
New Directions in Teaching English:

Socially, Culturally, & Technologically Relevant 

Instruction
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English as a Movement

A Series of Movements

• Theories of Texts

• Theories of Reading

• Theories of Teaching

• Theories of the Learner

• Theories about the World
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Transforming the Teaching of English
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Giving Ourselves Permission to (Re) Invent
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Literate Life in the 21st Century
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How do we increase students’ engagement?
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How do we increase student confidence?
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How do we make it socially, culturally, and 
technologically relevant?



English Teaching as Cultivating Student Voices
Multiple Genres for Multiple Audiences & Purposes

• Having something to say: 
(Motivation)

• Knowing how to say it: 
(Literacy)

• Feeling good about your 
ability to say it (Identity)

• Saying it with authority and 
power: (Achievement)

• Using voice to know myself 
and others: (Social Emotional 
Learning)

• Working together for things 
that matter to us (Social 
Awareness)
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Ideas About Learning
Q: What do I get to become as I learn?
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Ideas about Engagement
The Expectancy-Value Theory of Achievement Motivation
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Powerful English in the 21st Century
Socially, Culturally, and Technologically Relevant 

Practices
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Theories of Reading

• What do we read?

• How do we read?

• What do we do while 
and after we read?

• How have we decided 
throughout history 
what is good to read? 
How do we decide 
today?
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Popular Culture & Multicultural Literatures
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Multicultural Literature?

What is the relationship between multicultural literature and 
multicultural readings of literature?

“ National literatures reflect what is on the 
national mind.” Nobel laureate Toni 
Morrison

15



Postcolonial Literatures
Digitally Archiving Histories of Colonialism
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Deborah Appleman
Critical Approaches to the Teaching of Reading
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REEL Engagement
Incorporating Film Study into Literacy Units
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Image and Stereotypes
In Clueless and The Great Gatsby
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Literary Analyses of Videogames
AA Criticism of Resident Evil 5 & King Solomon’s Mines
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Writing in the Arts in the Digital Age

ernestmorrell@gmail.com 22



23

Students as Playwrights



Expanding Choice and Engagement through Reading Ladders
Leading Students from Where They Are…
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The Book Ladder Project

• Monster (Walter Dean Myers)

• Manchild in the Promised Land (Claude 
Brown)

• Down these Mean Streets (Piri Thomas)

• Always Running (Luis Rodriguez)

• Black Boy (Richard Wright)

• Empire State of Mind: How Jay Z Went 
from Street Corner to Corner Office (Jay Z)

• Autobiography of Malcolm X

• Native Son (Richard Wright)

• Invisible Man (Ralph Ellison)

• Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil 
(W.E.B. DuBois)
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Critical Media Analysis
Developing Literacies Across the Disciplines

• What values or ideas  are promoted?

– What does it mean to be normal (or 
cool)?

– What does it mean to have power?
– What does it mean to be desired?
– Who is marginalized or “Othered”?

• How is the audience/recipient constructed?

– Who is targeted?
– What assumptions are made about 

the audience?
– How does the ad/image/artifact 

intend to make the recipient feel 
about him or herself?

– What is an audience member 
compelled to do/believe?
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Media and youth social movements



UCLA-Women’s Studies Project
Critical Documentary Filmmaking
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Youth as Poets
Q: How can poetry help to develop critical writers?
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First Wave- University of Wisconsin
Poetry, Performance, and English Education
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Critical Poetry Unit

• Length: 4 weeks

• Sources:

– Book: Hip Hop Poetry & the Classics for the 
Classroom

– Various music
ernestmorrell@gmail.com 34

Overview:  In this poetry unit, students will not only work 

towards an understanding of literary devices and classical 

poetry, but also use popular culture (music/hip-hop) to 

understand the social conditions within poetry. Students will 

have the opportunity to analyze social conditions, but also 

their own behaviors. By engaging in social and critical 

analyses of poetry and popular culture, they will develop 

their own academic literacies necessary for school success. 
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The poetics of hip hop
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The Genius Project 2015
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Powerful Writers
Developing Students as Researchers

• If you could change 
the world what is 
one thing you 
would do?

• If you could change 
your community 
what is one thing 
you would change?



The Process

1. Identify a problem
2. Develop a Question
3. Design a study
4. Collect data
5. Analyze Data
6. Make Claims
7. Provide Evidence 
8. Create Products
9. Disseminate Products
10.Social Action

ernestmorrell@gmail.com



Workshops and Activities

• Turning problems into research questions

• Designing your research project

• The Interview Workshop (1 class period)

• Developing Surveys (1-2 class periods)

• Learning to use cameras

• “Field” Days

• Exploring and Analyzing Your Information
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Auto-ethnography Project

• My Self
– Poetry, Narrative Writing, 

Scripts

• My Community
– Journalistic, Case Study

– Interviews, observation

• My World
– Quantitative, 

descriptive statistics

– Demographics 

ernestmorrell@gmail.com 42



A Day in My Life…
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Youth Historians in Harlem
Becoming Digital Archivists

4
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Students as Oral Historians

4
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Bless Me Ultima—Oral History Project

ernestmorrell@gmail.com 46

• Length: 5 weeks

• Culminating Task: 

• Oral History Essay

• Power Point (5 Slides)

• Resources: 

• Bless Me Ultima by Rudolfo Anaya

• Computers

Essential Questions:
• What forces influence our identities as young people?  Am vs. Latino

• How do we as young people deal with DUALITY (two kinds of “worlds”)—

living in a US society (new ways/modern) while still maintaining the 

language, traditions, and values of our home culture?

• What knowledge and history of our past (from our elders) can help 

inform/guide us towards our future?

• What connections or shared experiences do we share with Antonio and his 

family’s experiences and our own? Why?



Instructions: Interview a family member who can share IN DETAIL about 
your family’s culture, traditions, language, and history! Use CORNELL 
NOTES. Feel free to add more questions to the following: 
1.Name of person
2.Date of birth
3.Place of birth (include city, state, country)
4.Siblings (how many brothers/sisters)
5.Relationship to you
6.What was this person’s adolescent years like (birth to age 13)? Describe.
7.What was/is his/her education experience? 

a.U.S. or another country
b.Elementary
c.Middle
d.High School
e.College and beyond

8.What was this time period like for this person?  Describe.
9.What is ONE important event to this person in this period? Describe.  
10.How does this person describe their culture (where they come from, 
languages, traditions)? ernestmorrell@gmail.com 47



Mock Trials in the Literacy Classroom

“Putting Bigger Thomas on Trial”

The Casebooks
• All the questions prepared for the witnesses of 

your team and scripted responses

• All of the anticipated questions to be asked of 
your witnesses in cross-examination.

• All of the questions prepared in advance for 
opposing witnesses in cross-examination.

• The opening arguments.

• All notes taken during the trial (trial notes are 
mandatory)

• A 5-7 page summation/analysis of the trial.
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Mock Trials, Debate, and Legal Advocacy
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Poetry-Inspired Research
“Dreams Deferred in American Education”
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Dream Deferred
By Langston Hughes (1951)

What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

Like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore--

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over--

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

like a heavy load.

Or does it explode? 
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Inequality of Education

Historically and currently, 

South Central Los Angeles schools have 

lacked the necessary resources needed to 

provide a quality and effective education

“Despite greater need, 79% of large city districts studied by the Council of 

Greater City Schools are funded at a lower rate than are suburban schools; 

nationally, advantaged suburban schools spend as much as ten times that 

spent by urban poor schools”

(Anyon 1997)
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Gramsci (1891-1937) 
‘Each man, finally, outside his professional activity, carries some form of intellectual activity, 

that is, he is a “philosopher”…’

Traditional Intellectual

According to profession 

in social class

Manufactured title

Organic Intellectual

Constantly developed 

by society

Natural

Develops intellect by 

environment



Problem-Posing Pedagogy
Paulo Freire  

Empowered 
Student Voice

Teachers (Talk 
& Listen)

Problem-
Posing 

Pedagogy



•Macleod: Social Reproduction 

•“schools actually reinforce social inequality while 
pretending to do the opposite.”

•Freire: “Fitness” for Oppression/Liberation
•“…domination rests on people fitting the oppressive 
world they have created, and how little they question it.”

•Valenzuela: Authentic Caring 

•“appreciation of students’ culture and their educacion
model of schooling – enabling them to successfully 
navigate through troubled waters.” 

THEORISTS



• Schools: Roosevelt, 

Wilson, Garfield, & 

*MAHS

• Students: 34

• Teachers: 8

• District Administrators, 

School Board Member, 

& Supt. Cortines

Interviewees

•Organizations: 

•Comunidad Cesar Chavez 
Homeless Shelter

•Inner City Struggle

•Upward Bound CSULA

•City Terrace Recreation Ctr

•Community people:

•Fulfillment Fund 
Representative

•Local artists

•Parents

•Small business owners

•City officials: 4
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CLAIM 1: The economic 

crisis is breaking down 

critical foundations of 

society in East LA, such as 

health, housing, education, 

and employment.

“It’s definitely affected our waiting list. We’re seeing families that may have 

otherwise not have entered the system. People that have lost their jobs. 

Unemployment is not enough. CalWorks or Welfare will not kick in because a lot 

of these families that had things, material goods, cars, etc. do not qualify for 

CalWorks. They’re not even getting the benefit assistance they need that may 

help them increase their income until employment is found.”

-Kris, Homeless Shelter Director

58ernestmorrell@gmail.com



Home ownership and renting in 

South Central L.A.

In 2000, 36% of South [Central] households owned their homes, 

in contrast to 68% in Northern L.A.

1
st

quarter of 2008 had 20-25 notices of default per 1000 home owners in South 

[Central] compared to 12 in the county

(State of South L.A.  Report)

“My mom is a single parent and because she doesn’t have a job - because 

there’s no money around - we have to move out of the state. We’re 

going somewhere else. We sold our house and we’re leaving now.” 

-Michelle Barahoma

“Yeah we all almost homeless. Everybody is almost homeless everybody 

struggling to pay rent keep food on the table all of that.”

-Pumpkin

(UCLA School of Public Affairs, 2008)
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Radical Truth-Telling

Demands

Step Into Our Shoes



Action Plan for Community Leaders

Teachers: Create 

lessons that connect your 

subject to the economic 

crisis (organize student 

focus groups)

Policy-makers: 

Streamline communication 

between school district and 

city officials to develop a 

comprehensive plan to 

help homeless youth and 

families.



Council of Youth Research
Genres of Production

• Research Reports
• Conference Presentations (NCTE)
• Critical Memoirs
• Policy Briefs
• Plays
• Digital Documentaries
• PowerPoint Slides
• Spoken Word Poems
• Social Media sites
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What I’ve Learned from Mom and Dad
What WE do matters!

“I wanted to retire a dreamer”
“Don’t let anyone take away the privilege of teaching”

“Teaching makes you eternal…”
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“There is absolutely no inevitability as long as 
there is a willingness to contemplate what is 
happening.”-Marshall McLuhan
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