
CritiCAl literACy: 
reAdIng beneAth, behInd And beyond the text #1
 
What It Is

Critical literacy refers to a stance one takes towards texts. Critical Literacy engages students in asking questions 

that “problematize,” or grapple with the complexity of, texts—all oral, print and electronic texts, including 

brochures, video games, websites, news magazines, textbooks—and even this card.

•  Being critically literate can be traced to the work of Paulo Freire, who taught adult learners to “read the word”  

in order to “read the world.”

•  Being critically literate means understanding that the author provides only one of many ways to think about the 

topic, and seeking alternative explanations.

•  The critically literate reader, viewer or listener examines the attitudes, dispositions, values, and beliefs that  

readers bring to a text and that shape the way they read and perceive it.

•  The critically literate reader, viewer or listener also examines the way a text works to influence the reader, the  

assumptions and beliefs that underlie a text and the perspectives and voices that are missing or silenced.

• Critical literacy positions and moves students to act in the world on behalf of fairness, equity and social justice.

In terms of Luke and Freebody’s framework (1990), learners are not only code breakers, meaning makers and text 

users, but they are also text analysts and critics who second-guess the meaning of texts and look beneath texts to 

the sources and purposes of production. (See A Guide to Effective Literacy Instruction, Grades 4 to 6, Volume One: 

Foundations of Literacy Instruction for the Junior Learner, p. 29.) 

 

What It’s Not 

• About teaching a universal set of literacy skills

• About approaching literacy instruction as a neutral activity

• About a method or program

• About traditional comprehension questions, e.g., What is the main idea?

• Synonymous with critical thinking

BeNeFIts

• Has potential application for literacy across subject areas, modes of expression, texts, and new technologies

• Encourages students to be active readers and questioners

• Applies critical thinking skills, deepens comprehension and fosters integrative thinking

• Impels the readers to interact with the text

• Encourages students to research language

• Respects the literacy practices of minority cultures

• Develops a sense of agency, control over text, voice, and identity

• Compels learners to social action and is potentially empowering


