reached me on 
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a deep emotional and intellectual level because Woolf wrote about human consciousness 

in a way that replicated lived experience through reading experiences.  

While I discussed other books in my blog post, I focused on Mrs. Dalloway 

because it catalyzed in me a way of reading that I used with all subsequent books I read. I 

also chose to focus on Mrs. Dalloway because it is attached to a specific memory of 

applying the skills inherent to close-reading and re-reading to my environment and the 

calming effect it had on me. 

“10:21pm June 27, 2007” focuses on the meditative healing capacity of close-

reading and how learning to close-read literary texts led me to be able to close-read my 

lived texts. Close-reading is the act of paying close attention to the details of the text and 

our reactions to these details—particularly the details that stir or surprise us (Gallop, 

2000). Sumara (2002) elaborates on this conceptualization of close-reading by 

highlighting how inherent to close-reading is a process of revisiting these surprising 

details and re-reading them to reflect on their meaning within the specific context of our 

individual lives. Sumara describes close-reading (and re-reading) as meditative 

mindfulness.  

I conveyed the experience of close-reading in “10:21pm June 27, 2007” in a 

number of ways. In my blog post, there is a picture taken of a page from Mrs. Dalloway. 

In the picture, all the words are blurred except for a specific quote. 

When we close-read, we focus in on the very specific parts of a book that surprise 

us, that stir us. When we re-read, we revisit those surprising and stirring parts of the text 

and focus on thinking deeply about what it means so that we can see it with greater 

clarity. By blurring the background of the quote, I am visually representing the 
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experience of close-reading and pulling the reader in to participate in the meditative 

practice of close-reading that I experienced when I read Mrs. Dalloway as an adolescent.  

I also conveyed the experience of close-reading in the excerpts taken from my 

high school assignments. My experience analyzing data through dialectic hermeneutic 

inquiry mirrored very closely my experience close-reading fiction (see methods). Each 

excerpt from my high school assignments is quoted twice and presented in pairs. In every 

pair, the quote on the left appears as it does in the original data and the quote on the right 

has specific words and sentences bolded. I chose to present the excerpts from my 

assignments in this manner so as to visually represent my experience in iteratively close-

reading my data. First, I close-read my data making sure to pay attention to details. In my 

second iteration, I revisited the specific points in which I was stirred (the bolded 

sections). Then, I reflected on these surprises.  

In making these creative choices, I hoped to pull the reader into the process of 

reading the data as I did fiction and have them participate in the meditative reading 

process and the calming effect it had on me. 

Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat (vignette). The central theme of 

“Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat” is uncovering a way to talk about anxiety 

in literature. Featuring this theme as a vignette creates a space in which to navigate 

through this data in a way that explores my experiences through descriptive imagery. 

The title of this piece uses the image of juxtaposing piles of paper to describe the 

feelings of being unsettled and settled— of feeling cluttered and feeling collected. There 

are three layers to this image 1) the image of a scattered pile of papers, 2) the image of 

the neat pile of papers, and 3) the juxtaposition of these two piles of paper next to one 
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another. The various layers of this image capture the theme of this vignette—that reading 

literature gave me a way to move from an overwhelming and unclear understanding of 

my anxiety to one that is clearer and easier to follow and that this movement was 

catalyzed by my found ability to express my experience through writing. Moreover, the 

name of character (The Writer) is another image that focuses on the importance of 

writing. Conflating the identity of the main character with the act of writing is significant 

to this piece because it highlights how my sense of self is rooted in writing.  

Throughout “Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat,” there are specific 

words that are italicized. This is to off-set them from the rest of the vignette and recreate 

the jarring experience I had when facing these words because they did not fit well with 

my experience. 

The selected poetry at the beginning of my vignette are excerpts from my grade 9 

and grade 10 journals. I chose these poems because they represented the hollow feeling 

of struggling to find the right words to represent a specific emotion and experience but 

the inability to do so. This caused me further anxiety as demonstrated by erratic, 

scribbled block letters that I wrote on top of my poems throughout my journals. These 

illustrated words were an attempt to relieve my anxiety in a visual and physical way. 

In “Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat,” I mention that I started 

carrying around a book at the beginning of grade 11, this is when I first read Mrs. 

Dalloway. As mentioned in “10:21pm June 27, 2007,” Mrs. Dalloway changed the way I 

read literature. Even though I hadn’t identified it at the time, books helped me meditate 

and calm down through mindfulness practices. I compared reading books to drinking hot 

chocolate and eating warm soup. The image of hot chocolate and warm soup releasing 
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the tension in my chest captures the relief I felt through these practices. I brought Mrs. 

Dalloway into this piece to connect how close-reading helped me with my anxiety in 

another way—by showing me a way to use language to express and describe my anxiety.  

The second half of “Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat” follows The 

Writer as she attempts to communicate her experience of anxiety this time taking 

inspiration from her close-reading of Mrs. Dalloway. The Writer’s free writes are direct 

quotes taken from journals I kept during grade 11 and grade 12— after I read Mrs. 

Dalloway. The shift in tone in my journals during this time was abrupt and very clearly 

influenced by Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness style of narration. Instead of fixating on 

my thoughts and pain (as I did in my grade 9 and grade 10 journals), the journals from 

my last two years of high school focused on describing my immediate experiences of 

anxiety including my physical symptoms.  

Finding Kinship in Books (poetry). I chose to convey my third piece, “Finding 

Kinship in Books,” as poetry to correspond with its theme of building relationships with 

characters and writers.  

Poetry is an intimate genre. When we read poetry, we don’t only pay attention to 

the words but also its form, cadence, white space, rhythm, and more. Therefore, when we 

read poetry, we read slowly and carefully so to connect the parts to the whole. This 

practice connects significantly to how we form relationships to characters and writers 

when we read fiction. Using verse to convey meaning in this piece shows the 

entanglement between reader and text by mimicking how these connections are 

sometimes felt inexplicitly and inarticulately. 
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The title of this piece, “Finding Kinship in Books” uses the word “kinship” 

instead of “relationship” to indicate that the bonds I formed with characters and writers 

through books was based on a sense of familiarity and sameness. Moreover, in stating 

that this kinship is found relays how these reading experiences were a process of 

uncovering instead of joining or being adopted into a group. 

All poems in “Finding Kinship in Books” follow the same general format: all 

stanzas on the right are taken from my external data (some of which I transformed into 

verse) and all stanzas on the left are taken from my internal data. These columns alternate 

to emphasize how the kinship I feel with characters and writers is not just a matter of just 

similarities (parallels) but also connections that lead into one another and moved the 

poem forward. Additionally, my poetry is also presented this way to show how external 

and internal data correspond with one another to create a narrative—this structure is 

particularly seen in the second (Clarissa Dalloway/Mrs. Dalloway), fourth (Astrid/White 

Oleander), and fifth poem (Virginia Woolf). 

Departing slightly from this alternating structure is the third poem (Clarissa, 

Laura, and Virginia/The Hours) as it does not start nor end in verse. In the third poem, I 

discuss entrapment and how my anxiety trapped me just as Clarissa, Laura, and Virginia 

were trapped in their own lives. To portray this, I began the poem in a claustrophobic 

manner by bracketing the first verse with the repetition of the word “trapped”. The poem 

ends in a similar way as it started only it does not end on a repetition of “trapped” it 

instead ends on a sentence that opens the conclusion of the poem up to the possibility of 

feeling freed through books. 
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Southbound Conversations (screenplay). The final piece in “A Calm Arises” 

further pursues the connection I felt to books but looks at how engaging with fiction 

helped me work through difficult mental health topics. “Southbound Conversations” is a 

screenplay that explores the theme of reading literature as a safe space to talk about 

mental health. The main mental health topics discussed in “Southbound Conversations” 

are suicide, loneliness, and understanding how we are not alone in our experiences 

Film is a visual medium and is very detail-oriented. For this reason, the textual 

genre of a screenplay is well suited for this theme. Like blogging, the multimodality of 

film relies on the interaction between different mediums. It is therefore dynamic and 

offers opportunities to communicate without language. In relation to the theme of 

“Southbound Conversations,” film/screenplay offered me a way to feature the act of 

conversation while also capturing the nonverbal aspects of communication (i.e. body 

language, pauses, silences, eye contact, etc.) These nonverbal communication cues are 

representative of the embodied responses I experienced while reading that precedes 

articulated thoughts or reflections on meaning. 

The primary characters in Southbound Conversations are Clarissa (myself at 17 

years old) and Mrs. Dalloway (who representative of the novel Mrs. Dalloway by 

Virginia Woolf). I chose Mrs. Dalloway to be the supporting character in this screenplay 

because of the significant role the novel played in my literary experiences as an 

adolescent. Mrs. Dalloway was not only significant to me on its own but also because of 

how it shaped my subsequent aesthetic reading experiences. The other central novel 

referred to in “Southbound Conversations” is The Hours by Michael Cunningham. By 

featuring Mrs. Dalloway as the only other speaking character in this screenplay, I 
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highlight how one book leads to another book and that these conversations are 

interconnected.  

Throughout my screenplay, my journal acts as a symbol that represents my 

capacity to discuss my anxiety. The opening sequence uses a specific quote from journal 

that represents a reoccurring finding from my data—my inability to speak to my peers 

about my emotional troubles and how this was a very isolating and lonely experience for 

me. This is also represented as the character of Clarissa as she discusses the difficulty she 

has speaking to her guidance counsellor—who represents the adults in my life at the time. 

Movement is also a reoccurring symbol in “Southbound Conversations.” I chose 

to set this scene in a bus to symbolize how the conversations I had with books moved me 

forward in my ability to cope with my anxiety. The bus route is one that Clarissa takes 

every morning on her way to school. In this way, it is regular and constantly revisited. 

This conveys how the conversations I engaged in with books were an ongoing process of 

re-visitations. The course of my journey in this piece is demarcated by a beginning point 

at Miseria Avenue (named after the Roman goddess of worry) and an ending point at 

Virtus street (named after the Roman goddess of bravery). In between these two points of 

the journey, the bus stops at critical points in the conversation. Two of these points are at 

bus stops: Bond Street and Richmond Avenue, named after important locations in Mrs. 

Dalloway and The Hours. The third stop is at an intersection symbolizing how my life 

intersects with others through literature.  

At Bond Street, Mrs. Dalloway mentions Septimus taking his life. In Mrs. 

Dalloway, Septimus is a soldier who has returned to England after fighting in the First 

World War. He was greatly affected by his experiences and, as a result, has retreated so 
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far into his internal world that he cannot communicate or relate to those around him. Out 

of his wife’s concern for him, he is forced to see doctors who he views with a great 

paranoia and distrust because of how they continually attempt encroach upon his private, 

internal life. 

Ultimately, Septimus jumps out of a window to escape Dr. Holmes who arrives at 

his home unexpectedly. In Mrs. Dalloway, Clarissa Dalloway hears about Septimus and 

his suicide at the dinner party she hosts in her home. Clarissa Dalloway feels an 

understanding and admiration for Septimus in how he reclaims control over his life and 

internal world. In this way, Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus understand each other even 

though they have never met and their situations are very different. 

As mentioned in both “Finding Kinship in Books” and “Southbound 

Conversations,” the dialogue surrounding suicide that I received from my peers was 

negatively toned with judgement and misunderstanding. Due to my anxiety, I struggled 

with suicide ideation as an adolescent but did not feel like I could talk about my thoughts 

or troubles with anyone. Reading Mrs. Dalloway and seeing Clarissa Dalloway reflect on 

Septimus’ suicide empathetically exposed me to the opportunity to freely engage in a 

dialogue about suicide. This conversation re-emerged when I read The Hours a year later 

in grade 12. In “Southbound Conversations,” I explore my conversations about suicide 

with these books and the complex understanding about suicide they helped me construct. 

The Hours is intertextually closely linked to Mrs. Dalloway in that it tells the 

stories of three women who are connected through the novel Mrs. Dalloway even though 

they are from three different places and times. The first story features Virginia Woolf 

while she is writing Mrs. Dalloway, the second is about Laura Brown who is a housewife 
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who is reading Mrs. Dalloway in the 1950s while struggling with her home life and 

homosexuality, and the third is Clarissa Vaughn who lives in New York in the 21st 

century and whose life parallels Clarissa Dalloway’s in significant ways. 

In The Hours, both Virginia Woolf and Laura Brown struggle with suicidal 

thoughts but only Virginia Woolf commits suicide. Laura Brown instead saves herself by 

abandoning her family and running away. Cunningham’s description of Virginia’s 

suicide was ethereal—a stylistic choice I unpacked in an assignment I wrote in grade 12. 

In my assignment, I focus on his word choices in “billowing”, “fantastic”, and “flying” 

and the impression it creates of Virginia’s suicide as peaceful and positive. This quote 

left a significant impact on me as I mimicked Cunningham’s writing style (using the 

same strategy of enabling constraints explored in “Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, 

One Neat”) to more fully explore the topic of suicide and death in my grade 12 personal 

journal—which is evidenced in “Southbound Conversations” as the voiceover for the 

animated sequence in my screenplay. 

I wrote the animation sequence to be dreamy, surreal, and tranquil but then 

immediately followed this sequence with Mrs. Dalloway providing an example (taken 

from The Hours) of options other than suicide. I wrote this exchange in this way to 

problematize the peaceful portrayal of suicide without belittling the reasons why one 

might be driven to it. This mirrors the experience I had working through my own feelings 

towards suicide by analyzing and reflecting on Mrs. Dalloway and The Hours next to one 

another. 

In offering Laura’s story of escape as an alternative to suicide, The Hours pushed 

me to consider how I could cope with my anxiety in healthy ways. Through drawing 
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connections between Mrs. Dalloway and The Hours and my own experiences, I engaged 

in a nuanced and safe conversation about suicide in healthy and safe ways that did not 

alienate my feelings. 

The second topic of conversation in Southbound Conversations is our private, 

internal lives and how we are able to connect on a human level despite these unavoidable 

separations. As mentioned repeatedly throughout “A Calm Arises,” a reoccurring finding 

in my data is the profound loneliness I experienced due to feeling misunderstood because 

of my anxiety. 

In Mrs. Dalloway, Clarissa Dalloway observes her elderly neighbour through the 

window that faces her drawing room. Clarissa Dalloway and her neighbour never meet or 

speak so though their lives are in close proximity to one another, they will always be 

separate. The image of Clarissa Dalloway watching her neighbour from her own, separate 

room was an image that I internalized in my attempts to understand my feelings of 

alienation and loneliness as an adolescent. This was evident in how I used the image of 

separate rooms as an enabling constraint in my journal after reading Mrs. Dalloway.  

These journal entries expressed fear/frustration with the idea that, on a 

fundamental level, we all have separate internal worlds. This is initially increased my 

anxiety and sense of isolation (as relayed in Southbound Conversations in Clarissa’s 

agitated response to Mrs. Dalloway, taken directly from my journal). However, as I 

continued to reflect on this image, I came to find peace with the idea and understand that 

my experiences were not isolating because they were situated in a larger human 

experience in which we all have private internal worlds.  
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This conversation manifests itself from the beginning of Southbound 

Conversations as symbolized in the pin and sticker of Victorian houses that Mrs. 

Dalloway and Clarissa had on their purse and journal cover respectively. This image is to 

set up to show how Clarissa and Mrs. Dalloway are unavoidably separated by their 

internal, private lives but are still able to converse and relate to others. 

The Reader Speaks 

In the preceding pages, I unpacked the creative choices I made while composing 

“A Calm Arises.” I encourage you, as readers, to think of these explanations as part of the 

collection to be interpreted alongside my four creative pieces. Taken together, my 

creative pieces and commentary contain the insight discovered through my 

autoethnographic explorations. However, it is up to you, the reader, to now use your own 

personal context to analyze this work for meaning.  



 

96 

 

Chapter 5 

Discussion 

While writing this thesis, I lost my friend Kelsey to suicide. Losing her sent a 

shockwave through our entire friend group and, because of the nature of her passing, our 

grief was intensified by guilt and self-blame. 

The weeks following Kelsey’s death, my friends and I banded together to help 

each other process her absence in our community. In our conversations, one word 

repeatedly arose—gentle. We repeatedly said to each other: “be gentle and kind to others 

but please also be gentle and kind to yourself. Be as gentle and kind to yourself as Kelsey 

would have been to you.”  

This was hard. For all of us, but especially for myself and my friends who also 

struggle with their mental health. It was unquestionably easier for us to be gentle and 

kind towards one another than it was to be towards ourselves. I believe that this was a 

struggle Kelsey also battled before she passed despite being so warm towards her friends. 

Self-compassion, this experience has taught me, is not an innate ability that we can 

automatically tap into during times of need—especially for those who have anxiety and 

other mental health struggles (Bluth et al., 2016). It requires active development and 

practice throughout our lives, particularly in our adolescence, when we are most 

vulnerable to experiencing challenges with our mental health (Pearson et al., 2013). 

Uncovered in my literary anthropological autoethnography is a way through. In 

turning to literature, adolescents can cultivate their ability to develop and practice self-

compassion through their literary engagements. 
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 “A Calm Arises” is an endeavour to capture the fluid connection between reading 

literature and lived experiences and the implications this connection has for adolescents 

with anxiety. In writing “A Calm Arises,” I discovered that it is an aesthetic response to a 

text, that is our experiences reading and responding to a text, that holds opportunities for 

self-compassion. 

The elements of self-compassion that most saliently connect to lower levels of 

anxiety are mindfulness and common humanity. In “A Calm Arises” this is explored 

through the meditative practices inherent to close-reading and how imaginative literary 

engagement stimulate ToM mechanisms to help situate our experiences in the context of 

a wider human experience. These connections between self-compassion and literary 

experiences are at the center of how literary experiences help adolescents understand and 

cope with their anxiety. “A Calm Arises” uncovered four themes: learning to be mindful 

through close-reading, using enabling constraints to talk about anxiety, finding kinship 

with the characters and writers, and books as a safe space for talking about mental health. 

Theme: Learning to be Mindful Through Close-reading 

Aesthetic reading is non-linear. In aesthetic reading, we co-author the meaning of 

a text (Pantaleo, 2013) in that we use our public and private sources of knowledge 

(including experience and identity) to interpret the message or significance of a text 

(Rosenblatt, 1978). To do this, we revisit, re-read, and reflect on the text after our initial 

reading and interweave the text with our personal contexts to uncover meaning thereby 

creating a reading process that is meditative in nature (Iftody et al., 2006; Sumara, 2002) 

Neff (2003) describes mindfulness as maintaining a balanced perspective on our 

pain by not over-identifying with our painful experiences. An important component of 
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achieving this balanced perspective is being self-aware and present in the moment (Bluth 

et al., 2016). The meditative practice of close-reading helps us be mindful by focusing 

our attention on close textual analysis that concentrates on details and how we are 

respond to these details. This practice not only pushes us to be self-aware, reflective 

readers but also keeps us present in the immediate moment of the text.  

In my blog post, “10:21pm June 27, 2007,” I describe a memory I have from the 

afternoon I finished reading Mrs. Dalloway for the first time. This blog post outlines how 

reading promotes mindfulness in two ways: 1) through the meditative mindfulness 

practice of close-reading a text for meaning and 2) through an extension of the mindful 

awareness developed through reading to non-literary contexts. 

At the core of both close-reading and meditation is the ability to be present in the 

moment, to pay attention to the immediate. Therefore, cultivating and strengthening 

mindfulness skills through reading literature creates opportunities for adolescents to 

internalize and practice self-compassion.  Close-reading increases their ability to apply 

mindfulness outside of literary contexts such as in how the take in their environment 

through their senses and their awareness of their physical bodies.  

In “10:21pm June 27, 2007,” I share how past attempts at guided meditation were 

difficult for me as I could not “shut off my anxious thoughts.” In these situations, the task 

of guided meditation, even with the support of a facilitator, was an overwhelming task 

because the open-endedness of guided meditation did not first teach me what mindful 

thinking looks and feels like. Because my anxiety caused me to constantly over-think my 

decisions, I was not able to benefit from these group activities. Close-reading was a more 

effective way for me to engage in meditation as having a locus upon which to focus my 
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attention (the text) provided me with the structure and scaffolding I needed to acclimate 

myself to mindfulness slowly. Once I learned how to be mindful by paying attention to 

and reflecting on textual details while reading, I was able to be mindful in other contexts 

by applying close-reading to other contexts. In “10:21pm June 27, 2007,” this manifested 

itself in how I paid close attention to my surroundings by reflecting on the details of how 

I perceived the wind.  

Research has shown that fiction used in bibliotherapy has been effective in 

promoting the mental well-being of children and adolescents. However, thus far studies 

have focused on using children’s and young adult literature as a conduit for discussing 

their own experiences and emotions (Flanagan et al., 2013; Hebert & Kent, 2000; Stewart 

& Ames, 2014). The findings from this study adds to the existing research on 

bibliotherapy by providing a connection between bibliotherapy and mental well-being 

through the meditative mindfulness practices developed in close-reading. 

Theme: Using Enabling Constraints to Talk about Anxiety 

At the center of close-reading is the act of pausing and paying close attention. For 

this reason, the act of close-reading opens the door for us to explore other detail oriented 

literacy practice such as close-writing. 

In “Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat,” I describe how close-writing, 

in connection to close-reading, helped me develop a way to talk about my anxiety. This 

was a process of exploration that was restricted in a technical sense but was emotionally 

freeing because it alleviated the pressure of the writing process by giving me some 

direction. By mimicking Virginia Woolf’s style of writing in Mrs. Dalloway, I placed 

enabling constraints on my writing (Robson et al., 2010). These enabling constraints 
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allowed me to explore my experiences in a way that was guided and purposeful because 

they gave me the tools I needed to begin my exploration. Without guidance, writing and 

talking about my anxiety was overwhelming since the amount of options available to me 

inhibited my ability to communicate about my (already overwhelming) experience with 

anxiety. Close-reading was imperative to this process because it was the act of noticing 

the details of Virginia Woolf’s writing style in Mrs. Dalloway that led me to the enabling 

constraints I used in my close-writing. I extended the meditative mindful awareness 

initiated through close-reading through a process of close-writing. 

Enabling constraints are also explored in “Southbound Conversations” in the 

underwater animated sequence. In The Hours by Michael Cunningham, Cunningham uses 

water imagery to describe Virginia Woolf’s suicide. As an adolescent, I borrowed 

Cunningham’s water imagery to explore my own thoughts and emotions regarding 

suicide ideation. 

“Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, One Neat” and “Southbound Conversations” 

add the voice of an anxious adolescent to the already existing research exploring how the 

use enabling constraints formed through close-reading engages readers with emotionally 

difficult topics including troubles from their past and trauma (Robson et al., 2010, 

Robson et al., 2011). In these studies, close-writing extends the mindful reflection 

process that began through close-reading. Moreover, “Two Piles of Paper: One Scattered, 

One Neat” provides insight into a specific way reading can be used in conjunction with 

writing for bibliotherapy. Incorporating writing activities that simultaneously engage a 

reader in a text and their own personal difficulties is a low-risk and low-pressure way of 

using fiction to promote mental well-being.  
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Theme: Finding Kinship with the Characters and Writers  

Mindfulness and common humanity are closely related in that both develop self-

compassion by keeping us from fixating on our own personal pain.  With common 

humanity, this involves understanding how our experiences are part of a wider human 

narrative (Neff, 2003). We are theorized to develop a “personal fable” in our adolescence 

when we begin to question our identities, how we are situated in our environments, and 

the direction of our lives (Vartanian, 2000). One of the themes within personal fables is 

“personal uniqueness” (the belief that our experiences are completely unique and 

impossible to be understood by others) which has been found to have a negative 

association with adolescent mental health—most notably being a predictor for depressive 

symptoms and suicide ideation (Aalsma, Lapsley, & Flannery, 2006). Moreover, Neff 

and McGehee (2009) report that adolescents and young adults that display personal fable 

also report significantly lower levels of self-compassion, suggesting that their personal 

fable diminishes their ability to perceive common humanity.  

Theory of Mind (ToM) helps us recognize the ways we may be different or 

similar to others (Zunshine, 2006). By engaging in ToM through reading literature, we 

dismantle our personal fables and perceive how our experiences are situated within a 

wider human experience or common humanity. 

In “Finding Kinship in Book,” I explore how reading literature developed my 

common humanity through the connections I felt to the characters and writers of books 

that depicted stories similar to my own. There are two main experiences that I explore in 

this data: the first is the loneliness and isolation I experienced in not being able to talk to 
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others about my anxiety and the second is the validation I felt in finding a reflection of 

myself and my experiences in the books I read. 

Literature gave me a powerful opportunity to dismantle my personal fable and 

develop my common humanity by providing me with counter-stories that featured 

perspectives I did not find in my immediate environment (through my peers). Exposure to 

counter-stories provided me with an opportunity to situate my experiences with anxiety in 

a wider human experience and therefore develop my common humanity. This aligns with 

current theory and research examining how counter-stories empower marginalized 

individuals by giving them representation through narratives that they would otherwise 

not have access to in mainstream society (Campbell, 2008; Hughes-Hassel, 2013; 

Vaccaro, 2010). Being exposed to counter-stories was instrumental to the 

bibliotherapeutic effect reading literature had on me because it gave me a community that 

I did not have in real life. 

Stewart and Ames (2014), Flanagan et al. (2013), and Hebert and Kent (2000) 

outline that bibliotherapy with children’s and young adult literature is effective with 

children and adolescents because these books provided age appropriate characters and 

stories with which children/adolescents can locate their experiences within. This gives 

them an easier avenue through which to explore their feelings rather than discussing them 

directly. “Finding Kinship in Books” builds on the findings from these studies by 

highlighting how stimulating ToM mechanisms through imagining the experiences of 

others (even if they are fictional characters) helps pull us out of isolation and imagine a 

common human experience. 
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Theme: Books as a Safe Space for Talking about Mental Health 

Something repeatedly discussed throughout “A Calm Arises” are the struggles I 

had talking about my difficulties because the lack of examples of anxious people or 

anxious experiences in my everyday life caused me to fear abandonment by others for 

having seemingly abnormal thoughts. In “Southbound Conversations,” I share my 

experiences of engaging in conversations with books about difficult emotional topics and 

how working through mental health related topics through reading books was a safer and 

more comfortable option for me than speaking to others. 

Due to my feelings of isolation, I participated in a great deal of journal writing. 

Journal writing was cathartic for me, but not in a way that helped me understand my 

anxiety or find ways to cope. Reading became a significant coping mechanism for me 

because being able to understand how our experiences are situated within a larger human 

narrative creates the opportunity to explore our pain in a complex and in-depth way 

without the risk of isolating ourselves 

When we aesthetically read literature, we use ToM mechanisms to imagine the 

consciousnesses of characters (e.g. imagining their thoughts, beliefs, and feelings; 

attributing states of mind to them; and predicting their behaviours) (Zunshine, 2006). 

These mind-reading interactions engage us in conversation-like practices (Sumara et al., 

2008; Iftody, Sumara, & Davis, 2006) through which we can develop deeper 

understanding difficult topics—including anxiety and mental health. Moreover, co-

authoring the meaning of a text in an aesthetic reading experience is a conversation 

between the reader and the text.  In “Southbound Conversations” I engaged in 
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conversations with two specific books, Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf and The Hours 

by Michael Cunningham. 

Aesthetically reading literature was a bibliotherapeutic experience for me because 

it gave me a safe outlet through which to talk about painful emotional experiences in an 

indirect way (Flanagan et al., 2013; Stewart and Ames, 2014). This experience sharply 

contrasted some of the judgemental in-person interactions I had with my peers when I 

attempted to broach mental health topics with them—such as my encounter with Emily as 

described in “Finding Kinship in Books.”  

Moreover, the conversations I had with Mrs. Dalloway and The Hours were also 

very important for fostering my emotional well-being because they were counter-stories 

that gave exposure to taboo topics (such as suicide, loneliness, and human connection) 

that would not have heard about or discussed (Malo-Juvera, 2014). This experience gave 

me the ability to explore other perspectives and situate my own experiences and feelings 

within a greater human experience.  

Limitations 

 The most prominent limitation of this study is that the events discussed in the data 

are located significantly in the past. When I am writing this thesis, it has been over ten 

years since I graduated from high school. The potential issue with using data so far 

removed from the present is that there are contextual details of lived experience that are 

inevitably lost with time including immediate reactions and reflections. This is an 

especially noticeable absence when considering the extremely visceral nature of anxiety. 

However, within this study, I attempted to compensate for this by relying heavily on my 
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external data—especially my personal journals which captured the immediate experience 

of my adolescent anxiety. 

Implications 

 There are many books that comforted me in my adolescence, but Mrs. Dalloway 

by Virginia Woolf played a particularly significant role in helping me understand and 

cope with my anxiety. It is important to note that I was not initially drawn to Mrs. 

Dalloway for a profound reason. While researching modernist writers, I discovered that 

the protagonist of Mrs. Dalloway and I share the same first name. As a teenager, I found 

this very exciting as it was the first time I had come across a fictional character named 

Clarissa—so I decided that I needed to read this novel.  

What may have started as a seemingly superficial attraction to a book turned into 

a deeply important and emotional connection to a story. Mrs. Dalloway is the story that 

changed the way I read literature, the way I related to literature, and the importance of 

reading in my life. The reason Mrs. Dalloway had such a significant impact on me is 

because the aesthetic reading response I had to it awoke in me the possibility of using 

reading to transform how I understand my mind and my existence in a wider human 

context. Said in another way, my aesthetic reading response to Mrs. Dalloway catalyzed 

my journey of building self-compassion through reading literature. 

 Though I had an aesthetic reading response to Mrs. Dalloway, I am not suggesting 

that all anxious adolescents will respond to Mrs. Dalloway (or any of the other books 

mentioned in “A Calm Arises”) the same way I did. Rather, I suggest that our 

responsibility as educators is to provide anxious adolescents with diverse texts so that 
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they can discover which ones provoke an aesthetic response out of them and open them 

up to self-compassion.  

 I would like to highlight that none of the novels discussed in “A Calm Arises” 

address anxiety as a central topic. Rather, anxiety tangentially manifests itself within the 

novels implicitly. Therefore, helping anxious adolescents cultivate their aesthetic reading 

responses is not necessarily a matter of providing them with texts that feature anxiety as 

the predominant theme. Rather, we need to thoughtfully and purposefully provide 

students with books that connect to them in nuanced ways.  

Because every anxious adolescent is a complex individual with unique 

experiences, there is no formulaic method for finding texts that will provoke an aesthetic 

reading response in them. However, this thesis provides insights into the variety of 

elements within a text that an anxious adolescent can aesthetically respond to—including 

writing style, syntax, word choice, character experiences, and character perceptions. As 

such, educators need to consider the diverse ways in which a reader can connect to a 

book when providing texts to anxious adolescents. 

I would also like to note that though this thesis discusses aesthetic reading 

responses, it is important that educators provide anxious adolescents with non-linguistic 

text options as well (including music, art, film, and other multiliterate expressions). The 

core theoretical concepts discussed in this study (i.e. close literacy practices such as 

close-reading, enabling constraints, consciousnesses, and Theory of Mind) are also 

applicable to multimodal texts. As such, it is possible for anxious adolescents to build 

their self-compassion through their aesthetic responses to non-linguistic texts. Therefore, 
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educators need to also consider diverse genres and modalities when providing texts to 

anxious adolescents. 

In addition to helping students find the texts to which they have aesthetic 

responses, I suggest that educators use the insights uncovered in this thesis to explicitly 

explain to students the ways in which reading and self-compassion intersect. By helping 

anxious adolescents become aware of the self-compassion processes they engage in when 

they aesthetically read, we increase their ability to eventually practice self-compassion 

independently. 

Lastly, my hope is that my thesis illuminates for educators how to support anxious 

adolescents by providing them with a narrow and deep exploration of my experiences as 

an anxious adolescent. I wrote this thesis as an adult who has had the time and space 

necessary to process her experiences of anxiety with a level of articulation and 

introspection that I did not have as an adolescent. My hope is that educators will use this 

thesis to build their understanding of what it feels like to be an anxious adolescent who 

uses books to cope with her anxiety— so that they not only realize the weight that 

anxious adolescents bring into the classroom but also the potential of using aesthetic 

reading to relieve them of this weight.  

Future Directions 

Future directions should focus on the two broad topics at the center of this study: 

adolescent mental health and English Language Arts curriculum.  

 Past studies have found that in-school programs focused on developing self-

compassion and mindfulness have positive effects on student mental well-being (Bluth et 

al., 2015; Bluth et al., 2016). However, how do we make space for these programs in an 
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already very busy curriculum? Especially considering that students feel less obligated to 

participate in program activities when there are no direct consequences (Bluth et al., 

2016). This study highlights the potential for integrating self-compassion into the English 

Language Arts curriculum. Therefore, future directions should include further research 

regarding the integration of a literacy focused self-compassion program. 

This study focused primarily on anxiety. However, due to the high rate of 

comorbidity between anxiety and other mental health difficulties, this study looked 

briefly at the intersection between aesthetic reading and depression/suicide ideation. A 

more focused and in-depth exploration of how aesthetic reading affects adolescents with 

other mental health difficulties is needed to unpack the nuances of those relationships.  

 In this study, I also began to explore the connection between close-reading and 

close-writing and how these literary practices serve as a coping mechanism for anxious 

adolescents since it helps them develop self-compassion. Future research should continue 

exploring how close-reading intersects with other literacies (including multiliteracies and 

new literacies) and the impact of those connections on self-compassion and mental 

health. 

Revisiting Commonplaces 

In the months following the end of my teacher education, I experienced severe 

daily anxiety attacks. Knowing that I needed support during this time, I turned down a 

job offer to teach overseas and moved into my parents’ home. What I thought was going 

to be an exciting time of growth and adventure turned out to be one of confusion and re-

evaluation.  
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I filled my time by working at a child care facility, volunteering at a local 

elementary school, and pursuing additional teaching qualifications—all the while trying 

to understand how to live with my anxiety. I also read avidly and for pleasure. 

 Some of the most significant books that I read during this time were from The 

Ruby Oliver Series by E Lockhart—a Young Adult Literature novelist. These books 

follow Ruby as she navigates her complicated romantic, platonic, and familial 

relationships while also trying to understand her anxiety attacks. While I read Ruby’s 

story, I began to map my experiences with anxiety on top of hers. The result was a 

reawakening—a reawakening of what it felt like to be a 17-year-old reading and re-

reading Mrs. Dalloway. 

 It was while I was reading The Ruby Oliver Series that I revisited my old high 

school and came across the poster for the school’s mental health support and awareness 

club mentioned at the beginning of this thesis. The convergence of my experiences of 

reading The Ruby Oliver Series, the reawakening of my memories of reading Mrs. 

Dalloway as an adolescent, and seeing the mental health support and awareness poster in 

my old high school planted in me a seed that would eventually grow into an interest in 

researching adolescent mental health and reading experiences. However, it would still be 

months before I would be able to articulate the research questions at the foundation of my 

thesis. What I did have that day was this: a deeply rooted understanding that mental 

health and reading literature intersected in a meaningful way based on my first-hand 

experiences. 

 In my thesis, I dove into those first-hand experiences. Along the way, I revisited 

the books that were the commonplaces I took shelter in as a teenager while I worked 
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through my experiences of anxiety (Sumara, 2002). In revisiting these commonplaces, I 

developed insights about how aesthetic reading responses can build understanding and 

healing through self-compassion for anxious adolescents.  

 However, for me, this thesis is the beginning. It is an invitation for many revisits 

and many steps forward. It is an opening.  
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