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[W]e must expand the horizons 
against which questions of how 
and what to read and write are 
both posed and answered.

—Edward W. Said, Culture and 
Imperialism

The growth of media and technol-
ogy has made the world a much 
smaller and, at the same time, a 
much bigger place. Air travel makes 
possible a meeting in New York 
City one day followed by another 
meeting in Melbourne, Australia, 
or a beach holiday in Pattaya, Thai-
land, the next. With today’s tech-
nology, communication is almost 
instantaneous—at the click of the 
Enter key on one’s computer key-
board or through one’s mobile 
phone. In today’s world, travel 
beyond one’s boundary, whether in 
physical or virtual space, is inevita-
ble. Within America itself, immi-
gration is quickly changing the 
demographics toward a more 
racially and ethnically diverse pop-
ulation (Suárez-Orozco). Cross-cul-

world around them. It is by par-
ticipating in conversations about 
the world that students gain new 
knowledge, and through appro-
priate text choice, we can intro-
duce students to conversations 
that will help them participate as 
both national and global citizens.

Keen to explore whether read-
ing a text set in another nation 
could raise qualitatively different 
kinds of conversations when com-
pared with reading multicultural 
literature set within the United 
States, I set out to observe a ninth-
grade ELA class in a rural school 
in the northeastern part of the 
United States. The teacher, Claire 
Dickinson, had just completed a 
seminar on East Asia and was 
committed to teaching Ji-Li 
Jiang’s Red Scarf Girl: A Memoir of 
the Cultural Revolution, set in China 
during the 1960s and 1970s. How 
would students in a predomi-
nantly white class, most of whom 
had not stepped out of the United 
States, respond to the teaching of 
a culturally unfamiliar text set in 
another nation? Would teaching a 
literary text that is set in another 
nation lead to qualitatively differ-
ent conversations compared to 
teaching “multicultural” texts 
from within the nation?

Examples from research dem-
onstrate that the use of multicul-
tural texts in the ELA classroom 

tural interaction has become an 
inevitable fact of life. 

In this context, there is a need 
for educators to rethink the use of 
multicultural literature in the 
En glish language arts (ELA) class-
room. The term multicultural litera-
ture is generally understood to refer 
to diverse literature from within 
the United States (Cai; Fang, Fu, 
and Lamme), focusing particularly 
on race and gender (e.g., Brooks; 
Smith; Sutherland), and, more 
recently, social class (e.g., Beach, 
Thein, and Parks). Sometimes, the 
term is used broadly in classroom-
based research to include literature 
from other countries (e.g., Boyd; 
Dressel), though qualitative dis-
tinctions about the kinds of multi-
cultural literature used are seldom 
made. 

In light of increasing diversity 
within the nation and beyond, I 
argue that it is important to be 
more aware about the kinds of 
multicultural literature used in 
the ELA classroom, and to include 
literature attentive to differences 
within and beyond one’s nation for 
students to engage in what Arthur 
N. Applebee terms “culturally 
relevant conversations” about both 
nation and world. Applebee 
reminds us that the curriculum 
can provide students with points 
of entry into ongoing conversa-
tions about their lives and the 
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Student: ‘Cause they’re fun. 

Student: Television.

Teacher: You’d hate my home. 
I have an old TV. 

[The students list a few other 
items.]

Students: Taxes, poverty, govern-
ment.

Teacher: We’d have to get rid of 
the current system of government 
then.

Student: Phones.

Students: No!

Student: Sickness and disease?

Student: How do you get rid of 
that?

Teacher: Is sickness and disease 
an old habit or way of thinking? 
[Writes and then cancels disease.]

Student: They might take away 
women’s rights.

Students: Human rights, the 
White House.

Student: Statue of Liberty, the 
Pentagon.

Teacher: Things that represent 
everything American. They will 
have to go or be reworked.

As the above discussion shows, 
the conversation started off by 
examining things that the stu-
dents decided represented Amer-
ica. The discussion eventually 
progressed from the above discus-
sion to a discussion about differ-
ences between diverse groups and 
cultures within the United States. 
Later in the conversation, students 
noted differences between people 
living on the East and West coasts, 
among different socioeconomic 
groups as well as different cultural 

old culture, old customs, and old 
habits” (Jiang 21) that had to be 
destroyed during China’s Cultural 
Revolution. Adapting the concept 
of The Four Olds, Claire got stu-
dents to pose as aliens sent to 
Earth to learn the habits and tra-
ditions of Americans. Next, as 
aliens unfamiliar with American 
culture, the students had to decide 
which aspects of American life had 
to be destroyed so that they could 
take over the country. Finally, 
toward the end of the assignment, 
students had to produce a written 
reflection on what the term cul-
tural awareness meant. 

During the class brainstorming 
sessions on the first day, students 
generated observations about 
Americans and their lifestyle, con-
cepts that the students normally 
took for granted. The list, which 
they shared with the class on the 
second day, consisted of artifacts, 
habits, and beliefs, such as chewing 
gum, smoking, drugs, cracking fingers, 
talking back, taking showers, different 
dress styles, football is big, money is 
valued. On the third day, students 
discussed what others might find 
unusual about American culture.

The following extract from the 
classroom discussion on the third 
day illustrates how the students 
began to distance themselves from 
the familiar to think about their 
taken-for-granted constructs about 
being American.

Teacher: What are we destroying 
in our Four Olds?

Students: Smoking, schools.

Student: Flag.

Student: Video games.

Teacher: Why would we have to 
throw away video games?

Challenging Texts

can provide opportunities for dif-
ferent kinds of conversations, pro-
vided teachers create spaces for 
such dialogue to take place. For 

example, African American girls 
reading Toni Morrison’s The Bluest 
Eye found opportunities to talk 
about race and gender (Suther-
land), and diverse students read-
ing diverse texts in a culturally 
and racially diverse classroom were 
able to explore issues about iden-
tity and difference (Athanases). I 
discovered during this study of 
ninth-grade students reading Red 
Scarf Girl that reading a culturally 
unfamiliar literary text set in 
another nation provided opportu-
nities for conversations not just 
about Others but also for conver-
sations about America and about 
Self as American.

An Illustration:  
The Four Olds

A unit titled The Four Olds 
designed by Claire best illustrates 
how conversations about the 
nation and what it means to be 
American arose in studying Red 
Scarf Girl. In the memoir, The 
Four Olds represented “old ideas, 

How would students in a 

predominantly white class, 

most of whom had not stepped 

out of the United States, 

respond to the teaching of a 

culturally unfamiliar text set in 

another nation? Would 

teaching a literary text that is 

set in another nation lead to 

qualitatively different 

conversations compared to 

teaching “multicultural” texts 

from within the nation?
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considering we don’t have many of 
those types of houses in our cul-
ture. Before I read the book I 
didn’t realize how much a culture 
would have to destroy the Four 
Olds. They also have a different 
school system. They get chosen to 
go to a high school, like our col-
leges. So most of the stuff I learned 
was about how their culture differs 
from the American culture. 

Kate’s reflection shows the ten-
dency to take the book at face 
value without questioning the 
author’s perspective or the multi-
ple perspectives that may arise 
from a single event. She assumes a 
static view of culture even though 
the memoir is set during the Cul-
tural Revolution, and she seems to 
think that Chinese culture is the 
same today as it was then. She 
learns that Chinese culture is dif-
ferent from American culture, but 
it is a superficial view that rests on 
binaries between East and West, 
Them and Us. 

Thus, the study of a “multicul-
tural” literary text in itself does 
not necessarily lead to critical 
ways of reading. In fact, it may 
encourage further stereotyping as 
students bring their attitudes to 
the understanding of a culturally 
foreign text. As Sammy, another 
student, shared with me during an 
interview, “I don’t think we read 
it differently if it’s from another 
place. We’re just reading it.”

Cultivating Culturally and 
Critically Reflexive Readers

The study of Red Scarf Girl was ini-
tially meant as a way for students 
to learn about another culture in 
another nation, but eventually it 
also became a way for students to 
distance themselves from Ameri-

Reading Nation and World: Cultivating Culturally and Critically Reflexive Readers

how Mao Ze-dong manipulated all 
the young people to follow his 
ways. . . . Even though adults and 
older people say they were for the 
Cultural Revolution, I don’t think 
they believe they really were. If 
they did agree I think it is because 
they feared their lives. . . . After 
reading Red Scarf Girl, I realized 
how hard the Cultural Revolution 
really was for people and it made 
me realize how much I would 
never want this to happen in the 
United States. I’m glad we got to 
read this book because I actually 
liked it. I got to know more about 
a time in China then I thought I 
ever would. I really liked this book 
and I hope we read more books 
like this in the future. 

Through the study of Red Scarf 
Girl, Lyn becomes more aware of 
one aspect of the history of China 
as seen through the eyes of the 
protagonist. In addition, Lyn is 
able to reflect on the nature of the 
Cultural Revolution and expresses 
her desire for such an event not to 
happen within her country. 

Although some students, like 
Lyn, understood the cultural-his-
torical specificity of Jiang’s experi-
ence during the Cultural Revolu-
tion, not all students understood 
that. The following reflection illus-
trates the tendency of students to 
read a literary text, particularly a 
memoir, for facts. Kate writes: 

I learned a lot by reading this 
book. One thing is that I realized 
how easy it can be for other cul-
tures to be brainwashed by their 
leaders and how it could happen in 
our society. I learned that the Chi-
nese culture values many different 
things compared to us. They think 
that having a bathroom is amazing 
and very few people have them. 
They also live in a one-room house. 
That actually sounds pretty neat 

and ethnic groups. The discussion 
led them to realize that “being 
American” may mean different 
things to different people. In their 
final reflections on “cultural aware-
ness,” the students showed that 
they were beginning to grasp the 

concept that what was familiar 
culture to them might not be 
familiar to others. They were able 
to articulate that the notion of 
“cultural awareness” included rec-
ognizing that their culture was 
but one of many cultures within 
and beyond the nation, and that 
an attitude of openness was 
required to understand differences 
among people.

Another Illustration: 
Written Reflections

Written reflections by the students 
showed that some students became 
more conscious of their identity as 
Americans following the study of 
Red Scarf Girl. In the following 
written reflection, one of the stu-
dents reflects on the new knowledge 
learned and reaffirms her identity as 
an American. Lyn writes:

Before I read Red Scarf Girl I had 
no idea about the Cultural Revo-
lution or anything that went on in 
China. In fact, I didn’t even know 
that China was Communist, and I 
had never heard of Mao Ze-dong. 
But, after reading Red Scarf Girl I 
actually learned more than I 
thought I would. I learned all 
about the Cultural Revolution and 

Written reflections by the 

students showed that some 

students became more 

conscious of their identity as 

Americans following the study 

of Red Scarf Girl. 
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persecution of Communists in 
America is an excellent literary 
text for studying alongside Red 
Scarf Girl, which is written from 
the perspective of a Chinese girl 
who lived through the Cultural 
Revolution. Brad Coltrane sug-
gests that such pairings will allow 
for students to identify common 
themes in literature from America 
and other parts of the world. How-
ever, a critical reading requires 
more than aesthetic appreciation 
and identification of universal 
themes. Students should also learn 
to read with an awareness that dif-
fering cultures and worldviews are 
embedded in literary texts, and to 
understand that making meaning 
of texts is socially situated.

In terms of instructional strate-
gies, methods that encourage crit-
ical distancing rather than mere 
aesthetic involvement may pro-
vide opportunities for students to 
learn to critically appraise a liter-
ary text. Whether the story is set 
in America or beyond, students 
can be encouraged to pay atten-
tion to how the text is produced 
and to the assumptions they bring 
as readers to the text. As the study 
of Red Scarf Girl illustrates, study-
ing a culturally unfamiliar text 
may be used as a starting point for 
distancing oneself from one’s own 
culture to understand the notion 
of culture and how it affects the 
way we view the world. 

In our complicated world of 
mass migrations and mass media, 
cross-cultural interaction with oth-
ers in one’s nation and with other 
nationalities is inevitable. One is no 
longer just a national citizen but 
also a global citizen, for which 
understanding complexity and 
diversity is a necessary part of every-
day living. As educators, we can 

their understandings of themselves 
and the world around them. 

Cultivating culturally and crit-
ically reflexive readers thus 
requires deliberate effort on the 
part of educators to choose texts 
that allow for culturally relevant 
conversations to take place, and to 
implement instructional strategies 
to help students read these texts 
critically. In terms of text choice, 
we need to be aware that qualita-
tively different conversations arise 
from the use of different kinds of 
multicultural literature in the 
classroom, and to intentionally 
choose literary texts that allow for 
conversations about diversity both 
within and beyond the nation. 
The aim is not so much to expose 
students to an inexhaustible list of 
literary texts from a variety of 
places but rather to pay conscious 
attention to choosing diverse texts 
that will facilitate culturally rele-
vant conversations about nation 
and world. 

One way of selecting and orga-
nizing literary texts is the notion 
of “paired texts” (Coltrane 28). A 
literary text from America and 
another from a different part of 
the world, linked by similar 

themes and concerns, can be 
taught together. For example, 
Arthur Miller’s The Crucible about 

can culture to examine their own 
culture from an outsider’s perspec-
tive. By making explicit discussion 
about culture and turning the stu-
dents’ vision inward, Claire pro-
vided a forum for students to think 
about the notion of culture, both 
familiar and foreign. This need to 
understand the notion of culture as 
a construct is essential in a fast-glo-
balizing world where dealing with 
difference is the norm rather than 
the exception. Learning to be cul-
turally aware requires understand-
ing that stories are written from 
culturally diverse viewpoints and 
that readers read with their own 
cultural assumptions. 

Learning to read with awareness 
of culture requires deliberate teach-
ing. In a study of the writing that 
123 eighth-grade students pro-
duced during a multicultural unit, 
Janice Hartwick Dressel found that 
the majority of the students did not 
necessarily explore differences but 
read the diverse texts with ingrained 
assumptions. Dressel suggests that 
teachers should work to develop not 
just multicultural units but a “criti-
cal literacy curriculum” (762) where 
the emphasis is on critical reading 
practices. To read from a critical lit-
eracy perspective involves not just 
aesthetic involvement or identifica-
tion with the text but some sort of 
critical distancing where students 
are aware of the text as a construct 
and of their position as readers with 
their own social history and assump-
tions (Lewis). As critical readers, 
students understand that different 
worldviews and cultural assump-
tions are embedded in stories told. 
Moreover, as reflexive readers, they 
are able to question their position 
as readers situated in a particular 
time, place, and culture and to use 
the reading experience to reflect on 

[W]e need to be aware that 

qualitatively different 

conversations arise from the 

use of different kinds of 

multicultural literature in the 

classroom, and to intentionally 

choose literary texts that allow 

for conversations about 

diversity both within and 

beyond the nation.
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