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––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– Introduction  ––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

The ability to do critical literacy gives us
potent ways of reading, seeing and acting in
the world. The texts and activities in this
book have been carefully chosen to give
you the practice you need to become
critically literate.

Once this happens you will understand how
important language is in

• the workings of power
• producing our identity positions
• affecting who gets access to

opportunities for a better life.

You will see that texts have social effects,
that they are designed to recruit us into their
version of ‘the truth’ and that language can
be used for both good and ill. Knowing that
texts are not neutral, we need to develop
ways to see where they are coming from
and to recognize their designs on us, their
readers.

This is not to suggest that all writers set out
to manipulate their readers. When we
communicate, we all want people to believe
us and agree with us. Our job as listeners or
readers is to understand the speaker’s or
writer’s position and to decide whether or
not to stand in the same place.

We need to ask critical questions: Who
benefits and who is disadvantaged by the
position on offer? Who does it include? Who
does it exclude? How has the situation or
the person or the action been construed?
Are there other possible ways of interpreting
what took place? What are the possible
social consequences of this view of the
world? In effect these are all just versions of
the key question for critical literacy: Whose
interests are served?

By focusing on doing critical literacy, our
aim is to get you started. Our hope is that,
once you get the idea, you will quickly begin
to find your own texts to examine and local
situations to discuss. You will start to
question things that you took for granted
before. You will begin to notice things that
you used to ignore. You will begin to
understand that power, access, identity and
difference together with the ways in which
language are used are all inter-connected. 
It is this knowledge that can give you
agency, the power to take action. Finally,
how you use your agency, is also part of
what it means to be doing critical literacy.

Language is everywhere
Language and how it is used are at the
centre of what it means to do critical literacy.
Language is what distinguishes us as a
species and we are bombarded by it. It
comes at us in conversations, arguments
and love letters; when we hear it on the
radio or watch television and movies; we
see it on billboards, on walls and on sweet
or candy wrappers; we find it in books and
magazines and on the internet. We use it on
computers, on our cell phones and on
blackboards; we use it for research, and text
messaging and social networking. When we
use language we produce spoken or written
texts for others to consume.

Texts are partial
Spoken or oral texts are fleeting unless 
we capture the words with written notes, 
a recorder or a video camera. In some
situations talk can cause problems as
without any recording there is no 
evidence of who said what. That is why in
important meetings someone often takes
minutes that later have to be ratified, 
that is agreed to, by everyone who was 
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at the meeting. Minutes become the official
record of the meeting, even though they
might capture only the decisions, rather
than everything that was said. Minutes give
us a version of the meeting. You can see
this for yourself: next time you have a 
class meeting or a discussion, have 
several people take the minutes and then
compare them. In what ways are they the
same or different?

Even if minutes provide a word-for-word
transcript of what was said, they would still
not capture the tone of voice used by the
different speakers, laughter, body language
or the non-verbal reactions of the
participants. Likewise, audio recordings 
give us disembodied sound and video-
recording gives a version influenced by
where the camera is pointing. Texts are
partial—they cannot capture the world as 
it is. Even the original oral text presents 
us with only the ideas, beliefs and values 
of the speakers.

Texts are not neutral
Partial has two meanings and texts are
partial in both senses of the word. First,
they offer only a part of the story and,
second, they are partial in the sense that
they are not neutral but reflect the point 
of view of the text producer. In this sense
partial is the opposite of impartial. 
Another way of saying this is that texts 
are positioned and they work to position
their audiences. The starting point for
learning to read texts critically is to
recognize that all texts are partial 
re-presentations of the world.

Choices are made by text 
producers
In the process of re-presenting the world,
text-makers have to make many choices.
They have to decide what words to use,
whether to include adjectives and adverbs,
whether to use the present, the past or 

the future tense, whether to use sexist or
non-sexist pronouns, whether to join
sentences or to leave them separate, how to
sequence information, whether to be definite
or tentative, approving or disapproving.

What all these choices mean is that written
and spoken texts are constructed from a
range of possible language options. 
Anything that has been constructed can be 
de-constructed. This unmaking or unpicking
of the text increases our awareness of the
choices that the writer or speaker has made.
Every choice foregrounds what was
selected and hides, silences or
backgrounds what was not selected.
Focusing on the selections gives us an
opportunity to notice them and to think
about their effects.

This book will give you the language tools
you need to examine texts critically.

Multiple modes for making 
meaning
However, to ‘read’ texts we need to
understand more than just language. 
We have already shown how oral texts 
are affected by how we use our bodies
when we speak. The use of the oral mode
on television or film includes, in addition,
moving images, sound effects, music,
colour, facial expressions and so on. 
This range of modes can also be found,
for example, on web-sites. Many printed
texts include more visual than verbal
material, depending on the genre or kind
of text that it is. Each of these different
modes requires text producers to choose
from a whole range of signs that convey
meaning to us.

What makes multi-modality even more
complicated is that we have to interpret how
these signs work together. Because Doing
Critical Literacy is a book, print restricts us
to working with mainly verbal and visual



signs but we have incorporated other kinds
of signs where possible.

We have also given you tools for interpreting
the use of non-verbal modes.

Are our choices always conscious?
The choices that text producers make are
sometimes deliberate and sometimes
unconscious but they are never neutral. 
Spin-doctors, advertisers and poets pay
careful attention to the choices they make
and their likely effects. By way of contrast,
when we speak, we are often focused on
what we need to communicate and we do
not have time to weigh up all the options in
order to control how we deliver the
message. When we concentrate on the
meaning it is as if the forms for expressing
what we want to say choose themselves. In
order for this to happen at speed, we draw
on the ways of talking about things and
events that are used in our own
communities. In this way, our communities’
common-sense ways of thinking about the
world speak through us and we re-produce
them in the texts we create.

These socially constructed ways of
speaking and writing of the communities we
inhabit are known as discourses and they
are bound up with the beliefs, values and
practices of these communities. These
discourses become so natural to us that we
forget that they may not be shared by other
discourse communities.

Discourse and the individual
The rights of the individual, as seen by
different discourses, is a case in point. 
The individual comes before the group 
in the United States Declaration of
Independence. It offers as a ‘self-evident’
truth

that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain

unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.

Belief in the freedom of the individual also
underpins liberal discourse in the West.

In more collectivist societies this view is not
self-evident. Many Africans believe in the
philosophy of Ubuntu in which ‘a person is 
a person through other people’. Here the
group is more important than the individual
and sharing and collaboration are valued
above competition.

Conventions and appropriateness
In addition to these habits of speaking,
thinking, valuing and doing that we
embody (discourse), every society also
has conventions that guide behaviour,
including language behaviour. There are
social rules controlling who should speak,
to whom, for how long, when and where,
and in which language. There are social
norms for polite and impolite forms of
speech; there are taboo words and
topics. These social rules are a good
indication of power relations as many 
of them reflect the values of the people 
or groups in society who have power.
This is particularly true when different
groups do not have equal language
rights. Here is an obvious example.
Where teachers have more power than
their students, they can call their students
what they like. They can use first names
or surnames only, or even insulting
names that they have made up. Students,
however, have to call teachers by their
surnames and a title such as Mr or Ms;
some students even have to call their
teachers Sir or Mistress or Ma’m.

We forget that these rules of use are
social conventions constructed by human
beings. It is easier to remember this when
we compare the rules of our own speech
community with those of a different
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community. For example, different
communities have different rules for who
should greet first, a younger or older
person. Some communities believe it is
rude to look a person in the eye when you
speak to them. Other groups believe the
opposite. Neither is more natural than the
other. Both are conventions. These
unwritten rules of use determine what a
speech community considers appropriate
language behaviour. Whose rules win out
is a question of power.

I once taught a mature African woman
who never spoke unless invited to do so.
This was a rule that governed women’s
speech in her community. The students
saw her as a victim of a sexist practice

and wanted her to adopt the interaction
patterns used at the university and to
contribute whenever she had something
to say. She refused, and so her peers had
to learn to ask her for her opinion. What
they discovered when they did this is that
if you ask someone to speak, you have to
listen to what they say.

In challenging their ‘normal’ style of
classroom interaction, this mature student
helped everyone to see that there was
nothing natural about it. She led her peers
to understand that their assumption that
their Anglo practices would determine the
nature of the classroom interaction was
just as disempowering as the patriarchal
practices of her community.

4
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT 1: 
WHO IS SPOKEN TO? WHO IS HEARD?

I once went with my family to a game lodge where we were assigned a female ranger to
take us out into the bush. She gave my husband and my sons her full attention. She told
them stories and encouraged them to tell theirs. My daughter-in-law and I might as well
have been in the next room. She no doubt assumed that my husband would be settling
the bill. Unluckily for her, I was and so the generous tip she was expecting failed to
appear.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT 2: 
NAMING

George W. Bush was famous for what analysts have called ‘sound bites’—short,
compelling ways of naming a situation. Calling his education policy ‘No child left behind’
was brilliant. It becomes difficult to voice disapproval of any aspect of this policy or its
implementation because then it looks as though you want children to be left behind.
However, I wonder if George Bush and his supporters understand that his education
policy of ‘no child left behind’ implies ‘no child left in front’. I wonder if he would find
support for a policy of no child excelling to achieve his or her full potential.



Janks’s model for critical literacy
In Literacy and Power (Janks 2010), I
argue that critical literacy work has to pay
attention to questions of power, diversity,
access and both design and redesign,
and to recognize their inter-dependence.
Because these ideas inform this book, it is
important to understand each of these
key terms and their relation to language,
text and discourse.

Power
The relationship between language and
power is not obvious and so the texts and
activities in this book attempt to raise
awareness of the ways in which language
can be used and is used to maintain and
to challenge existing forms of power.

There can be little doubt that power
matters, both to people who have it and
to those who do not. This book will try to
show that, because there are connections
between language and power, language
also matters.

In any unequal relation of power there
are topdogs and underdogs. How
people get to be on top in a society has
to do with what that society values. 
It may be age or maleness or wealth or
cleverness, the number of wives one has
or the colour of one’s skin. It is easier for
those who have power to maintain it if
they can persuade everyone in the
society that there is nothing unnatural
about these arrangements, that things
are this way because that is the way they
are meant to be.

If people consent to being powerless then
those in power need to use less force
(armies, police, courts) to maintain their
power. Convincing and persuading
people to consent to society’s rules is
often the job of families, religions, schools
and the media. All these social institutions

use language and it is largely in and
through language that meaning is
mobilized to keep things the way they
are.

It is important to remember that few
people are powerful in every sphere of
their lives. A CEO of a company might
defer to her husband as the head of the
house; a favourite child may be bullied at
school; a factory worker who has to take
orders from his supervisor may be an
office bearer in his church. The professor
of medicine is vulnerable as a cancer
patient.

When thinking about the situations in
which they are either topdogs or
underdogs, some children in a primary
school classroom in Australia decided
that often they are neither. They invented
the term middle dogs.

The either-or topdog–underdog theory of
power began with Karl Marx’s analysis of
social class and the difference in power
between owners and workers. But his
idea of dominant (bosses/topdog) and
subordinate (workers/underdog) groups
was soon extended to other forms of
oppression such as race, gender, age 
and ethnicity amongst other social
differences.

Language and power
Differences in identity and power affect 
who has the right to speak and act in
different situations as well as who gets
heard when they do speak or noticed
when they take action. Our attitudes to
these differences affect our ideas of
whose language is important and whose
is not. They affect decisions about whose
language is appropriate and
inappropriate. They affect people’s
opportunities and life chances.

5
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But language is also used to challenge
the way things are. By refusing to consent
and by working together people can bring
about change. What makes critical
literacy critical is its concern with the
politics of meaning: the ways in which
dominant meanings are maintained or
challenged and changed.

From the beginning, in the work of Paulo
Freire (1972b, p. 61), critical literacy was 
seen as a means of liberation. If he could
teach his adult learners to recognize how
their world had been constructed
(‘named’) and if he could help them to
see where such naming was oppressive,
then they could liberate themselves by
renaming their world. For him reading the
word included reading the world in order
to change it. Thus social transformation
that strives to achieve fairness and
equality is at the heart of critical literacy.

Discourse and power
Because our world is constructed in 
and by language, it shapes our
understanding of it together with our
sense of self and of others. Edward Said’s
(1978) analysis of colonial documents
shows how ways of talking about the East
systematically constructed the West as
superior and Oriental people as backward
and degenerative (p. 206), irrational 
(p. 38), primitive (p. 231), and generally
inferior to ‘white men’ (p. 226). This
continues into present-day discourses
about Islam and its threat to the US and
the rest of Western civilization.

More importantly, we grow up
unconsciously absorbing the discourses 
of the people around us. James Gee
(1990) defines discourse as the ways of
speaking/writing-doing-being-believing
and valuing of the people around us.
These discourses construct identity
positions for us and produce us as

particular kinds of human subjects. 
This is language at its most powerful and
it is no doubt why Foucault (1970)
believes that ‘discourse is the power
which is to be seized’. It is why people
like Ngûgî wa Thiong’o (1991) argue that
people who have grown up in discourses
that construct them as inferior have to
‘decolonize’ their minds. As Freire (1972b, 
p. 61) said, they have to rename
themselves and their place in the world.

Diversity
People who grow up in different
communities learn different languages
and different social and linguistic
conventions. They have different rules for
interacting, for dressing and for
comporting their bodies. They are
exposed to different discourses and have
different beliefs and values. They read
different texts for different purposes and
go to schools that privilege different kinds
of knowledge. These are just a few of the
differences that produce human diversity
and variation in our ways of constructing
and experiencing the world.

However, people move outside of the
communities into which they were born
and encounter different ways of being in
the world. For some people this creates
opportunities to learn additional
languages and to consider other beliefs
and values. They see difference as
productive, as a chance to expand their
knowledge and their own horizons of
possibility. Many acquire hybrid identities
and learn to be comfortable in a number
of different discourses.

On the other hand, there are those who
experience difference as a threat to their
own identities. They construct a divide
between us, our people, and them, the
strange and dangerous others.
Sometimes these divisions result in

6
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• constructing the Other as inferior (as
is the case with racist representations
of colonized people)

• excluding the Other, expelling them
from the country or making them live
in separate areas or ghettos (as was
the case with Apartheid in South
Africa)

• killing the Other. In extreme cases this
results in genocide (as happened
during the holocaust in Germany
where Hitler set out to exterminate
Jews, gypsies and homosexuals).

Difference often results in the construction
of hierarchies. One can think of a
hierarchy as a ladder with differences
arranged on the steps from top to bottom.
Languages are a good example of this. If
more than one language is spoken in a
country then one is usually seen to be the
powerful and prestigious language with
the others ranked below in relation to their
status. People who can speak the
language of power fluently and who are
highly literate in that language are likely to
have more power and influence.

In a similar way people tend to rank
different kinds of work. Professional work
tends to be valued more highly than
manual labour and it is better paid. Then,
within the professions, in South Africa,
judges and doctors receive more esteem
than teachers and nurses. These rankings
give people at the top of the ladder more
power than people below them.

Access
Access is the third idea that we need to
consider for critical literacy. We need to 
ask questions about who gets the kind of
education that is needed for professional
qualifications. Who gets access to the
language of power and its prestige
variety? Who gets access to high-status
knowledge?

It is important to ask questions about
what knowledge is valued in our societies
and whose knowledge this is. Whose
version of history is taught in schools,
whose music, whose art, whose literature,
whose language, whose belief system?
Should we Africanize the curriculum in
South Africa? Should schools in Arizona
teach Mexican-American studies? 
Should schools teach creationism?
Should schools offer bilingual education?
These are not trivial questions; they
determine what it is that students are or
are not given access to.

Children from middle-class backgrounds
often find that the knowledge that is
valued in their homes is also valued in
school, whereas working-class or migrant
children find that the funds of knowledge
that they have acquired at home are
excluded from school. This can affect how
different children relate to school and how
well they do.

You might like to explore what your
school considers to be the knowledge
worth knowing and what it leaves out.
You might have a discussion about who
benefits from these decisions.

It is also important to think about who gets
easy access to this high-status school
knowledge and who finds access difficult
and why. For example, it is hard to become
literate if there are very few books or other
printed material in the language you speak.
This is the situation for most of the African
languages in South Africa that are taught in
schools. It is harder to learn in an
overcrowded classroom where there is one
teacher to fifty or sixty students. It is harder
to learn in a second or foreign language. 
It is difficult to get access to the internet if
you do not have a computer at home or at
school. It is hard to learn if you are cold or
hungry.



Michel Foucault’s research led him to
argue that ‘any system of education is a
political way of maintaining or modifying 
. . . [who gets access to which
discourses], along with the knowledges
and powers that they carry’ (1972, 
p. 123). Others have described education
as a ‘dividing practice’ that separates
children into haves and have-nots.

Access is also affected by how we are
taught and how we learn. Different people
have different learning styles, different
levels of fluency in the language of the
classroom, different aptitudes and
abilities, different concentration spans,
different interests. It is worth thinking
about how you learn and what you need
to support your learning. In discussion
you can find out what others need and
how you can support them. It is also
worth talking about whether learning in
your school is more co-operative or more
competitive and how this affects access
for different students.

Design
Design is the word I use for making and
shaping texts. The word write works for
texts made of language, whereas design
enables us to talk about how we select
and organize the full range of meaning-
making signs included in texts: words,
layout, images, colour, font, movement,
sound, and so forth. The ability to
manipulate signs and abstract symbols
(language and math) is what gives us the
edge in a world where the ability to create
knowledge and well-designed products is
what produces wealth.

Bill Gates is an example of a man who
created new knowledge—the Microsoft
operating system and the software that
gave us access to home computing.
Apple, run by Steve Jobs, overtook

Microsoft because Jobs understood the
importance of combining knowledge-
making and brilliant design. This has
made Apple products (Mac computers,
iPods, iPhones and iPads) both highly
functional and highly desirable.

From a critical literacy perspective it is
important to have control over both text
production and the technologies that
enable us to produce texts. Why?
Because text production enables 
us to

• choose what meanings to make and
in doing so to act on the world

• recognise how we are positioning
ourselves and our readers by the
choices we make as we write

• gain an understanding of how texts
are constructed and the possibilities
and constraints of different modes for
the making of meaning

• gain the experience we need to
redesign our own texts as well as the
texts of others.

Redesign
Redesign is an act of transformation. 
The deconstruction of texts and practices
is sterile unless we can see how to
reconstruct them so as to improve the
way we live and relate to one another.
Because not even a redesigned text is
neutral, we have to think of reconstruction
as an ongoing process of transformation.
From a critical literacy perspective, each
redesign should contribute to creating a
world where power is not used to
disempower others, where difference is
seen as a resource and where everyone
has access to social goods and
opportunity.
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This can be represented in what I have
called the redesign cycle. See Figure 0.1.

Redesigning texts is not a hard thing to
imagine or do. Redesigning practices is
more of a challenge because ways of doing
and acting are often ingrained. Redesigning
the world seems like an impossible thing 
to do.

The important thing to remember is that
small changes can make a difference.
Planting a tree, recycling garbage, sharing 
a sandwich, standing up to a bully, fighting
for wheelchair ramps, or learning someone
else’s language may not seem like much,
but each in their own way can contribute to
making the world a better place for all. If
everyone manages to make one small
difference a day, to resist practices that
disempower them and to speak and act so
as not to disempower others, then bit by bit
we can contribute to the struggle for human
freedom.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT 3: 
WHOSE HOME LANGUAGE MATTERS?

Recently in South Africa, I was with Sonia Nieto,1 a distinguished American scholar. 
A South African-Israeli, whom we had only just met socially, engaged her in conversation
about language issues in the US. Taking her for a white, native speaker of English, he
expressed the view that Spanish migrants in the US should not speak Spanish but
English. If they live in the US, he told us, they should ‘melt’, no doubt referring to the
metaphor of ‘America’ as the great ‘melting pot’ where anyone is supposed to be able to
achieve the ‘American dream’ and become successful.

What he did not know is that Dr Nieto identifies herself as a Puerto Rican-American, her
husband comes from Spain and members of her family are Spanish-English bilinguals.
She is a qualified bilingual educator, who is known internationally for her work in bilingual
and multicultural education.

It was interesting to see this man come face to face with someone who both challenged
his taken-for-granted view of language as well as his stereotype of Latinas. What was
remarkable about this incident was this man’s assumption that perfect strangers would
agree with what is obviously the naturalized common sense of the Americans he
associates with. I cannot help but wonder whether, as an English-speaking migrant to
Israel, he and his family gave up speaking English in their home. If he did not, as I
suspect, I wonder how he would explain why he has different standards for Sonia 
Nieto’s family?

Name
Construct

Design

Find the
problem

Deconstruct

Rename
Reconstruct

Redesign

0.1 The redesign cycle

Source: Janks 2010.



Doing Critical Literacy is divided into nine
sections. These sections were written by
different writers, either alone or with
others.

Section 1, written by Hilary Janks, focuses 
on texts as partial re-presentations of the
world and how to read them critically. It is
particularly concerned with the positioning
of texts and how this relates to questions of
power.

Sections 2 and 3 work with language,
identity and power. Section 2, written by
Janks, looks at how our identities are
shaped by language and discourse and
how language sets up identity as the same
or different.

Section 3, written by Kerryn Dixon,
continues this work with activities that focus
our attention on different languages and
different varieties (dialects) of the same
language. Here identity is affected by which
languages we do and do not speak and
society’s attitudes towards them. Both of
these sections work with diversity and
Othering as well as how the languages we
speak affect power and access.

Sections 4, 5 and 6 provide tools for
analysis. Section 4, written by Janks, works
with word choice and grammar, and
emphasizes those aspects of language that
are the most useful for designing and
analyzing texts critically.

Section 5, written by Ana Ferreira and
Denise Newfield, works with the tools for
visual analysis. But this is also the section
that helps you to understand what is
meant by critical visual literacy. These two
sections focus on the design of texts and
provide an understanding of how texts are
constructed and how they can be

deconstructed to show how power is
working through them.

The activities in Section 6, written by
Dixon, lead to an understanding of how
the management of space and time
underpins relations of power. Space and
time are particularly helpful for thinking
about how these exercise control over our
bodies in different social practices.

Section 7 brings the different ideas
together with activities that give you
practice in working with everyday texts.
The section on advertising and branding
was written by Janks. The middle pages
on cartoons, comics, magazines, 
clothing and street signs were written 
by Ferreira. Stella Granville wrote the
section on newspapers. Here students
are invited to look at worldly texts to
examine their use of language and image
(their design) and to explore how these
texts contribute to maintaining or
challenging existing relations of power.

Section 8, written by Dixon and Janks,
discusses new digital technologies and
their effects on the communication
landscape. Who has access to which
technologies and how they are changing
our ideas about ownership and privacy
are investigated. The notion of digital
identity is explored.

Section 9, by Janks, concludes the 
book with a discussion on how one 
can use critical literacy for redesigning
texts and practices. The focus is on the
kinds of social and literacy action that 
can contribute to a more just society.

The references used throughout the
sections and in the linking commentary
are included at the end of the book.
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