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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

You can’t be what you can’t see.
-- Marian Wright Edelman, Founder of Children’s Defense Fund

Engagement in meaningful work, initiated and mediated by skillful teachers, is
the only high road to real thinking and learning.”
--In Search of Understanding: The Case for Constructivist Classrooms

Twenty-first century students are digital natives. They text, connect to YouTube,

Facebook, Twitter, and use multiple ways of social networking...To be a

superhero and meet the needs of diverse learners...we must embrace the new

media and use it to support our students.”

--Clash!: Superheroic yet Sensible Strategies for Teaching the New
Literacies Despite the Status Quo

When I look out at my 11"-grade students, the image that more increasingly
confronts me is that of teenage faces lit up by the glow of electronic devices, or white
headphone cords peeping between hair strands. Rewind to my first year teaching in 2005
and, while the room is absent of cell phones, it was still filled with far too many blank
stares, nail picking, and seated apathy. Unfortunately, this is a common occurrence that
plagues many classrooms. Student engagement has always been and continues to be one
of the most crucial, yet elusive, keys to deep and lasting learning. This elusiveness is why
I wish to examine the connection between engagement and the digital texts that reflect
the age and place my students inhabit. The question that will be explored through this
curriculum project is: How can I incorporate culturally-relevant, digital texts to increase
student engagement and understanding in an 11"-grade English classroom?

As Ginsberg (2014), school principal and teacher-educator, states “...sustaining

student motivation and engagement in learning is elusive--vulnerable to distraction,

boredom, and difficulty” (p. 26). Recently, this quest to sustain motivation and



engagement has become more complex with shifting demographics, standards-based
curriculum, and the unreliability of readily available technology. What has become
apparent is that the old and ever-present task of engaging students faces new challenges
which require educators to change our teaching methods, both in what we teach and the
medium we use to do so. The what we teach of this study seeks to explore texts which
better represent students with diverse backgrounds, learning styles, and needs. The
medium in which to present these heterogeneous texts come from digital sources, mean to
engage this generation of young, digital natives better. Marrying these ideas with students
who feel underrepresented by texts and themes in current curriculum, and yet knowing
the importance representation plays in engagement and achievement, led me to create a
curriculum that linked engagement to the use of student-relevant, digital texts.

Edelman’s “You can’t be what you can’t see” becomes more true and pertinent
every day. Offering texts in a medium which students are familiar with by using texts
they are familiar with, to offer alternatives and views they may not yet be familiar with,
but essentially need for identity and academic success, is what I have aimed to change in
this curriculum project.
Explanation of the Research Question and Project

Often my students want to know why they are learning something, how it will
help them later in life. While my frequent verbal attempts at sharing pedagogical
reasoning and real-life connections of curriculum and instruction pacify some, it is not
enough to enable students to develop equitable ownership in the classroom. The most
meaningful way to accomplish engagement is to have them become active participants in

their own learning. Students must be shown how, and in fact encouraged, to critically



analyze the world around them. This process introduces a skill which will be carried into
every aspect of life; this is meaningful learning. Once students realize this, I no longer
have to “fight” or convince them to complete tasks as they are more likely to be active
participants in our classroom. My desire to establish this becomes the main motivation
for my exploring curriculum that features culturally-relevant digital texts, which will
reflect their world as both diverse citizens of a global society, and as digital natives
requiring authentic engagement.

Personal Journey and Significance

Throughout my teaching career, my desire to create and sustain--in both my
students and myself--a capacity for empathy, a thirst for knowledge, and a way to make
those two work in conjunction with one another has driven my career. It is from this focal
point that my philosophy of teaching has evolved: engage students in every way possible
to ensure that deep and lasting learning takes place, and to see education as freedom and
power. One of my greatest teaching role models, educator and author bell hooks [sic]
states: “the thoughts and ideas that engage you when you think critically can be
something that you go back to throughout your lifetime” (“bell hooks urges...”, n.d.).

In my first year teaching, I was young and naive and idealistic and had yet to
realize how key student engagement is to all facets of learning. I was convinced every
student was like me: curious, self-driven, and independent. I was convinced every student
would automatically want to learn, and with wild abandon!, even though the curriculum
was lack-luster and pretty Eurocentric. So much of the curriculum and pedagogy was the
same from my education: dead white dudes, followed by a reading comprehension test,

followed by an essay or discussion on content topics. No wonder they weren’t engaged or



seeing the deeper life lessons I so desperately wanted them to notice. They were
frustrated. I was frustrated. We were all grasping for something more, something better.

During my second year of teaching, I happened upon a free workshop on teacher
beliefs and classroom practices. During the session in a brightly lit room of a local
college campus, the lecturer keyed in on principles of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and
critical pedagogy--pedagogical practices I had not heard of until that point. In these few
short hours, my understanding of learning, along with my teaching approach was
completely altered. The tenants of these philosophies were exactly the framework
elements of design I was missing.

Suddenly, the inequities and disservices being ignorantly committed by me in my
classroom were illuminated. While I strived to see each learner as an individual, in many
ways I was treating them equally rather than equitably, which also meant that many
assumptions were being made on my part. These assumptions came undetected from my
upbringing, from my own cultural, racial, and socioeconomic background. For example,
it occurred to me that saying things like, “You just need to work harder,” or “There’s no
excuse for not getting work done,” were problematic. What appeared to be sincere and
innocent phrases which came from my experiences as a middle-class white woman, they
did not necessarily carry over to my students who came with their own experiences and
beliefs systems, which may or may not coincide with mine. Further complicating things
was the fact that while some of these ideas may be true, they address beliefs and values
that are not so simple or straightforward, and that is n fact often more harmful than
helpful; they are ideas that support and enforce white privilege and supremacy. These

ideas were exactly the ones I was teaching in my American literature course that would



engage students in real discourse and critical thinking; my blind reinforcement of those
was merely validating the privileged in my classroom, while often creating a barrier
between myself and my students of color or those living in poverty. Those unchecked,
biased and ineffective teaching methods certainly were not achieving any of my
educational values of freedom, empathy, or critical thinking.

After that “aha!” moment, I began seeking more professional development
centered around equity and social justice education. The journey led me to workshops on
the use of inclusive language in the classroom, choosing culturally-relevant texts to
engage students, classroom management techniques for diverse student populations,
dismantling power and privilege through text study, examining my privilege, and more.
It also led me to teacher-training social justice models and to serving on my school’s
equity team.

My unshakable belief that public schools are places of freedom and democracy,
and that I could use my power as an educator for good, helped me see how dynamic my
classroom could be. Even with all this new theory and awakening, getting students as
fired up as I continued to pose a challenge. If engagement is the door through which
students’ minds open, ultimately leading to their empowerment, then culturally relevant
digital texts were to become my key.

Arriving at my philosophy of teaching. As overly ideal and cliché as it sounds,
I truly believe that education is the pathway to peace, justice, and equity for our world;
however, students have seen this and become active participants in their education for
this to work. Educators must also examine their own beliefs and work to create dynamic

classrooms. Through my own painful self-discovery and awakening, I came to know that



assisting students on their knowledge path, engaging them, listening to them, and helping
them uncover their agency is the true path of education. As Minor Myers, Jr., an
educator and advocate of Liberal Arts education said, “Go into the world and do well.
But more importantly, go into the world and do good.” We educators have so much
power--to help or harm. It is my deepest belief that equipping students with the tools
necessary to become critical thinkers and consumers is the only way equity and justice
can become a reality in our world. By teaching them the difference between doing well
and doing “good” as Myers states it, we can help them become agents of positive change.

My deeply rooted passion for social justice and equity begins in the classroom
with student engagement. An engaged student is a student who opens their mind to
learning; an engaged student shares their own knowledge and experiences with the class;
an engaged student will enrich our classroom experience, creating a community of
learning; an engaged student is not only be motivated to learn but is deeply invested in
the process, becoming an advocate for social change. An engaged student is empowered
to turn every place into a transformative space.

Engaged transformative learning. bell hooks [sic] also writes about “engaged
transformative learning,” which she defines as the process by which students are engaged
and invested in their learning process that turns them into critical thinkers and life-long
learners. As she says in her book Teaching Critical Thinking, “the thoughts and ideas that
engage you when you think critically can be something that you can go back to
throughout your lifetime” (2009, p. 21). Students meaningfully engaged in the education
process become life-long, engaged learners. This motivation stems from my experience

with my parents and high school English teacher, all of whom invited me to curiously



explore the world. Best practice research further supports this ideology by demonstrating
that critical thinkers are those that succeed in various areas of performance in and out of
school.

These collected experiences, research, and references call me to turn my
classroom into a place of deeply engaged learners. By linking a relevant digital text with
broader anchor texts, the hope is my classroom will make this transformation.

Necessity and Relevance of the Research Question: Personally and Professionally.

As students become harder and harder to reach due to “multi-tasking” and spliced
attention, engaging them becomes even more essential to ensure meaningful learning.
Incorporating a culturally-relevant, digital text, often which is shorter, may be the key to
increasing engagement, leading to deepened understandings. One reason is that this kind
of text creates a sort of novelty effect. Constructivism education theory, along with the
most recent neuroscience research in digital learning and boredom, claim novelty is
essential for engagement to occur. Additionally, the culturally relevant component of the
digital text will be driven by students' interests and knowledge, another key concept for
engaging students that is argued in Constructivism and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
(Brooks & Brooks, 1999, p. 61; Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Cultural relevancy and resilient learners. Another reason deepening student
engagement is an imperative focus for me is that thel 1th-grade English lacks culturally
relevancy for most of the student population in the class. It is taught chronologically, the
readings are difficult, and it mostly represents a privileged, white male narrative. The
buy-in tends to be low with mid-level 11th-grade students because the texts are not

relevant to them because they are outdated and the authors do not "look" like them.



Content and practice that directly reflect and respect a students’ home culture,
knowledge, and experiences are crucial to a culturally-relevant classroom, as argued by
Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995). While I attempt to make meaningful study guides and
connect with deeper, universal themes, including many activities and real-life
connections, it is often still a struggle to get students to read or to finish assignments.

Resilient learners, those who can take risks and overcome obstacles, must see
themselves reflected in the classroom texts. The use of culturally relevant digital texts
will allow me to make the district-driven curriculum a culturally relevant one that can
appeal to all of my students, particularly those who have been systemically marginalized.
Educators and researchers, Gay (1995), Ladson-Billings (1999), and Oran (2009) point
out again and again that students from diverse backgrounds must develop success from
which to build confidence. To do this, they must see themselves and their home cultures
validated through varied texts and teacher instructional choices. These students’ need to
come to know the classroom as the one peaceful place in their day or world that sees
them as knowledgeable and valuable individuals capable of learning and achieving
“critical consciousness.” In a world that is constantly oppressing, and in a school system
that furthers this cycle, a culturally relevant classroom can offer the refuge and
empowerment a student so desperately needs. My classroom can be this space where
safety and engagement and learning go hand-in-hand.

Need for change: how engagement can help. In a country where the
achievement gap between white and black students is at an all-time disproportionate high,
and a state where this gap in achievement, housing, jobs, and wealth are some of the

largest in the nation, it becomes increasingly necessary for schools to incorporate



Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (United States Census Department). It is a time when by
the year 2025 experts claim more than 50 percent of public schools will be comprised of
students of color (Darling-Hammond, 2010). However, according to the National Center
for Education Information, in 2011, 84 percent of all teachers in the U.S. were white,
which had only dropped slightly from 1986 when that number was 91 percent (Feistritzer,
2011). Indicating little is changing in regards to who does the teaching, but much is
changing as to who is being taught. These two facts are at a disconnect. Teaching must
reflect the student population for true equity to occur. If these numbers are to be altered,
then we must empower our students as critical thinkers and agents of change.
Engagement through culturally relevant digital texts then becomes a key role in reaching
that goal. By infusing the anchor texts with interactive, highly relevant texts that are
timely and representative of a wide variety of faces and voices, students more deeply
connect with the larger learning outcomes and concepts. Students that are engaged
throughout the lesson are much more likely to become active participants in their
learning, and thus to become the critically-conscious agents of social change G Ladson-
Billings (1995) presents as a key component of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (p. 160).
Here again, my core teaching philosophy is upheld in believing that the actualization of
equity and social justice begins in the classroom.

Constructivism concepts for engagement. Additionally, the frequent use of a
digital and relevant text becomes successful through its tapping into the "learning cycle
model" in Constructivist teaching. By beginning with an interactive introductory text, it
"provides an open-ended opportunity for students to interact with purposefully selected

materials" (Brooks & Brooks, 1999, p.116). This type of start asks students to focus on



questions they may have regarding the larger text, as well as to set students up for new
learning. Studying the smaller, related texts asks students to "...work on new problems
with the potential for evoking a fresh look at the concepts previously studied" (Brooks &
Brooks, 1999 p.117). Thus compelling learners to engage and contribute to the
understanding of larger themes through scaffolding and active participation, which is
featured throughout the curriculum project.
Necessity and Relevance of the Question: School-Wide Implications

Sharing this curriculum outline has the potential of helping high school English
teachers everywhere, particularly other teachers at my school. Our class sizes are quite
large, averaging 38-40 students who have a wide range of reading, writing, and
comprehension levels. We have a higher number of students of color and those on free-
and-reduced lunch than in other grade levels, due in part to tracking. We also have a
higher number of truant students and resilient learners; engaging these students in
learning is absolutely crucial to my equity agenda and to ensuring their success in life.

Implementing these small, more interactive texts first engages students, then
allowing teacher collaborative teams to work together and plan so that the digital texts a)
always meets the text criteria outlined in Chapter 3, and b) is present in all of our
trimesters and units. Since the curriculum mapping is based on Understanding by Design
(UbD), it relies on instructor reflection, so deciding on culturally relevant digital texts as
we plan and adapt units encourages us to continuously evaluate our learning outcomes
and goals, adjusting to students’ and teachers’ needs. Hopefully, allowing us to see the

deepened learning and understanding.



Summary

Engaging students in learning is one of the most difficult and imperative tasks
teachers face today, particularly in a secondary classroom. One way to overcome this
challenge can be through novelty, such as the frequent incorporation of a digital text. In
this way, students can look forward to something new and different each day. Another
way engagement can take place is through the use of culturally-relevant texts. These texts
relate to the students’ diverse and varied needs, backgrounds, and learning styles, an
essential component to creating equitable and social justice-driven classrooms. Culturally
relevant texts ensure not only “buy-in,” but also encourage active participation in the
classroom. Through the regular incorporation of culturally relevant digital texts, it is my
hope the engagement will increase, and thus a deeper understanding of concepts.

A review of literature relevant to my areas of study will appear in the next section.
Some of the research examined, including both quantitative and qualitative research,
come from the following areas: Educational theories in Constructivism and Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy; how texts can help students connect through a window-mirror
selection approach; current neuroscience on how the brain interacts with digital texts; and

the ways in which boredom can both help or harm the developing brain.



CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
Introduction

How can I incorporate culturally-relevant, digital texts to increase student
engagement and understanding in an 11th-grade English classroom? In this section, the
above question has been broken up into segments which have more deeply explored. In
particular, a look at the research that both supports and opposes the question will be
examined.

To begin, the history and basis of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), which has
its origins in Multicultural Education (ME) and Constructivism, will be presented. Key
principles of each, such as a respect for students’ home cultures, students’ previous
knowledge, and natural curiosity, have also been examined in relation to its building of
CRP philosophy that includes a call for relevant curriculum (Brooks & Brooks, 1999;
Dover, 2013; Fosnot, 2007).

Experts in CRP call for classrooms to be inclusive of students’ home cultures, or
to represent and honor all aspects of their lives; to view students as knowledgeable
beings; to challenge students to achieve; and to empower students to be their own agents
of change (Gay, 1996; Ladson-Billings, 2001). However, it was found that sometimes a
text must go beyond this criteria to be most relevant to students in today’s digital era.

Based on these claims, culturally-relevant texts were determined to be ones that
represent the diverse student population and their needs. These texts build off of students’
current knowledge in order to deepen understanding and maintain rigor. In other words,

they are texts that are relevant to students’ lives (Ladson-Billings, 2001). This definition



was further supported by the arguments of the Constructivist instruction model, which
advocates for student relevance and engagement to ensure deeper learning (Brooks and
Brooks, 1999).

Next, Neuroscience and effects of technology in learning become another main
component of research. Exploring what scientists know about how the brain learns, about
how brains engage in learning was crucial in examining student engagement. Emerging
research is finding that boredom can literally harm the brain, that digital tools can be
viewed by the brain as extensions of themselves and thus assist in the learning process,
and that one’s cultural beliefs and identity actually has roots in neurons and synapses of
the brain. The findings are quite new and need to be explored further, but do support
many of the claims made by educational theorists, as well as the focus of this study.

Research on the use of technology in the classroom and digital learning tools,
such as YouTube, is helpful in determining not only the digital text usage but further
assists in defining “engagement” (Trier, 2007; Wynn, 2011). For example, studies on
both successes and failures of the implementation of digital texts have helped to
determine optimal text choices.

Finally, a look at what these studies have concluded, in addition to what pieces
are missing, and the implications these findings have on this project regarding culturally
relevant digital texts will be presented.

Pedagogical Framework: Theoretical and Conceptual Histories

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), also known as culturally relevant education

or culturally teaching, must be the starting point for any discussion on how culturally

relevant texts are defined and chosen for this study. CRP is mostly credited to Geneva



Gay and Gloria Ladson-Billings, both of whom have built their career upon its premise
and work. It was born in the 1990s out of the need to move beyond Multicultural
Education (ME), whose principles and ideas are most closely associated with Banks
(1995) and Nieto (2004).

Multicultural Education. The foundations of ME harken back to the 1960s
Black civil rights movement when, after integration, a demand for schools to create
equitable education and curriculum arose. Thus, a focus on curricular content, classroom
practices that promote equity and academic achievement “...across racial, ethnic, and
social class groups” was created (Dover, 2013, p. 5). Beyond this, ME education also
emphasizes advocacy and empowerment of youth.

However, critics argue this approach does not go far enough to challenge social
norms, or for true curriculum and social reform to occur. Also, it is often inconsistently
practiced given its nebulous definition that allows for many interpretations. So then, ME
ends up focusing more on incorporating multicultural content, which often becomes a
checklist of posters, readings, and cultural celebrations (think “Taco Tuesday”), rather
than challenging students and teachers to critically examine the world and become agents
of change (Dover, 2013; Tuck, & Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2013). Parents, teachers, and
other critics advocate for more consistency and emphasis on teacher’s self-reflection,
along with academic rigor need to take place to ensure equitable education systems,
which is where ME is limited and CRP and social justice education (SJE) spring from.
These approaches will be explained later. First, a look at Constructivist theory which also

forms a framework for CRP.



History of Constructivism. Constructivism is based mostly on the work of Jean
Piaget work in relation to how cognition, not merely behavior, influence learning. While
Piaget originally began from a behavior framework, he quickly shifted with the
emergence of new psychological and scientific findings (Forsnot and Perry, 2005). Piaget
recognized that there was a need to move beyond simple behavioral strategies as students
and educators needed deeper and more meaningful learning connections to occur.

Constructivism then began as a response to education theory for a connection
between cognitive research and behavior research. This pedagogical approach was
directly born out of the need to engage students in the learning process, to offer
interactive academic rigor, and to ensure true and deep learning (Brooks & Brooks, 1999;
Fosnot & Perry, 2005). Thus, a look at the emerging science of learning and the brain
reveals how students best learn and how teachers could best adapt to make this happen
will also be explored later.

Other key components of Constructivism include appealing to human’s natural
sense of curiosity, along with inquiry-based learning led by students’ interests and needs,
where students become leaders, and the teacher takes on a more facilitator role. The need
for novelty in the classroom and the importance of dialogue and collaboration between
and among students and instructor also play major roles in Constructivism theory
(Forsnot, 2005; Brooks & Brooks, 1999). Each of these aspects will be explored in
regards to its appearance in CRP as well.

Constructivism: Knowledge and Scaffolding. Constructivism argues that humans
construct their own understandings of the world in which they are a part of, making sense

of their world by basing it off of previous experiences (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Gould,



2005). Therefore, the main component, to begin with, is to view students as
knowledgeable and storied beings, leading the instructor to scaffold learning. Scaffolding
is defined as structuring new learning from previous existing foundations of learned
material, instruction and materials based on what students already know and are
comfortable with (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Gould, 2005, p. 103).

For example, if a teacher in an English classroom is introducing allusions as a
literary device, she may begin by having students identify allusions in pop songs. As
students examine texts they already know and love, this allows them to see allusions in
contexts they understand and feel familiar with; they then will be more open and able to
identify allusions in works that are more unfamiliar. Beginning with what students
already know also approaches learning from the students’ point of view, another key
component in both Constructivism and the incorporation of culturally relevant texts
(Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Gould, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Constructivism: curiosity and inquiry-based learning. Curiosity not only
empowers students but also increases student engagement and learning. When students
are intrinsically motivated to learn, they begin to move beyond the knowledge and
comprehension stages of learning and into the analysis, synthesis, and evaluation stages
of learning (BloomsTaxonomy.org; Brooks & Brooks, 1999). This idea of cultivating
natural curiosity has led to the adoption of an inquiry-based or concept-based approach
by Constructivists. Having students ask questions or explore ideas within a conceptual
framework provided by the teacher of the curriculum, allows students to have a stake in

their learning. It also translates into high levels of student engagement. Once again,



students are seen as knowledgeable beings who desire to learn at the core and are then
asked to be active participants in the classroom (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Forsnot, 2005).
In an ELA classroom, this could consist of students designing research questions
before beginning a research project. It could be a unit where the teacher presents the
context of a book that will be studied, sharing with students the big ideas or concepts that
they will acquire, but then allowing students a variety of ways to read and explore the
text. In other words, beginning a unit where students ask questions of the text allows
students to approach it with curiosity and high-interest levels. Rather than the teacher
dictating what will occur and how it will happen, students are allowed to bring in their
previous knowledge, particularly their knowledge of themselves as learners, and to
approach the text as a hunt for connections and deeper understanding (Gould, 2005).
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. CRP takes the ME idea that texts and instruction
must be relevant to students and steps it up by arguing for academic rigor and teacher
self-reflection as critical pieces of pedagogy. CRP emphasizes teacher identity, family
engagement, student relevancy, and academic skills (Dover, 2013; Gay, 1996; Irvine,
1990/2001; Ladson-Billings,1995). The main premise of this approach claims teaching
must be that which is relevant to students' understanding and experiences, particularly
culturally diverse students. Teachers must be reflective, flexible, and willing to examine
their own techniques and ideologies (Gay, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Lopez, 2011).
Furthermore, CRP honors students' home culture, values, beliefs, and experiences;
strives to challenge students, views students as knowledgeable, capable beings, and
should contain some element of empowerment or action (Ladson-Billings,1995; Gay,

1996; Irvine, 2010). Gloria Ladson-Billings' (1995) work, especially, has three



components, which she argues make it different from critical pedagogy in that there is a
collective action piece. These components are ensuring "academic success" for students;
developing and supporting "cultural competence" in students, and empowering students
to take action on not only an individual level but also on a societal level, referred to by
Ladson-Billings (1995) as "collective consciousness." In other words, a culturally
inclusive classroom results when a teacher is culturally-aware and meeting the additional
criteria set forth above. These combined pieces ensure academic success and
empowerment learners to become agents of social change.

CRP and engagement. CRP argues when teaching is relevant to students and
meets these three components, students will be engaged in the learning process (Irvine,
2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). They will feel represented and safe, more likely to "buy
in" and become independent learners and thinkers in their own right (Ladson-

Billings, 1995; Gay, 1996; Irvine, 2010). When students see themselves reflected in the
work we study, which unfortunately happens far too little, especially in American
literature, they are apt to tune out, or worse to lose hope. CRP offers a way of shifting
this dynamic. It allows students to feel culturally competent in the knowledge they bring
from their own home cultures, thus leading to a sense of empowerment. When feeling
represented and empowered, students are more like to achieve academic success (Gay,
1996; Irvine, 2010; Ladson-Billings,1995). The teacher can then transfer this into group
empowerment (“collective consciousness”) so that change can take place on a larger
scale. Collective consciousness empowers students, assisting them in becoming
independent critical thinkers, a crucial goal of CRP (Gay, 1996; Irvine, 2010; Ladson-

Billings,1995).



Culturally relevant texts. Ladson-Billings (1995) and Gay (1991) insist that
teachers and curriculum receive emphasis in order to ensure academic success and
student empowerment. Texts and practices in any classroom should directly reflect the
student population. These texts are meant to be ones that will represent the diverse
population of students' needs; texts can be chosen by both student and teacher (Gay,
1996; Irvine, 2010; Ladson-Billings,1995;). The texts will be ones that both reflect
students' home culture and experiences, and those which open knowledge into others'
experiences. By defining it in this way, the study seeks to only empower and validate
students, a key component of CRP, by engaging students first (Gay, 1996; Irvine, 2010;
Ladson-Billings,1995).

Relevancy of texts beyond the “mirror” definition. The idea of relevancy is an
important aspect of CRP, as educators are required to choose curriculum and instructions
that is relatable and meaningful to students’ experiences and lives (Gay, 1996; Irvine,
2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). However, this view of relevancy can be somewhat limiting
for students in its assumption that all readers/viewers are alike. However, researcher
Katie Sciurba (2014/15) found that relevance lies in a sort of “mirror-window
continuum,” where some students connect with students that look like their reality
(mirror), while some students connect more with texts that allow them to look in on
another’s life (window). In her research work with Black adolescent boys and literacy in
an urban all-black, single-sex school, she explored the limitations of CRP relevant texts
in only emphasizing the “text as mirror” view. As she found in her work with both
students and teachers, it was important to offer texts that were both mirrors and windows,

not only for engagement but also for increasing empathy and sympathy (Sciurba,
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2014/15). This mirror-window continuum then becomes a crucial aspect to increasing
literacy and academic success among adolescent black boys at the school. It also calls for
a mix of texts which ensures that students accomplish other principles of CRP, such as
advocacy or “cultural competency” (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Sciurba, 2014/15).

Sciurba’s study and exploration of the mirror/window continuum highlights an
area that needs to be further explored in regards to culturally relevant texts in CRP. This
study will seek to use the research presented here to broaden the definition of a relevant
text.

Section Summary: Connections of ME and Constructivism to CRP

Multicultural Education and CRP. While ME functions as a pedagogical
framework, particularly focused on providing multicultural content, Constructivism
functions as a cognitive learning theory. It is less concerned with specific material and
more preoccupied with teacher practices based on student cognition. So while CRP was
partially born out of the need to move beyond ME, it was also strongly based on many
principles of Constructivism, including the key components presented above.

The flexibility yet rigor of these components offer ways in which to ensure
optimal learning for students; however, this very appeal is also where CRP proponents
argue the need for cultural awareness and relevance comes in. Suggestions on what kind
of content to teach---particularly that which will offer an equitable and empowering
education for all students is where CRP overlaps with Constructivism.

Constructivism and CRP. Key components of Constructivism theory and
practice, which were adopted by proponents of CRP, include student-centered classrooms

that are driven by student-inquiry where the teacher functions are model and facilitator,
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introducing novelty into the classroom so as to encourage curiosity and engagement, and
collaboration and cooperation between and among peers. Students are seen as individual,
knowledgeable beings whose experiences and previous knowledge are taken into account
in every lesson and unit. Through the concept of scaffolding, each new concept that is
taught first begins with a connection made to something familiar and known to students.
Not only does this build confidence in the learner, but it also helps deepen connections,
building bridges to new concepts and ensuring students’ learning. Additionally, viewing
students as knowledgeable, curious beings allows them to take ownership of their
learning process and experiences, guaranteeing differentiation of instruction (Brooks &
Brooks, 1999; Forsnot & Perry, 2005; Gould, 2005). All of which become the foundation
for CRP.
Neuroscience and Education

Neuroscience and education have a rather tumultuous history together. For a long
time, pedagogy was not reliant on the science of the brain. Initially, educational theorists
examined learning from a behavioral standpoint rather than from a science-based one,
though Piaget later began to link cognition and learning practices, hence the creation of
Constructivism. In part, the switch in thinking is due to emerging technology that
enhances and enlightens the field of neuroscience (Sylwester, 1995; Worden, Hinton &
Fischer, 2011).

Neuroplasticity. The implications of neuroscience on learning are crucial to
education and educational practices. One example of emerging research that has
important implications for education is the idea of neuroplasticity. For example,

researchers know that the brain changes with use, throughout our lifetime; the brain’s
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ability to change throughout a person’s lifetime is referred to as plasticity (Goswami,
2004; Worden, Hinton & Fischer, 2011). Mental concentration and effort alter the
physical structure of the brain. Our nerve cells (neurons) are connected by branches
called dendrites. There are about 10 billion neurons in the brain and about 1,000 trillion
connections. As the brain is used, certain patterns of connection are strengthened, making
each connection easier to create next time, which is how memory develops (Goswami,
2004; Worden, Hinton, Fischer &2011). Stimulating the brain encourages plasticity
because it fires multiple neurons together, building stronger networks, higher recall,
leading to deeper understanding. Ultimately this leads reinforces connections (Goswami,
2004; Widestrom-Landgraf, 2014; Worden, Hinton & Fischer, 2011).

Plasticity also allows for connections to be drawn across areas and knowledge
(Goswami, 2004; Worden, Hinton, Fischer, 2011; Widestrom-Landgraf, 2014). For
example, connecting the experiences or lesson of a television show to a story read in
class. When connections are made, the brain is stimulated, making it more likely to
remember, and thus engage in learning.

The effects of stimulus on the brain. Neuroscience is continuing to look at the
effects of stimulus on the brain and to redefine what this means in light of the digital age.
Particularly, there seems to be a correlation between novelty being introduced to the
brain--as discussed in the boredom section below-- and that “new” item shocking the
brain into reacting (Harrison, Tufts & Strayer, 1974; Willis, 2008, 2014). Emotionally
positive stimulus especially lead to an emotional connection being made with the material

or item which caused this feeling. Thus, the positive association between material and the
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classroom can be translated to students’ positive association with learning and school
(Willis, 2014).

Jungle-like brain and the need for stimulus. The role stimulus plays in
education is further highlighted by Sylwester (1995), in his book, 4 celebration of
neurons.: An educator’s guide to the human brain. He argues that the brain is messy and
therefore needs messy stimuli. Sylwester references Nobel Peace Prize biologist Gerald
Edelman’s model of the brain “...as a rich, layered, messy, unplanned jungle ecosystem”
as a way to understand the complexities of the brain, and thus educators’ needs to meet it
with an array of “messy strategies” (p.22). “It [Edelman’s theory] suggests that a
junglelike brain might thrive best in a junglelike classroom that includes many sensory,
cultural, and problem layers that are closely related to the real-world environment in
which we live” (Sylwester, 1995, p.22). The reason this messy, jungle-like approach
works is because it stimulates neural networks in the way the brain is already wired
(Sylwester, 1995).

The key implications here that complement Constructivism and CRP theories are
the brain’s need for “real-world environment” to be layered among cultural experiences.
Additionally, “sensory” is not only supported by the need for the brain to find positive
stimulation, but also by the use of digital texts to promote sensory and cultural
experiences amidst real-world connections (Sylwester, 1995).

The effects of boredom on learning and the brain. Boredom, stimulus, and the
effects these two factors have on a brain has often been a mix of the benefits and harms,
yet is crucial to educational practices. As neurologist and researcher Judy Willis (2014)

explains in “Neuroscience Reveals that Boredom Hurts,” emerging research demonstrates
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the long-term harmfulness of boredom on the brain. For example, when students are
asked to focus on and learn material that seems irrelevant or uninteresting to their life,
they begin to lose pleasure in learning; they begin to feel hopelessness and
powerlessness, and thus their brains begin to associate school with boredom and harm.
Also, neuroscientific research on boredom is linked to brain stimulation, plasticity, and
motivation (Willis, 2014; Worden, Hinton & Fischer, 2011).

In fact, boredom and lack of engagement in schools can lead students being
unable to learn the material deeply, and can sometimes lead to acting out or tuning out
(Willis 2014). What leads to boredom in school? Essentially, what neuroscientists are
finding is that when students do not find the material interesting or relevant to their lives,
they report being bored. Class after class, year after year, this has long-term effects on
their ability to engage and retain information, essentially harming the brain (Willis, 2014;
Eastwood, Frischen, Fenske & Smilek, 2012). Since there is no connection between
"intellectual arousal" and "external stimulation," the brain cannot engage in any
pleasurable, satisfying activity (Willis, 2014, p.29). The brain, therefore, begins to
categorize that activity or event into a negative association category, which will be
applied to any similar situation (Harrison, Tufts, Strayer, 1974; Sylwester, 1995; Willis,
2008, 2014;).

Additionally, the experience of being bored creates a sense of powerless in learning.
When students are exposed again and again to material that their brain sees no merit in, it
goes into a sort of sleep/survival mode (Willis, 2014). When the amygdalae, which
controls emotions, is set off by stressors, such as boredom, it loses communication with

the prefrontal cortex, which is in charge of processing and reflecting on information. This
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process can result in an involuntary shut down of the brain, in other words, students may
appear to be unengaged or may become a behavior challenge (Willis, 2014).

Neuroscience research regarding the harmful effects of boredom is contradictory
to theories and often beliefs held by educators that boredom is the fault of students. The
new information is concluding that while boredom may be related to experiences and
environment, there is also a cognitive connection piece that cannot be ignored.
Additionally, the effects of boredom on the brain go beyond mere stimulation and
plasticity. The research regarding the harmful effects of boredom on the brain makes
suggestions as to how teachers and schools can avoid this phenomenon from happening.
These include project-based and inquiry-based learning, allowing “teachable moments”
to occur in the classroom, finding interactive ways to engage students in the classroom,
and allowing students to have a vested interest in their education and learning process.
All of these suggestions on how the brain best learns, and the ways to avoid harmful
brain boredom, are corroborated by CRP and Constructivist theories, which advocate for
these very methods as well.

Brain functioning and cultural values. An additional piece of neuroscience
research and transcultural psychology is finding cultural practices and beliefs not merely
to be behavioral as previously thought. Rather, culture is cognitive as well, meaning
beliefs and values are hard-wired into the brain. The brain becomes involved in the
cultural adaptation process through repeated reinforcement and engagement so that the
brain begins rewired to act and perceive the set of cultural beliefs/values (Ginsberg, 2014;

Kitayama & Uskul, 2011).
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These findings have a significant impact on educational practices as it reinforces the
necessity of teachers being aware of and responsive to students’ cultural backgrounds and
upbringings. The implications that a person’s cultural beliefs and values live not only in
his/her behavioral choices but also as brain pathways and understanding is a new and
significant one (Ginsberg, 2014; Kitayama & Uskul, 2011). Again, choosing culturally
relevant texts and classroom experiences become that much more crucial as students’
brains will respond best to that which is already wired in them, not only for engagement
and relevancy purposes but also when creating meaningful connections (Ginsberg, 2014;
Kitayama & Uskul, 2011).

Neuroplasticity and digital learning. Much research in the field of neuroscience
and education has been focused on the negative impact digital learning, and digital tools
have during the process. However, emerging research is showing that when applied
correctly, digital tools, particularly digital media, can have a positive influence on
learning (Choudhury & McKinnery, 2013). It appears that neuroscientific fears are
coming out of conflicting research findings and long-held beliefs. Therefore, an approach
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called “extended-mind” proposes that “‘external’ props or devices are in fact extensions
of the mind insofar as they extend its functions and activities” (Choudhury & McKinnery,
2013, p. 208). What this essentially demonstrates is that digital tools are just that: tools.
When students are engaged in using technology as part of the learning process, ideally to
enhance or deepen learning, the tools being used become an extension of their brain. The

cell phone, iPad, etc. becomes like any other text or tool in that it extends the learning

process (Choudhury & McKinnery, 2013). While this is an emerging theory where more
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investigation needs to be developed, research linking digital tools and learning will be
explored in the section below.

Section Summary: Neur oscience implications for educators. What has been
known for many, many years is that brains are malleable or function in what is known as
plasticity. Essentially, brains are constantly changing, and when stimulated are capable of
learning and growing for a person’s entire life. (Goswami, 2004; Sylwester, 1995;
Worden, Hinton &Fischer, 2011). What has not always been known is how exactly the
brain learns. The effects of boredom, technology, and cultural beliefs are all newer areas
of research in the field of neuroscience (Choudhury & McKinnery, 2013; Ginsberg, 2014;
Kitayama & Uskul, 2011; Willis, 2014).

When educators take neuroscience into account, they can organize a curriculum
around real experiences and integrated, "whole" ideas which are where students are made
aware of learning concepts and outcomes. Additionally, instructors focus on instruction
that promotes complex thinking and the "growth" of the brain, essentially encouraging
life-long learning. Neuroscience proponents advocate continued learning and intellectual
development throughout adulthood (Goswami, 2004; Sylwester, 1995; Willis, 2008;
Worden, Hinton & Fischer, 2011).

Digital Tools in the Classroom

The idea of using YouTube and other interactive digital media, such as Ted Talks
or Kahoot!, as a pedagogical tool is an evolving one. While more and more teachers now
embrace its usage to engage learners, many are not aware of the effect it has to enhance
learning. In particular, research regarding the use of clips as instructional tools is limited.

Information on how professors and alternative schools are using various digital and
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multimedia tools in online classrooms seems to be where much of the work has been
done thus far.

Videos as digital tools. However, a few isolated qualitative research studies
highlight the usefulness of multimedia such as YouTube in the classroom. The findings
show that technology has many uses and potentials in the classroom, all of which “...can
create an engaging classroom in which students readily see relevance and practical use in
what they are asked to do” (Wynn, 2011, p.42). Oftentimes students do not see the
relevance of a class, and therefore become disengaged. As brain research indicates, when
there is a repeated disconnect between classroom content and real-life, boredom occurs
and the brain begins to tune out or shut down. When multimedia, defined by Meryem
Yilam-Soylu (2009) as “‘material in more than one form,’” is introduced into the
classroom, meaningful learning can take place (as cited in Wynn, 2011, p.42). Using
video, in particular, connects to various learning styles “by combining materials in
interesting, engaging ways that marry well with the key concepts” (Wynn, 2011, p. 42).

Additionally, research on digital learning, particularly the use of video in
instruction, allows for scaffolding to take place, thus laying the foundation for deeper
understanding. “Instructors can use this familiarity to lessen the gap between the
technology-savvy skills students possess and the traditional work in a...class” (Wynn,
2011, p.42) Bridging this gap gives educators the ability to build from students’ bank of
knowledge and experience, while also improving students’ attitudes about the class and
content.

Collectively, these studies found that multimedia and digital learning tools,

particularly video and online resources, allow for what Trier (2007) deems “space
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shifting” (p. 411). This concept refers to students’ being able to access materials from a
variety of physical settings, not just in the classroom. In other words, wherever the
Internet can be accessed, students can connect and therefore extend the classroom setting.
Going online to view or search or comment on videos and other digital content is familiar
to them, and so engagement is immediate (Gurung, 2015; Trier, 2007; Wynn, 2011;
Younger, Duncan & Hart, 2013). Extending learning beyond the classroom, supported by
neuroscience and pedagogical assertions, allows students to apply the material to their
own lives, while also encouraging them to be an active part of their learning.

YouTube to connect concepts: A college case study. In an article entitled
“‘Cool Engagements’ with YouTube: Part 1,” Professor James Trier (2007) explores the
usefulness of YouTube in a college class where students are asked to bring in “texts”
(CD, DVD, videos, photograph, print) that related to concepts from a larger text. First,
the instructor models with an advertisement and then a short clip of the ad itself, which
spawns discussion on advertising (what the content of the class centered around). The
modeling demonstrates to students “...the powerful pedagogical potential of YouTube,
particularly the ease with which it enables users to access videos relevant to their
interests” (Trier, 2007, p. 410). The students, in turn, enthusiastically begin bringing in
their own (mostly digital) materials; independent of the instructor directing, students start
to collaborate with one another and to share their video and photograph links with the
class on the class webpage.

This study demonstrates the power of YouTube and digital media as a learning
tool. First, students become engaged and enthusiastic seeing real-world connections to

their everyday lives or interests as Trier (2007) stated above. Moreover, the searching of
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the videos--which can be done in any physical space, not just the classroom--becomes a
discovery learning experience rather than a passive learning experience. Therefore,
students are more engaged and motivated to find the material to bring in. Second, because
they are asked to bring in materials that relate to them and then share those with the class,
their knowledge and experiences are immediately validated. Greater classroom cohesion
and collaboration result, leading to more meaningful seminar discussions. Additionally,
the use of YouTube challenges students, while simultaneously allowing them to be
autonomous and collaborative. Due to heightened engagement and real-life application,
students make connections to larger concepts and the more difficult, anchor text without
complaint (Trier, 2007)

YouTube in the ELA classroom: A case study. Another professor, Sarah Wynn
(2011), found that using YouTube to teach rhetorical analysis not only increased
students’ understanding of the concepts but also created a “willingness to learn and to
process the information” (p. 43). When students were allowed to pick out and share
videos they collected on their own, they were eager to analyze these videos themselves
without being pushed by the instructor. What Wynn found was that YouTube was the
link to the outside world that immediately engaged students. Here, she was still able to
teach the concepts required and to connect the YouTube videos with other course-specific
material, showing the transfer of knowledge taking place. Furthermore, Wynn discovered
that students’ bringing in of texts creates a collective and cooperative learning
environment where students were readily interacting and engaging in the learning process

with one another. Reluctant writers and discussions were willing to try because they saw
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YouTube as a format separate from their previous negative experiences in a composition
class (Wynn, 2011).

Constructivism in multimedia learning: A case study. One study conducted
with college students in Malaysia found that applying a Constructivist lens to students
working in groups on a multimedia project yielded increased student engagement and led
to deepened learning. Students reported feeling that they had an enhanced and
meaningful learning experience working in groups, relying on the teacher merely as the
facilitator (Neo & Neo, 2010). Not only does this study support the use of interactive
classroom experiences, which Constructivist theory would applaud it also illustrates
students’ perception of the learning process. Students’ felt empowered because they were
engaged and active in their own learning processes. Compounding this is the fact that this
study asked students to use and create multimedia projects. Again, when students are
using digital tools from a carefully constructed perspective, learning can be enhanced and
heightened, and engagement runs high (Neo & Neo, 2010). This study demonstrates the
importance of incorporating student-driven, relevant texts and its connection to digital
tools.

Students are digital natives, teachers must adapt. Because students today are
digital natives, teachers must embrace the new forms of media and use it to support
students and help them make connections from their personal lives to concepts in the
classroom (Tyler, 2011, p. 177-178). Though this generation of students-and much more
to come- are plugged into technology they profess that they lack the innate ability to
proficiently work in a digital environment (Reilly, 2011, p.193). This process means that

while students are comfortable and familiar with technology, they do not necessarily
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understand all of its nuances, or how to utilize these to their advantage. Media literacy
and 21%-century technology skills are a must, as stated by national standards and future
employers, in the ever-changing digital world. Therefore, implementing digital tools and
teaching students the various ways to use them is crucial for educators (Reilly, 2011).

Incorporating technology also establishes rigor as students are challenging
themselves to find and analyze texts, and also assisting one another in the process as. The
various forms of watching and posting on YouTube permitting the instructor to assess
students in a variety of ways. It also allows students to self-assess and peer edit (Wynn,
2011, p. 48-50).

Section summary. These studies provided evidence that through the use of digital
tools, student engagement and validation is heightened; concepts and outcomes of the
class were better understood, more meaningful discussions take place; and students make
real-world connections between the texts and classroom content (Gurung, 2015; Younger,
Duncan & Hart, 2013; Trier, 2007; Wynn, 2011).

Digital tools can and should be used to enhance the classroom. Not only do they
promote student engagement through their connection to real-life situations and familiar
interests, but they also allow students to see themselves represented in the classroom,
encouraging them to become active participants in learning. Additionally, teachers are
encouraged to take on a facilitator role, implementing student-centered practices and
inquiry-based practices. , and collaboration with peers (Algozzine, O’Shea & Obiakor,
2009, p. 137). In this way, teachers become learners and experimenters as well (Auman,

2011; Trier, 2007; Wynn, 2011).
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The use of technology-enriched instruction allows students to see the applicability
of concepts outside the classroom and into everyday situations, thus increasing
meaningfulness, engagement, and critical thinking skills. Classrooms that use technology
are shifting from teacher-focused to a “student-focused, active learning environment”
(Auman, 2011, p. 154; Reilly, 2011; Trier, 2007; Tyler, 2011; Wynn, 2011). This
student-focused and active classroom, in turn, adopts an engaged pedagogical model
where students and instructors are active and engaged participants in the learning process.
Again, these findings on digital tools in classroom support a Constructivist approach to
learning.

Research Summary

What the ME, Constructivist, and CRP educational theories call for are student-
centered classrooms that treat students as knowledgeable, capable beings who need and
crave rigor and challenge. When teachers are willing to examine their own belief
systems, making efforts to understand where students’ individual and home culture belief
systems, then a pedagogical shift in equity can occur that will empower learners (Gay,
1995; Irving, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1996/1999). In this way, curriculum and instruction
are chosen that are reflective and relevant to students. Though, Scuiba (2011) cautions
that relevant texts must be both as relatable to their own lives, as well as to help them
relate to others.

Pedagogical theories advocate for collaboration and cooperation, along with
student-centered classrooms where students are empowered, as key to meaningful
learning. With these essential components in place, engagement will naturally take place.

In fact, engagement through collaboration, cooperation, and empowerment are further
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supported by research in neuroscience in combination with implementing digital texts
(Trier, 2007; Willis, 2014; Wynn, 2011).

How the brain specifically learns is being revealed through brain research every
day. Most important to this study are the new findings that boredom quite literally harms
the brain and learning (Willis, 2013). When students are not engaged and involved in
their own learning process, positive connections and associations are cut off, and instead,
negative ones take their place. After long-term exposure to lack of stimulus, these
students’ brains go into fight or flight mode which can provoke acting out, tuning out,
and ultimately a disconnect to school (Willis, 2013).

Gaps in Research, Connections & Implications for this Study. The question
this particular project seeks to study is: How can I incorporate culturally-relevant,
digital texts to increase student engagement and understanding in an 11th-grade English
classroom? While much research has been gathered to support increased student
engagement, there are still gaps in the research which this study will seek to begin to
remedy.

To begin with, CPR has not necessarily been directly connected to digital texts
and using multimedia learning. All texts for this study will meet both these criteria: they
must be culturally relevant to the heterogeneous student population of my 11th-grade
classroom, and they must also be available digitally. YouTube, UpWorthy, DiscoveryEd,
TedTalks, and BuzzFeed could be the likely sources for these texts, through technology,
and social media, in particular, is a fast-paced, ever-changing forum, and thus must be

consulted and regularly updated in order to stay relevant.
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Secondly, many CRP experts define culturally relevant texts as those which are
reflective of students, also called mirror texts. However, Scuiba (2011) argues that
culturally relevant texts can and must be both mirror texts and window texts, those which
open up to experiences and people outside a student’s world. This study is only one that
has truly examined this concept in literacy. My incorporation of digital texts will further
test the mirror-window continuum theory in expanding the definition of culturally
relevant texts.

Next, neuroscience is continuously making new claims and discoveries on how
the brain learns. The implications of boredom’s harmful effects on the brain are
enormous in that it is crucial for educators to engage students to ensure brain health.
Ways to do this include finding relevant examples and texts so that students can make
meaningful connections, which is further supported by Constructivism and CRP
approaches. Having interactive activities and using a student-centered, student-driven
classroom guarantees students’ brains will be stimulated and challenged, resulting in
engagement and learning.

The gaps here are how digital texts can be used in positive ways to enhance
learning; for example, if the brain sees cell phones and other technologies as extensions
of itself, then learning can be deepened with these tools. If students can make connections
with digital texts--which they are already predisposed to be stimulated by and interested
in,--then it follows that their connections to deeper learning concepts will follow. Most
importantly, engagement levels overall should increase and transfer over from the digital

texts to the other classroom texts.
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Additionally, the very new cross-discipline studies of transcultural psychology
and neuroscience are finding that cultural values are actually learned through both
behavior and cognitive reinforcement, is an intriguing one full of implications for the
classroom. This very new research is suggesting that cultural values become learned
through the networking of neurons, and therefore become an ingrained part of brain
functioning and learning. From this point of view, choosing culturally relevant texts-both
mirrors and windows-- and practices in the classroom becomes even more important to
ensure engagement and learning. This research will help me in choosing a variety of texts
that will best suit and appeal to the students’ needs, as well as to help guide students in
making their own choices of texts to share with the class.

Lastly, most of the research found on digital learning seems to examine either
teacher’s usage of YouTube for online classes or digital learning’s effect on the brain.
The curriculum I have created for this project seeks to tie digital texts such as YouTube
videos, directly to classroom usage for engagement, relevancy, and CRP purposes. In
particular, the project applies the theory that culturally relevantnt texts in digital form can
increase student engagement overall in the classroom, which in turn will deepen students’
understanding of learning concepts. While the research on engagement and digital texts
are promising, it does not directly incorporate cultural relevance. I am seeking to make
this connection.

The culturally relevant texts used in this project will be reflective of the cultural,
economic, and gender diversity of the students in the high school. The texts will also
address multiple learning styles and seek to optimize engagement levels. Teaching and

learning theories such as ME Constructivism, and CRP provided the framework for text
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choices made in the curriculum outlined in the next chapter; additionally, UbD elements
provide the base for the curriculum planning and instruction.

Also, an investigation into the existing research on how the brain learns, the
implications that has on teaching practices, and its connection to engagement was also
undertaken in this section. Comparing studies conducted by teachers using digital tools in
the classroom concluded this chapter’s work. Once again, these principles were used to
justify the decisions made when creating the curricular framework and text choices to
explore how student engagement and understanding can be increased through the use of

culturally-relevant digital texts.
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CHAPTER THREE
Project Design
Introduction

When exploring the question: How can I incorporate culturally-relevant, digital
textsto increase student engagement and understanding in an 11th grade English
classroom, the project design and methods will be detailed. Additionally, the classroom
and school demographics will be laid out to justify better the reasoning behind the
digitally-focused and culturally relevant units that offer a window-mirror text continuum
to a highly diverse school population. Lastly, a variety of relevant education theories
were used to design the project around to ensure deep learning and engagement in an
11th-grade classroom where mid-level learners have often tuned out; these theories will
be further described below.

Using the theories specified in chapters 1 and then researched in Chapter Two,
particularly those from Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, Social Justice Education,
Constructivism, and neuroscience around learning were influential in designing a
curriculum which relies heavily on digital texts. Engaging, relevant texts and activities
begin and are peppered through each unit, allowing for student buy-in as concepts and
skills become increasingly more difficult. Thus, a progression in learning should be
obvious through scaffolded activities.

Project Description and Methodology
Project Overview. In the project, curriculum maps are styled after Wiggins and

McTighe’s (2005) Understanding by Design (UbD) framework and templates. This
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curriculum was designed for two trimesters, and could certainly be adapted for use in a
year-long English course. The three units were backwards designed with learning
outcomes and assessments planned first, which can be evidenced by the first pages of
each unit map. Conceptual understandings and essential questions drive inquiry-learning
for each unit, inviting students to be engaged in their learning process and to extend their
learning beyond the English classroom.

In addition, detailed learning plans and unit materials are provided for two units to
give a more in-depth snapshot. An overview sheet, which briefly outlined learning
outcomes, essential questions, skills, and possible texts, has been provided as a map of
the course, making it ready to implement.

Timeline. Three units have been mapped out for a block period, one trimester,
and for a one-and-a-half trimester of an 11th grade English course beginning in the Fall
or Winter. The Language and Identity unit would essentially be the first unit of this class,
which would begin after the first week of community building and procedural set-ups that
usually take place at that time. The length of units could certainly be varied so that this
course could take an entire year (two trimesters at my school) if an instructor were to
include longer works of literature. For example, The Great Gatsby or A Raisin in the Sun
could be incorporated as an anchor text in the last unit to connect and demonstrate
students’ previously scaffolded learning of close reading strategies, analysis, and lens
application. Other time considerations could be made based on student engagement, re-
teaching, and need for in-class summative assessment preparation.

Project Layout. In the project portion, three curriculum units have been designed

for an 11th grade English classroom. The curriculum is centered around dynamic and
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engaging teaching practices and instruction. These units would start in the Fall of Junior
year and run through the half to a full year. Each unit is focused around language-- the
way we as an audience interpret this, the way an author uses structural and stylistic
choices, and the way societies and contexts play a role in our understanding and creating
language. The three units: Identity, Gender, and Race & Class are outlined using the three
stages of UbD, including essential questions, driving concepts and understandings, as
well as skills, focus on a variety of assessments, and detailed learning plans.

Elements of research from chapter outlining how to engage students in this digital
era can be seen in the detailed learning plans as well as in the list of possible texts that is
provided as an additional document. Digital texts that provide a mirror or window for
students have been purposely peppered throughout each unit. These texts are sometimes
used as “hooks” into a unit or concept; sometimes they are used as a scaffolding
technique; and sometimes they serve as an anchor text itself--asking students to study and
dive into the digital platform as a text-type.

Assessments. UbD, Constructivism, and CRP all advocate for assessment that is
relevant, authentic, and performance-based when appropriate.

Summative Assessments. When looking at summative assessments that have been
chosen, one should see that each unit is building off the last, challenging students a little
more each time. The three units will culminate with a performance-based project in
which students pretend to be linguistic anthropologists preparing a presentation for an
anthropology conference. Students are to choose a language element—from any of the
units studied—that they would like to study further and then teach their classmates. Since

this process is something actual social scientists do, it is also authentic. Additionally, as
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juniors in high school, they are also preparing for post-secondary options and this type
and level of rigorous and engaging assessment will help prepare them for college
assessments. Not only will it engage and challenge students, but it will also allow for
authentic demonstration of knowledge, understanding, and transference by requiring
students to go through all stages of Bloom’s Taxonomy. Lastly, a performance project
like this one allows for differentiation. No two presentations need be exactly alike,
though a structure and rubric will be provided. Thus, instructors can easily work with
students to accommodate their individual needs.

Because this summative assessment appeared at the end of the Language and
Race/Class unit, each summative in the units prior should build to this skill set. For
example, the summative in the first unit on Language and Identity will be a Socratic
Seminar, which has both a pre-writing and speaking component. More than most teens,
students in this course generally feel comfortable with public speaking. This format asks
them to demonstrate class work on close reading strategies and analysis while allowing
them to perform confidently. Then the next unit will take this written analysis format in
the form of an exam with excerpts, along with a project/performance assessment in the
form of an argumentative letter. Again, these various ways of demonstrating knowledge
should build confidence in students for the final performance project, while also allowing
for student choice and challenge.

Formative assessments. It will take on a variety of formats as well, with the goal
being that every day an instructor will perform a check in with students, be it through a
discussion, exit ticket, marked text, individual sharing, written work, or quiz. Small

group activities and discussions, student share-outs and gallery walks will be important
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parts of formative assessments as they not only build toward the larger summative
assessments but allow both teacher and student to determine what is being understood
and what needs to be retaught on a regular basis.

Unit outline chart of outcomes and texts. A list of essential questions for each
unit followed by a chart of possible texts organized by digital, print, or hook will be
found after the curriculum maps. The list of skills and possible materials needed for each
of these units follows these lists. Again, the reasoning behind providing the essential
questions and list of texts that could be used in the unit is to assist in immediate
implementation of the unit. Often time when teachers are planning units, they find a focus
or concept they like, but then spend hours trying to find the materials and sources
necessary to teach it. By providing both the outcomes of this unit, the way to engage
students from the get-go, and to provide a variety of categorized varying texts, any
educator looking at these curriculum documents would be assured challenging, engaging,
high-quality curriculum that is ready to go.

Text requirements and definitions. The text selection requirements are 1) that
they are interactive digital texts; 2) that they must be culturally-relevant--offering a
window or mirror perspective--to students (defined further below); and 3) they must
connect to learning outcomes and larger anchor texts of our course. Therefore, texts will
be chosen by both myself and students, allowing students to feel validated and
empowered them. For example, in the heat of protests against police brutality and
corruption towards people of color, we may choose clips of news reports to watch as we
study the effect language and static image have on our beliefs. Relevancy will not only

hook students but also offers a real-life element that further meets the requirements of
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culturally-relevant pedagogy in that students are seen as knowledgeable participants and
held to high academic standards. A list of possible texts has been included in the project
section.

Definition of culturally-relevant texts. Culturally-relevant texts will be defined
by the standards of culturally-relevant pedagogy model. Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings
(1995) explains that there is a need for “humanizing pedagogy that respects and uses the
reality, history, and perspectives of students as an integral part of educational practices”
(p 160). It is also a pedagogy of “opposition,” meant to collectively and individually
empower students (p. 160). Thus, the culturally relevant texts chosen for my classroom
will be based on this framework. Furthermore, the pedagogy is made up of three
components: “(a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students must develop
and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a critical
consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order”
(Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 160). The digital texts I choose as culturally relevant will
adhere to these criteria. The essentialness of culturally relevant pedagogy will be detailed
further on in this chapter and others to come.

Definition of “text” as a digital tool. As educators and researchers, Trier (2007)
and Wynn (2011) found when they introduced and used digital texts in the classroom,
“texts” can be defined as any tool used to enhance learning. In this way, a text’s
relevancy and relatability extend beyond the classroom, so that students begin to see a
text beyond the traditional format and rather into anything that can be studied and

analyzed. Furthermore, neuroscientists Choudhury & McKinnery (2013) discovered, in
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their research on the brain and electronics, that technology can become an extension of
the brain, and therefore can become an essential and helpful tool in the classroom.
Research Project Theories

Tenets of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), particularly its three primary
foundational beliefs, along with theorist Gloria Ladson-Billings’ (1995) definition of
culturally relevant texts, have been used to create the framework of the methodology
chosen. Constructivist learning theory also plays a role in validating study choices. The
definition of culturally relevant digital texts is mostly constructed upon the concept of
texts connecting to students in a mirror-window continuum, as well as from digital
learning research practices.

CRP components applied to the framework. In the beginning, Gloria Ladson-
Billings (1995) criteria of CRP was used as the philosophical framework for choosing
texts and driving pedagogical decisions. The three essential criteria that makeup CRP:
“(a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students must develop and/or
maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a critical consciousness
through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order” (Ladson-Billings,
1995, p. 160). From this framework then, texts used in the classroom must also fulfill
these requirements. It is from this perspective that digital texts will be chosen (Gay, 1996;
Ladson-Billings, 2001).

Mirror-window continuum principles. Sciurba’s (2014/15) examination of the
necessity for texts to serve as both windows and mirrors for reader engagement was
applied to texts chosen. The mirror-window concept refers to the idea that a text serves as

either a mirror of a student’s life and experiences or as a window into the life and



40

experiences of another. While CRP generally takes a predominantly mirror approach to
choosing texts, meaning students must see themselves in the text to feel validated and
engaged, Sciurba (2014/15) advocates for a more balanced approach which must also
include window texts. Texts that fit on the mirror-window continuum can better meet all
learners’ needs, as some students connect more with texts that are reflective, while some
connect more with texts that are eye-openers. Both are needed, however, to ensure a well-
rounded literacy and learning experience; both are necessary to engage

learners. Therefore, this concept was applied to the texts chosen for this study in that
they will fit on the mirror-window continuum.

Constructivist theory and digital learning application. Constructivist theory
developed by educational theorist Jean Piaget was also consulted when defining
engagement and types of learning approaches, such as the need for engagement through
novelty and scaffolded learning (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Gould, 2005). First of all, the
concept of novelty, or “newness” factor has been applied to text selections in a variety of
ways. Supported by research on how the brain learns and avoids boredom, beginning a
course or unit with a digital text automatically engages students (Harrison, Tufts, Strayer,
1974; Trier, 2007; Willis, 2014; Wynn, 2011). Something new and interactive such as a
YouTube video or a spoken-word poem being performed adds newness to the class and
keeps their brains engaged.

I was able to select culturally-relevant texts, mediums, and concepts that will be
somewhat familiar to students, moving towards less familiar texts, mediums, and
concepts. The texts themselves serve as a scaffolding tool for anchor texts and learning

outcomes as they will always relate more directly to students’ lives, leading them to
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newer or more difficult learning concepts. This approach is advocated for by both
constructivists and CRP proponents to engage students and to ensure meaningful and
rigorous learning occurs.

Understanding by Design as curriculum map. The framework, or maps, in
which the curriculum was presented were a blend of Wiggins and McTighe’s (2005)
Understanding by Design (UbD) and the International Baccalaureate program that our
school participated. I respected both of these programs as a challenging, yet engaging
framework that can be used with all students who are preparing for post-secondary
options. These unit planners were chosen by the district, based on UbD principles and so
I am using this format so that more teachers and families in my district will be able to
access something that is already familiar to them.

While UbD often calls for performance-based assessment, the units designed in
this curriculum rely mostly on college and career-ready, authentic assessments. Some
units have a larger project-based task, and some include more traditional approaches that
equally demand critical thinking and application from students. The rationale behind this
is two-fold: Junior year is a critical year in cognitive development and preparation for
college. Summative assessments were designed with that in mind: students must start to
practice and prepare for the kind of high-level assessment that will face in the post-
secondary world.

Setting and Participants

The study will take place in a large suburban high school in Minnesota, which is

one of five high schools in one of the largest school districts in the state. This particular

high school draws students from four surrounding communities that are first, second,
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third ring suburbs, as well as a community transitioning from farming into more of a
bedroom community. The student population in October of the 2017-2018 school year
totaled 2,696. Of this, 58 percent percent of students identify as white, 19 percent
identify as black (“not of Hispanic origin”), 6 percent identify as Hispanic/Latino,
Asian/Pacific Islander make up 14 percent, 1 percent identify as American
Indian/Alaskan Native, and 3 percent as two or more races. Almost 34 percent of the
entire student population participates in the free-and-reduced lunch program, indicating
their families fell beneath the poverty line (Minnesota Department of Education, 2017).

Classroom breakdown and demographics. The classroom this particular study
was conducted in an 11"-grade English class. The classroom size consists of roughly 36
students ranging in age from 16 to 17-years-old. This particular course is the mid-level
11th-grade course, focusing mostly on American literature.

As stated above, the class in which this study took place is made up of
approximately 36 11"™-graders, making allowances for transitioning students. Of these,
about 50 percent identify as white, 50 percent as students of color or “more than one
race” (Minnesota Department of Education, 2017). The gender makeup is 70 percent is
male, 30 percent being female. Due to privacy laws, free-and-reduced numbers are only
available for the entire class, and cannot be broken down into particular racial or ethnic
groups.

Breakdown of communities served by the high school. As mentioned above,
the communities from which this high school draws are heterogeneous. One of the
suburbs is becoming a “flight” community for people seeking to leave a particularly

impoverished and higher crime-ridden part of the metro area. Many of the families
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leaving the city and moving into this first-ring suburb are people of color, particularly
Black American and African immigrants.

This change, in turn, is causing shifting demographics at the nearby second-ring
suburb, which currently is one of the most racially diverse suburbs in the metro area.
Fifty percent of residents identify as white, and 50 percent is made up of people of color,
including a large Southeast Asian population, African immigrants from both West and
East Africa, Black Americans, and a few eastern European immigrants, predominantly
from Russia. Latino immigrants and Latino-Americans make up a very small percentage
of both these suburban communities’ population. The populations in these two first and
second-ring suburbs (respectively) are made up of a mix of lower to middle-class families
(United States Census Bureau, 2017).

The third-ring suburb that also feeds into the high school is predominantly white
and mostly middle-class to upper-middle class socioeconomically. However, with
shifting demographics, families of color are slowly moving in here as well. Lastly, the
more rural community that also feeds into the school is mostly made up of white families
from a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds. This community has traditionally been a
farming or homestead one but is in the process of shifting as more land is being
developed for houses and commercial use (United States Census Bureau, 2017).

Given this wide array of racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic representation in the
classroom, it becomes even more imperative to use the mirror-window continuum when
selecting culturally relevant, interactive texts. Students must study texts that not only look
like them but also like others so that the idea of literature as teaching compassion can

truly be embraced.
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Summary

This chapter has explained the reasoning behind the project:

* the fact that these 11th grade English students need to be engaged in deepening
understanding, which is where digital texts of varying lengths can better grab and
keep their attention;

* these same students in an economically, racially, ethnically and linguistically
diverse classroom must also have culturally relevant texts to further engage in the
mirror/window continuum that is so crucial to deepened literacy and learning.

In this suburb classroom, students are used to disengaging, to not being challenged
authentically, and too often not seeing themselves reflected in the texts regardless of their
background. By designing the curriculum in this way, I have attempted to answer the
question: How can I incorporate culturally-relevant, digital texts to increase student
engagement and understanding in an 11th grade English classroom?

Building curriculum using backwards design, which incorporates constructivist
approaches and authentic and varied assessments, allows students to engage deeply in the
learning process. It also has allowed me, the instructor, to assess their learning in a
variety of ways. The implications of this unit—what went well, what changes I would
make, who I might share this unit with—are areas that will be explored in Chapter Four
where conclusions will be discussed.

In this section, the framework from which the project was based, as well as the
project layout were explored and explained. The main components of the theories on
which the curriculum is based on CRP, constructivism, mirror-window continuum, and

Understanding by Design (UbD) has also been delineated.
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The project document has been laid out to contain unit overviews of an 11th grade
mid-level English course over most of the two-trimester period. The key components,
driving questions and understandings have been provided, as well as a list of possible
texts, assessments, and criteria, and then moving into detailed learning plans. A focus on
curriculum that is engaging, relevant, and peppered with digitally interactive texts should
be apparent throughout.

In the next chapter, a reflection on the curriculum work, including its potential

application for the future, as well as its successes and limitations will be presented.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Conclusions
Introduction

How can I incorporate culturally-relevant, digital texts to increase student
engagement and understanding in an 11"-grade English classroom? This question is
what motivated the research and creation of a curriculum project that uses a myriad of
digital and print texts to engage students in critically examining the world around them
deeply.

Teaching in a suburban 11"™-grade English classroom where my students became
more tuned out of class work, and more tuned in to digital platforms concerned me and I
wanted to figure out how to embrace this shift, to use technology as a tool and platform.
Furthermore, teaching in a racially, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse classroom,
I realized the opportunity in front of me to teach from a social justice approach. Not only
did I wish to select digital texts that were engaging, but I also desired to choose ones that
would reflect my classroom, particularly those students for whose stories were sorely
underrepresented in traditional English curriculums.

Desiring this outcome led me on a road of research around how the brain learns in
general, particularly around stimuli and boredom; examining how brains interact with
digital tools, as well as how education was presently using digital tools and texts was also
consulted. In all of these areas, I found that digital tools can greatly help deepen students’
understanding, as the brain will react to this as new stimuli and may even be able to see a
digital tool as an extension of the brain. However, much of the use of digital tools and

texts in education seems to be around engagement, though in a haphazard way and often
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does not see the deep value in using devices and texts to deepen learning and help
students make connections with transferrable concepts. More of the outcomes of
neuroscience research and its implications follow in this chapter.

Further research into pedagogical theories such as Culturally Relevant Pedagogy,
Constructivism, and a window-mirror text continuum, allowed me to more closely
examine the need for teachers to create curriculum that both reflects our students’ world
and invites them to see multiple perspectives. In doing this, not only will students engage
more readily, but they can also then learn to take ownership of their learning, and
eventually become agents for social change. The application to the capstone project and
subsequent implications of these realizations also can be found in this chapter.

Some of my future recommendations for policy changes and how effectively
sharing my discoveries with fellow educators is also highlighted throughout the writings
below.

Applications and Implications of the Literature Review

Windom-Mirror text continuum as a metaphor. Through the essential research
featured in chapter 2 which focused on Culturally Relevant Pedagogy, the neuroscience
of learning and engagement, as well as digital literacy tools effectiveness, I built a
curriculum centered around culturally relevant, digital texts. This research also opened
my eyes to literacy work being done around the window-mirror continuum (Sciurba,
2014/15) which stated that students need to encounter texts that are both a window into
their own lives and a mirror into that of others. Like most English teachers, I am well-
versed in all kinds of lenses and text selection processes, but applying a window-mirror

frame became a simple, metaphorical approach that was easy to apply.
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The window-mirror metaphor perfectly harmonizes with Culturally Relevant
Pedagogy (CRP), in fact it takes it one step further, as it asks students to not only to see
themselves in works, but to also establish compassion, which is so large a part of the
reason I chose to become an English teacher—the ever-ideal belief in the capacity of
literature and discussion to change lives, to instill empathy, to arm students with agency
to create positive change in the world. In my diverse classroom, I needed to be able to
have my students of color and socio-economically marginalized students see and hear
themselves in the work that so often does not mirror them or their worlds. However, 1
equally needed to provide a window into other worlds for my white and more affluent
students who so often only see or hear themselves in textbooks and on television. In the
increasingly openly xenophobic world, my students and I live in, teaching empathy and
compassion through window texts seems the best practice of social justice, proven ways
to dismantle fear and hatred. Thus, following this continuum allowed for a// students to
deepen engagement and access understanding from multiple points.

Future implications for the window-mirror continuum. Stumbling upon this
research has altered my text selection process, allowing me more options and
opportunities to change my text selection process due to a more broad definition. It is my
hope that sharing this metaphor with other educators could do the same for them. Many
of us were trained on Reader-Response and Text-to-Self critical lenses, which have
mostly advocated for mirror texts. These are limited and not wide enough for this study
which has sought for a more inclusive approach to texts. Adding window texts, and
everything in between those two dichotomies allows for better, more relevant text

selections.
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Implications for digital texts used in the classroom. Like the window-mirror
continuum, defining digital texts as reliable texts, allows a teacher’s world to be opened
up to possibilities. Where schools are increasingly facing budget cuts so that ordering the
latest novel or updating textbooks is out of the question, treating digital texts as a reliable
tool, has lasting implications. Teachers would be able to infuse the curriculum with up-
to-date and new-and-emerging texts, or feature experts from a field—via TedTalks,
Discovery Ed, Skype, and other digital platforms—at no cost. Due to relevancy, student
engagement will increase in the classroom with the addition of digital texts.

The brain and digital tools. Research around how the brain learns, how it
interacts with digital platforms was fascinating as well. I had hunches, but actually diving
down into the nitty-gritty of the neuroscience was a gift that not only informed the
creation of this project but continues to permeate my every day teaching practices. For
example, research has found that digital technology tools can be read as an extension of
the brain (Choudhury & McKinnery, 2013). In other words, emerging studies have found
that when students are given a chance to use a smart device or laptop as a device in
learning, their brains actually see it as a part of the learning, rather than as a separate
entity.

Implications of digital tools as a part of the brain. The implications of this work
on education are tremendous. In schools that are becoming more and more reliant on
digital tools such as Kahoot! to online forums to flipped classrooms, this research could
justify those decisions, even encourage more use of these tools. When properly applied,
one-to-ones (where each student has their own electronic device) can be extremely

helpful in deepening the learning process, according to this research, which could
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influence how schools spend technology funds. While educators have embraced many
digital tools as a filler or a quick engagement activity, they are rarely valued for their
educational potential. Digital tools and texts need to be viewed as resources that not only
increase student engagement but that offer deep and lasting, conceptual learning to take
place.

Policy implications for digital texts and tools. Due to emerging research,
technology policies should be revisited at schools, including YouTube and Twitter bans,
as well as use of personal electronics in the classroom. In my school, YouTube is blocked
so that even staff members must sign in to override this. Personal electronic policies are
left up to the individual instructor which often confuses students when moving from class
to class, though autonomy as an instructor is often important. It seems that a case can be
made to have a policy that will support educator’s meaningful use of digital tools and
texts in the classroom and that families and students should also be a part of making this
decision. Therefore, I would advocate that at the very least teachers should have access
to YouTube and Spotify and other digital tools that assist me in teaching students. These
are just a few of the questions that the project’s use of digital texts brings up and could be
explored further.

Limitations for digital platforms and neuroscience. Emerging science around
how digital tools can actually help learning is still fairly limited and ever-changing, it
should continue to be explored. Additionally, the long-term effects of digital tools on the
brain are still being uncovered, so it cannot be known if applying frequent use of digital
texts could be harmful to students. Like cell phone use, this science is just too new to

predict the long-term effects. However, it looks promising that shared digital experiences
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that are connected to interactive strategies and scaffolded lessons have positive learning
outcomes.

The effects of boredom on the brain. This research examined various kinds of
boredom and how our brain adapts has also changed my practice as an educator. For
instance, the research by Willis (2014) found that if a brain is constantly exposed to being
idle or disengagement, it will adopt this as a learned behavior, which can lead to serious
detriments in one’s learning. Whereas it is also important for the brain to learn boredom,
to be able just to sit. The repercussions of this research in today’s classrooms where cell
phone usage is often a fight are incredibly important. I have shared this research with my
students and colleagues to advocate for no cell phones in my classroom. This project has
also influenced my conversations with our staff as we revisit our school electronics usage
policy. Beyond electronics, this research on how boredom can hurt students’ brain, but
also how the brain needs to practice “good” boredom is a constant in my mind when I am
designing lessons. Questions like, Will the use of a digital text help engage students so
that we can have a meaningful discussion? Or Am I justified in doing a note-taking
activity that might not be deemed as “‘fun” by the students?, are at the forefront of my
consciousness.

Implications of the neuroscience research and recommendations. Not only was
this research considered when designing my project, but I firmly believe that educators
must be given exposure (and time) to read up on the latest research. Just as doctors are
required to read the most current research from the medical community, so it should be
with teachers to explore the latest neuroscience research. The social psychologist

Belinda Williams (1996) work centered around reframing deficit thinking around
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disadvantaged children to be one of asset thinking argued that teachers are behavioral
scientists. I whole-heartedly agree with this assertion and thus advocate for teachers to be
given ample opportunities to study the latest neuroscience around learning. It should
make a required part of Professional Development, perhaps even making it a licensure
requirement at the state-level.

Pedagogical theories and their connection to digital texts. The theories of
CRP and Constructivism were further extended through the digital text connection. Both
of these theories look to engage students and have them connect to meaningful,
conceptual learning, which digital texts and tools can absolutely do. CRP essential
criteria is “(a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students must develop and
maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a critical consciousness
through which they challenge the status quo of the current social order” (Ladson-Billings,
1995, p. 160). In researching this, I saw my opportunity to link digital texts and key
components of CRP. Therefore, the text selection criteria for this project became a) that
they are interactive, shorter digital texts minutes in length; b) that they must be culturally-
relevant to students; and c) that they must connect to learning outcomes and larger anchor
texts of our course.

Other application and limitations. 1 have continued to work from my text
definition when teaching any class, and have begun to share my discovery with my
collaborative team and other colleagues. It feels as if this definition and connection could
be more widely shared with others in my profession to allow teachers further a way to

engage students.
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One limitation of the definition and selection of digital texts found in the project
could be that they are all fairly small in length. While this was partially the intent since I
wished to use the texts in the Constructivist approach of novelty (further supported by
neuroscience research stimuli in the brain), some might find it limiting. Students would
not be exposed to lengthier texts for the beginning of this course. Again, my motivation
for this was two-fold: to engage mid-level students who have often been unengaged in
English courses; and to scaffold reading and writing strategies so that when we would
tackle a longer test such as a novel or play, they would feel undaunted—even eager—to
take on any task.
Implications for Effective Teaching

The phrase “It takes a village to raise a child” comes to mind when I think about
what it takes to be an effective educator, as it seems to apply to us as well. Completing
this project has also reiterated the crucial components of effective teaching: it is about
research and experience, about getting to really know the students one is serving, and
then creating challenging, well-planned, engaging curriculum. In designing curriculum, it
is not enough to simply put in texts that I enjoy; it is vital to choose texts that interest my
current students. Often times this means varying texts quite frequently, so being flexible
to students’ needs and interests becomes crucial. To do this, one must be able to
formatively assess students in a variety of ways each day, to truly gage learning and
understanding. Additionally, if an educator is to be flexible with text selections, we must
not only be familiar with many options and be open to seeking out other texts, but we

must also pull from a plethora of instructional strategies. In this way, even if I have never
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taught a particular text before, but it genuinely engages my students, I can at least rely on
tried-and-true instructional practices that allow for authentic depth and dissection.

If educators are to become agents of change, then we must come to know our
students, which means understanding social beliefs and systems of power and privilege.
As discussed in Chapter 3, public schools are becoming more and more diverse while
teachers are becoming less so. The children in our schools are also experiencing higher
numbers of trauma, anxiety, food and home insecurity across the board. Thus,
understanding and knowing who you teach—on both an individual and systemic level—
is crucial if we are to reach students. If we are to be social justice workers in the most
authentic sense, then we must plan curriculum that is engaging and empowering.
Educators can only accomplished this process if they are given time and training to find
relevant texts and to deeply think through teaching strategies and instruction. Following,
they need additional time to plan scaffolding, design authentic, performance-based
assessments, and ultimately plan backwards from where we want students to be at the end
of the year.

To do this is no small feat. It takes time and training, expertise and
experimentation. Educators must be willing to be innovators and risk-takers. Something I
practice in my classroom and in my collaborative work with colleagues after completing
the work of this project which re-iterated the necessity of these characteristics in an
effective educational system.

Sharing my work with others. Arriving at these various understandings of the
magnitude of what it takes to become an effective and innovative educator has taken me

a long time in my career, and so it is my wish to share the work that led me here with
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others in my field. Whether it be through building or district-led professional
development, collaborative team time, instructional leadership roles, mentoring new
teachers, perhaps even writing a chapter manuscript for publication, I will share the
valuable research and realizations, so that we can build a stronger, more just educational
experience for students.
Summary

The applications and implications of my project have been tremendous. Through
researching effective pedagogy methods centering around social justice education, such
as Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) and Constructivism, I was able to find grounding
in what is required to engage my diverse student population while still ensuring
meaningful learning. Furthermore, the criteria of CRP and current neuroscience on how
the brain learns and interacts with stimuli was used to form the basis of my definition of
texts as culturally relevant, digital texts that are often short. This definition is the one I
continue to use in my teaching practice today, and one that I share with other
practitioners.

Seeing the overlap in research of what it takes to be a truly effective teacher—one
in which a student can interact in a variety of ways with relevant texts that fall on a
window-mirror continuum, where teachers are flexible to students’ interests and needs,
where learning and skills are scaffolded so that less familiar or more challenging tasks
can complete with confidence—in combination with digital tools and texts, has truly been
transformative. It has helped me build an engaging, yet challenging high school English

curriculum.
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It has opened my eyes to seeing educators as innovators. Therefore, we must be
flexible and open to change, to learning about the new research and trying out strategies
and techniques that might be deemed as “crazy” in any other context. We must be the risk
takers and lifelong learners and inquirers we ask our students to be. We must be icons of
pop culture, or at least “hip with the times.” Being these allows us to engage in the
learning process with our students fully; for all of us to be agents of social change. It
allows for lasting change, for deep and authentic engagement. It opens not only our
students but ourselves to the realm of possibility. It allows for individual needs.

Incorporating and building curriculum around digital, engaging texts allows for
novelty and excitement. Turning the classroom into a living, changing, and flexible
atmosphere rather than an outdated, stagnant one. Teacher and students then become
adventurers.

Through exploring the question How can I incorporate culturally-relevant, digital
texts to increase student engagement and understanding in an 11th grade English
classroom? 1 discovered that curriculum—and the instructional practice that goes along
with it—absolutely can and must be transformative for both teacher and student. As the
famous educator bell hooks states (2003): “As teachers we believe that learning is
possible, that nothing can keep an open mind from seeking after knowledge and finding a

way to know.”
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