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REFLECTIVE LEARNING

Critical Literacy

Ms. Williams teaches fifth grade in a small rural town with a student population that is 99 percent Cau-
casian and one percent African American. She has only two African American students in her class. This is 
her first year at this school, but she previously taught for five years in a diverse urban school. She always 
taught a unit on the Newbery winner Christopher Paul Curtis in her previous school and wants to do so 
again. Because she has heard some racial comments around the small town, she thinks this will be a great 
unit to introduce her students to the inequalities that many Americans endure, but she does not know how 
to approach the subject. She does not want to be didactic, and she really wants her students to think for 
themselves about the injustices that African Americans continue to suffer. When she introduces Christopher 
Paul Curtis, no one has read any of his books or heard of him.

Questions

1. Considering the students and their parents may have some racial prejudices, would you advise Ms. Wil-
liams to teach this unit? Give reasons for your stance.

2. Assume she does teach the unit. What activities would you suggest Ms. Williams use to meet her goals 
of avoiding didacticism and having her students discover for themselves the injustices perpetrated upon 
African Americans throughout history?

3. What opening activity would you suggest Ms. Williams use to motivate students to read Curtis’s books?

4. Which of Curtis’s novels do you think Ms. Williams should assign? Why?
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5. What other books on the same topic might you suggest Ms. Williams use with this unit? Why would these 
books be good for fifth graders?
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