POPULAR CULTURE AS A VEHICLE TO SHARED,
PRIOR KNOWLEDGE IN AN UNDERGRADUATE
TEACHER EDUCATION COURSE
THE INSTRUCTIONAL CHALLENGE:
• The Course: C&T 331“Instructional Approaches to TESOL
(Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages)
Methods in the Middle/Secondary Grades.” This is a 16week required course taught in Spring 2018.
• Location: School of Education, Curriculum & Teaching,
Teacher Education Program.
• The Student Population: Preservice (undergraduate)
teachers. These are students seeking initial teaching
licensure in the areas of English Language Arts, Social
Studies/Government, Foreign Language Education,
Math, and Science. Typically, 90% of the class will have
little prior knowledge or personal experience in TESOL
or working with English language learners.

Given the limited prior knowledge and direct experience preservice
teachers have in the field of Teaching English to Speakers of Other
Languages (TESOL) and in working with English Language Learners
(ELLs), how might an instructor orient their instructional approach and
in-class pedagogical activities to access students’ pre-existing
knowledge in a way that motivates students and helps to organize their
knowledge to acquire new theoretical and field-specific concepts?

• The Instructor: A novice teacher educator working to
understand the prior knowledge—learning
experiences, professional and personal experiences—
of her students.

M’Balia Thomas
Curriculum &
Teaching/TESOL

I taught a 3-day lesson on the history of
legislative actions related to language policies
in the U.S. (e.g. Lau vs. Nichols, Prop 227, and
the Florida Consent Decree). The course
textbook provides an extensive list of events,
laws, and key dates, but without
contextualization.
To provide context for—as well as motivation
to deeply engage with—the numerous laws
presented in the chapter, I drew upon the
Harry Potter Universe’s “Decree for the
Reasonable Restriction of Underage Sorcery”
(Rowling, 2003). This decree outlaws, within
reason, the use of magic outside of Hogwarts
school by wizards younger than 17.

The central topic of discussion as it relates to
this clip is the wizarding decree’s incorporation
of the term “reasonable” in assessing cases of
underage uses of magic.

To introduce this concept, I show a clip from
“Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix” in
which an underage Harry is forced to use
magic outside of Hogwarts in order to protect
himself and his cousin Dudley from a
dementor attack—violating the decree and
nearly getting him expelled (Rowling, 2003).

This concept of “reasonable” becomes a
theme around which groups of students then
1) present to the class one of the laws or
legislative actions from our textbook and 2)
discuss whether the outcome of the legislative
action was reasonable for the context and
community of learners impacted.

Three Principles from Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett &
Norman (2010) inform the pedagogical approaches
adopted in this course.
Principle: “Students’ prior knowledge can help or hinder
learning” (p. 13). What they know, believe, and value
already shapes how they perceive and engage with new
information. In order to engage them in new learning, I
need to know where they are starting from.
Principle: “How students organize knowledge influences
how they learn and apply what they know” (p. 44). They
learn better when we help them develop meaningful
knowledge structures in which new information can
attached to existing knowledge.
Principle: “Students’
motivation generates,
directs, and sustains what
they do to learn” (p. 69). In
order to support learning, I
need to create a
supportive environment in
which students see the
value of the content and
develop positive
expectancies of their ability
to perform as desired and
achieve the results they
want (p. 80).

What is the impact of using the HPBCA as a
framework for planning and organizing my teaching?
Does it effectively tap into or take advantage of the
shared and prior knowledge of students? Does it
increase their motivation on the Road to Increased
Mastery?

Harry Potter as
Shared, Prior
Knowledge?
20 years later, are
undergraduates still
reading or watching
Harry Potter? (n=32)
0% – “No, not at all.
I hate the
books/movies”
25% – ”No, simply not
my ‘thing’”
28% – “They are
‘alright’, but I can
take or leave them”
31% – “Yes, I enjoy
the books/movies”
16% – “I am a HUGE
fan of the books,
movies and/or both”

I adopted a pedagogical analogy that has become the
basis for how I think about, plan, and execute my
teaching in this course. I call this analogy “The Harry Potter
Border Crossings Analogy”.
The analogy takes J. K. Rowling’s fantastical division of
humans into magical (wizards and witches) and nonmagical beings (Muggles) and reframes the internal
tensions of the Harry Potter texts as an analogy of ''border
crossings.”
Through this critical, alternative framing, the HPBCA
foregrounds analogical similarities between the
educational, social, and personal experiences of several
of the novels’ fictional characters and our real-world ELLs.
I use this analogy, and the references to Harry Potter, as a
way to activate student knowledge (either through
personal experience, or shared as a class through a video
clip). I use the video references to make the theoretical
topics more accessible and to motivate student interest.
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Pre-Test Question: I have an "ok" understanding
of the TESOL-related content knowledge
Post-Test Question: This activity helped me to
better understand TESOL-related content
knowledge as a result of today's lesson

Teacher observation of student engagement
suggests that the HPBCA and the use of Harry Potter
as a teaching vehicle resonates with students. For
example, different students are more actively
engage on the days I talk about Harry Potter—they
raise their hands to answer questions, they sit up in
their seats, they are attentive; even the energy is
better in the class.
As Ambrose et al. (2010) suggest, the HPBCA builds
students’ TESOL understanding by attaching this new
learning to prior knowledge, simultaneously tapping
into a topic many students are already interested in.
Pre/post tests show that the analogy does have some
impact on students’ TESOL knowledge, or at least
their efficacy in engaging with TESOL concepts.
Over time, results may improve as the instructional
practice itself is improved and the relevance of the
Harry Potter references are clearly aligned with
course learning outcomes.
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