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This Session 
As educational policies and oversight evolve, counter-narratives are increasingly 
under scrutiny, especially in some communities. One way to foster critical thinking 
and inclusivity while navigating these challenges is by pairing controversial topics 
with canon texts. This session explores the ERWC unit pairing of Othello with” Gender, 
Language, and Culture” and strives to demonstrate how traditional, classic literature 
can serve as a bridge to new perspectives. By framing complex social issues within 
widely accepted texts, students engage with counter-narratives in a way that feels 
accessible and relevant. This approach empowers students with the language and 
tools to analyze challenging themes thoughtfully, encouraging open-minded 
discussion and deeper understanding.

We will share our journey in planning and adapting both units.
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Our Situation

■ 93,502 population (2024)
■ 52% Republican 
■ 21%Democrat 
■ 18% no preference
■ 9% Other
■ 78.2% white
■ 26% Bachelor Degree
■ 92% High School Graduate
■ Median household income 

$69,443
■ 13% in poverty

Demographics

■ Known for natural scenery, 
outdoor activities, trails, 
recreation

■ Largest employers: Bethel 
Church, Dignity Health, Blue 
Shield (medical), Win-River 
Casino, County/government 
offices, Forest Service

■ Carr Fire



Our Situation

1st attempt: Taught “Language, Gender, and Culture” during COVID and post-2020 
election. It was a very charged time. In response, we  watered down material 
significantly to avoid pushback. 

2nd attempt: Followed an issue with a teacherʼs ʻsupplementalʼ materials choices that 
created backlash and heated board meetings, the resolution was a new policy that if a 
teacher wants to use some form of supplemental material as part of a lesson (a video, 
article, song, etc.) that includes violence, nudity or profanity, parents will be given the 
opportunity to review the materials and students will need parent permission to 
participate. There were no parameters for what constituted violence, nudity, or 
profanity and the board and public had varying definitions. 

Background & Objections



Our Situation
The Challenge

The issue was teaching a controversial unit that may not have been widely 
accepted by parents and/or the community at the time, but understanding the 

importance of students experiencing  counter-narratives. 

How can we teach it responsibly, intentionally, and in a way that bridges 
what is widely accepted with what might not be? 



Approaching a 
Solution
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Approaching a Solution

Our essential question became: how could we get students talking about ideas, their own 
identities and  their own development without crossing lines, making waves, etc? 

We discussed our options: 
1. Avoid the topics all together? 
2. Do it anyway and take what comes? 
3. Create a bridge to link ideas? 

We decided:  A bridge from what we know and have experienced to what we donʼt know 
and could possibly never experience. 

Insights, thoughts, and possible options 



Approaching a Solution

Our Justification:  We understood it is important to use counter-narratives in a way that 
builds human connection and understanding while avoiding a token or cliche interaction 
and presentation. Building empathy is imperative and worth the risk.

However: It can be easy to fall into the trap of using counter-narratives simply to check a 
box or because it seems like the ʻrightʼ thing to do. It can also become a powder keg. 

How Do We Do It? By using counter-narratives alongside canon texts we can build human 
connections by deepening understanding of human experiences outside of our own. Who 
opposes Shakespeare? It is an accepted norm of curriculum selection.  

Insights, thoughts, and possible options 



Communication
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Communication
1. Pre-Inform Parents (Syllabus with unit materials listed, signed) 

2. Intentionally focus on language first in the “Language, Gender, & Culture” 
module as well as Othello 

3. As issues arose (they did, this wasnʼt ʻperfectʼ) admin was notified and 
situations were dealt with individually

4. Normalized these conversations; didnʼt sent out ʻtrigger warningsʼ or 
notifications to parents



Adapting Units
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Adapting Activities
We provided definitions for students to make sure we were all on the same page and there was no 

ambiguity. These are the definitions for the purpose of this unit and Othello. 



Adapting Activities
We linked the ideas to our previous unit, “Juvenile Justice,” to build a connection and understanding 

of how this might look in regards to something they know and understand. 



Adapting Activities
Keeping it linked to a familiar topic, we chose to show a film to provide further access to the ideas 

and apply them to a real life situation. It was laying foundations building on prior learning. 



Adapting Activities
No changes were made to the activities in the module. Activities were selected and presented as we 

would do for any ERWC unit. The one adaption made was was in the culminating assignment: students 
were asked to speak as an expert from their own experience in high school. This narrowed the focus to 
prevent tangling with community politics, relying on underdeveloped personal beliefs, and other static 

that might have taken away from the task and intended understanding. 



Adapting Activities

This is our example of 
the original activities 

provided in the unit. The 
focus prepared student 

for the culminating 
assignment.



Adapting Activities
This how the reworked 

assignment looks. It has 
some elements of the 
focus from before, but 
refocuses student to 

match previous unit and 
guide student to revised 

culminating activity.



Adapting Activities

The final step was to modify the culminating task 
to push studentsʼ understanding and mastery with 

concepts further. They were to create a fictional 
experience that applied their understanding of not 
only what was happening in Othello, but also their 

learning from “Language, Gender, and Culture.”



Final Thoughts
These ideas and human experiences that so easily upset 
people today, are not new. They are readily present in 
works from over 500 years ago. Find your canon. 

Questions?
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