






Keeping Literacy Education Relevant in an Evolving World

































In this article, I focus on how culturally relevant pedagogy can be applied to literacy education of the twenty-first century in a way that is innovative and engages students. In the sections to come, I explore how developments in society have affected literacy education, analyze Gloria Ladson-Billings’ theory of culturally relevant pedagogy, and examine how this theory looks in practice through the reflection of my own teaching experiences. The purpose of this piece is to propose a way of breaking from traditional Eurocentric teaching methods, while presenting a form of pedagogy and practices that any high school English teacher can apply in their classroom to benefit their diverse students. This article seeks to illuminate authors of color in the stories they write, bringing an element of cultural inclusivity into the high school classroom.

Education Keeping up with an Evolving World
High school literacy education of the twenty-first century is given the tough task of strengthening reading, writing, and communication in an evolving world. Usually in high school English classes traditional tasks include reading texts, writing essays, making presentations, and other skills associated with literacy in order to achieve the goal of educational advancement. This job is already difficult enough, but technological innovations in an evolving world have changed the basis in which humans communicate, which in turn affects language, discourse and the skills needed to navigate a digital world (Gilster, 1997). Things like social media, podcasts, streaming platforms, and other forms of technology are new modes of literacy that convey content in a different medium. Students become combative to the traditional methods of instruction because they view it as antiquated and question its relevance. 
Literacy education should move from traditional and Eurocentric practices to methods that are innovative and include cultural diversity. Content of a traditional classroom usually lack representation when it comes to students who are not white (Applebee, 1989). Some of these authors include the likes of William Shakespeare, Walt Whitman, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and many others. The works of these authors are considered part of the canon that makes up English education. While the merit and quality of the work of these men are quite distinguished, other works could be just as valuable. Other authors to consider would be Lorraine Hansberry, James Baldwin, Langston Hughes, Amy Tan, Jhumpa Lahiri, just to name a few. These are examples of authors with diverse cultural backgrounds who create writing of high quality. Authors like these produce content in various forms like works of poetry, narratives, essays, and others while bringing a culture of inclusivity to the classroom. Excluding content of other cultures, purports a dominant culture and affects how students relate to what they learn as well as how they can use their education. As society changes, students need an education that prepares them for the future, not the past. Effective pedagogy within literacy education should seek to provide learning that is engaging, culturally inclusive, and matches the evolution of the world.
Blending culture with innovation in literacy education is not an isolated process, it takes everyone whether that is working with other teachers in the building through interdisciplinary measures or incorporating new voices in the curriculum. It is not a stagnant or rigid process; It is constantly growing and improving. As educators we should recognize the culture and identity of the environments we teach in and continuously use innovative practices that encompass the voices of these cultures. One of the ways this is seen is through digital literacy. Paul Gilster defines digital literacy as “the ability to understand and use information in multiple formats from a wide range of sources when it is presented via computers” (1997). As literacy evolves with the world, so should our understanding of “texts” and how these texts are used in the classroom. In an article written by the New London Group, “A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies: Designing Social Futures”, it is stated, “Increasingly important are modes of meaning other than Linguistic [Meanings], including Visual Meanings, (images, pages layouts, screen formats); Audio Meanings (music sound effects); Gestural Meanings (body language, sensuality); Spatial Meanings (The meanings of environmental spaces, architectural spaces); and Multimodal meanings” (Cazden et al, 80). This implies that the texts used in our classroom should not only be printed words, but the incorporation of other forms of meaning making. Ways to get away from the traditional reliance on printed texts could be through the incorporation of film/video, comic books or pictures to tell a story, use of social media, virtual reality, as well as innovations that have yet to be created. The key is to be progressive in literacy practices and open to the marriage of culture and innovation in pedagogy. This will improve education vastly and better prepare students for an evolving world.

Blending Culture and Innovation through Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Literacy education must become culturally inclusive to appropriately meet the demands of an evolving world. Dr. Gloria Ladson-Billings refers to this as “culturally relevant teaching” in her book The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children. She states, “As a matter of course, culturally relevant teaching makes a link between classroom experiences and students’ everyday lives” (Ladson-Billings, 1994). She goes on in her book giving examples of teachers using culturally relevant practices and how they benefit the students. Education must expand beyond the four walls of a classroom, or else the educational experience is relegated to a performative act. Students should be using the skills they gain in a classroom and applying them to their lives, not only benefiting their own lives, but benefiting their community and society. 
Ladson-Billings defines culturally relevant pedagogy as “a pedagogy of opposition (1992) not unlike critical pedagogy, but specifically committed to collective, not merely individual, empowerment.” Within this theory there are three major elements: The necessity for students to have academic success, a connection and growth in their cultural competence, and a critical consciousness that enables students to challenge social structures (Ladson-Billings, 1995). With this incorporation of culturally relevant pedagogy, students are lulled into choosing academic excellence without giving up their connection to their own culture. Culturally relevant pedagogy takes a holistic approach to pedagogy, so there is not a one-size-fits-all strategy or implementation. It looks different from classroom to classroom depending on the lesson being taught, the age of the students, the community, and the lived experiences of all participants in the classroom. This pedagogy is one that can be used by teachers of all races. Even if the culture of the teacher does not match the culture of the students, the teacher can still allow students to maintain their cultural competence in the content, curriculum, and connection with the community.
Culture and diversity need to be incorporated into education. This allows students to bring pieces of themselves into the educational experience. Their means of achievement within this pedagogy breaks away from an imperialistic form of pedagogy that demeans the cultural identity of student. Things like allowing students to bring in cuisine that represents diverse cultures, celebrating holidays that are more prominent in other countries, or inviting writers of other cultures to speak to a class. This shows education as more of a cooperative effort where all parties involved benefit, instead of an authoritarian model where one person is just disseminating information. Bernardo Ferdman conveys this perfectly when he states, “In a culturally heterogeneous society, literacy ceases to be a characteristic inherent solely in the individual. It becomes an interactive process that is constantly redefined and renegotiated, as the individual transacts with the sociocultural, fluid surroundings” (Ferdman, 1990). In this cooperative effort, the teacher, students, and members of the community learn together in the education process as the benefits of learning go beyond the classroom. 

From theory to practice
As a former high school teacher, I practiced this form literacy education in my own pedagogy while still adhering to the policy and curriculum within my school district. I taught high school English for seven years in South Carolina. I mostly taught “English Three” which is mostly comprised of American literature. The curriculum had a list of required texts we could choose from, which were of the canon, and we had to choose four (1 text for each literary unit we taught). We were given the liberty to add contextual pieces to accommodate our units. I felt stifled in being forced to use works of the canon as the “fulcrum texts” for each of my units, but I used the liberty of being able to draw from contextual pieces to bring in diversity of authors. We were required to assign one written assignment as the summative assessment each quarter and there were certain expectations and standards from the district and state that these assessments had to align with. Here I was as a new teacher being forced to teach from a list of canon literature, assign traditional essays as summative assessments, and maintain classrooms of over thirty students. To say my first year of teaching was tough would be an understatement. I still referred back to the training I received in my teacher education program and sought ways to provide the best quality education I could for my students.
 I looked for effective ways to implement what I learned from my graduate program into my teaching. This led me to incorporate educational theories such as culturally relevant pedagogy. I did this by incorporating authors of diverse backgrounds that spoke to different experiences and cultures in the hopes of students gaining that same passion. This led to increased student engagement and learning that was more meaningful for them. The implementation of this strategy and pedagogy was where my growth happened as a teacher.
My first time teaching a unit on narrative writing I created what I thought was a great lesson in which we were to read excerpts from works of Maya Angelou, Chinua Achebe, and Franz Kafka. The stories were exciting and diverse with beautiful diction to convey powerful messages. I was so excited and thought this short unit was so great it would merit a standing ovation. I was teaching skills within narrative writing while incorporating authors of diverse cultural backgrounds and then giving them the opportunities to write narratives based on their own lived experiences. It was supposed to be perfect. To my surprise the students were barely engaged and many tried to avoid doing the summative assignment. I was distraught at first, but upon reflection, I realized where I had messed up.
The incorporation of diverse voices was present, but the instruction lacked relevancy, proper context, and incorporation of media to engage my students. The students viewed the assignment as just reading some pages of text and writing another boring essay. In a world where students are used to social media, streaming platforms, and so many different forms of entertainment, limiting them to only reading printed texts and writing essays is boring and monotonous. I could have incorporated videos, images, and social media as other forms of texts to accommodate our main text, as well as invoke this aspect in their summative assessment. Instead of having students write a personal narrative, I could have had them interview a family member telling a personal narrative and have them share it with the class. Another alternative would have been to have them create a podcast talking about qualities of personal narratives and sharing examples of their own. This taught me to be open to innovation instead of always relying on traditional methods.  
I took this lesson I learned and applied it to other units and lesson plans as the year went on. One example of a lesson that showed vast improvement was a lesson on rhetorical appeals within our argumentative writing unit. Our central text for this unit was A Raisin in the Sun by Lorraine Hansberry (This is one of the texts I was happy to see on the required reading list). This book was read over the course of three weeks, examining arguments made by the main characters that reflected real historical issues of the time and themes prevalent in the book. One week, as we were preparing for act two of the play, we read the speech, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July”, by Frederick Douglass. In reading this text we examined the argument he makes and the tools he uses in establishing his argument. We watched two short videos before reading that gave contextual information on what was happening historically during the time Douglass wrote this letter, which led to great discussion as we read. As other contextual pieces we also read two poems: “Still I Rise” by Maya Angelou and “We Real Cool” by Gwendolyn Brooks.  
After reading all of the content, students proposed their arguments on prevalent issues. Students talked about assimilation, the cost of college, equal pay, dress codes, and other issues that were important to them. Proposals had to be approved by me first before students went on to completing their summative assessment. This ensured that the topics they argued were school appropriate and allowed me to conference on ways they could further develop their arguments. Then they crafted their arguments on those issues by writing those arguments first and then recording them to share with the class in the form of their own “TEDtalk” or Podcast. Through this implementation their engagement increased. All students turned in their argumentative summative assessment and were excited for me to listen to what they had to say. I saw their literacy skills improve. Students were quoting or referencing our authors from the unit to back up their arguments. This assignment was no longer just something done for a grade, but something they were proud of and was relevant to their lives.
 In keeping with Ladson-Billings’ theory, incorporating culture into my teaching practices, I learned that it is important to know our students and build relationships with them to truly be effective in the process of education. It is necessary that we give students voice and make them an active participant in their education, by allowing them to achieve academic excellence while maintaining connection to their culture. The world is changing and that is something that we don’t have to view pessimistically but have optimism about what the future can offer. As the world changes, so are the texts and the readers. It is only natural that the conversation evolves as well, so that reading is not left behind as a thing of the past.
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