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Can teaching using culturally relevant pedagogy increase interest and understanding of poetry’s relevance in the Alternative school classroom?  

Rationale:


I have taught in the “alternative” school setting for four years.  An alternative school is one that addresses the needs of students that typically cannot be met in a traditional school.  There are different ways in which to classify students that are attending alternative schools.  Rayvid (1994) separated “alternative” schools into three program types: (a) academic programs, (b) discipline programs, and (c) therapeutic programs.  

Academic programs are generally for students of all backgrounds.  These schools tend to be able to offer individualized instruction for students seeking more challenging and cutting edge curriculum.  Discipline programs focus on students who display disruptive behavior at school.  Students are most often placed into these schools due to behavior.  Lastly, therapeutic programs focus on children who display social and emotional disorders that create an inability for students to be able to learn.


The school that I work in does not specifically assign itself to any of these areas.  We do have referrals from other schools and the school systems concerning children who are being too disruptive behaviorally in their present school.  We have an assigned social worker and school psychologist who mostly deal with issues concerning poverty and socioeconomic status.  Many students are behind academically and we offer night classes as well as novanet (online) classes.  Many of our students attend so they can use the resources to “catch-up” and can graduate on time, or as soon as possible.  There is an application process to attend the school, however the school system can place children that have been suspended from their “traditional” school from inside the county.  

We have Caucasian students in the school however, they represent an underwhelming minority.   My classes currently consist of African Americans and Hispanic children, mostly African American.  I began to question, why the overwhelming majority of students attending “alternative” school were African American.  I have twelve African American males, ten African American Females, two Hispanic females, and one Hispanic male. In all I am currently teaching twenty two African American, three Hispanic, and zero Caucasian students.  This is in essence an all minority classroom.  My school does have Caucasian students, but obviously not represented proportionately.  There is certainly nothing in the criteria that would suggest being a minority as part of the entrance criteria.  What is happening in the school system that is causing African Americans to act out in the “traditional” classroom or behave in such a way that places them in alternative school at a higher rate than their classmates of different ethnic groups?  

Critical Race Theory


Critical race theory (CRT) has its roots in the field of Law, specifically Critical Legal Studies (CLS). CLS came to be out of the perception that law played a role in protecting hierarchy and class (Cole). Much of the CLS ideology emanates from the

work of Gramsci (1971) and depends on the Gramscian notion of  “hegemony” to

describe the continued legitimacy of oppressive structures in American society (Ladson-Billings).  Critical Race theory asserted that CLS underestimated the role of race in this paradigm.  Race is the significant starting point for studies involving CRT.  Kimberle Crenshaw points out the criticism toward CLS, on behalf or CRT, because the study focuses too much on class and economic structure, but fails to “come to terms with the particularity of race.”  

“CRT begins with the notion that racism is “normal, not aberrant, in American society” (Delgado, 1995, p. xiv), and because it is so enmeshed in the fabric of our social order, it appears both normal and natural to people in this culture. Indeed, Bell’ s major premise in “Faces at the bottom of the well” (1992) is that racism is a permanent fixture of American life. Thus, the strategy becomes one of unmasking and exposing racism in its various permutations” (Ladson-Billings).”  

Critical race theorists are saying that the disparities between African Americans and their white counterparts can be attributed to racism that is engrained in our culture specifically because of history of slavery and civil rights.  CRT applied to education says that racism is normal and of its permeations one is most certainly in the education system.    

Critical Race Theory and Education:

Critical race theory sees the school curriculum as a culturally specific artifact designed to maintain a White supremacist master script (Ladson-Billings).  Basically all students are tested according to their Eurocentric sensibilities.  If a student is not European in descent they are at a stark disadvantage.  This is a theory as to why African American students’ score lower than their white counterparts in many academic disciplines.  It may also be a theory as to why so many African American students get placed in the alternative school I work at.  This biased set up leads to irrational thoughts even on the part of educators as Ladson-Billings’ article points out:

“CRT suggests that current instructional strategies presume that African American students are deficient. As a consequence, classroom teachers are engaged in a never ending quest for “the right strategy or technique” to deal with (read : control) “at-risk” (read : African American) students.”

We, as educators, do not need to “deal” with our student population.  We need to teach them, no matter who they are.  As teachers we continue to approach our young African American students as if there is something wrong with them.  As if because they do not respond to our judgment then they are automatically the problem.  What if we are improperly judging our students?  What if we are not really teaching to who they are as learners in order for them to be successful because we do not account for their cultural differences?  Maybe almost all of my students in alternative school are African American because they are being judged based on an unfair standard that does not account for who they are as learners. Maybe negative behavior is nothing more than cultural misunderstanding.  According to Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) racism is the cause of African American underachievement because of “institutional and structural racism.”  

Many critics will argue that other ethnic groups in America fair as well as Caucasians, if not better.  However Critical Race Theory suggests that there are important differences to note about African Americans versus other ethnic groups in America.  Mainly other ethnic groups are immigrants.  Meaning they migrated, on their own, to America.  However African Americans were forced and made slaves, this is a different dichotomy.  Ladson Billings (1998) said:
“The race-neutral or colorblind perspective, evident in the way the curriculum presents people of color, presumes a homogenized “we” in a celebration of diversity. This perspective embraces a so-called multicultural perspective by “misequating the middle passage with Ellis Island” (King, 1992, p. 327). Thus, students are taught erroneously that “we are all immigrants,” and, as a result, African American, Indigenous, and Chicano students are left with the guilt of failing to rise above their immigrant status like every other group.”
In effect even the way “factual” information is presented about minorities in America does not do so in a way that is sensitive to uniqueness of African American plight and history in America.  Slaves are denied education, beaten; physically, mentally and emotionally, and given no avenue to earn monetary stature.  This is a different entrance into America than the person who fights to enter to be free from persecution into a free market work force.  In effect the African American experience is not accounted for in the American education system.  Ladson-Billings is pointing out how this leaves African American students with “guilt” and a feeling that they are not capable of success in school.  The test scores and data are telling them they score lower than any other demographic.  The African American experience is unique, we as educators, must account for it, not alienate it and then wonder why African American students do not grow when judged against the “standard” academic criteria.    


In an effort to reach my African American dominated classroom and account for the uniqueness of their experience I will attempt to use culturally relevant pedagogy.

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy:

Culturally relevant teaching is a term created by Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) to describe “a pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes.” This idea has also been called culturally responsive pedagogy/teaching.  Because of the aforementioned reasons it is important to use this pedagogy to reach and teach African American students.  If, according to critical race theory, African Americans are being held back in “traditional” schools because of the effects of a system built on slavery and oppression, we have a reasonable theory as to why African Americans make-up the majority of the population I teach in “alternative” school.  What other reasons are we to suggest as to the reason for this fact?

Many of my students have trouble connecting to the material they read.  Much of the literature read in school represents a lifestyle that they have never seen.  In my eleventh grade class we read “The Crucible” and “The Great Gatsby.”  These are wonderful novels that bring to questions themes like “The American Dream,” which is also a major focus of the North Carolina Common Core.  There is just one problem, most of the literature does not account for the African American experience of the time.  Sure in “The Crucible”, Tituba, the slave accused of starting all the witchcraft in Salem, is a person of color.  There are great connections to be made about this slave woman who is accused of witchcraft because she has a different cultural background and admits wrong, doing so out of fear of punishment and death.  However, must all of the black experience be reduced to slavery?   Do African Americans only have characters that do not stand up for themselves and are victimized?  Or in the case of “The Great Gatsby” are reduced to onlookers and afterthoughts.  To be relevant to the culture I must teach about African Americans who achieved their version of the “American Dream”, despite the effects of systematical racism in America, as pointed out in CRT.      

Using culturally relevant pedagogy I taught a poetry unit according the North Carolina Common core that generated the interest of my student population and lead to better understanding of the material.  This unit consisted of culturally relevant readings and poetry designed to connect to the experience of the African American population I teach, that just so happen to attend “alternative school,” in an effort to connect the students to the concepts required and generate motivation to complete assignments.     
Data Collection:

Most of the data collection directly involved student feedback.  I had students keep journals regarding daily activities and concepts.  I also pre and post tested students regarding their thoughts about poetry and its benefits before and after the use of culturally relevant pedagogy.  This method of data collection is important because student feedback is essential.  My students were asked to compare their previous assumptions about poetry and why we study the medium compared to a unit that deals directly with their demographic and background, through that same medium.  Data collection also came from written assignments and exit questions to students.  This type of data collection was extremely successful.  I was trying to find out how students feel learning in a way that is more directly related to their experience.  It is all about my students and their experience so their feedback is the only feedback that matters.  They had to tell me whether or not my changes increased their overall interest and understanding of a mediums importance.    
Lesson:

The lesson involved using a hip hop/rap artist as poetical voices for my students’ demographic, and the issues that face it.  Hip-hop will be the chosen medium to represent Culturally Relevant Pedagogy.  Through personal observations, relationships and students feedback in my three years teaching in alternative school it is obvious that my majority African American students prefer some variation of hip/hop or rap music.  Tupac Shakur will be a major focus of their learning experience.  

Why Tupac Shakur?
Tupac has been chosen because of his background in activism and upbringing around social causes and issues.  Social teaching as stated earlier is a part of CRT.  His mother was a member of the Black Panther party and Tupac was raised around many leaders of that particular movement.  Tupac himself began to speak out against poverty and police brutality, even winning a case against the Los Angeles Police Department where he was beaten after being stopped for jay walking (Tupac Resurrection: 2003).  Also, and more importantly the content of his music and poetry spoke directly to the issues that plague the African American community i.e. poverty, single parent homes and crime:  
“The problems that existed in the inner city at the time of Shakur's emergence still exist, argues Michael Eric Dyson, a professor of humanities at the University of Pennsylvania and author of ''Holler if You Hear Me: Searching for Tupac Shakur,'' and this makes Shakur's words as relevant today as they were more than a decade ago.”
Also, Tupac was a rapper, some would say poet, for his generation.  Students know who he is and respect his contribution to the artistic expression they most respect: hip/hop and rap music.  Through investigation my students will learn about issues that affect their culture and in some cases themselves.  The unit will be culturally relevant in the artist chosen, an African American male from recent popular culture, and in that it will discuss issues that affect the African American population that I am teaching to.  

Tupac has also come to be respected in academia for tackling the issues that affect our society.  MSNBC recently reported that: 

“Tupac Shakur is still kicking knowledge -- from beyond the grave! The exalted one's glorious teachings have formed part of the curriculum for a University of Oslo course in Norway. No, it's not a postgraduate diploma in droppin' science with electives in cussin', slappin' hos and holding automatic pistols in a menacing sideward manner. Professor Knut Hermundstad Aukrust will be offering "Tupac, hip-hop, and cultural understanding" from this Fall. Prof. Aukrust makes the point that Tupac was an icon whose saintly status went far beyond his fan base and that the rapper's contribution to society was his propensity to point out the shortcoming of the establishment.”

Professor Aukrust cites “Cultural understanding” another obvious connection to the standard course of study.  According to the Seattle Pi, a Washington based Newspaper, The University of Washington, University of California Berkeley, and Harvard have all offered courses surrounding Mr. Shakur.  I am not the first to cite Mr. Shakur’s relevance to academia and cultural criticisms.  
Academic Connections:


Wake county schools, where I currently teach, has adopted the national common core.  This is presented in the form of CMAPP, Curriculum management application.  In English II, CMAPP focuses on questions like:

“How does the author or the reader construct meaning?” (pre-req: Author’s purpose),

“How does point of view impact meaning?”


“How do the resources of language influence others?”

“How do authors manipulate rhetoric to convey their point-of-view or purpose?”
Overall one of the key concepts of the English II curriculum is to focus on: 

“Cultural experiences in a text, determining author's purpose, character development, comparisons between characters, making judgment-based arguments about characters.”

It is important in this section of English to focus on how culture affects perspective.  Tupac’s particular background and culture is reflected in his music.  In effect I am using culturally relevant pedagogy to teach the key concepts promoted in the new standard curriculum for North Carolina English II.  This section does usually focus on world literature so I will in no way replace this with other resources.  This unit is being used as a supplement to introduce key concepts in a more culturally relevant way.  I would argue there is no better way to understand culture and relevance than to study one’s own culture as a starting point, a culture that according to Critical Race Theory is seriously underserved and could be responsible for some of these students’ struggles in the traditional classroom.  
Lesson:


Using the Poetry and music of Tupac Shakur I introduced my students to the power of poetry.  Using selected works students learned about societal and cultural issues of American today.  Issues focused on homelessness, American motherhood, and crime and violence.  One of Tupac’ s works was used to represent each of these issues. Using Tupac we asked if there is a racial component to these issues as well as discuss the connection between Tupac’s life, Tupac’s society and Tupac’s art.  We also looked to CMAPP’s big questions as presented previously to shape our discussion about the author’s purpose.  Selected work include the Poem “I Cry” (homelessness), the song and music video for “Brenda’s Got a Baby” (American motherhood), and a verse from “Me against the World” (Crime and violence).  Students read supplemental studies and gathered statistical information about each issue in order to develop understanding of their world and the role of art in talking about issue effecting society.  (Complete breakdown will be presented in the Lesson Plan at end of study).
Results:

Likert:


The Likert scales represent an overall positive attitude toward using culturally relevant pedagogy in the classroom.  The Likert scales represented my pre and post-tests.  When giving the pre-test I informed students to answer each question based on how they have viewed poetry in the classroom up to this point in their academic lives. The Likert asked students to answer on a scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree.  Upon completion of the unit I administered roughly the same Likert scale as a post-test.  I asked them to complete the post-test based on the poetry unit we just did regarding Tupac Shakur.  When asked if they thought poetry could change the world, three of my students offered positive changes in their attitudes.  One student went from strongly disagreeing that poetry could change the world to strongly agreeing.  Five of my students reported no change in their feelings and one reported negative results.  When asked if they enjoyed poetry and how it is taught in class, before and after the use of culturally relevant pedagogy, five students reported a positive shift in attitudes, three stayed the same and one reported negative results.  Overall my students seemed to connect to the material better and at least understand the significance of poetry as an academic medium, according to the exit question below.  
Exit Question (verbal):


Upon completion of the unit my students were asked if they “believe that the use of culturally relevant material (Tupac, Studies and statistics) made learning about the use of poetry more interesting?”  All of the students who participated in the classroom study answered a resounding yes.  In total nine students participated in the study.  There were eight African American students and one Hispanic student.

Exit Questions (written):


After using Tupac’s songs and poems, eight out of ten students said they viewed poetry worthy of classroom time.  When asked if they viewed poetry as worthy of classroom, each shared various reasons.  


When asked what the importance of poetry in everyday society, student answers included:

“to understand how someone is feeling about something and to hear everyone’s voice.”
“I think it is worth talking about in this way because it is something that related to us (minorities),that we should all learn about.”

“It explains someone’s life and everyday things that happen, real life experience.”

“gets your feeling of your chest”

“Music” is poetry.”
“it is used everyday, without us knowing.”

I sense a real connection to the material presented (society and race relations) and the form it was presented in (Rap/Hip-Hop/Tupac).  Regarding the use of Tupac and the themes presented students commented:

They liked learning how “Tupac expressed himself.”


“”The themes we learned about because we’re looking at it from a different point of view”

The previous statement is powerful because it implies the connection and enjoyment in learning things from a “different” in this case Africa American point of view.  Students also enjoyed “Tupac and his biography.”  Students also enjoyed the connection between what “Tupac and his poetry and why he wrote what he did.”  This definitely relates to questions regarding author’s purpose from North Carolina’s CMAPP.
Conclusions:  

Can teaching using culturally relevant pedagogy increase interest and understanding of poetry’s relevance in the Alternative school classroom?  The resounding answer is yes.  Students enjoyed learning about issues that affect them and their world.  Students also enjoyed using Tupac Shakur as their guide through society.  Using rap, and music videos, which are relevant to the 21st century, and its culture, allowed my students to connect to the material easier.  This is seen in the fact that they all answered yes when asked if using CRT aided in the increased interest in poetry.
Our society and its racial history still matters today.  When we see the affects of an idea like Critical Race Theory show up in schools we owe it to our minority students to explore the idea.  When I see, in my county, that mostly African American students attend alternative schools, I have to wonder what is causing these students to lack success in a traditional school environment.  I believe that using Culturally Relevant Pedagogy/Teaching will help connect the importance and relevance of school and its subjects to minority students.

Using Culturally Relevant Pedagogy in my Tupac Unit ended in the production of two poems, a five paragraph essay and information gathered through the reading “informative” texts, and comparing statistical studies and information.  Students were also able to use 21st century tools like You-tube to search for information and interview individuals.  A topic that my students could understand and relate to helped them create more meaningful work.  Through their production we have the opportunity to study our writing both poetically and research based.  Students also received necessary End of Course benchmark practice through the reading of informative text.    
In terms of relevancy many students came to believe that poetry has the power to change the world as seen in the Likert surveys.  This would certainly make poetry relevant.  Also, many students, as mentioned above, talked about “Authors Voice” and related Tupac’s background to the subject matter that he wrote about.  This is a direct example of “cultural experiences in a text, determining author's purpose” as directed by North Carolina’s CMAPP.  

Discussion:


My students went from having no opinion on poetry and no clue as to why it is taught in school to understanding its ability to speak to and about individuals or causes and maybe even in its ability to change the world.  I believe this to be remarkable.  All it took was using material that is about and speaks to the students in the classroom.  The volume of work that students completed, as well as its relevance to necessary skills shows the ability of these students who have been deemed “alternative.”  I see that the ability is there, these students just have not been allowed to express their background and interests inside the school building.  Rap or Hip-hop music still has a negative stigma and many students who enjoy the music are also stigmatized.  I believe there are plenty of examples, opportunities and ideas in the genre that lend itself to the classroom.  If using our minority students’ interests and views is necessary to reach them, we should be making an effort to use those interests, no matter our own personal bias or beliefs.  My research leads me to believe that we have a lot of students in Wake County, and maybe everywhere, with plenty of ability, just nothing in the school building to interest them, this is saddening.  It may be time that our “standards” account for the minority experience in a very real and current way.  My students showed a hunger to learn about the world around them and the issued that affect them.


My students hear the reports and the negativity from the outside world.  Throughout the criminal portion of the study when I asked my students who contributed the most to crime, they said, “we (African Americans) do.”  When I asked why, I heard answers like, “we are just bad.”  There is a problem when the students believe their own stereotype.  I also realized another reason why this CRT is so relevant, it can bring self-esteem to a demographic that is largely made to feel “bad” as my students put it.  One of my students had been arrested and has a parole officer (P.O.).  He must check in with this P.O. and take drug tests and things like that because of past mistakes.  When he read that African Americans did not do more drugs than anyone else or carry more weapons than anyone else, he felt better about himself.  He actual said, “I need to show my P.O. this so maybe he won’t think I am so bad.”  This statement told me this student felt victimized and a little angry, but he did not feel bad anymore.  He did not feel like he was just necessarily a problem.  Does this mean this student will just transcend his circumstance immediately, of course not, but this is a powerful shift in how one views themselves.  


My Hispanic female, during the American Mothers section, said she always thought, “it was bad” and looked negatively toward her family and friends that had babies and were not married.  When I asked her if she always thought it was only African Americans and Hispanics that had children without marriage she said, “yes.”  During the process this came out because she learned that the biggest growth of single mothers has been in the Caucasian population.  She also learned that these single mothers were older than ever before and had more education than ever before.  When learning this she commented, ‘so this doesn’t make you bad.”  I believe this is also a powerful shift in not looking at others or not viewing others as a problem, maybe just different.  This could be a powerful message for every student, not just minorities.  


I believe this study will forever change the way I teach my students.  I must always take background and belief into account in order to service them best.  I would like to continue to develop lessons that focus on Critically Relevant Teaching and Pedagogy whenever possible.  If I am having trouble getting my students to understand a concept I believe this may always be suitable technique.  I will definitely use Culturally Relevant Pedagogy to connect my students to key ideas and themes that are presented in the required teaching standards.


I do believe however that these “standards” given by state and government agencies should be continuously developed to begin including more Culturally Relevant Pedagogy.  I believe this is necessary.  One reason is because of the lack of minority teachers.  I was able to create this lesson and can create more like it since I am an African American male that grew up involved and interested in a hip hop and rap generation.  I understand the ideas and issues associated with being and African American male in our America school systems.  The majority of our teachers can not relate to this perspective.  More needs to be done to make teachers Culturally Relevant themselves.  Creating lessons and involving them in the “standards” seems one of the best ways to do this.  When I see work from students that could attend school anywhere in the state, but they are at alternative school, I wonder why?  When I teach twenty five students at this “Alternative” school and all of them are minorities, twenty-two of them being African America, I have to wonder why?  One hypothesis seems to be that these students do not care or understand what they are being asked to learn in a “traditional” sense.  I believe teaching them from their perspective would be a solution.  I believe all teachers should look to bring culturally relevant material into the classroom, but more importantly I believe that the perspective and interests of all students, not just those of a European background and sensibility should be represented in the “standards” that are applied to teachers, on behalf of their students, many of whom have a diverse cultural background and experience.   


Lastly, I believe we have to stop looking at our students as if they are broken or there is something wrong with them because they are different.  I can’t count the amount of times I have heard one of peers say something like, “I just can’t understand why you like that noise” or “why do you dress that way” or “why do you talk that way.”  What they are really saying is “I can’t understand you” and our students hear it loud and clear.  Maybe in our rush to find a something to blame for low minority test scores we got lazy and decided that the children were broken, instead of maybe how we were assessing them.  The children aren’t broken, the children just are.  They did not create their home life or their society. Children are just products of it.  I fear in blaming our students we have allowed the worst possible thing to happen in regards to our Minority and in this case mostly African American students, we have become the problem and we have ignored or placated our students’ world and interests.  How can you truly reach and teach someone you view as broken to begin with? 
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Lesson Plan

Day 1

Pre-test

Likert Scale:

Please circle the number that best represents your feeling towards poetry in school.

1-Disagree     2-neutral
3. Not sure
4. Agree

1. I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in school.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
Strongly Agree

2. I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
Strongly Agree

3. Poetry can be useful to everyday life

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
Strongly Agree

4. I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
Strongly Agree

5. I enjoy writing poetry at home.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
Strongly Agree

6. Poetry can change the world.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
Strongly Agree

7. I really understand and enjoy “classic” literature like William Shakespeare.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
Strongly Agree

8. What is the best aspect of poetry in the classroom?

9. What is the worst aspect of poetry in the classroom?
Students will also receive their first assignment which is meant to be a background search to learn about or subject, Tupac Shakur (assignment 1).  We will discuss this information as a class to understand Tupac and how his life and upbringing may have influenced his art form, in this case poetry and music.   

Day two:

This day will begin with a review discussion on Tupac’s life from the previous day.  We will highlight “social and human rights” themes as presented from information gathered about Tupac’s life and upbringing.

Our second assignment will be a watching part of the film “Tupac: Resurrection.” About.com describes the film as :

“Celebrating the life of Tupac Shakur, one of the top-selling hip-hop artists of all time. This is the only film about the global icon, who died at the peak of his career, that was made in collaboration with his mother, Afeni Shakur. Told entirely in Tupac's own words, this very personal film features never-before-seen concert footage, private home movies and excerpts from his poetry and journals.”

There will be a film guide present for this assignment (assignment II).  We will discuss the film if there is time, if not we will review the guide on day three.

Day Three

Homelessness

Review material from previous day.  Highlight the fact that Tupac spent time living as a homeless person (learned in video).  This highlight will introduce the first issue to be discussed; homelessness in America.  

Hand out the poem “I cry” by Tupac Shakur.  Teacher will focus on tone and themes associated with loneliness and ideas that connect to the helplessness of being without a place to live.  Read as class.  Have class discussion.

Using handout (assignment three) students will visit the website provided by the national alliance to end homelessness.  Students will gather information from the web search using handout provided (assignment 3) and learn the indicators and factors associated with the homeless population.  Teacher should lead a class discussion after handout is completed.
Day 4

Homelessness Continued 

Students will conduct an “interview” a homeless person using web 2.0 tools.  Using Youtube.com students will watch a video on a homeless person of their choice and answer the interview questions on the handout.  Students will look for information from homeless people themselves about their condition and how they ended up in that place (factors, drugs, runaways, abuse, etc.).

End with class discussion and question session.  Students will answer Big questions: Who is to blame for homelessness?  What are the causes? Are there solutions to the problem?  

Day 5
American Motherhood

Teacher will inform students that the homelessness section is complete and we will move on to a new issue using one of Tupac’s songs.  As a class teacher will show music video for “Brenda’s Got a Baby” by Tupac Shakur.  This video chronicles a young teen being pregnant and not telling anyone.  Eventually this results in her throwing the baby in the trash.  This hip/hop song is based on actual events.  As a class we will discuss the video and its themes and issues.  Big questions include: Was Brenda’s actions a suitable solution?  What other options did she have? (i.e. adoption, abortion, keeping the baby)  What lessons can be learned from Brenda’s story?  What is Tupac’s overall message or theme in bringing this story out in song or poetic form?
Assignment V:  Using handouts provided visit the Pew research center.  Read the informative text regarding American Motherhood.  Study shows that more and more women from all backgrounds, not just African Americans, become single mothers.  Big questions include why are woman having children alone?  Is this always a negative?   Why is this stereotype attached to minorities so heavily?
Assignment:  Students will write a personal reflection of at least one paragraph surrounding “Brenda’s Got a Baby,” the class discussion, and one paragraph regarding the assigned Informative text.

Day 6

Violence and Crime Inquiry

Review ideas talked about from previous day regarding motherhood in America.  Inform students we will use one more Tupac song to talk about crime rates in America.  Hand out verse one of “Me Against the World” by Tupac Shakur.  This is a poem where Tupac takes the voice of a youth in the inner city surrounded by crime, death, drugs and police that victimize Africa Americans because of their skin color.  The poem is about how these environments and situation actually lead youth down a negative road.  The police is a controversial issue, but it is important to remember Tupac was actually brutalized by police and recognized for it.  Big questions include: Do you feel the police are there for your protection? Does Tupac have a reason to feel the way he does?  Do you believe that African Americans contribute to the crime rate more or less? Does color have anything to do with that?  How?
Introduce students to comment made by Bill Bennet in 2005 which was, "you could abort every black baby in this country, and your crime rate would go down."  This comment of course sparked a controversy and the discussion about whether or not crime in America was a specifically black issue.  This prompted Van Jones of the Huffington post to respond (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/van-jones/are-blacks-a-criminal-rac_b_8398.html) in his article entitled “Are Blacks A Criminal Race?  Surprising Statistics.”  The data presented in this article actually suggest that instances involving Drugs, weapons and assaults occur equally amongst African American, Caucasians, and Latinos.  However, African American youth are arrested twice as much as Caucasians in instances involving drugs or weapons and arrested for assault at three times the rate of their Caucasian counterparts.  Students will analyze the numbers and come up with their own conclusions.  
Read article together and then have students answer questions on handout (assignment VI) as to what the information means to them as African Americans.  Are African Americans more prone to criminal behavior? Or more looked at to commit criminal behavior?   Lead class discussion.
Day 7
Review Social issues discussed through the poetry of Tupac Shakur i.e. homelessness, American motherhood, and crime and violence.  Inform students that they will now create their own poetry focusing on the social issues we have discussed (assignment 7).  We are attempting to make the connection that poetry is written and studied because it talks about the society and culture that we live in.  Students have an opportunity to express their feelings about the world around them and their place in it.  Offer the opportunity for students to share their work.
Day 8

Final Synthesis:


Building off of what we have learned previously regarding five paragraph essays, students will produce an essay surrounding one of the issues we have discussed.  Students will be asked to use information they have gathered throughout the unit in order to support their feelings and beliefs.  Students will need access to the work they have produced as well as websites visited.  

Essay 1:  Homelessness


After our Homeless Inquiry who do you blame more for being homeless, the individual or the society they live in?  What reasons can you give to support your feelings?  If you blame the individual what can they do to fix their situations?  If you blame society what can society do to change things?  Use the information we have researched to support you ideas and even examples from your personal life if applicable.
Essay 2: American Motherhood


The structure of the family seems to be changing dramatically with more and more woman raising children on their own.  Do you see this as a negative trend or a positive trend?  Do you think women are making a conscious decision to have children alone?  Use the information we have researched to support you ideas and even examples from your personal life if applicable.
Essay 3: Crime and Violence


How do you feel about the article we read by Van Jones?  Do you think African American commit more crimes than most other races? What could explain the reason that so many more African Americans are arrested for behavior that people of all races display in America?  Use the information we have researched to support you ideas and even examples from your personal life if applicable.
Day 9

Post test
Lesson Materials
Assignment 1

 Name____________________

Using the Websites provided answer the following questions about Tupac Shakur.

www.Biography.com, search for Tupac.
1. When and Where was Tupac Amaru Shakur Born?

2. What topics or themes did Tupac’s music focus on?

3. Where did Tupac first explore acting?

4. While living in Baltimore as a teenager where did Tupac attend school? And what did he study?

5. What are three controversies from Tupac life and career?


a.


b.


c.

        6.  What were Tupac’s Job Titles?

        7. When and How did Tupac Shakur die?

Family Background: GOOGLE search, Wikepedia
6. Who is Tupac’s mother?

7. Who is Tupac’s father?

8. What group was she affiliated with?

9. What was Afeni doing when she was pregnant with Tupac?

www.google.com, Wikepedia 
10. What is/was the Black Panther Party?

11. What was the purpose of the Black Panther party?

Self Reflection:
12. After learning about Tupac’s background and family, how do you believe his history affected what he wrote and rapped about?

13. Why is it important to understand a poets’ background in order to understand the poetry?

14. Can you give an example from your own life where you were misunderstood or something you said was misunderstood?

Assignment II: Video Guide
Name_________________

Date__________________

1. What did Tupac want to do?

2. What does tupac mean when he says he was different things to different people?

3. What should a man be measured by?

4. According to Tupac what was the purpose of the Black Panther party?

5. Who was J Edgar Hoover and what did he have to do with the black Panthers?

6. Why does Tupac feel that Black woman and the “oppressed” are so strong?

7. Tupac had a good mind, but what did he feel was missing?

8. What does Tupac say he hates more than anything?

9. How did Tupac feel about having a “steady” father?

10. What made Tupac want to be an actor first?

11. What was different about Tupac’s high school in Baltimore, compared to his poorer friends?

12. Why did out president, Ronald Reagan, say people were going hungry in the United States?

13. What do African Americans have in common from coast to coast?

14. What is the problem with school according to Tupac?

15. Why didn’t Tupac sell drugs?

16. How did Tupac get his start in entertainment? Where was he living at the time?

17. What helps end war, like Vietnam?  

18. When Tupac was harassed by police, what was different about what the “media” said happened and what really happened, according to tupac?

19. How does Tupac feel viewed in America? Does he seem to like it, or hate it?

20. What kinds of things was Tupac doing in communities to try and stop violence and raise awareness?

I Cry

Sometimes when I'm alone 
I Cry, 
Cause I am on my own. 
The tears I cry are bitter and warm. 
They flow with life but take no form 
I Cry because my heart is torn. 
I find it difficult to carry on. 
If I had an ear to confide in, 
I would cry among my treasured friend, 
but who do you know that stops that long, 
to help another carry on. 
The world moves fast and it would rather pass by. 
Then to stop and see what makes one cry, 
so painful and sad. 
And sometimes... 
I Cry 
and no one cares about why. 

Tupac Shakur :

From “The Rose That Grew From Concrete”

Assignment III

Name____________________

Proceed to the following web site and answer the questions regarding homelessness in America.

http://www.endhomelessness.org/content/article/detail/3668
1. From 2008-2009, how many people were added to the Homeless Population?

2. How many states in the United States experienced an increase in their Homeless population?

3. What are the economic indicators for poverty?

4. Where are 4 out of every 10 homeless people sheltered?

5. What is a doubled up person?

6. What demographic has increased the most, in terms of risk for Homelessness? 

7. What are the odds of experiencing Homelessness if you are a doubled up person?

8. What are the odds if you are a released prisoner?

9. What are the odds if you age out of foster care?

10. Under the heading Moving Forward, what factors lead to Homelessness?  (first sentence).

11. A this point are Americans more or less at risk for Homelessness?

Assignment IV

Name_______________

Go to www.youtube.com/teachers
Search: Interview with Homeless:

Watch a video and answer the following questions about the interviewee:

1. Name:

2. Where are they from and/or living?

3. Why are they Homeless?

4. Where are they living?

5. Are they alone/ or with family?

6. Do you see a way they could better their situation?

7. Do you feel sympathy? Yes or no and why?

Name__________________

Assignment V

Using this web site

http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1586/changing-demographic-characteristics-american-mothers
1. What is this study comparing?

2. Summarize the key findings for each area:

a. Age

b. Marital status

c. Race ethnicity

d. Education

3. What are the two most common attitudes toward parenthood?

4. In 2008, what percentage of births in the United States were to unmarried women? Is that an increase of decrease?
a. What is the percentage for black women?

b. Hispanics

c. Whites

d. Asians

5. The number of births had risen each year from 2003 to 2007 before declining by about 66,000; the decrease appears to be blamed on what?
6. In 2004, Births to foreign-born women accounted for what percent of Asian and Hispanic births?
7. 142 million people will be added to the population from 2005 to 2050,how many will be directly related to immigrants?
8. According to the article what are people’s attitude toward single mothers in society, is it good or bad?

9. In 2006 what was the average age for US mothers?

10. Under “Older Mothers” what seems to be the reason that women are having children later?

Name_________________

Poem: Violence and Crime Inquiry

Can you picture my prophecy?
Stress in the city, the cops is hot for me
The projects is full of bullets, the bodies is droppin
There ain't no stoppin me
Constantly movin while makin millions
Witnessin killings, leavin dead bodies in abandoned buildings
Can't raise the children cause they're illin
Addicted to killin and the appeal from the cap peelin
Without feelin, but will they last or be blasted?
Hard headed bastard
Maybe he'll listen in his casket - the aftermath
More bodies being buried - I'm losing my homies in a hurry
They're relocating to the cemetary
Got me worried, stressin, my vision's blurried
The question is will I live? No one in the world loves me
I'm headed for danger, don't trust strangers
Put one in the chamber whenever I'm feelin this anger
Don't wanna make excuses, cause this is how it is
What's the use unless we're shootin no one notices the youth
It's just me against the world baby

Tupac Shakur

“Me Against the World”
From the Album “Me Against the World”

Assignment 6

Name________________






Date_________

ARE Blacks A Criminal Race? Surprising Statistics
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/van-jones/are-blacks-a-criminal-rac_b_8398.html
1. According to paragraph 2 what is the deeper issue?

2. What does Media coverage, conviction rates and "common knowledge" suggest?
3. What is the conservative response?  In your opinion can it work?
4. What is the liberal response? In your opinion can it work?
5. According to the author, in paragraph 3, what is a better question for public debate?
6. What are the quotes in the article suggesting? (William Bennet, Brit Hume, Andrew McCarthy)
7. What is the “truth” about the justice system according to the paragraph titled THE REALITY OF RACIALLY DISPARATE YOUTH CRIME?
8. In what crimes are the largest disparities found?
9. What percentage does African American youth comprise of the population?
10. What percentage do African Americans make up of “youth detained for drug offences”?
“African American Youth Are Treated Differently By the Juvenile Justice System”
11. This statement is supported in different categories.  Summarize the theme of each category:

A. Drugs

B. Weapons 

C. Assault

12. What does all of this information mean to you?

13. Explain the meaning of this quote:

"The existence of much larger racial and ethnic differences in arrest rates than in self-reported violence is a matter of great concern. On the one hand, there is no reason to expect similar distributions, because these measures were designed to assess different aspects of violence. But if both measures are valid and reliable, the discrepancy suggests that the probability of being arrested for a violent offense varies with race/ethnicity."
—Youth Violence: A Report of the Surgeon General, January, 2001

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Assignment 7

Create two Poems.  Each poem should have a theme centered around “social justice.”  We have talked about Homelessness, Crime and violence, as well as single mother parenting using the poetry of Tupac Shakur to guide us.  However you do not have to limit yourself to these topics.  Other issues exist such as global poverty, domestic abuse, sexual abuse, and drug/alcohol abuse.  Make sure you are making a statement or allowing the reader to understand your feelings about the issue you select.  Lastly you will pick one poem to create a artistic expression that represents the poem and its overall tone and mood.
Final Assignment:

Building off of what we have learned previously regarding five paragraph essays, students will produce an essay surrounding one of the issues we have discussed.  Students will be asked to use information they have gathered throughout the unit in order to support their feelings and beliefs.  Students will need access to the work they have produced as well as websites visited.  

Essay 1:  Homelessness


After our Homeless Inquiry who do you blame more for being homeless, the individual or the society they live in?  What reasons can you give to support your feelings?  If you blame the individual what can they do to fix their situations?  If you blame society what can society do to change things?  Use the information we have researched to support you ideas and even examples from your personal life if applicable.

Essay 2: American Motherhood


The structure of the family seems to be changing dramatically with more and more woman raising children on their own.  Do you see this as a negative trend or a positive trend?  Do you think women are making a conscious decision to have children alone?  Use the information we have researched to support you ideas and even examples from your personal life if applicable.

Essay 3: Crime and Violence


How do you feel about the article we read by Van Jones?  Do you think African American commit more crimes than most other races? What could explain the reason that so many more African Americans are arrested for behavior that people of all races display in America?  Use the information we have researched to support you ideas and even examples from your personal life if applicable.
Name_______________

Post-test

Likert Scale:

Please circle the number that best represents your feeling towards poetry in school.

1-Disagree     2-neutral
3. Not sure
4. Agree

1. I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in school.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
StronglyAgree

2. I understand poetry and why it is taught in school.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
StronglyAgree

3. Poetry can be useful to everyday life

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
StronglyAgree

4. I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
StronglyAgree

5. I enjoy writing poetry at home.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
StronglyAgree

6. Poetry can change the world.

Strongly Disagree 
 
1

2

3

4 
StronglyAgree

7. What is the best aspect of poetry in the classroom?

8. What is the worst aspect of poetry in the classroom?
9. In your own words what is the importance of poetry in everyday life and society?

10.  Do you view poetry as something worthy of study in the classroom?  Why?
Likert Results

Period 1 

Scale:

Strongly disagree
disagree
neutral

not sure
agree

strongly agree
Student 1:
	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Neutral
	Not sure
	Not sure
	Agree
	Agree
	Not sure
	

	Post-
	Agree
	Agree
	Agree
	Not sure
	Neutral
	Agree
	yes


Student 2:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Neutral
	Neutral
	Agree
	Not sure
	Disagree
	Neutral
	

	Post-
	Agree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Neutral
	Not sure
	neutral
	yes


Student 3:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Neutral
	Not sure
	Agree
	Disagree
	Disagree
	Disagree
	

	Post-
	Strongly disagree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Disagree
	Disagree
	Disagree
	yes


Student 4:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Not sure
	Agree
	Neutral
	Not sure
	Disagree
	Not sure
	

	Post-
	Not sure
	Not sure
	Neutral
	Not sure
	Disagree
	Neutral
	yes


Student 5:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Neutral
	Not sure
	Disagree
	Not sure
	Strongly disagree
	Neutral
	

	Post-
	Not sure
	NEUTRAL
	Agree
	Neutral
	Strongly disagree
	Not sure
	yes


Likert Results

Period 2 

Scale:

Strongly disagree
disagree
neutral

not sure
agree

strongly agree
Student 1:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree
	Not sure
	Strongly disagree
	Strongly disagree
	Strongly disagree
	

	Post-
	Neutral
	Neutral
	Neutral
	Neutral
	Strongly disagree
	Strongly agree
	yes


Student 2:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Not sure
	Not sure
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Agree
	

	Post-
	Not sure
	Neutral
	Agree
	Not sure
	Neutral
	Agree
	yes


Student #3:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Not sure 
	Not sure
	Not sure
	Agree
	Strongly agree
	Neutral
	

	Post-
	Not sure
	Not sure
	Not sure
	Agree
	Strongly agree
	neutral
	yes


Student #4:

	
	I enjoy poetry and how it is taught in the classroom
	I usually understand poetry and why it is taught in school
	Poetry can be useful in everyday life
	I enjoy writing poetry in the classroom
	I enjoy writing poetry at home
	Poetry can change the world
	Exit interview: Was poetry more interesting using culturally relevant materials

	Pre-
	Neutral
	Strongly agree
	Not sure
	Disagree
	Strongly agree
	Neutral
	

	Post-
	Not sure
	Strongly agree
	Strongly agree
	Neutral
	Agree
	neutral
	yes


