
Literature and the Looking-Glass Self: Reflecting on Papergirl 

An Educator’s Guide 

 

Sociologist Charles Horton Cooley developed and coined the concept of the looking-glass self. It 

simply states that our identity⎯or “self”⎯develops through an interaction between ourselves 

and how we think others perceive us. That is to say, we formulate a portrait of ourselves as a 

reflection of how others see us. We look into the eyes of society and it reflects our image back at 

us. Literature can also be viewed as a mirror reflecting our innermost thoughts and feelings back 

at us. As we move through a literary experience, reading a novel or poetry for example, we 

connect with the elements of the story (characters, theme, plot and setting) and see a new 

reflection of ourselves.  

Our learning guide takes this idea and applies it to an in-depth study of The Paper Girl. 

Our hope is that the “reflective” process will guide learners toward a deeper understanding of the 

story and of themselves. So, let’s get started! Below you will find the flow of the study with 

hyperlinks to the supporting documents. There is a separate learner’s package that can be 

printed off for the learners in your group. 

 

What do we need? 

● Large paper for sketch boards 

● Sticky notes for the walkabout 

● Idea journals for each learner 

● Heavy paper for zines 

 



Study Flow 

Educators can make this study flow their own by altering the sequence to suit their particular 

needs. Studying literature is a process full of a variety of strategies and activities. Overwhelming 

learners with an overview of the entire process can detract from the experience. Keeping this in 

mind, we slowly introduce the learners to the project step-by-step. 

 

Step 1 

 Instructions: 

1) Read Chapter 1 as a class. As you read, direct learners to pay attention to who is in the 

scene and what they are talking about. 

2) Begin a post-reading discussion with whole class: 

a) What is going on in Chapter 1? 

b) What questions do you have? 

3) Now take a tour of the photo gallery: 

a) Look through the images 

b) Help learners visualize the context of the story 

1. Ask, “What would it be like to live then”? 

c) Read the backgrounder and discuss the conditions of Winnipeg as the setting of 

the story 

1. Ask the learners to imagine the following scenario: If you were to wake 

up after being transported to Winnipeg at the turn of the century, what 

would be going through your mind? 

4) Introduce the idea journal:  



a) Direct learners to their first quick write, beginning with the sentence starter: “As 

I imagine myself living in Winnipeg at the turn of the century, I see myself … 

[describe three dominant thoughts or feelings]” 

5) Introduce the capstone project: zine blueprint. 

a) Go over the culminating project 

 

Step 2: Introduce Character Working Group 

Instructions: 

1) Demonstrate what the character working group will do and how the sharing cycle 

works. 

a) You will read Chapter 2, but instead of a read-aloud you will create small groups 

(of 4–6) to read and go through the cycle together 

b) First, go over the character working group instructions  

c) Next, go over the sharing cycle 

2) Create the groups: 

a) Nominate a group leader to guide each group 

3) Circulate around the room as the groups go through the cycle. 

 

Step 3: Introduce Plot and Setting Working Group 

Instructions: 

1) Repeat Step 2 with plot and setting working group instructions  

2) Repeat the sharing cycle: 

a) You can keep the same groups as in Step 2 or change them 



 

Step 4: Introduce Theme Working Group 

Instructions: 

1) Repeat Step 3 with theme working group instructions 

2) Repeat the sharing cycle 

 

Step 5: Pause and Reflect 

Instructions: 

1) At this point you can introduce the learners to the looking-glass reflections questions in 

the idea journal sheet. 

a) Have the learners create a chart and title it Looking-Glass Reflection: Chapter 4 

i) They will have four quick writes and one looking-glass reflection  

2) At this point you will have several sketch boards:  

i) Organize them into character, plot and setting and theme ⎯ learners will 

use them later in the study 

3) Monitor whether the learners understand the process they are going through: 

a) Do they see the sharing cycle pattern? (Write and display this) 

i) Read 

ii) Quick write 

iii) Circle of voices 

iv) Sketch board 

v) Walkabout 

vi) Reflect (looking-glass reflection) 



 

Step 6: First Working Group 

Instructions: 

1) Create character, plot and setting and theme working groups. 

a) Depending on the number of learners you may have two or three of each group. 

Your groups can focus and remain in their literary element for the rest of the story 

or rotate to experience all three areas. Rotating spices it up and exposes learners 

to a variety of strategies. 

2) Assign group leaders and set time frame for completion. 

3) Reading should be a shared experience, but groups can add variety by moving between 

shared reading and individual silent reading. 

4) Learners should do a quick write at the end of each chapter. 

a) The circle of voices, sketch board, walkabout and looking-glass reflections 

will take place at the end of Chapter 7 

 

Step 7: Second Working Group 

Instructions: 

1) Repeat Step 6. 

a) Groups can stay in their literary elements or rotate 

 

Step 8: Third Working Group 

Instructions: 

1) Repeat Step 6. 



 

Step 9 

Instructions: 

1) Bring the story to a close. Read it together and lead a final discussion with the class: 

a) What was the story about? 

b) What did you learn about yourself?  

c) How have you changed? 

d) What ideas have emerged about changing the world? 

2) Do a final walkabout with all the sketch boards: 

a) Have students look over the boards for some final ideas 

 

Step 10: Zine Production 

Instructions: 

1) Revisit the zine blueprint 

a) Create the zine with a time frame for completion  

 

Step 11: Zine Sharing 

Instructions: 

1) Celebrate the process by putting out the zines and opening up a walkabout to share with 

each other. 

2) Have learners use sticky notes to add positive comments to others’ zines. 

 



Papergirl Backgrounder 

Winnipeg at the Turn of the Century 

As we move more deeply into the story, we will pause and reflect on the real-world realities that 

Cassie, her family and her friends faced. Understanding these real-world living and working 

conditions of Winnipeggers will help us imagine and visualize the story as it unfolds. Let’s take 

a look at Winnipeg at the turn of the century. (All data about Winnipeg at the turn of the century 

is gleaned from Stolen City by Owen Toews.) 

 

1. Winnipeg was growing and industrializing. 

a. Winnipeg’s population grew from 42,000 to 163,000 between 1900 and 1915. The bulk 

of this immigration came from Eastern Europe (Ukraine and Russia). 

b. Winnipeg “enticed” Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) to build their rail line through 

Winnipeg (which was required for the import and export of people and material): 

The City gave land to CPR for free and promised no taxation forever 

The City gave $200,000 cash to CPR (about $3 million today) 

The City built a rail bridge over the Red River for $300,000 (about $5 million today) 

The CPR employed 4000 people, the largest employer in Winnipeg 

c. Winnipeg produced 50 percent of Prairie manufacturing output by 1917. 

d. Winnipeg was the largest grain production and distribution centre in all of North 

America: 

Winnipeg: 88 million bushels 

Minneapolis: 81 million 

Chicago: 26 million 



New York: 23 million 

2. Society was splitting into two distinct groups or classes. The two classes that emerged were: 

the capitalist class (financial, manufacturing and transportation owners and managers); and 

the working class (those who worked in the factories). There is a conflict that dominates 

this relationship. Capitalists want to drive wages down in order to increase their profits, 

whereas workers want to drive wages up so as to live a better life. 

a. Inequality in living conditions: 

Capitalists and managers lived in opulent neighbourhoods with vast properties. They 

belonged to exclusive clubs (such as the Manitoba Club and the St. Charles Country 

Club) and lived lives of luxury. 

Workers lived in what health inspectors called “hovels.” Sometimes these were simply 

old barns and sheds with no sewage, running water or heat. They lived lives of scarcity. 

b. Inequality in working conditions: 

Factory workers toiled twelve-hour days and six-day weeks with no workplace 

protections. Death, injury and disease plagued workers. 

Pay was insufficient for survival: In 1913 the average hourly wage was 17 cents per hour 

($4 per hour today). Poverty levels were anywhere below .45 cents per hour ($11 per 

hour today) 

Children were forced to work for family survival and child labour laws were unenforced. 

3. Gender roles were changing, as women were being empowered to act and change society for 

the better. (Information from the Manitoba Historical Society) 

a. They worked in the factories: one in four workers were women. 



b. They participated in and lead strikes: phone operators (who were mostly women) went 

out on strike first, and many women were strike leaders. 

 

In the coming days, women would take their place side by side with men, not as 

dependents or inferiors, but as equals. Thus there would be better relationships based on 

fundamental love and affinity. This strike was part of the great movement for the 

emancipation of women.  The strike got them the right to organize, it got them the right to 

speak up for themselves, and they began to have some legislation such as control of 

wages and led on to a minimum wage and led on to women getting into organizations too 

and the right to be recognized and the right to organize, that was the big thing.  

⎯ Manitoba Historical Society website 

c. They had dual roles: caring for the family at home and earning money at work. 

4. Newspapers played a role in sharing ideas. 

a. Ideas and events spread through newspapers. They were the “social media” of the time. 

b. The Western Labour News shared labour ideas and information with its readership. 

Many of the ideas were critical of capitalism and imagined a new way to organize 

society, such as distributing the wealth of society more fairly and equitably. It also shared 

information about unions and their perspective on society and the looming strike 

5. Workers were developing solidarity. 

a. Strikes were common in individual factories, but not successful. 

b. A working-class culture developed in the North End that supported working families and 

developed ideas that challenged the ideas of capitalism, anarchism, socialism and 

communism. 



c. Working people began to reach consensus about the causes of much injustice. They 

began to agree that war was waged by the capitalist class and destroyed the lives of 

working people (militarism). They also began to agree that the economic system, 

dominated by private ownership (capitalism), had created inequality and also destroyed 

the lives of working people.  

d. These ideas were revolutionary, calling for a radical transformation of society, and were 

seen as a threat to the elite and a challenge to their domination. 

 

 



Working Group 
Character 
 
You will be a member of a working group that focuses on one of three major elements of 
literature: 
 

1) Character 
2) Theme 
3) Plot and Setting 

 
Your group will read the assigned chapters and then collectively produce the sketch board that 
illustrates your group’s findings in the chapters. 

 
Character 
 
Literature is full of interesting characters that we get to know as the story develops. We build a 
relationship with them. We get to know characters through the author’s choices of:  
 

1. words they say;  
2. actions they take; 
3. relationships they have; and  
4. reactions they have to events in the story. 

 
Shadowing 
 
As you read, shadow Cassie. Imagine you are with her as she moves in the world. Reflect on 
what she is doing and why you think she is doing it. What would you do if you were in her 
shoes? 
 

Guiding Question:  
What is Cassie teaching us about life? 

 

What should we put on our sketch board? 

1. What is Cassie doing that is significant in these chapters? 
2. What is she saying? 
3. How are other characters affecting her? 

a. How is she reacting to others? 
4. How are the events that surround her having an impact? 

a. How is she reacting to the world? 



 



Circle of Voices 

Directly following our quick writes, you will participate in a discussion activity called 

 circle of voices. This activity is designed so that each participant has an opportunity to share 

ideas, questions and insights as they move through the story. Here’s how it works: 

 

1. First, make a circle of all the members. 

2. Next, begin with the circle leader: 

a. Each person has one minute to talk about thoughts, feelings or changes that they 

experienced as they read the story: 

1. No interruptions 

2. No questions 

3. One minute of talking each 

• Each member can pass and wait for the circle to come back around 

• Each member should make every effort to say something in the 

circle so as to develop confidence and practice sharing thoughts 

and feelings 

b. After each member has spoken, the circle is open for discussion where all 

members can speak, ask questions or simply comment about what was said in the 

circle. This can last from five to ten minutes. 

 

 



Idea Journal 

Our study of The Paper Girl will culminate with you producing a personal zine that shows the 

impact of the story on you. As you read the story you will record thoughts, feelings and 

reflections on the changes you are experiencing. Your journal will incorporate quick writes and 

looking-glass reflections. 

 

Quick Writes 

After reading a section of the novel, choose a sentence starter to quickly get ideas down about 

the story. 

 

Sentence Starters 

This reminds me of … 

I connected to this when … 

X made me remember a time when … 

This relates to my life because …  

X makes me think about … 

I really had a strong connection to this part because … 

This is like … 

This is familiar to me in that … 

This is similar to … 

I like the part where …  

I dislike the part where … 

My favourite part is …  



I think the relationship between X and Y is important because … 

This part is very realistic/unrealistic because …  

According to the text… 

Based on the clues/evidence in the text …  

The fact that ____ proves ____  

This is significant because…  

I like how the author uses ___ to show ___ …  

The simile/metaphor/image that caught my attention was …  

I like how the author described ____ to show …  

I could really picture …  

The description of ____ helped me visualize …  

I created a mental image of …  

When it said ____, I could imagine …  

If this were a movie …  

I’m getting a different picture here because …    

Based on what the text says and what I know, I think  …  

This information makes me think …   

That is probably why …  

Although the writer does not come right out and say it, I can figure out that …  

What this means to me is …  

In a nutshell, the story is about …  

 

  



Looking-Glass Reflections 

At the end of each cycle you will reflect on the story and connections you are making to your 

own experiences. Ask yourself the questions below and then write a brief response for each. 

1. As I reflect on Cassie and her role in the story and think about my own role in society, I 

am thinking more deeply about …  

a. Exploring Justice: Cassie is driven by principles of justice.  

i. How is Cassie trying to bring about a more just world? 

ii. How are you going to bring about a more just world? 

b. Friendship and Solidarity: Cassie has strong feelings about friendship and 

connections with her community. 

i. How does Cassie’s community (family, friends, organizations) support her 

and give her strength? 

ii. How does Cassie support those around her? 

iii. How does your community support you? 

iv. How do you support those around you? 

c. Hopes and Dreams: Cassie is also driven by hopes and dreams of the future. 

i. How are Cassie’s hopes and dreams motivating her to become a better 

person and citizen? 

ii. What hopes and dreams drive you to become a better person and citizen? 

 

 

 

 



 

Idea Journal Template 

Repeat with each cycle. 

 

First Quick Write: 

Sentence starter + personal response  

 

First Looking-Glass Reflection: 

Questions Cassie Me 

Exploring Justice   

Friendship and Solidarity    

Hopes and Dreams   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Working Group 
Plot and Setting 

 
You will be a member of a working group that focuses on one of three major elements of 
literature: 
 

1) Character 
2) Theme 
3) Plot and Setting 

 
Your group will read the assigned chapters and then collectively produce the sketch board that 
illustrates your group’s findings in the chapters. 
 
Plot and Setting 
 
Stories unfold on the pages of a book. The action that takes place is called the plot. The plot 
takes place in specific places. We need to use our imaginations to visualize the plot and setting. 
 
What/Where Diagram 
 
Create a diagram that is split into a top half and bottom half. On the top place the important 
events that took place. On the bottom describe where these events took place. Think about the 
problems or conflicts that are driving the action. 
 

Guiding Questions 
What are the key events that are unfolding? 

 
The sketch board should look like this: 

Events (What) 
 
 
 
 
First        then       next        suddenly        later        after         while        finally    
 
 
 
Setting (Where) 
 
 

 



Sharing Cycle 

In order for learners to engage fully with the text we want to give them opportunities to express 

new thoughts, feelings and insights as we move through the story. There are literally thousands 

of ways to organize these opportunities. We have decided to create a sharing cycle that 

integrates elements of critical reflection and collaborative learning into a repeating cycle 

throughout the study. This will allow learners to practice and strengthen their reflection and 

collaborative skills. The sharing cycle proceeds like this: 

1. First, we read a designated part of the story. We can read: 

a. As a whole class lead by the educator, called a read aloud 

i. This is used early in the study to model how to read together and introduce 

new strategies and processes to the learners 

b. Or in small groups, called shared reading circles. 

i. Shared reading circles will be used in the working groups 

2. Then each learner will spend five to ten minutes doing a quick write. 

a. This gives each person an opportunity to prepare for sharing ideas in the circle of 

voices. 

3. Next, we move into the circle of voices. 

4. This is followed by the creation of the sketch board. 

5. Subsequently, the groups complete the walkabout. 

6. Finally, the learners individually reflect on the story with looking-glass reflections and 

the sharing cycle. 

 

This cycle then repeats for the next section of the story. 



Sketch Boards 

After the circle of voices, the working group will create a sketch board that summarizes the 

most significant ideas and details that emerged from the reading, quick writes and circle of 

voices. Sketch boards should include a title, chapters read and key details that are brief and easy 

to follow. There will be a border that surrounds the sketch board where students will add sticky 

note comments and questions when they do the walkabout that follows. Size can vary, but 11 x 

17 would be the smallest to use. 

 

Use the working-group instructions to help you design your sketch board and respond to the 

following questions: 

1) What are the key points and ideas your working group discussed as you focused on your 

particular element (character, theme, plot and setting)? 

2) What are some of the key insights that emerged from your circle of voices? 



 
Working Group 
Theme 
 
You will be a member of a working group that focuses on one of three major elements of 
literature: 
 

1) Character 
2) Theme 
3) Plot and Setting 

 
Your group will read the assigned chapters and then collectively produce the sketch board that 
illustrates your group’s findings in the chapters. 
 
Theme 
 
Literature is full of a variety of themes. Themes can be defined as the lessons the author wants us 
to reflect on through the characters, plot and setting. A theme is similar to an idea in that it needs 
to be stated in a sentence. A theme is also a universal lesson to be learned and applied outside of 
the piece of literature you are studying. 
 
Dig Deep for the Roots 
 
Your sketch board will flow from top to bottom. On the top you will list the topics (one word or 
phrase). Under the topics you will ask yourself some key questions about the topics. On the 
bottom you will write down some themes that emerge from your topics and questions. 
 

Dig Deep 
Look for the Roots (Themes) 

Topics: 
 
 
 
 
 
Ask yourself: 

1. What did the characters learn? 
2. How did the characters grow and change? 
3. Why did the characters act the way they did? 

 
Themes: 
Think: so what? What was significant that the author wants me to reflect on? 



 



Walkabout 

After each working group has completed their sketch boards, we will have an opportunity to go 

to each sketch board and comment on or question the key ideas on each board. The goal is for 

each student to add questions and reactions to the ideas on the boards. So, each student will place 

sticky notes around the border of each sketch board with questions (?) or comments (!). Each of 

these boards will be hung on the walls of the classroom.  



Capstone Project 

Zine Blueprint 

Our study of The Paper Girl will culminate with a capstone project of a personal zine that you 

will produce that illustrates the personal impact of the story. As you move through the story, 

pausing and reflecting on it and discussing it with fellow students, you will notice changes in 

your thinking. Your zine will reflect these changes. A zine is simply a homemade “magazine” 

that expresses thoughts and feelings about a specific topic or theme. Your zine’s topic is “The 

Looking-Glass Self: Reflections on The Paper Girl.” 

 

How do I create a Zine? 

1. Follow the instructions for how to fold a zine found here. 

2. Create a front and back cover: 

a. Use colours, shapes, phrases and symbols to represent your thoughts and feelings 

about your experience 

3. Make a Table of Contents. 

4. You have five inside pages to fill with symbols and short written pieces that illustrate 

your reflections on the story and your personal thoughts and feelings about justice, 

friendship and solidarity and hopes and dreams. 
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