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A DISRUPT TEXTS GUIDE

CONSIDERATIONS FOR
TEACHERS & STUDENTS
Before Reading

ABOUT THE BOOK
From the Publisher
This triumphant picture book celebrates
Black joy by reclaiming a charged phrase
and showing readers how resistance can be
part of their everyday lives.
A young Black girl lifts her baby hands up to
greet the sun, reaches her hands up for a
book on a high shelf, and raises her hands up
in praise at a church service. She stretches
her hands up high like a plane’s wings and
whizzes down a hill so fast on her bike with
her hands way up. As she grows, she lives
through everyday moments of joy, love, and
sadness. And when she gets a little older,
she joins together with her family and her
community in a protest march, where they lift
their hands up together in resistance and
strength.

Reason for Selection
This book provides an opportunity to disrupt
the narrative around the phrase “hands up,”
introducing children to the importance of the
Black Lives Matter movement and Black joy
as activism.

GUIDE CREATED BY
Olivia J., Meredith Jeffers, Emilie Menzel, and
Kari Spencer (MSLS candidates at University
of North Carolina Chapel Hill). Modeled on
#DisruptTexts Learning Guides. Handout
graphic design by Emilie Menzel.

Note: The suggested age group for this book is 3+,
recommended for lower elementary school children
This book is in conversation with the Black Lives Matter
movement, amplifying the Black Lives Matter message that
the entirety of an individual’s life is meaningful. As Breanna J
McDaniel explains in the author’s note, “Sometimes, I worry
that this world is not a place where Taylor can show all her
joy, her intelligence and the strength of her will without being
seen as a social problem, all because she’s Black and a girl. I
worry that this world casts Black kids as victims, villains, or
simply adults before they’re grown up.”
The phrase “hands up” will likely mean something very
different to students in the classroom, so it is important for
instructors to be mindful that this phrase carries connotations
of a lot of violence, particularly in Black communities. The
phrase is often associated with police brutality against the
Black community: “hands up, don’t shoot.”
The use of “hands up” in this book, then, is an act of
resistance. The phrase is used within a variety of joyful
contexts that stand in contrast to the phrase’s history with
violence and racism. The phrase is used to describe
experiences of joy throughout the protagonist’s daily life—
stretching, growing, playing. Through the recontextualizing,
the author reclaims “hands up” as a catch phrase for Black
joy and positions Black joy as an act of activism against
police brutality. We see this most explicitly on the last page
of the book when the protagonist attends a protest.
Be sure to read the “Notes from the Author and Artist” at the
end of the book—and consider sharing with students.
McDaniel and Evans both outline the importance of
embracing joy, relying on support during struggles, and
finding your voice while acknowledging that not everyone
has a chance to do so.
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(CONSIDERATIONS FOR TEACHERS
& STUDENTS, CONTINUED)
Book Pairings
FOR LOWER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL READERS

Let the Children March, written by Monica ClarkRobinson, illustrated by Frank Morrison. Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt, 2018.

Another children’s book about protest, a theme
demonstrated most explicitly on the last page of
Hands Up!, Let the Children March details a historical
march and protest. In 1963 Birmingham, Alabama,
thousands of African American children volunteered
to march for their civil rights after hearing Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. speak. They protested the laws that
kept Black people separate from white people. Facing
fear, hate, and danger, these children used their
voices to change the world.
Antiracist Baby, written by Ibram X Kendi, illustrated
by Ashley Lukashevsky. Kokila, 2020.

Take your first steps with Antiracist Baby! Or rather,
follow Antiracist Baby's nine easy steps for building a
more equitable world. Providing the language
necessary to begin critical conversations at the
earliest age, perfect for readers of all ages dedicated
to forming a just society.
We are Water Protectors, written by Carole
Lindstrom, illustrated by Michaela Goade.
Roaring Brook Press, 2020.

Inspired by the many Indigenous-led movements
across North America, We Are Water Protectors
issues an urgent rallying cry to safeguard the Earth’s
water from harm and corruption―a bold and lyrical
picture book. This book could be considered in direct
conversation with a sign from the last page of Hands
Up! that reads “Water=Life.”

FOR HIGH SCHOOL READERS

The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas. Balzer
+ Bray, 2017.

For a high school audience, consider
pairing with The Hate U Give by Angie
Thomas to engage discussion about racial
profiling and how it affects Black youth in
particular.
Dear Martin by Nic Stone. Ember, 2018.

Justyce McAllister is a good kid, an honor
student, and always there to help a friend
—but none of that matters to the police
officer who just put him in handcuffs.
Despite leaving his rough neighborhood
behind, he can't escape the scorn of his
former peers or the ridicule of his new
classmates. Justyce looks to the teachings
of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. for answers.
But do they hold up anymore? He starts a
journal to Dr. King to find out. Another
book to engage in conversation about
racial profiling.
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KEY CONCEPTS, THEMES, & VOCABULARY
THESE ARE WORDS AND PHRASES ALL FEATURED IN HANDS UP! OR PRESENT IN
IDEAS. EXPLORE THESE WITH YOUR STUDENTS AS IS AGE APPROPRIATE.

Hands up!
Stretching, reaching, lifting, moving
Together we are mighty
Black Lives Matter
Black joy
Religion and worship

CONCEPTS
Police Brutality & Racial
Profiling
This text references ongoing conversations
about police brutality and racial profiling.
Before reading the text with your students,
consider the following questions:
What is police brutality?
What is racial profiling?
Who is affected by these?
How are Black individuals in particular portrayed
by the media?
How might what you see in the media be affecting
your perception of the Black community as well as
that of your students?
Because of our community’s history with police
brutality and racial profiling, how might this book
evoke different responses for different children?

Joy as Activism
This text portrays joy as a form of activism,
specifically resistance against the charged
connotation the phrase “hands up” carries in
the Black community. Before reading the text
with your students, consider the following
questions:
What is activism?
Who participates in activism and how?
Do you consider joy to be a form of activism?
Why or why not?
What do you know about the idea of “Black
joy”?
Who is allowed to show joy? Is everybody
allowed this right equally?

Family
Community
Identity
Race
Racial profiling
Joy

Activism
Protest
Humanity
Empowerment
Pride

Community
This text reveals the importance of community
in providing a sense of solidarity. Before
reading the text with your students, consider
the following questions:
How do you define “community”?
How does your community bring you joy? How
does your community support you during
difficulty?
What different communities are you a part of?
How did you come to be a member of those
communities (e.g., by choice, by location, by
birth, by society)?

VOCABULARY
Pre-Reading
One of the key terms to understanding this book
is “activism,” both because we see Viv as an
active protestor, but also because this book
highlights how joy can be a form of activism. Ask
students to define “activism” before reading.
Another important term is “identity.” Before
reading, discuss “identity” (and having multiple
identities) and then ask students to either think
about or write down some of the identities that
are important to them. (Note: do not have
students share out their identities with others or
with the class; this is a space for them.)

During Reading
Encourage students to pay attention to all of the
different things Viv does (e.g. basketball, ballet,
reading) and the people she interacts with (e.g.
her team, her church, her family).
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(VOCABULARY, CONTINUED)
Post Reading
To follow-up the pre-reading assignment, ask
students what examples of activism they
identified in the book.

THEMES
Joy as activism
Identity: One’s identity is multidimensional and
may evolve throughout one’s life.
Positive Black adult role models (Viv’s parents
and grandmother, Misty Copeland)
Community provides a sense of solidarity

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Had you heard the phrase “hands up” before
reading this book? What emotions did you
associate with that phrase?
Throughout the book, the protagonist Viv is

engaged in various activities: spending time
with her family, participating in school,
grabbing a book to read, singing aloud in
praise and worship at church, playing
basketball. How would you describe Viv? What
do the author and illustrator reveal about her
identity through the words and pictures?

JOURNAL PROMPTS
What makes you, you? How would you
describe yourself? What about your life is
important to you? Why?
What does “joy” mean to you? Draw it!
Think of a time when you lift your hands up.
Draw it!
Who are some of your role models? Why are
they your role models? Who are some Black
role models you know?
What matters to you? Make a sign that you
could hold up!
What do you think about activism? What
activism is in your life?
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