
1 
 

Örebro University 

Department of Humanities, Education and Social Sciences 

English 

 

 

 

 

    

Teaching 

 Literacy and Cultural Awareness  

through the Novel To Kill a Mockingbird. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author: Magnus Olsson 

870804-3610 

 Degree Project Essay 

Spring 2016 

Supervisor: Dr. Eva Zetterberg 

 

 



2 
 

Abstract  

 

This study explains how scholars reason around the teaching of literature for promoting 

cultural awareness. It also claims that To Kill a Mockingbird may profitably be taught in 

course 6 and 7 for the subject of English, in Swedish upper-secondary schools, in order to 

promote cultural awareness regarding the American South and its long history of racial 

injustice. The novel can also be taught to enhance students’ literacy because, as the literature  

presented in the background argues, students who read and discuss novels with a socio-

cultural and historical perspective become more literate and culturally aware. My discussion 

presents examples of how To Kill a Mockingbird can be taught in accordance with these 

theories. This study explores language learning theories and literacy theories in order to 

determine how novels can be taught in order to develop students’ literacy and cultural 

awareness. Finally it argues that To Kill a Mockingbird can be taught in accordance with these 

theories and thereby fulfil part of the syllabus for the subject of English regarding cultural 

awareness and literacy.   
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Introduction  

Today Europe and Sweden are experiencing the largest migration crisis in recent history and 

in its wake many countries are experiencing heightened racial tensions. It is the obligation of 

our schools and teachers to keep an open dialogue with our students regarding these matters 

and to work with cultural awareness and context. One of the goals for English 6 and 7 in 

Swedish upper-secondary school is that students are aware of different cultures and values 

where the English language is used (Skolverket). The core content for the English syllabus 

also states that students are to work with literary fiction like novels and poems (Skolverket). 

My purpose in this essay is to explore how teachers and their students can work with the 

novel To Kill a Mockingbird  as a means to develop both cultural awareness and literacy. This 

novel, written by Harper Lee and published in 1960, is considered to be a modern classic and 

many American students will have read it before they graduate from high school.1 The novel 

is not nearly as popular in Swedish schools, but this essay will explain why it should be 

taught, and how it can be taught, in Swedish upper-secondary school.  

 The novel is narrated by Scout, a young girl who witnesses cruelty and racism, 

but also examples of great courage and kindness, as she grows up in fictional Maycomb, 

Alabama, during the Great Depression. I believe there is value in teaching this novel because 

of its compelling story centered around racial injustice and moral values. More importantly, 

there is educational value in making students more culturally aware of social injustice and 

racism through a literary experience and the upcoming background and discussion aims to 

highlight the importance of literacy and cultural awareness amongst students.  

 Why is it valuable to work with To Kill a Mockingbird in order to promote 

cultural awareness and develop students’ literacy? My aim is to present a background of 

theories pertaining to literacy, reading motivation, and culture. I will also discuss how these 

theories can meet certain criteria for the subject of English courses 6 and 7 in Swedish upper-

secondary school. Then I will discuss how teachers can use To Kill a Mockingbird to work 

with both literacy and cultural awareness in the classroom. The educational researchers and 

language learning theorists I have to discuss argue that reading is essential for students in 

order to gain a better understanding of the language being learnt as well as for developing 

their own literacy. I will develop and explain these claims in the following section. 

   

                                                           
1 In his book Curriculum as Conversation (1996) American educational professor Arthur N. Applebee lists To Kill 
a Mockingbird as one of the most taught novels in American schools. 
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Background  

The Swedish curriculum for English in upper-secondary school consists of English 5, 6, and 7 

where English 5 is the mandatory basic course. The syllabus is not very specific and elaborate 

regarding criteria for literature and literacy, but the subject’s central content states that the 

teaching shall give students a chance to “discuss and reflect upon living conditions, societal 

issues and cultural aspects in different contexts where the English language is used” 

(Skolverket, my translation) and in English 6 teaching shall include both older and 

contemporary novels, knowledge regarding structure and context within texts as well as 

knowledge about various attitudes and perspectives being expressed in texts. English 7 is a 

more advanced version of English 6 as the reception part states that students are to work with 

“strategies for drawing conclusions from written texts regarding attitudes, perspectives, 

values, and underlying assumptions” (Skolverket, my translation).   

 In Curriculum as Conversation (1996), educational professor Arthur N. 

Applebee’s research found that classroom instructions regarding literary studies focused on 

students’ “learning about, rather than participating in, traditions of literature and criticism” (p. 

28-29), a way of teaching that does not promote dialogue and critical thinking amongst 

students. Applebee refers to this way of teaching as knowledge-out-of-context, this being the 

traditional method where students were expected to recite parts of a text, and instead of 

discussing what it meant to them, they had to focus on literary devices, for example (p. 29).  

Applebee calls the opposite of this tradition knowledge-in-action: Knowledge-in-action 

shapes our expectations about the future as well as our interpretations of the past. Those 

expectations can be changed, as we act within or against the traditions of which we are part. 

(p. 16-17). This approach described by Applebee emphasizes classroom activities that enable 

students to discuss, argue, and analyze issues that matter to them. Applebee’s survey of 

American classrooms teaching literature showed examples of both versions mentioned above, 

but sometimes he found literature classes where teachers were willing to adapt their teaching 

methods based on their students’ own interest if they found the teaching method to be too 

traditional. When one teacher let his students draw on their own experiences, and discuss 

novels through a cultural perspective, his students expressed an increased motivation as they 

began having genuine conversations about literature (Applebee 1996, p. 46-49).  

Treating English as a cultural subject is also something Bo Lundahl (2011) supports. 

Lundahl believes this approach allows teachers and students to work with culture and 

democracy in the subject of English which in turn makes the language learning secondary, 
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thus allowing dialogue concerning cultural awareness to be in focus while the language 

learning process works on a more subconscious level (p. 122-125). This proposal derives from 

Stephen D. Krashen (1992) and his Acquisition-Learning hypothesis in which language 

acquisition happens on a subconscious, informal level while language learning occurs in the 

more formal setting, for example, when students are instructed to learn grammar or 

vocabulary. This in turn is related to Krashen’s Input-Hypothesis, which claims that we learn 

new language when we are given comprehensible input. Even if we do not understand all the 

new vocabulary and grammar, we can still relate these to our existing context and knowledge 

of the language. How much or how fast we learn is in turn related to what Krashen calls our 

affective filter. When the learner’s filter is high, due to insecurity or lack of motivation, not 

much will be acquired, but when the filter is low the learner acquires a lot of language ( p. 1-

4). 

While Lundahl (2011) describes Stephen Krashen’s input-hypothesis as essential for 

understanding language acquisition while reading or listening (input), others have questioned 

parts of Krashen’s input-hypothesis, saying that Krashen downplays the importance of 

speaking and writing while learning a language, and that his claim that informal learning 

(acquisition) is more efficient than formal learning, cannot be proven. Nevertheless, 

Krashen’s theory that informal learning is more efficient than formal learning has played a 

major role in how researchers understand language learning (p. 195-197).  

 If we want to use To Kill a Mockingbird to teach students about racial injustice 

and provide them with cultural awareness then we should create a classroom-environment 

where students are provided with a clear purpose and contextual insight in to the novel and 

the socio-historical period it depicts. However, a teacher should be more specific regarding 

the purpose of literary study because telling the students to read in order to gain cultural 

awareness is far too vague. Krashen (1995) suggests that the meaning a reader gains from a 

text depends on the type of questions asked by the teacher. Good questions are those that 

enable the reader to read with the purpose of understanding the overall meaning of the text as 

well as its underlying assumptions and values (p. 137-138). Now we are approaching a 

reading strategy focused on culture and context. 

Anna Birketveit and Gweno Williams (2013), both professors of English, have studied 

the teaching of English in Norwegian schools and conclude that most teachers use course 

books too much while novels and other authentic texts are scarcely taught (p. 7-10). This has 

proven to be problematic as many researchers believe there is a value in teaching novels 

within the subject of English, and their research has proven a connection between “extensive 
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reading and effective language learning” and traditional course books do not expose students 

to extensive reading (Birketveit & Williams 2013, p. 10). It is not unlikely that a similar 

teaching situation exists in the subject of English in Sweden.  

Applebee (1996) proposes a curriculum that implements cultural literacy since his 

studies of the American curriculum concluded that many schools did not provide enough 

background knowledge for literary studies. Cultural literacy can be applied in literary teaching 

by giving students more background knowledge. Without it, understanding even the simplest 

texts can be difficult, unless students are aware of the cultural context in which the text was 

created (p. 89). Before we look more closely at the possibilities of teaching literacy and 

cultural awareness through To Kill a Mockingbird, I want to present a more solid background 

on the theories having to do with language learning and motivation, because it is fair to say 

that teachers should be aware of the learning processes taking place when students read, and 

read with the purpose for generating cultural awareness and literacy. And with Krashen’s 

theories in mind, motivation is very important for language learning. 

In Psychology for Language Teachers (1997) Marion Williams and Robert L. 

Burden have studied the psychology behind language learning and the various external and 

internal factors that language learners rely upon. One important psychological aspect that 

affects any type of learning is the students’ level of motivation (p. 111). They argue that a 

social constructivist approach to language learning is sensitive to the fact that all students 

have different levels of motivation and that all students, while being individuals with different 

stances towards language learning and motivation, are always part of a social and cultural 

context. For example, even if students reading a novel do so individually, they will all share 

the same reading experience, and with external motivation from a teacher or peers each 

student can engage in a meaningful conversation around this shared reading experience. 

Culture and context within the novel might be interpreted differently between readers, 

depending on their own social and cultural understanding (p. 119-121). 

Social and cultural differences amongst students can be very valuable if they are 

given an opportunity to share their personal reflections about reading the same book. The 

potential problem of teaching the same book, or any literature for that matter, will have to do 

with students’ various kinds of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation arises 

when a student does not perceive any personal value in doing something beyond the minimum 

required to pass the course whereas intrinsic motivation arises when a student has a genuine 

interest in the assignment (p. 122-123). I strongly believe that intrinsic motivation is the kind 
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of motivation that promotes genuine interest in learning, and therefore teachers should keep 

an open dialogue with their students instead of just handing out instructions and assignments.  

A teacher who is passionate about culture, history and storytelling is more likely 

to generate motivation in the classroom. Being sensitive to individual differences when it 

comes to language skills and literary understanding can also reduce weaker students’ anxiety 

if the teacher is willing to read key passages together with the student or instruct them to mark 

passages they find difficult (p. 137-139, 199). However, Williams and Burden conclude that 

the psychology behind motivation is very complex and that motivation can shift from intrinsic 

to extrinsic and vice versa for an endless amount of reasons. A few examples are: peer 

pressure, anxiety, teacher response, and stress (p. 141). 

 How can we at least try to convince students that reading To Kill a Mockingbird 

is valuable to them both as individual language learners and as members of a socially and 

culturally diverse society? First, we have to make our students aware of the reason for reading 

this book. Is the primary reason language learning or exploring the social and historical 

context the book depicts, or is it both? In this case, I would argue for the latter reason being 

the primary reason. There are textbooks and online resources designed for pure language 

learning, focusing on grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation. While reading and working 

with novels, students will potentially learn so much more than the skills mentioned above. 

Also, Krashen (1995) argues that focus on language structure and grammar can be off-putting 

for students’ reading other literature than the textbook (p. 138). Teaching novels should give 

the students an opportunity to go beyond those elements of language learning and let them 

work with more literary aspects, like culture, race, ideology and class as well as theme, topics 

and historical context.      

 That is why students should work with authentic texts, such as novels, because 

teaching authentic texts generally focus on teaching context. In Introducing Reading (1995) 

Florence Davies explains that authentic texts are those who go beyond the more instructional 

textbooks because authentic texts  are those “in which aspects and patterns of language are 

learned within a meaningful context.” (Davies, p. 4). Amongst other criteria, Ian McGrath 

(2002) defines an authentic text as one that is relevant to both the syllabus and reader while 

meeting cognitive and linguistic demands (p.106). I have already explained why To Kill a 

Mockingbird is of relevance to the syllabus. However, second language learners may require a 

feeling that what they are  reading is part of a meaningful context other than language 

learning. According to Davies, second language learners need “real-world purposes for 

reading” (Davies, p. 81) because a real-world purpose is connected to intrinsic motivation.
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 To make them aware of the “real-world” connection, a teacher should work with 

a social-constructivist perspective allowing students to discuss culture in a meaningful 

context, in the manner of knowledge-in-action, as Applebee put it. Teaching a novel like To 

Kill a Mockingbird has the real-world purpose of making students culturally aware of racial 

injustice through a literary experience. Davies also mentions the relative importance of 

readability of texts being read by second language learners. Of course, a teacher should take 

in to consideration the possibility that some novels might be too challenging, but I maintain 

that students studying English 6 or English 7 should be able to read To Kill a Mockingbird 

without too much struggle. Some studies have also shown that students have a tendency of 

choosing to read texts that are linguistically challenging, perhaps because some learners need 

a challenge (Davies, p. 86-87).  

Again, this need for a challenge has to do with intrinsic motivation. Aside from 

readability, Davies also mentions the importance of examining the social, cultural and 

historical context of a written text. Relevant questions regarding context will have to do with 

the social context in which the text was written and how the story might reflect the author’s 

own society, values, or beliefs (p. 89-104).    

 Exploring the social and historical context of To Kill a Mockingbird, and the 

author’s connection to the story will be crucial if a teacher’s goal is to promote cultural 

awareness. In Teaching and Learning Language and Culture (1994), Michael Byram and 

Carol Morgan study the relationship between foreign language learning and cultural 

awareness. They conclude that foreign language teachers can affect their students’ ”cognitive, 

affective, and moral development” (39) by integrating culture in their language teaching. The 

goal is to make students ”open to new perspectives from a different culture” (40), but this goal 

is in turn dependent of several other factors, such as the learners psychological development 

on a cognitive, affective, and moral stage. That is why Byram and Morgan cautiously claim 

that a teacher can affect his or her students because the level of influence relies on the 

learner’s maturity and intrinsic attitude towards people from different cultures (37-40). Being 

aware of individual differences and different levels of maturity amongst students will 

probably be helpful for teachers planning a literary course containing controversial or 

sensitive novels. To Kill a Mockingbird deals with American culture and society, but the 

racism is universal and discussions about racism and culture can be sensitive in a Swedish 

classroom. A teacher will probably be more ready to handle sensitive discussions if they 

obtain knowledge regarding the literary work being taught and the cultural complexity of it. In 

the anthology Critical Terms for Literary Study (1995), Stephen Greenblatt examines the term 
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”culture.” To make use of this term in the field of critical literacy, he argues that cultural 

analysis has to be understood as a ”complex whole” (p. 227). This implies an understanding 

of the culture within the written text as well as an understanding of the broader cultural 

context in which the text was produced (p. 227). In a teaching environment, we as teachers 

should ask our students questions that may enable them to understand culture as a ”complex 

whole”, or, as I prefer to call it, raising their cultural awareness. Greenblatt suggests asking 

meaningful questions that can be of use in any critical literacy course: ”What kinds of 

behavior, what models of practice does this work seem to enforce? Why might readers at a 

particular time and place find this work compelling? Are there differences between my values 

and the values implicit in the work I am reading? Upon what social understanding does the 

work depend?” (Greenblatt, p. 226). Questions like these can give students a purpose for 

reading the text as well as a purpose to move beyond the text and study the cultural context in 

which the author of the text lived in and was part of.    

 However, the questions posed by Greenblatt might not be suitable to throw at 

our students and expect them to engage in deep discussions concerning literature and culture, 

but I believe that teachers themselves should be aware of the connection between literature 

and culture before teaching a novel like To Kill a Mockingbird. According to Lundahl (2011), 

cultural understanding should not mean that every reader should reach the same 

understanding, but it should lead to readers sharing their perspectives and understandings of 

the novel so that they can engage in meaningful discussions with other readers (p. 326). Both 

Lundahl’s and Greenblatt’s perspectives on culture and literacy are similar to those Claire 

Kramsch, professor of foreign language acquisition.    

 In Context and Culture in Language Teaching (1993), Kramsch argues that 

literary texts are important for students to work with because literature provides a chance to 

find a meaning in the language that oral communication alone cannot provide. According to 

Kramsch, literary texts can appeal to students’ emotions and interest given that students are 

allowed to work with texts in a productive manner (p. 130-131). Reading novels is important 

because it gives the reader a chance to explore and understand various social and cultural 

contexts. By teaching literature in an aesthetic manner, students can hopefully find more than 

one meaning while reading a text because intrinsic motivation enables them to connect with 

the text on a more personal level than an efferent reading would offer, efferent reading being 

when students read a text to find the answer to a question instead (p. 138-139).  

 So what is cultural authenticity and why should we concern ourselves with 

authentic texts in the classroom? Part of culture and cultural context lies in the language 
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people use in everyday life (p. 177-178). I believe the language in To Kill a Mockingbird is 

authentic in the sense that a lot of the dialogue is grammatically incorrect, the vocabulary 

feels genuine, and it is easy to imagine the novel’s characters and the way they talk. Racist 

remarks are uttered by almost every white character in the novel, including many of the 

“good” characters, and I believe this to be one of the novel’s achievements; Racism was part 

of everyday live, both within the structures of society and in the language people used.

 Kwame Anthony Appiah (1995), professor of African-American studies at 

Harvard, has studied American literature from the 18th and 19th centuries and found that a lot 

of literature is structured around race and racism. A lot of literature produced by white 

Americans can be categorized in racial terms where African-Americans, native Americans, or 

Jews have been portrayed as either bad or good, but always beneath the white man in the 

social and moral hierarchy. American literature that fits Appiah’s description of a hierarchy 

based on race has played its part in shaping America’s nationalism and identity. These racial 

stereotypes have contributed to the racism and racial segregation that America has struggled 

with for many decades (281-286). Appiah concludes that “Differences among peoples, like 

differences among communities within a single society, play a central role in our thinking 

about “who” we are…” (p. 287). Literature has the power to either reinforce these differences 

or the power to make readers aware of how harmful these differences can become to different 

groups in society, just like Harper Lee’s novel does. One effective way of discussing difficult 

and important topics, such as racism, culture, and identity, is having the entire class reading 

the same novel so they can discuss and analyze these topics referring to the same source.

 In Notice & Note: Strategies for Close Reading, Kylene Beers and Robert E. 

Probst (2013) make a case for asking students to read the same novel in class from time to 

time. By doing so, they will have a chance to discuss their literary experience with their peers 

and exchange their personal reflections of the novel’s story and theme. However, before the 

class has reached the end of the novel, their teacher should be prepared to help the students in 

various ways. Some students may need a lot of guidance while others might read it with ease. 

As Beers and Probst explain, “The problem isn’t that we ask the students to read the same 

book. It’s that we expect them to read it in the same way” (p. 50). If we let the students 

discuss the same novel, by sharing their own interpretation while listening to their peers, who 

might have an entirely different take on the novel, the students will gain a better 

understanding of the novel while acknowledging that other readers might see it differently 

(48-51). This is also one of the central goals for English 6 and English 7: “Oral … interaction 

… for various purposes, where students’ argument, … evaluate and motivate their opinions” 
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(Skolverket, my translation).     

 However, Ian McGrath (2002) argues that written texts can be problematic for 

students even if the language itself is comprehensible. For example, this problem can occur 

when students read a novel without sufficient background knowledge or insight into the 

cultural context (p. 117). I believe that working with To Kill a Mockingbird should have the 

primary focus of making students aware of the cultural and historical contexts it conveys, but, 

as McGrath points out, awareness of the context while reading a novel does not guarantee that 

students will find the book interesting and intriguing (p. 114-115). However, I believe that if a 

teacher demonstrates a genuine interest and passion for the novel, the chances of raising the 

students’ interest will increase accordingly because we should not expect our students to 

demonstrate an interest for reading and understanding literature unless we do the same.

 In Envisioning Literature Judith A. Langer (2011), professor of literary 

education, tries to answer the difficult question of what literary understanding really means. 

Langer acknowledges that literary teaching in schools should generate cultural knowledge 

amongst learners, but she feels that cultural knowledge, or cultural awareness, is only part of 

the goal for teaching literature. What learners read and how they read it is also crucial in 

developing their critical thinking and intellectual reasoning (p. 6-7). What students read is 

often decided by the teacher, but how they read will probably depend on teacher instructions 

as well as the reader’s own motivation and his or her understanding of the text. Regardless of 

individual differences, there is one thing readers have in common: when we read, we always 

try to make sense of the text. This process is something Langer refers to as Envisionment2 

Building, a process that is constantly changing and progressing as we read (p. 10-11). For 

example, when we read To Kill a Mockingbird, we envision the characters, but the more we 

read the more the characters develop, and our envisionment of them will change accordingly. 

 Our cultural knowledge will also be different from what it was before reading 

the book. Langer has divided this progress in to five different stances: “Being inside and 

stepping into an Envisionment” is the first stance where readers try to get a grip of the 

characters and the story. In the second and third stances, the reader is inside the text, 

developing feelings for the characters and incorporating his or her knowledge of the text with 

his or her own life experiences and cultural understanding (p. 17-20). This connection 

between the text and the reader’s reflection of his or her cultural awareness, morals and values 

is the most powerful stance according to Langer. However, she acknowledges that some 

                                                           
2 The term Envisionment was developed by Langer in one of her studies. See Langer (2011), p. 25. 
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readers might miss out on this connection if they have no emotional interest in the story or if 

the text itself is too difficult to read. In the fourth stance, the reader analyzes the text more 

objectively from a distance while trying to leave the subjective experience aside, and the fifth 

stance is more rare since it requires a deep literary understanding, the kind of understanding 

that enables the reader to make connections and develop new ideas even if they are unrelated 

to the text being read (p. 17-21). Langer concludes that these stances can be important for 

teachers to understand because a teacher can use them to generate questions and discussions 

in the classroom (p. 24).      

 English is a global language, and the curriculum for the English subject states 

that part of the subject’s purpose is to “stimulate the students’ curiosity of language and 

culture … in different parts of the world where English is used.” (Skolverket). This rather 

vague definition of the subject’s purpose indicates that the subject should provide students 

with a chance of being participants in a global community of English speakers. This goal is 

reminiscent of something American philosopher Martha Nussbaum (1997) refers to as “world 

citizenship” (p. 67). According to Nussbaum, our students need to work with English in a 

multicultural manner in order to be part of this global community, meaning they should gain 

some cultural insight regarding race, gender and class in various parts of the world that are 

different from one’s own culture (p. 68). However, Nussbaum argues that cultural awareness 

also has the goal of making students aware of the similarities we all share as well as an 

understanding our cultural differences (p. 68-69). Byram and Morgan (1994) argue that we 

need an emotional connection to understand people from different cultures, but we also need 

an emotional detachment to understand the cultural context (29). With this mindset, I believe 

To Kill a Mockingbird is exemplary for Swedish English-students to work with in order to 

gain cultural awareness of the racial injustice that has been, and perhaps still is, part of 

American culture.  

 In this above discussion of literacy and language learning theory, I have 

explored theories regarding motivation, cultural and literary aspects, and the connection 

between context and the syllabus for English 6-7. In the following, I will apply these 

arguments to a discussion of how and why To Kill a Mockingbird is relevant for teaching 

cultural awareness. I believe all the authors presented in my background-section have reached 

similar conclusions; teaching literature by focusing on its historical, social, and cultural 

context is rewarding if we want our students to achieve cultural awareness. In the process, 

they will increase their literacy if teachers give them a chance to analyze and discuss the 
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novel’s theme, characters, and symbolism. In the upcoming discussion, I will present 

examples from the book and connect each of them with the conclusions drawn from the 

theories discussed in the background-section. 

 

Discussion 

All the works I refer to in the background-section stress the importance of providing students 

with cultural context and clear instructions concerning the reason for reading this novel. Both 

Lundahl and Williams and Burden promote a socio-cultural approach to teaching, an approach 

I also believe is very favorable in the subject of English because it wants students to discuss 

what they read and express their own ideas and beliefs in relation to the text. As I explained in 

the beginning, I believe this novel is more suitable to be taught in the course of English 6 or 

English 7 because the teacher of those courses will have knowledge of the students’ language 

awareness and reading abilities from the mandatory course of English 5. This insight into his 

or her students’ language proficiency, and perhaps even their level of motivation, will be 

helpful for planning ahead as some students will prefer to work with the text in study groups, 

or with guidance from the teacher, while others will read along with minimum guidance from 

the teacher.  

Nevertheless, it is important to plan lessons that will allow the class to discuss 

the novel while meeting certain criteria. I have already explained that To Kill a Mockingbird 

can be taught to meet certain criteria in the syllabus for English 6 and English 7, but proving 

its relevance to the reader is not as easy. That is why I believe a teacher who demonstrates a 

genuine interest in the text will be more successful in getting the class to read it with some 

genuine interest themselves. Kramsch suggests that teachers work with a set of pre-teaching 

activities so that the purpose for the upcoming reading becomes clear to the students. Firstly, a 

teacher should never teach a text that he or she does not have a personal, emotional 

connection with. The teacher should also have insight into the context in which the text was 

created (p. 138-139). This insight, or historical knowledge, should then be shared with the 

class before they begin reading the novel.  

The story is narrated by Scout Finch, daughter of the novel’s protagonist Atticus 

Finch. The story is told in retrospect and we follow Scout for three years, beginning when she 

is six years old. Scout and her older brother Jem live with their father in fictional Maycomb 

County, Alabama, and summer has just begun. Early on we learn that the children are terrified 

of Boo Radley, a man living in a house down the street. A neighbor who likes to gossip tells 
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Scout and Jem that Boo did a terrible thing as a child: “Boo was sitting in the livingroom … 

His father entered the room. As Mr. Radley passed by, Boo drove the scissors into his parent’s 

leg, pulled them out, wiped them on his pants, and resumed his activities.” (p. 13). The 

neighbor finishes her gossip with a racist remark: “The sheriff hadn’t the heart to put him in 

jail alongside Negroes, so Boo was locked in the court-house basement.” (p. 14).   

 Boo Radley is quickly established as a mythical figure, mostly because he never 

leaves his house. I will return to the symbolism of this character at the end of the discussion. 

The racist mentality of Maycomb is also introduced at an early stage as the passage is meant 

to tell us something about Boo Radley, but it also tells us something about the social hierarchy 

in Maycomb. Throughout the book, Harper Lee gives us similar examples of racism as the 

one mentioned above. Scout herself frequently uses the word “nigger”, simply because it is a 

word used by people in school and in town. When Scout’s father is assigned to defend Tom 

Robinson, a colored man falsely accused of raping a white woman named Mayella, Scout 

starts getting harassed in school: “Cecil Jacobs … had announced in the schoolyard the day 

before that Scout Finch’s daddy defended niggers.” (p. 99). Scout has no idea what he is 

talking about, so she asks her father, “Do you defend niggers, Atticus?” He replies, “Of 

course I do. Don’t say nigger, Scout. That’s common.” (p. 99).  

This conversation between Scout and Atticus can tell readers a lot about the 

state of racism in the American South. Atticus does not object to Scout using the word 

“nigger” because it is wrong or shameful, but because it is “common”. However, as the 

conversation progresses with Scout repeating her initial question we learn that Atticus’ moral 

code makes him willing to defend a colored man even if it will alienate him from the 

community as he explains to her that “I’m simply defending a Negro—his name’s Tom 

Robinson. He lives in that little settlement beyond the town dump.” (p. 100).   

Atticus proceeds by giving Scout a moral and philosophical lesson as to why he 

is going to defend Tom Robinson despite the negative impact it is bound to have. [“Are we 

going to win it?” Scout asks Atticus. “No, honey.”] (p. 101). This crucial conversation takes 

place long before the trial begins, and yet Atticus is certain that Tom will get convicted. 

 His presumption is important to analyze. For someone reading the novel for the 

first time Atticus’ disbelief creates suspense. As I mentioned earlier the theme of racial 

injustice is introduced early in the story. Some passages do not require a deeper analysis in 

order to exemplify racial injustice. However, I believe Atticus’s foresight that Tom will get 

convicted requires some contemplation. Atticus is an adult, and an experienced attorney. He 

knows that people are judged differently depending on their skin-color, even in a courtroom.    
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 Atticus constantly tries to teach Scout and Jem not to be judgmental. After 

having a heated argument with her new teacher, Scout tries to convince Atticus that her new 

teacher treats her unjustly and that she wants to skip school altogether. Atticus replies that 

“You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view—“ …                        

“--until you climb into his skin and walk around in it” (p. 39). Realizing that a child might 

have trouble understanding this philosophy, Atticus follows it up with various examples of 

how people fail to understand one another because they only see things from their own 

perspective. Atticus advice to Scout, to “climb into someone else’s skin and walk around in 

it”, is what defines him. His entire outlook on life is based on him not judging people before 

he has tried to see things from their perspective. This piece of advice might sound majestic 

and honorable, but when Scout and Jem are victimized because of their father’s moral code 

we realize that adults can be very cruel and that children cannot be expected to understand 

this cruelty. One day, as they are walking to town, Scout and Jem get verbally assaulted by an 

old lady, Mrs. Dubose, sitting on her porch: “Your father’s no better than the niggers and 

trash he works for!” (p. 135). Later that day, as they pass by her house a second time, Jem 

looses his temper and vandalizes her garden with a baton he had bought for Scout. When 

Atticus hears what has happened, he gets mad at Jem and orders him to go back to Mrs. 

Dubose and apologize. I believe passages like these, where Atticus is respectful and 

understanding towards people that harass both him and his children, also deserve a classroom 

discussion regarding morals and values. Does Atticus demonstrate values that are honorable 

and almost worthy of envy or should he stand up for himself and his children? Before this 

incident, he told Scout to stop saying the word “niggers”, and now he sides with an adult that 

has used the same word to insult both him and his children. Then again, Atticus does 

demonstrate both courage and compassion in his attempt to defend Tom Robinson at all costs. 

But is he right in expecting his children to understand the complexity of the situation? 

 During the trial, Atticus’s cross-examination more or less shreds both Mayella 

Ewell and her father Bob when they testify in court. This leaves them feeling publicly 

humiliated, Bob especially. A couple of days later Scout and Jem are told by a gossipy 

neighbor that “… this morning Mr. Bob Ewell stopped Atticus on the post office corner, spat 

in his face, and told him he’d get him if it took the rest of his life.” (p. 290). This story leaves 

Scout and Jem frightened, and after a few days Jem tells Atticus that he should “do something 

about him.” (292), but Atticus will do no such thing. Instead he replies, “Jem, see if you can 

stand in Bob Ewell’s shoes for a minute. I destroyed his last shred of credibility at that trial, if 

he had any to begin with. The man had to have some kind of comeback, his kind always 
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does.” (p. 292). Again, Atticus wants his children to see things from another person’s 

perspective, but how should teachers and students discuss the meaning of this in order to raise 

cultural awareness? Both Byram and Nussbaum argue that cultural awareness is about trying 

to see things from someone else’s perspective, and that this is worthy of pursuing because it is 

the opposite of judging people who are different from us. However, I believe a classroom 

discussion about culture and cultural differences is important because it gives us the chance to 

try to understand someone else by “walking in their shoes” and can help us in trying to 

understand things from their perspective, but we should not persuade ourselves that this effort 

will make us understand their situation. For example, after reading To Kill a Mockingbird 

students will become aware of racism in America, but understanding it requires much more. 

We will be aware of the racism and injustice that existed for many decades but we will not 

really understand how it felt to be subjected to this racism and injustice, how it felt to be 

treated like a lesser human being. That is why I have chosen the term cultural awareness 

instead of cultural understanding as the primary focus of teaching this novel.  

 Then again, we do live in a multicultural society, and racism is not just a burden 

of the past. I believe To Kill a Mockingbird can be taught to discuss racial and cultural 

stereotypes: How are the black characters portrayed in the novel? Are all the poor characters 

portrayed as being ignorant and dumb? Are most of the white characters racists? What kind of 

cultural stereotypes do we have in our society? Applebee’s knowledge-in-action argument 

emphasizes this need for a curriculum where we connect our knowledge of the past with the 

present so that we can shape our expectations of the future. I believe that teaching To Kill a 

Mockingbird can help us in creating genuine, contextual discussions in the class regarding 

racism in a historical perspective while connecting the historical discussion with our present 

social climate, multicultural community, and the students’ expectations concerning their 

community and culture in the future.     

 I also believe that To Kill a Mockingbird should be discussed in a more literate 

manner in regards to Harper Lee’s symbolism of mockingjays. When Christmas comes, 

Atticus gives Scout and Jem air-rifles. One day he tells Jem, “I’d rather you shoot at tin cans 

in the backyard, but I know you’ll go after birds. Shoot all the bluejays you want, if you can 

hit ‘em, but remember it’s a sin to kill a mockingbird.” (p. 119). The last part of this passage 

is very important to discuss with the class. Why is it a sin to kill a mockingbird? Scout is 

confused, so she asks Miss Maudie, their neighbor, about it, and she explains to her that: 

“Mockingbirds don’t do one thing but make music for us to enjoy. … That’s why it’s a sin to 

kill a mockingbird.” (p. 119). Both Tom Robinson and Boo Radley represent mockingbirds, 
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and an attentive reader will discover this symbolism throughout the novel. Neither of them 

means any harm, but people view them with prejudice because they cannot understand them.  

 As Langer, Kramsch, and Greenblatt argue, teaching cultural awareness through 

literature can help students in understanding both cultural similarities and cultural differences. 

Again, Byram argues that we need an emotional connection to understand people from 

different cultures, but we also need an emotional detachment to understand the cultural 

context. Readers will need an emotional connection to sympathize with Boo and Tom, but 

within the cultural context the novel depicts they represent two outsiders that do not belong in 

the community. As Langer argues, to better understand the cultural context, students should 

be instructed to discuss symbolism and literary stances.   

During the trial Atticus calls Tom Robinson as a witness and asks him if he 

knew Mayella Ewell, the woman he is accused of raping, and Tom explains that he helped her 

with various chores from time to time. Atticus asks Tom if he ever got paid for helping her 

and Tom replies, “No suh, not after she offered me a nickel the first time. I was glad to do it, 

Mr. Ewell didn’t seem to help her none, and neither did the chillum, and I knowed she didn’t 

have no nickels to spare.” (p. 256). Now we learn that Tom is a man that helps others without 

wanting something in return. He is harmless, just like mockingbirds. Atticus manages to 

prove Tom’s innocence quite convincingly, but the jury finds him guilty nonetheless. Before 

the verdict, Scout senses a shivering feeling in the courtroom: “The feeling grew until the 

atmosphere in the courtroom was exactly the same as a cold February morning, when the 

mockingbirds were still, … and every wood door in the neighborhood was shut tight as the 

doors of the Radley Place.” (p. 281). Connecting passages like these to what Langer argues, I 

believe they represent an opportunity for students to discuss symbolism and literary stances in 

order to gain a literary understanding.  

 After the trial, Jem and Scout are devastated by the outcome: however, as I 

exemplified earlier, Atticus knew the outcome from the beginning. Back home, they discuss 

the trial and how wrong it was of the jury to find Tom guilty, and Atticus tells his children 

that, “In our courts, when it’s a white man’s word against a black man’s, the white man 

always wins. They’re ugly, but those are the facts of life.” (p. 295). Scout and Jem have 

witnessed an innocent man get convicted because he is black, and their childhood innocence 

begins to fade. I believe this is the reason Atticus talks more frankly to his children about the 

facts of life while leaving the “walk in someone else’s skin” lecture aside.  

It is important to explain that decades of racism and injustice created a deep 

resentment towards white people. While reading the novel a teacher can instruct the students 
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to reflect on the segregation that exists today. In accordance with Lundahl’s and Applebee’s 

perspective, students who can discuss what they read and put it in to context will gain a better 

understanding of their own opinions and values while listening to other students’ perspectives. 

The following is an example of how resentment works both ways, of how colored people 

could react to white people entering their community. 

One Sunday, when Atticus is busy working, Calpurnia lets Scout and Jem accompany 

her to the colored people’s church. Just outside the church Calpurnia is confronted by another 

woman: 

“What you up to, Miss Cal?”   

“What you want, Lula?” she asked, in tones I had never heard her use. She 

spoke quietly, contemptuously.  

“I wants to know why you bringin’ white chillun to nigger church.” 

“They’s my comp’ny,” said Calpurnia. Again I thought her voice was 

strange: she was talking like the rest of them. When Lula came up the 

pathway toward us Calpurnia said, “Stop right there, nigger.”  

Lula stopped, but the said, “You ain’t got no business bringin’ white 

chillun here—they got their church, we got our’n. It is our church, ain’t it, 

Miss Cal?” (p. 158) 

 This is an opportunity for the reader to see things from Lula’s perspective. If 

Atticus was present he would probably tell his children to “climb in to Lula’s skin”. As 

Langer suggests, a teacher should exemplify passages like this one so the students can discuss 

the text from a socio-cultural perspective. Nussbaum views cultural awareness as knowledge 

and understanding of both similarities and differences between cultures. Unlike African-

Americans, white people have never been victims of slavery followed by prejudice and 

inequality. The passage cited above exemplifies how many colored people resented white 

people, and this resentment exists in our society as well.   

 In order to teach cultural awareness effectively, we should pose questions that 

force our students to examine their own beliefs and their awareness of people and culture’s 

that differ from those beliefs. Greenblatt argues that readers need to work with complex and 

challenging questions in order to gain insight into the cultural aspect of literature: “What 

kinds of behavior, what models of practice does this work seem to enforce? Why might 

readers at a particular time and place find this work compelling? Are there differences 

between my values and the values implicit in the work I am reading? Upon what social 

understanding does the work depend?” (Greenblatt 1995, p. 226). Greenblatt argues that 
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questions like these are important to discuss if we want our students to reach a deeper 

understanding of the novels cultural context. By asking our students to discuss these questions 

we allow them to draw on their own experiences and values in relation to both the novel and 

their peers. I believe this is what Langer argues for when she explains the importance of 

teaching literary understanding. While working with To Kill a Mockingbird, questions like 

these will enable the students to examine the cultural and social relationship between 

themselves and the story. This approach fits Applebee’s argument that there should be a 

connection between the students and the lesson planning in schools.  

 I have explained how To Kill a Mockingbird can be taught to meet certain 

criteria for the syllabus of English, but it has been harder to explain how students can be 

motivated to read this novel. Both Davies and Kramsch argue that a teacher needs to present a 

genuine interest in, and knowledge of, the literature we teach, but this alone cannot guarantee 

a genuine interest for reading amongst students. Their level of motivation is highly individual 

and dependent of both intrinsic motivation and level of comprehension, as Krashen explains. 

“The problem isn’t that we ask the students to read the same book. It’s that we expect them to 

read it in the same way.” (p. 50). This quote from Beers & Probst is worth repeating, because 

if students are told that this is not expected of them some of their pressure and anxiety can be 

reduced. As Krashen’s theories explain, anxiety and pressure will prohibit language learning. 

My essay has not primarily focused on language learning, but I believe Krashen’s theories 

apply to learning in general, and cultural awareness and literary understanding will probably 

be harder to learn for students who struggle with the text and their motivation for reading it. 

We can reduce this potential reluctance by teaching this novel in a socio-cultural manner, 

allowing students to draw on their own experiences while discussing the novel and engaging 

in questions like the ones Greenblatt proposed. They do not focus on students giving a correct 

answer, but they do focus on students giving a genuine answer in a cultural and literal 

perspective.  

 Teaching To Kill a Mockingbird is productive because it deals with important 

themes like racial injustice and moral values, and therefore it is worth teaching and analyzing 

in order to raise our students’ cultural awareness. If students get a chance to read it, learn 

about its cultural context, and engage in a meaningful dialogue with the purpose of raising 

their cultural awareness and literacy, well, then this book has a lot to offer.   
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Conclusion  

 My essay has explored the possibilities of teaching cultural awareness and 

literacy through the novel To Kill a Mockingbird. I have focused on giving examples of 

racism and injustice because I want students to reflect on this theme and reflect on their own 

society as they read the novel, so they can engage in meaningful discussions about 

multiculturalism and racism. The background section explores how scholars reason 

around the teaching of literature for promoting cultural awareness as well as the importance of 

motivation and interest amongst students. Both Byram and Morgan, and Williams and 

Burden, discuss the psychology of language learning. While the latter explains the importance 

of intrinsic motivation, the former explains the importance of teaching culture through 

language. Kramsch, Langer, Davies, Greenblatt, and Nussbaum all argue that reading and 

literacy is essential for promoting cultural awareness, but it’s effectiveness depends on how 

students’ understand what they read and why they read it. Both Davies and McGrath promote 

authentic texts while Langer and Beers & Probst provide examples of how students’ can work 

with the texts they read in order to promote literacy and cultural awareness. The discussion 

focuses on presenting examples from To Kill a Mockingbird to prove that it can be taught in 

accordance with these theories. I conclude that the novel can be used effectively to teach 

cultural awareness and literacy in the subject of English, and that it is more suitable to teach it 

in the course of English 6 or English 7. However, the relevance for teaching this novel goes 

beyond fulfilling certain criteria in the syllabus. Teaching literature to raise students’ cultural 

awareness and literacy is important because we live in a multicultural society that struggles 

with segregation and racial tension, the kind of struggles that To Kill a Mockingbird is all 

about.  
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