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Critical Literacy Revisited
Pam Green

T

he need for a critical stance with respect to literacy has long been argued by researchers, such as Freire (1970, 1973, 1983, 1985), Gilbert
(1989a,b,c; 1990; 1993a,b,c), Krevotics (1985), Lankshear (1993), and
Withers (1989). For instance, Withers states,
We are long beyond the stage of accepting basic literacy—the ability to read
and write one’s own name—as the norm for the general population. We have
also passed beyond the stage of wanting functional literacy for all—a set of relatively simple abilities to comprehend and produce written text at home, in the
streets and in the workplace. What we have come to realise is needed is “critical
literacy”...the direction of those functional skills towards the ability to mount a
personal critique of all those issues which surround us as we live, learn and
work—to help us understand, comment on and ultimately control the direction
of our lives. (p. 76)

Notions central to critical literacy approaches
In recent years, particularly in the late 1980s and early 1990s, notions
of critical literacy have emerged. However, what constitutes critical literacy
varies within the literature. According to Knoblauch and Brannon (1993),
the “sources of critical literacy and pedagogy are to be found in an assortment of Marxist, feminist, and postmodern intellectual positions” (p. 161).
Lankshear (1994) does not see the sources as quite as clear-cut. In fact, he
states that the calls for critical literacy come from “quite disparate theoretical positions; or, from no discernible theoretical position at all” (p. 4).
According to Donald (1993), the stance taken in terms of critical literacy depends on the kinds of questions that are asked. Comber (1993)
takes a similar view and notes different orientations within the many forms
that critical literacy can take. Each orientation has its own principles guiding the approach to critical literacy. These principles include repositioning
students as researchers of language, respecting minority culture literacy
practices, and problematising classroom and public texts. Arguably such
principles do not account for all possibilities within critical literacy.
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Furthermore, there may be overlap among the three. For instance, it is possible to place students in the position of language researchers by looking at
available classroom texts with respect to how a particular minority group
is represented. What becomes clear from the literature, therefore, is that
critical literacy is a “contested educational ideal” and that there is “no final
orthodoxy of critical literacy” (Lankshear, 1994, p. 4).
Despite the complexities about what such a critical literacy stance
might entail, there are some common notions found in the general literature. The notions of text, literacy as social practice, and discourse, which
have been discussed within cultural literacy, are also integral to critical literacy. For instance, Lankshear (1994) points out that critical literacy may
involve a number of objects of critique, such as knowing literacy (or various literacies) critically, viewing particular texts critically, and/or having a
critical perspective on the social practices involved in literacy use. Thus,
text and literacy as social practices are highlighted within critical literacy.

A double-edged sword
The two-sided nature of literacy is a notion inherent to critical literacy. Literacy can be seen as a double-edged sword in that it can be enlightening or liberating but also may be restrictive or dominating (Edelsky
& Harman, 1991; Shannon, 1992). In other words, there is a duality about
literacy. For instance, within the context of the school, literacy can limit students. When textbooks are selected that portray a mainstream view of the
world, and when traditional literacy practices, which often reduce literacy
to copying and the completion of worksheets or assignment questions,
are used, literacy is far from liberating. Instead, such curricula “tend to
maintain, rather than improve, the status of subordinant [sic] groups”
(Harman & Edelsky, 1989, p. 393). Furthermore, being able to “construct
and make meaning from text may appear empowering, but in fact may
open one to multiple channels of misinformation and exploitation: You
may just become literate enough to get yourself badly in debt, exploited
and locked out” (Luke, 1992, p. 19). Thus, literacy is not necessarily liberating, and it may be exploitative. This notion is central to critical literacy.

Literacy and empowerment
The metaphor of a double-edged sword is useful in that it serves to
temper grandiose claims in which literacy is associated with “empower-
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ment.” As noted earlier, although there may be potential for liberation or
empowerment, whether or not this is realised depends on many factors. For
example, “Freire believes that literacy empowers people only when it renders them active questioners of the social reality around them” (Gee, 1989,
p. 161). However, whether or not being an active questioner is sufficient to
gain power is questionable. Although taking a critical stance may unravel
or expose the power base of the society, it does not necessarily provide
access to it. Robinson (1988) points out, “to achieve literacy does not necessarily earn one power, as we well know. But the powerful are usually themselves literate, or if not, they can purchase the services of those who are”
(pp. 244–245). Thus, although being literate, and in particular adopting a
critical stance with respect to literacy, may be seen as liberating or empowering, it does not afford any guarantees. As Luke (1992–1993) states,
Literacy is a necessary but not sufficient condition for participation and enfranchisement. While the human capital model doesn’t work, literacy remains a significant gatekeeping factor in the everyday lives of Australians. In the current
situation, not having credentialled levels of literate competence will increasingly
lead to marginalisation. But having high levels of credentialled literacy doesn’t
necessarily lead to employment, power or wealth—for individuals or the nation.
Literacy thus has become a kind of double-bind: Having it doesn’t guarantee
anything, but not having it systematically excludes one from cultural and economic power. (p. 21)

At this point, the need to consider what is meant by empowerment is
apparent. What is considered empowerment is problematic (Gore, 1991;
Lather, 1992), because the term is used in various ways within the literature.
For instance, Simon (1992) states, “Empowerment literally means to give
ability to, to permit or enable” (p. 143). He notes that this entails enabling
students to use their own cultural resources and to explain the relationship
between school and society. According to Fletcher (1987), empowerment
refers to “a process which alters the individual’s perception of themselves
[sic] and the society in a particular way” (p. 10). Although these uses of
the term empowerment acknowledge to varying degrees the individual and
social aspects of power, they fail to explain them fully. As I have stated
elsewhere,
The term empowerment is overused and often misused. It is misleading in that it
creates images of social power, and whilst being able to read and to write enables
the individual to function within our society, we do not gain access to the power bases of society just because we can read and write. (Green, 1992, p. 16)
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The work of Delpit (1991) is useful here in that she distinguishes individual and social aspects of power in relation to literacy. She makes the
distinction between personal literacy (literacy for one’s own entertainment,
thinking, emotions, and life) and power code literacy (literacy that gives access to the world beyond the personal). Delpit explains how some students
have access to power as their intimates (those with whom they interact) are
part of the culture of power, but for some access is blocked as their intimates are not part of that culture. Thus, it is apparent that although personal literacy may enable certain uses of language, it does not necessarily
empower in terms of the power bases within society. Furthermore, even
if access is achieved it is not free from the impact of the ideologies that
control the kinds of literacies that are deemed powerful.

What a critical literacy perspective entails
Now that clarification of notions that are central to critical literacy
has been offered, I will consider what a critical stance to literacy might
entail. A critical perspective of literacy argues for an active, challenging
approach to literacy. Exponents of critical literacy assert various potentials of such a perspective. One such potential pertains to the critical reading of texts, which can enable students to become aware of the way in
which texts are constructed and how such constructions position the reader (Bigelow, 1992; Freebody & Luke, 1990; Luke 1992, 1995). This potential
leads us to the role of writing in critical literacy and therefore the connections between reading and writing.
The links between reading and writing are clearly evident in the literature. According to a number of researchers, including Freire (1983,
1985), Gilbert (1989a,b,c; 1990; 1993a,b,c), Green (1988), Kress (1985), and
Rivalland (1989), the most effective way to develop critical readers is
through writing. Such approaches to literacy offer potential for students
to understand how language works, the ways in which various individuals and groups use literacy to their own ends, and the reasons behind such
use. Furthermore, educators have the potential to critically examine what
counts as literacy, the way in which texts are used, and the literacy demands made on students. In this way a critical approach to literacy has
potential for the student and for educators. However, whether or not such
potential is realised depends on the complexities involved in the context
in which literacy occurs.
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Critical literacy also offers potential for literacy across subject areas.
There is a growing body of literature in this area (see, for example, Comber,
Barnett, Badger, & Peters, 1991; Elkins, 1989; Freebody, 1989); at this point
Green’s (1988) work is used to summarize the potential of a critical perspective in this respect:
A socially critical stance on subject-specific literacy means providing individuals, at any level of schooling, with the means to reflect critically on what is being learned and taught in classrooms and to take an active role in the production
of knowledge and meaning. It involves giving individuals the capacity to recognise the socially constructed and conventional nature of school knowledge, and
to work collaboratively and constructively towards informed personal meanings.
(p. 163)

The example of reading a textbook illustrates what such a stance
entails. Green points out,
Rather than the single, authorised version of the textbook, for instance, students
should have the capacity and be given the opportunity to consult different and
sometimes conflicting sources of information, in order to arrive at personal understandings. The literate individual is someone who knows that there is more
than one version available, and that what one is reading, or is given to read, represents both a selection and an abstraction from a larger context. (p. 63)

Thus, the juxtapositioning of texts (reading a range of texts on a given subject or topic) arguably enables students to perceive a range of viewpoints and to consider each in a critical way. Green continues to say that
when students have the opportunity to make links between what is new
and what is familiar, learning becomes more meaningful and school
knowledge is transformed into active knowledge.

Critical literacy in the classroom
Although clearly a number of potentials exist within critical literacy,
the translation of such theory into practice is not easy. For instance, Gilbert
(1993a) alerts us to the difficulties associated with implementing critical
literacy in the classroom. She admits that
classroom practices that will engage students with the social context of literacy
are difficult to construct and to enact. The social context of literacy learning has
still, as work by Kress (1985), or Gee (1990), or Luke (1993) amply demonstrates,
some distance to travel in classrooms, because the issues associated with a “criti-
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cal” literacy are complex. How, for instance, can students learn about the social
context of language, unless they are able to experience the impact of actual language practices in contexts that are of interest and concern to them? (p. 324)

Within the context of the classroom, critical literacy offers a critical
approach to text, a language of critique or a critical discourse, and examination of literacy across content areas. However, before critical literacy
can occur within the classroom, students need the opportunity to engage
in meaningful use of literacy, or in other words, to use literacy in ways that
relate to their interests and needs. Without the opportunity to write and
read for a range of purposes, with access to a variety of texts, there is no
basis upon which critical discussion of and reflection on literacy can occur.
Such opportunities are essential if students are to begin to examine the
ways in which texts are constructed, and for what purposes.
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Critical literacy is a central thinking skill that a tertiary education seeks to develop in students. It involves the questioning and
examination of ideas, and requires you to synthesise, analyse, interpret, evaluate and respond to the texts you read or listen to. How do I
start this process? Critical literacy starts with reading or listening. For the purposes of critical literacy in academic writing, we are
generally talking about your work with reading texts. There are two parts to engaging with academic research or texts Purpose Critical
literacy foregrounds the relationship between language and power by focusing on how texts work and in whose interests (Luke, 2012, p.
5). It is highlighted as an â€œimportant skillâ€ within Scotlandâ€™s national educational framework for 3-18 year olds, the Curriculum
for Excellence (CfE), yet, as this paper aims to show, what the concept means is far from. Critical literacy is the ability to find embedded
discrimination in media. This is done by analyzing the messages promoting prejudiced power relationships found naturally in media and
written material that go unnoticed otherwise by reading beyond the author's words and examining the manner in which the author has
conveyed his or her ideas about society's norms to determine whether these ideas contain racial or gender inequality. If critical literacy is
understood as social practice to be negotiated in contested sites of meaning production, Bragaâ€™s paper focuses on a discussion of
attitudes to the social implications of free software and proprietary operating systems in digital literacies and access to information
technology in Brazil. Festinoâ€™s paper looks at the development of critical literacy in Foreign Language Literature classrooms in the
related forms of multicultural or trans-cultural literacies as

Critical literacy has a lot of meanings but does not have a particular set of definitions. It is used when a level of discrimination has been
found in the media.Â Critical literacy can refer to a process where by a text is analyzed critically and evaluated to find out the meaning
of the text as it relates to equity, justice and power. Critical literacy is becoming popular in some parts of the country like Canada,
Australia, New Zealand, and the UK. Keynotes on Critical Literacy. Table of Contents. Keynotes on Critical Literacy. Critical literacy goes
beyond understanding literacy as a set of skills or practices. From a review of the literature, Lewison, Flint, and Van Sluys (2002, in
McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004) identify the following principles of critical literacyÂ â€œCritical literacy revisited.â€ in Fehring, H. and
Green, P., Eds. (2001). Critical literacy: A collection of articles from the Australian Literacy Educatorsâ€™ Association. Newark,
Delaware: International Reading Association. pp. 7-13, Kempe, Ann (2001). Critical literacy means to be detailed in your thoughts while
interpreting a text. It is, â€œthe ability to analyze, evaluate and critically reflect on the media a person encounters and createsâ€
(Buckingham, 2009). Fabricated published stories have been around ever since news was circulating, which has been centuries. â€œ
(President) Adamsâ€™ marginal response reminds us that when... Critical literacy is a central thinking skill that a tertiary education
seeks to develop in students. It involves the questioning and examination of ideas, and requires you to synthesise, analyse, interpret,
evaluate and respond to the texts you read or listen to. How do I start this process? Critical literacy starts with reading or listening. For
the purposes of critical literacy in academic writing, we are generally talking about your work with reading texts. There are two parts to
engaging with academic research or texts

