
New Directions in Teaching English:
Creating Powerful Readers and Writers in 21st Century Classrooms
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The Engagement Crisis in K-12 
John T. Guthrie

• We have a literacy 
engagement crisis K-12. 
Instructional focus on skills 
is not solving the problem. 
Policy makers should 
provide guidance, resources 
and [incentives] for 
teachers who nourish active 
readers and writers.

• John T. Guthrie is the Jean Mullan 
Professor Emeritus in the Department 
of Human Development at the 
University of Maryland
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Inspiring Literate Lives!
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…in English Classrooms
Toward the Next Movement

A Series of Movements

• Theories of Texts

• Theories of Reading

• Theories of Literacy

• Theories of Teaching

• Theories of the Learner

• Theories about the World
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New Directions in the Teaching of English

ernestmorrell@gmail.com 5



Giving Ourselves Permission to (Re) Invent
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Literate Life in the 21st Century
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…at work, home, play, and in social action
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How do we get students excited about learning?
Finding “Tiger Crouch” Books & Activities
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How do we develop literate identities?



How do we make it digitally relevant?



The Principles



What the Research Says About Failure
(See Russell Rumberger and Edmund Gordon)

• Lack of Confidence

• Lack of Relevance

• Lack of Engagement 
with high quality 
relevant literature

• Lack of engagement 
with a community of 
learners

• Lack of engagement 
with the social world
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21st Century Learning & Literacy
• Moving from a receptive century 

to a productive century
• Learning that is participatory and 

interactive
• Learning to critically discern when 

inundated with information
• Learning that allows students to 

develop their own unique and 
powerful voices

• Learning how to listen to and 
consider others' diverse 
perspectives

• A 21st century curriculum needs to 
offer spaces for collaboration, 
presentation, and invention
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Beautiful Noise
Improving Classroom Talk in the Polyvocal Classrom

• Socratic Discussion Talk

• Small Group Discussion Talk

• Formal Presentation Talk

• Mock Trial/Forensic Debate

• Electronic Communication
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Powerful English in P-16 Classrooms
Socially, Culturally, and Technologically Relevant Practices
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Practice 1:

Developing Powerful Readers
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What do we mean by 

“Reading”?
• What do we read?

• How do we read?

• What do we do while 
and after we read?

• How have we decided 
throughout history 
what is good to read? 
How do we decide 
today?
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Different Reading. Reading Differently.
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Theories of Reading

• Reading Behind the 
Text

• Reading Within the Text

• Reading in Front of the 
Text

• “The Hermeneutic 
Circle”

ernestmorrell@gmail.com 20



Asking Deeper Questions
with Literary Texts 

• Develop a bank of 
“deep questions” with 
your colleagues

• Share powerful and 
engaging questions 
with parents and 
caregivers.

• Encourage students to 
develop and share their 
own deep questions.

© Pam Allyn 2015
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Visual Literacies

• How are literacies changing in the 
digital age?

• What does it mean to read these 
texts?
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Critical Media Analysis
Developing Literacies Across the Disciplines

• What values or ideas  are promoted?
– What does it mean to be normal (or cool)?
– What does it mean to have power?
– What does it mean to be desired?
– Who is marginalized or “Othered”?

• How is the audience/recipient constructed?
– Who is targeted?
– What assumptions are made about the 

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

make the recipient feel about him or herself?
– What is an audience member compelled to 

do/believe?
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Reading 1950s Advertisements
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Reading Film

• NY Times Film in the 
Classroom

• http://learning.blogs.ny
times.com/teaching-
topics/film-in-the-
classroom/?_r=0

ernestmorrell@gmail.com 28



Critical Media Discourse Analysis

• Students doing critical 
discourse analysis of 
news media content

• Frequency counts and 
content analyses for 
references to youth 
from inner cities

• Sharing work via essays, 
OpEds, Media research, 
and social media 
activism
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Multimodal Theme-Based Units

1. Novel or Play
2. Film, TV Show or 

Website
3. Poems [Written or 

Spoken Word]
4. Popular Musix
5. Magazines, News, Etc.
6. Informational Texts
7. Traditional Project
8. Multimedia Project
9. Social Action
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Race and Justice Unit

1. Native Son

2. A Time to Kill

3. Contemporary Popular Music 
Songs on Race and Injustice

4. Baldwin “Fire Next Time” 
excerpts

5. Sociology articles about 
crime and incarceration

6. Bigger Thomas on Trial

7. Trial Casebooks

8. Documentary on Intra-
campus relations
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Beauty and Society Unit

1. Cyrano de Bergerac

2. Roxannne

3. Contemporary Hip-hop 
songs about beauty

4. Seventeen magazine 
Covers

5. Articles on eating 
disorders and teen 
depression

6. Counter-media 
Campaign
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Practice 2:

Writing their Lives in the Digital Age
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Becoming Writers

• Importance of Narrative
• Importance of Audience
• Importance of Voice
• Expanding Genres of 

Production to include fiction, 
drama, and poetry

• Multimodal compositions
• Metacognition, Reflection, and 

Identity Shifting
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Students as Playwrights and Digital Filmmakers
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Filmmaking as Social Action

The One-Minute PSA Contest

• Involves background Research 
(Reading)

• Requires Academic Writing 

• Uses Cheap and Accessible 
Technologies (Phones, Tablets)

• Fun and Engaging

• Serves Social Purpose
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A Day in My Life…
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A Day in My Life
(Written essays & digital stories)

• What do you do in the 
morning?

• What do you see on your 
way to school?

• What happens in first 
period, second period, etc.?

• What do you do for lunch?

• What happens after school?

• What do you do in the 
evening?

• What happens before you 
go to bed?
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Final Product(ions)

• Critical Memoirs
• Digital Essays
• Reader’s Theatre
• Theatre of the 

Oppressed
• Spoken-word Poetry
• Social Science 

Research
• Social Movements



What is the first thing you do in the morning?

Close your eyes and picture a typical school 

morning. 

Your alarm has gone off or you suddenly 

awake

What do you see in your typical morning 

routine?

What are the sounds, the smells?

What do you touch and hold?

You will be writing to share so only write what 

you are willing to share with your friends.

You will write for xx minutes



One more detail….

“Look back over your 

writing and think of one 

additional detail you would 

like to add. Maybe you 

name the television show 

that is in the background 

while you are brushing your 

teeth”

“...or perhaps you describe 

the intonations of your 

mother as she gives you 

directions for the day while 

you are crawling out of 

bed…”



Share with your friends 

Read through without 

stopping

Each group member will 

simply repeat their 

favorite word or line 

and then move on to 

the next reader

“What moved me most was 

how you described the 

sound of your sister’s 

laughter…”

“Beautiful chaos…, yeah, 

that blew me away!”



Practice 3
Student Research and Social Action Projects

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

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



The Process

1. Identify a problem
2. Develop a Question
3. Design a study
4. Collect data
5. Analyze Data
6. Make Claims
7. Provide Evidence 
8. Create Products
9. Disseminate Products
10.Social Action
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Youth Historians in Harlem
Becoming Digital Archivists
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Bless Me Ultima Oral History Project
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• Length: 5 weeks

• Culminating Task: 

• Oral History Essay

• Power Point (5 Slides)

• Resources: 

• Bless Me Ultima by Rudolfo Anaya

• Computers

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

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

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

language, traditions, and values of our home culture?

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

inform/guide us towards our future?

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

his family’s experiences and our own? Why?



Mock Trials, Debate, and Legal Research
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Mock Trials in the Literacy Classroom

“Putting Bigger Thomas on Trial”

The Casebooks
• All the questions prepared for the witnesses of 

your team and scripted responses

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

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

• The opening arguments.

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

• A 5-7 page summation/analysis of the trial.
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Poetry-Inspired Research
“Dreams Deferred”
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Dream Deferred
By Langston Hughes (1951)

What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

Like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore--

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over--

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

like a heavy load.

Or does it explode? 
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Inequality of Education

Historically and currently, 

South Central Los Angeles schools have lacked the necessary 
resources needed to provide a quality and effective education

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

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

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

spent by urban poor schools”

(Anyon 1997)
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• Schools: Roosevelt, 

Wilson, Garfield, & 

*MAHS

• Students: 34

• Teachers: 8

• District Administrators, 

School Board Member, 

& Supt. Cortines

Interviewees

•Organizations: 

•Comunidad Cesar Chavez 
Homeless Shelter

•Inner City Struggle

•Upward Bound CSULA

•City Terrace Recreation Ctr

•Community people:

•Fulfillment Fund 
Representative

•Local artists

•Parents

•Small business owners

•City officials: 4

53ernestmorrell@gmail.com



➢CLAIM 1: The economic 

crisis is breaking down 

critical foundations of 

society in East LA, such as 

health, housing, education, 

and employment.

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

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

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

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

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

help them increase their income until employment is found.”

-Kris, Homeless Shelter Director
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➢Radical Truth-

Telling

Demands

➢Step Into Our Shoes



Action Plan for Community Leaders

➢Teachers: Create 

lessons that connect your 

subject to the economic 

crisis (organize student 

focus groups)

➢Policy-makers: 

Streamline communication 

between school district and 

city officials to develop a 

comprehensive plan to 

help homeless youth and 

families.



Practice 4- Beautiful Noise
Improving Classroom Talk in the Polyvocal Classroom

• Socratic Discussion Talk

• Small Group Discussion Talk

• Formal Presentation Talk

• Mock Trial/Forensic Debate

• Electronic Communication
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Improving Socratic Discussions

• Modeling thinking out loud

• Scripts

• Active Listening

• Open ended questioning

• Appropriate Turn Taking

• Socratic Voice

• Teacher Led-Student-Centered
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Improving Small Group Discussions

• The formation

• Co-facilitation

• Interdependency

• Small group voice

• Turns (length & frequency)

• How to use notes

• Student led-Student Centered
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Classroom Debate

• Developing Arguments

• Anticipating 
counterarguments

• Oral language

• Quick rounds

• The format

• Notes and preparation
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Multimodal Presentations

• Rhetorical Situation

• Audience

• Effective incorporation of 
technology

• Vocal exercises

• Starting Slowly

• Body language & attitude

• Performance
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The Promise

• High School readiness
• College Persistence

• Academic Literacy 

• Digital Literacies

• School-wide Achievement

• Teacher Engagement

• Self Love/Self Healing

• Safer Campuses

• Social Action
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Reading the Past, Writing the Future
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What I’ve Learned from Mom and Dad
What WE do matters!

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

“Teaching makes you eternal…”
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Teaching as an act of LOVE!
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• “I have never encountered any 
children in any group who are 
not geniuses. There is no 
mystery on how to teach them. 
The first thing you do is treat 
them like human beings and the 
second thing you do is love 
them”- Asa Hilliard


