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In this qualitative research study, I examined how preservice teachers learned to 

implement critical literacy.  I looked at four preservice teachers’ critical literacy teaching 

and learning experiences across contexts, from early schooling experiences to program 

coursework into student teaching experience.  Ethnographic methods were used to collect 

data across one academic school year.  The data corpus included observations in multiple 

contexts, field notes, interviews, and documents.  Critical pedagogy (Freire, 1996; Freire 

& Macedo, 1978) and critical literacy theory (Lewison et al., 2002) provided the 

theoretical underpinnings for this study.  The research findings revealed that student 

teaching in a public school with a rigid schedule is a challenging place to learn to do 

critical literacy.  The findings also point to the importance of developing mentorship 

models with an emphasis on cooperating teacher-preservice teacher reflections.  

Implications for practitioners, teacher educators and researchers, and policy are 

discussed. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

The perpetual cycle of social and educational inequities must be broken if the 

promise of an equitable education for all students is to be kept.  Cochran-Smith (2001), 

along with other critically-minded teacher educators (e.g., Bartolomé, 1994/2007; Freire, 

1987; Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Giroux, 1985; Marx, 2006; Milner & Howard, 2014; 

Rogers & Wetzel, 2014; Vasquez, Tate, & Harste, 2013; Villegas, 2007), call for a 

critical restructuring in teacher education programs to prepare preservice teachers to 

explicitly “teach against the grain” with “helping teachers to think deeply about and 

deliberately claim the role of educator as well as activist based on political consciousness 

and on ideological commitment to combating the inequities of American life” (p. 3).  

Many critical scholars maintain that educational institutions are imbued with historical, 

cultural, social, political, and ideological meanings; thus, teaching cannot be pursued as 

an ahistorical and apolitical endeavor (Comber, 2006; Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 

2009; Giroux, 2004; Slater, Fain, & Rossatto, 2002).  Freire (1987) contends: 

The idea of an identical and neutral role for all teachers could only be 
accepted by someone who was either naïve or very clever.  Such a person 
might affirm the neutrality of education, thinking of school as merely a 
kind of parenthesis whose essential structure was immune to the 
influences of social class, of gender, or of race.  It is my basic conviction 
that a teacher must be fully cognizant of the political nature of his/her 
practice and assume responsibility for this rather than denying it.  (p. 211) 

 
Teacher educators have responded to this call by developing courses grounded in 

critical social theory such as critical literacy education (Meller & Hatch, 2008; Rogers, 

2013; Rogers & Wetzel, 2014), culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 
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culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay, 2000), and multicultural education (Banks, 

2001/2006), to name a few.  These courses focus on supporting preservice teachers’ 

pedagogical and professional knowledge to draw on resource pedagogies for teaching and 

learning.  The goal of resource pedagogies is to teach by building on students’ existing 

cultural and linguistic knowledge to further their academic learning (González et al., 

2001; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003; Moll et al., 1992).  According to Rogers and Wetzel 

(2014):  

Critical literacy refers to approaches to literacy instruction that place an 
emphasis on helping people develop agency so that they can accomplish 
goals they deem important and resist the coercive effects of literacy.  
Critical literacy educators use analysis, cultural critique, and social action 
to dismantle unjust practices and to construct agentic narratives alongside 
their students.  (p. 4) 
 

Defined this way, teacher educators can draw on critical literacy to positively impact 

preservice teachers.  Luke and Freebody (1997) emphasize that teaching literacy must 

involve moral, political, and cultural decisions about the kinds of literate practices 

individuals need to enhance their agency and life trajectories.  Situating critical literacy in 

teacher education can thus open a space for preservice teachers to develop sociocultural 

consciousness, moral, and political dispositions, and design responsive literacy practices 

to educate young learners. 

In addition to benefiting students as they inquire about the world and their own 

culture, there is research attesting to the strength and value of implementing critical 

literacy as a pedagogical tool for educating preservice teachers about culture, diversity, 

identity, language, and power (Mosley & Rogers, 2011; Rogers, 2013/2014; Rogers & 
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Wetzel, 2014; Souto-Manning, 2011).  However, preparing teachers to teach from a 

critical literacy perspective is a relatively new phenomenon in teacher education (Rogers 

& Wetzel, 2014; Vasquez et al., 2013).  As such, the question of how teachers, 

specifically preservice teachers, gain the pedagogical and professional knowledge to 

practice critical literacy education requires further research.  This research study aims to 

address this gap in the literature.   

The existing research relating to critical literacy primarily focuses on inservice 

teachers (e.g., Comber, Thomson, & Wells, 2001; DeMulder, Stribling, & Day, 2012; 

Glazier, 2003; Lewison, Flint, & Van Sluys, 2002; Rogers, 2014); and as a result, little is 

known about critical literacy in relation to preservice teachers.  Research that 

concentrates on critical literacy and preservice teachers is largely based in the context of 

university classrooms where teacher educators enact critical literacy education with 

preservice teachers (e.g., Lazar, 2007; Lynn & Smith-Maddox, 2007; Souto-Manning, 

2010/2011; Wooten & Cahnmann-Taylor, 2014).  There is also research showing 

preservice teachers enacting critical literacy with peers in small group collaborations or 

book clubs (e.g., Mosley, 2010; Rogers & Mosley, 2011).  Some studies do focus on field 

experiences in addition to coursework, for example working one-on-one with elementary 

student(s) during their tutoring practicum experience (e.g., Mosley, 2010).  This is a 

noteworthy beginning for situating critical literacy in teacher education but there is little 

research examining preservice teachers enacting critical literacy across time and context 

(for exceptions, see Johnson, 2012; Lane, Lacefield-Parachini, & Isken, 2003; Price-

Dennis & Souto-Manning, 2011; Wolfe, 2010).  Hence it is important to account for the 
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ways a critical literacy framework may inform preservice teachers’ pedagogical 

decisions, ideologies, and identities as preservice teachers and soon-to-be practicing 

teachers.  These areas are rich with possibilities for research.   

The goal of this research study, therefore, is to contribute to current 

understandings about how preservice teachers conceptualize teaching critical literacy 

frameworks.  Specifically, I examine the ways in which preservice teachers transform 

critical literacy theory learned through university coursework into classroom practice 

during their student teaching experience.  The hope is that examining preservice teachers 

enacting critical literacy across time and context will offer insight into how they develop 

the pedagogical and professional knowledge to implement critical literacy.  In addition, 

the study offers insight into the types of pedagogies and resources preservice teachers 

draw on to teach critical literacy, and the types of support and challenges they encounter 

in their efforts to implement critical literacy in their student teaching classroom field 

placements.    

MY STUDY 

To inquire into preservice teachers’ commitments and experiences with critical 

literacy education, I followed four focal preservice teachers across two semesters of their 

teacher education preparation.  I employed ethnographic data collection methods to 

explore two guiding questions.  The research questions are:   
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1. How do preservice teachers define critical literacy, and how do their 

understandings and meanings evolve over time with continual exploration of 

critical literacy? 

2. Do preservice teachers, with early apprenticeship in critical literacy education, 

continue the commitment of drawing on critical literacy frameworks to negotiate, 

plan, and implement critical literacy lessons in their student teaching classroom 

placements, and what do these lessons look like? 

a. What pedagogies and resource materials do preservice teachers engage 

with to teach critical literacy? 

b. What supports and barriers do preservice teachers encounter in teaching 

critical literacy at their respective classroom placement and school 

campus? 

c. What successes and challenges do preservice teachers identify in the 

teaching of critical literacy? 

This research study is guided by critical theories on education, particularly, on the 

idea that teaching is a political endeavor with aims to educate for democratic purposes 

(Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1987; Giroux, 2007).  I draw on Freire’s (1996) critical 

pedagogical framework, focusing on the following principles:  (a) positioning the learner 

as subject; (b) framing teaching and learning as a dialogic/problem-posing engagement 

with aims to empower the learner; and (c) positioning the learner to engage in praxis 

(reflection and action) for social change.  I draw on Lewison and colleagues’ (2002) 

critical literacy framework, particularly how it uses literacy for social justice work by 
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positioning individuals to analyze and discuss how texts and discourses shape 

perspectives and actions.  Together, critical pedagogy and critical literacy provided me 

with a lens to analyze and interpret each preservice teacher’s experiences enacting critical 

literacy during their student teaching experience.  Through this research, I hope to add to 

the field and research community regarding preservice teachers’ experiences learning to 

enact critical literacy across contexts.   

OVERVIEW OF METHODS 

The study was designed as a basic qualitative study to learn about and understand 

complex social interactions and relationships of a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009).  I 

employed ethnographic data collection methods (Heath, Street, & Mills, 2008) to explore 

how preservice teachers transform critical literacy theory into classroom practice.  I 

followed four preservice teachers to document their enactment of critical literacy during 

their student teaching experiences.  The data sources included one semester of 

observation in their Reading Methods course, one semester of observation in their student 

teaching field placement classroom, field notes, audio/video recordings of lessons, 

interviews, and documents.  These data sources were analyzed using an iterative open 

coding process to locate recurring patterns and categories (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; 

Merriam, 2009).  These categories were then examined across the data sources to provide 

insight into each preservice teacher’s experiences.   
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This qualitative research study was conducted at one elementary school campus 

and four classrooms.  Of the four participants, two preservice teachers’ critical literacy 

teaching experiences are presented in this dissertation.  The findings thus pertain to their 

particular social histories, identities, dispositions, context, and social interactions and 

relationships.  However, by providing thick descriptions of each preservice teacher’s 

experiences across contexts, researchers could determine if this study is applicable to 

their context and situation (Merriam, 2009). 

IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY 

The research study is important because as a field and research community we 

have conducted little research on how preservice teachers develop as critical literacy 

teachers.  This research study will offer further understandings about how preservice 

teachers gain the pedagogical and professional knowledge to teach critical literacy 

(Bransford, Darling-Hammond, & LePage, 2005).  The design of the research study 

allowed me to describe the ways in which preservice teachers negotiate space to teach 

critical literacy during their student teaching experience (Calderwood, 2008; Wolfe, 

2010), how they approached the teaching of critical literacy (Behrman, 2006; Luke, 2000; 

McLaughlin, 2004), and how each preservice teacher experienced and responded to their 

teaching context in relation to critical literacy education (Lane et al., 2003; Price-Dennis 

& Souto-Manning, 2011; Wolfe, 2010).   
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In Chapter 2, I discuss the theoretical framework that guides this research study, 

followed by a review of relevant literature.  In Chapter 3, I describe the methodology and 

methods of data collection and analysis, followed by findings of two preservice teachers’ 

case summaries in Chapters 4 and 5.  In Chapter 6, I offer conclusions and implications 

for research, practice, and policy.   
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Chapter 2:  Theoretical Framework and Review of the Literature 

I argue, here, that a commitment to education is a political commitment to 

struggle for democracy in education (Freire, 1996; Freire & Macedo, 1978).  The goal of 

a democratic education is to empower students and teachers to frame education as 

authentic, emancipatory, humanizing, and participatory (Aronowitz, 1993; Darder et al., 

2009; De Lissovoy, 2008; Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1996/1998; Giroux, 1985/2004/2007; 

hooks, 1994; McLaren, 2007; Shor, 1993).  In this educational journey, solidarity and 

struggle shape the contours of teaching and learning to recognize, name, challenge, and 

resist dominant constructs and ideology, and ultimately, newly imagined social futures 

are initiated and formed.  As an educator and scholar, I operate within a critical paradigm.  

Critical perspectives have been foundational to my growth as a teacher, teacher educator, 

and researcher.  In this research study, critical pedagogy and critical literacy guided my 

perspectives about the processes of teaching and learning, as well as language and 

literacy education.   

CRITICAL PEDAGOGY 

 A critical theory of education emerged from the prominent thinkers of the 

Frankfurt School and continues to be influenced by contemporary critical theorists (e.g., 

Darder et al., 2009; De Lissovoy, 2008; Giroux, 1985/2004; hooks, 1994; McLaren, 

2007; Shor, 1993).  This theoretical tradition draws on principles of progressive 

educational thought to engage in emancipatory educational debates to rethink the 
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meanings of teaching and learning (Darder et al., 2009; De Lissovoy, 2008/2010a/2010b; 

Giroux, 1985/2004/2007; McLaren, 1997).  More specifically, critical pedagogy aspires 

to “link practices of schooling to democratic principles of society and transformative 

social action in the interest of oppressed communities” (Darder et al., 2009, p. 2).  

McLaren (1997) defines critical pedagogy as “a way of thinking about, negotiating, and 

transforming the relationship among classroom teaching, the production of knowledge, 

the institutional structures of the school, and the social and material relations of the wider 

community, society, and nation-state” (p. 1).   

Critical theory and pedagogy, as I understand it, is a set of evolving philosophical 

principles focused on democratic educational aims.  Scholars committed to this school of 

thought bring education into sharp focus to raise questions concerning the exploitation 

and institutionalization of individuals, educational and social inequality, and the covert 

and overt operations of power and domination (Apple, 2004; McLaren, 2009; Kincheloe, 

2008).  At the same time that it unveils the inequities found in education and society, 

critical pedagogy also offers concrete moments of possibilities to struggle, overcome, and 

transform oppressive relations of power (Kincheloe, 2008).   

The human as a subject is a central principle in critical pedagogy.  Freire (1996) 

asserts that the human subject is a site for struggle; as humans, we are “unfinished” and 

live by way of constant “becoming” (p. 65).  In the era of policies and accountability, this 

principle counters the popular conception of the human as finished, flat, and unchanging 

(De Lissovoy, 2008/2010a).  To move education from regimented policies to more 

liberatory practices, De Lissovoy (2008) argues that education needs to be thought of as 



 11 

“not essentially a formal and cognitive business” but as “fundamentally a human 

situation” (p. 7).  Within this perspective, the human is re-imagined and re-centered as 

the central figure of education (De Lissovoy, 2010a; Freire, 1998).   

To position education as a human situation, I employ critical perspectives to 

examine the ways in which preservice teachers come to recognize themselves as critical 

educators, occupy the educational space as agents of change, and imagine the possibilities 

of transforming education toward more democratic purposes.  I believe that preservice 

teachers, as learners and as the new generation of teachers, have the power to resist and 

challenge the current educational regimes, and struggle for democracy in education by 

drawing on critical pedagogical principles that focus on initiating a problem-posing 

education, developing conscientização (conscientization) or critical consciousness, and 

engaging in praxis and dialogue (Freire, 1996).  I draw on Freire and the works of 

contemporary critical theorists to discuss the principles of critical pedagogy (e.g., 

Aronowitz, 1993; Darder et al., 2009; De Lissovoy, 2008; Giroux, 2004; hooks, 1994; 

McLaren, 1997; Shor, 1993).   

Problem-Posing Education   

The problem-posing concept of education is a liberatory education.  Freire (1996) 

writes:  

In problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive 
critically the way they exist in the world with which and in which they find 
themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a 
reality in process, in transformation.  (p. 64, emphasis in original) 
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This model of education thus begins with the human and affirms “beings in the process of 

becoming – as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with a likewise unfinished reality” 

(p. 65, emphasis in original).  A problem-posing education teaches from a perspective of 

freedom rather than domination.  It negates banking education, a concept of education 

that is anti-dialogical, where the teacher is positioned as the knower (the subject) and 

students as passive receivers of knowledge (the object) (Aronowitz, 1993; Souto-

Manning, 2010).  The problem-posing concept of education encourages critical learning 

and positions student-teacher relationship as dialogical (Darder et al., 2009; Shor, 1993), 

where both are “subjects” in the educational process (Freire, 1996, p. 67).  Within this 

perspective, the teacher abandons authoritarianism and does not provide answers, but 

instead encourages students to see themselves as problem-solvers.  Shor (1980) explains 

that a problem-posing education “aids people in knowing what holds them back and 

imagining a social order which supports full humanity” (p. 48).   

Conscientização (Conscientization)   

 Freire (1996) coined the term conscientização (conscientization), which means the 

raising of one’s critical consciousness.  Darder et al. (2009) define conscientização as 

“the process by which students, as empowered subjects, achieve a deepening awareness 

of the social realities which shape their lives and discover their own capacities to recreate 

them” (p. 14).  Thus, Freire (1996) emphasizes that education should center on the 

concrete conditions of students’ worlds and the conditions that shape them.  Learning 

thus involves a dialogical investigation of their world, their “thematic universe” to 
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discover and make sense of how situations limit them – or what Freire terms “limit-

situations,” and ways they could act to apprehend it (Freire, 1996, p. 79-80).  

Conscientização, however, is not “a gift bestowed” but a consciousness that is “reached” 

through experiences of struggles, reflection-action, and transformation (Freire, 1996, p. 

49).  To reach conscientização, the student as subject is involved in her or his own reality, 

names it, and endeavors to change it (Allman, 2009).   

Praxis 

True transformation is achieved through praxis.  Praxis is the union of reflection 

and action.  To engage in reflection without action is what Freire terms an “arm chair 

revolution” and action without reflection is “pure activism” (p. 48).  Furthermore, the 

ability to engage in praxis is what separates humankind from animals.  Animals live in a 

labor of pure activity whereas humans consider the world and endeavor to transform it.  

A. Freire (2002) contends that praxis harbors great weight for the human project as it 

leads to conscientização and centers our knowing and expression upon the world, 

including our emotions, weaknesses, intellectual curiosities, social and political stances, 

our dreams and our fight.  P. Freire (1996) asserts, “Human activity is theory and 

practice; it is reflection and action,” and thus, our dreams and imaginations cannot be 

purely cerebral (p. 106).  Our projects — particularly projects tied to struggle, power, 

liberation, and transformation — must include a program to enact our imaginations into 

being (Apple, 2002; De Lissovoy, 2007; McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2002).  Thus, the 
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engagement in praxis is a transformative act, a reflective and active knowing, a changing 

of the self and the world. 

Dialogue 

Humans are humanized through the process of dialogue (Lankshear, 1993).  In 

Freire’s philosophy, love, humility, faith in humankind, hope, and critical thinking are 

central components of dialogue.  He further explains that the “essence of dialogue” is the 

“the true word” (Freire, 1996, p. 68).  The true word constitutes the dimensions of praxis, 

reflection and action.  Humans are affirmed through engaging in praxis, and upon such 

acts, transform the world.  Freire (1996) writes, “To exist, humanly, is to name the world, 

to change it.  Once named, the world in its turn reappears to the namers as a problem and 

requires of them a new naming.  Human beings are not built in silence, but in word, in 

work, in action-reflection” (p. 69, emphasis in original).  However, this process of 

naming the world is not an individual endeavor, but a collective one, as “Dialogue is the 

encounter between men, mediated by the world, in order to name the world” (p. 69).  

Through engaging in praxis together, “humans live humanly: expressing, developing, re-

creating, and affirming their humanity” (Lankshear, 1993, p. 96).  

CRITICAL LITERACY 

Although critical literacy and critical pedagogy emerged from the same 

theoretical tradition, I distinguish critical literacy from critical pedagogy.  In fact, as I 

understand it, critical literacy is one of the many philosophical principles of critical 
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pedagogy that is useful in bridging critical theory and practice.  Darder et al. (2009) 

explain:  

Critical literacy, instead, is the vehicle through which critical pedagogy is 
implemented and enacted.  It encompasses a pedagogical process of 
teaching and learning, by which students and teachers interrogate the 
world, unmask ideological and hegemonic discourses, and frames their 
actions, in the interest of the larger struggle for social justice.  (p. 279)   
 
As a set of instructional practices, critical literacy can be understood as a critical 

stance toward text, discourses and social practices (Freire & Macedo, 1978; Janks, 2012; 

Luke, 2012; Luke & Wood, 2009; Rogers & Wetzel, 2014), or as Luke (2012) asserts, 

“unpacking myths and distortions, and building new ways of knowing and acting upon 

the world” (p. 5).  Freire and Macedo (1978) write:   

In its more radical sense critical literacy means making one’s self present 
as part of a moral and political project that links the production of 
meaning to the possibility for human agency, democratic community, and 
transformative social action (p.15).  Reading in context implies efforts 
toward a correct understanding of what the written word is, the language, 
its relationship with the reality of one who speaks and of one who reads 
and writes, an understanding, then, of the relationship between reading of 
the world and reading of the word.  (p. 45)   
 
Critical literacy is a social and dialogical process that entails not only reading the 

word, but also reading the world (Freire & Macedo, 1978).  In Freire’s (1996) 

philosophy, “World and human beings do not exist apart from each other, they exist in 

constant interaction” (p. 32).  Thus, the principle of  “reading the word” and “reading the 

world” means that attaining a critical understanding of a text involves a reading of the 

context in relation to the text (Freire & Macedo, 1978).   
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At the heart of a critical literacy education is organizing opportunities for students 

and teachers to work collaboratively to socialize with the literacy process — where 

knowledge and meaning is taken and held, shaped and molded, interacted with and 

spoken to — and arrive at the stage of reflection: reflection on the self, others, the world, 

and back to the self, again (Freire & Macedo, 1978; Tejeda, Espinoza, Gutiérrez, 2003).  

Critical literacy has the power to situate the learner within this process, positioning 

education as a caring project and a transformative project.  Thus, learning and knowing 

about the world puts forth a responsibility on the learners (students and teachers) to take 

action to make change for the self, for others, and for the world.   

To understand the ways in which preservice teachers approach the teaching of 

critical literacy, I reference Lewison and colleagues’ (2002) critical literacy framework 

(p. 382-384).  Drawing on the works of other critical theorists, Lewison et al. define four 

dimensions of critical literacy, including:   

Disrupting the Commonplace:  Students and teachers collaborate to develop the 
language of critique by adopting a questioning stance to uncover normalized 
perspectives and ideologies perpetuated in and through society (Fairclough, 1989; 
Gee, 1990; Luke & Freebody, 1997; Marsh, 2000; Shannon, 1995; Shor, 1987; 
Vasquez, 2000). 
 
Interrogating Multiple Viewpoints:  Students and teachers collaborate to 
recognize and consider personal and diverse perspectives by locating what it 
means to stand in someone else’s shoes (Farrell, 1998; Lewison, Leland, & 
Harste, 2000; Luke & Freebody, 1997; Nieto, 1999). 
 
Focusing on Sociopolitical Issues:  Students and teachers collaborate to engage in 
learning about social issues and power relationships and move toward social 
justice (Anderson & Irvine, 1993; Boozer, Maras, & Brummett, 1999; Fairclough, 
1989; Gee, 1990; Giroux, 1993; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993). 
 



 17 

Taking Action and Promoting Social Justice:  Students and teachers collaborate to 
participate in inquiry and research and move into action for social change 
(Comber, 2001; Freire, 1972; Giroux, 1993; Janks, 2000). 

 
The full description of each critical literacy dimension is presented in Table 1.  I draw on 

Lewison et al.’s (2002) framework to examine how preservice teachers approaches the 

teaching of critical literacy.  For instance, preservice teachers could approach the 

teaching of critical literacy from any of the four dimensions as entry points.  In addition, 

this framework provides opportunities to enact critical literacy with any text or materials, 

making critical literacy education a flexible instructional practice (Behrman, 2006; Luke, 

2000; Rogers, 2013/2014).  

Critical literacy is a useful theoretical and practical framework for preservice 

teachers to develop their identity as critical teachers (Lynn & Smith-Maddox, 2007; 

Rogers & Wetzel, 2014; Wolfe, 2010).  Wolfe (2010), citing Lemke (2008), points out 

that preservice teachers have a strong tendency to assume the identities and practices of 

their local teaching context.  Furthermore, citing Butler’s (1999) identity performance 

theory, Wolfe explains that individuals perform their identities “over and over,” and that 

this repetition could serve to “solidify and destabilize” identity formation through 

variations of performances (p. 382).  Then, in the case of preservice teachers, engaging in 

the process of performing teacher identity, socializing with other frameworks, such as 

critical literacy, may influence and disrupt their notion of what it means to be teacher.  

Wolfe (2010) writes:  

Critical literacy teaching is part of the process of ‘critical teacher’ identity 
formation.  Helping preservice teachers begin to construct this identity 
must be focused on an exploration not of what it means to be a critical 
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teacher (how we do it) but on how these institutionally contextualized 
identities are created and maintained (p. 382).  

 
Engaging in critical literacy may shape preservice teachers’ literacy pedagogies 

and develop their consciousness around issues of culture and diversity (Rogers, 

2013/2014; Rogers et al., 2009).  Rogers (2013) asserts that critical literacy can “deepen 

awareness of power and language, cultivate the valuing of diversity, which in turn, 

supports teachers to develop culturally and linguistically diverse literacy pedagogies” (p. 

9).  Within this perspective, critical frameworks position preservice teachers to push 

beyond traditional notions of literacy (e.g., decoding and encoding words) to explore 

broader social and political constructs (Luke & Freebody, 1997; Shannon, 1995).  

 Critical literacy is also a valuable instructional practice to use to engage 

elementary school-aged students to explore broader social and political issues.  Critical 

literacy is vital in elementary education because it “focuses on building students’ 

awareness of how systems of meaning and power affect people and the lives they lead” 

(Leland et al., 1999, p. 70).  Hall and Piazza (2008) argue that, “Interpreting texts through 

a critical literacy lens can help students become aware of the messages that texts 

communicate about power, race, and gender; who should receive privileges; and who has 

been or continues to be oppressed” (p. 32).  Thus, it is particularly important to begin 

critical literacy education with elementary school-aged students.  Morrell (2008) argues: 

[…] elementary students, youth who are in their formative years, when 
they develop their identities as people, as intellectuals, and as citizens, are 
bombarded with advertisements via print and visual media and they are 
just being introduced to the power of the written word as emergent readers 
and writers. Those young students who come from ethnically, 
linguistically, and socioeconomically marginalized groups, as many urban 
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youth do, have their languages and cultures implicitly assaulted as soon as 
they set foot on school campuses.  If they do not survive these onslaughts, 
we will not see them in our secondary classrooms.  (p. 210)   

 
By implementing a critical literacy curriculum, students and teachers will have 

opportunities to examine dominant ideologies and issues of race, class, gender, language, 

and power.  In the process, students and teachers will also have opportunities to 

interrogate their own values, assumptions, and biases.  It is my the hope that through 

practicing a critical literacy education, students and teachers can move toward a more 

democratic and socially just education.   

Table 1  Critical Literacy Framework 

 
Critical Literacy Dimensions 

 

 
Interpretations 

 
 
Disrupting the 
Commonplace 
 

 
In this dimension, critical literacy is conceptualized as 
seeing the ‘everyday’ through new lenses.  We use 
language and other sign systems to recognize implicit 
modes of perception and to consider new frames from 
which to understand experience.  From this dimension, 
critical literacy is seen as a way of: 
 

§ Problematizing all subjects of study and 
understanding existing knowledge as a historical 
product (Shor, 1987); 

§ Interrogating texts by asking questions such as 
“How is this text trying to position me?” (Luke & 
Freebody, 1997);  

§ Including popular culture and media as a regular 
part of the curriculum for purposes of pleasure and 
for analyzing how people are positioned and 
constructed by television, video games, comics, 
toys, etc. (Marsh, 2000; Shannon, 1995; Vasquez, 
2000);  
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Table 1 continued 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interrogating Multiple 
Viewpoints 

§ Developing the language of critique and hope 
(Shannon, 1995); and 

§ Studying language to analyze how it shapes 
identity, constructs cultural discourses, and 
supports or disrupts the status quo (Fairclough, 
1989; Gee, 1990). 

 
Authors who describe the multiple-viewpoints dimension 
of critical literacy ask us to imagine standing in the shoes 
of others – to understand experience and texts from our 
own perspectives and the viewpoints of others and to 
consider these various perspectives concurrently.  In this 
dimension teachers engage in a process of: 
 

§ Reflecting on multiple and contradictory 
perspectives (Lewison, Leland, & Harste, 2000; 
Nieto, 1999); 

§ Using multiple voices to interrogate texts by 
asking questions such as “Whose voices are heard 
and whose are missing? (Luke & Freebody, 1997); 

§ Paying attention to and seeking out the voices of 
those who have been silenced or marginalized 
(Harste et al., 2000); 

§ Examining competing narratives and writing 
counternarratives to dominant discourses (Farrell, 
1998); and  

§ Making difference visible (Harste et al., 2000). 
 

Focusing on Sociopolitical 
Issues 

Teaching is not a neutral form of social practice, yet often 
it takes place with no attention given to how 
sociopolitical systems, power relationships, and language 
are intertwined and inseparable from our teaching.  From 
this dimension, critical literacy is seen as: 
 

§ Going beyond the personal and attempting to 
understand the sociopolitical systems to which we 
belong (Boozer, Maras, & Brummett, 1999); 

§ Challenging the unquestioned legitimacy of 
unequal power relationships (Anderson & Irvine, 
1993) by studying the relationship between 
language and power (Fairclough, 1989; Gee, 
1990); 
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Table 1 continued 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Taking Action and 
Promoting Social Justice 

§ Using literacy to engage in the politics of daily 
life (Lankshear & McLaren, 1993); and 

§ Redefining literacy as a form of cultural 
citizenship and politics that increases 
opportunities for subordinate groups to participate 
in society and as an ongoing act of consciousness 
and resistance (Giroux, 1993). 

 
This dimension is often perceived as the definition of 
critical literacy – yet one cannot take informed action 
against oppression or promote social justice without 
expanded understandings and perspectives gained from 
the other dimensions.  Here teachers may use literacy to 
achieve social justice by: 
 

§ Engaging in praxis – reflection and action upon 
the world in order to transform it (Freire, 1972); 

§ Using language to exercise power to enhance 
everyday life and to question practices of privilege 
and injustice (Comber, 2001); 

§ Analyzing how language is used to maintain 
domination, how nondominant groups can gain 
access to dominant forms of language without 
devaluing their own language and culture, how 
diverse forms of language can be used as cultural 
resources, and how social action can change 
existing discourses (Janks, 2000); and 

§ Challenging and redefining cultural borders, 
encouraging students to be border crossers in 
order to understand others, and creating 
borderlands with diverse cultural resources 
(Giroux, 1993). 
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A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

In recent years, critical pedagogy has gained momentum in teacher education for 

its potential to educate preservice teachers to gain consciousness about the notion that the 

teaching and learning process is shaped by socio-cultural, socio-historical, and socio-

political factors (Cochran-Smith, 1995; Comber, 2006; Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Milner, 

2003; Palmer & Menard-Warwick, 2012; Rogers & Wetzel, 2014; Souto-Manning, 

2010/2011; Vasquez et al., 2013; Villegas, 2007).  It is my hope that a critical education 

will develop preservice teachers’ critical dispositions, and to that end, enable them to 

advocate for an equitable and democratic education for all students (Jones & Enriquez, 

2009; Vasquez et al., 2013; Villegas, 2007).  Educational scholarship has documented the 

ways in which critical theorists and teacher educators use critical pedagogical 

frameworks (e.g., critical literacy, critical race theory, multicultural education, social 

justice education) to purposefully focus on the issues of access, diversity, equity, justice, 

privilege, race, and activism in the field of education (Au, 2009; Janks, 2000; Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 1995; McIntyre 2003/2006; Picower, 2011).  However, as a field and 

research community, little is known about whether and how teacher education courses 

foregrounding critical pedagogical frameworks impact preservice teachers’ ideological 

commitments to teach with a critical perspective.  Teaching with and through a critical 

perspective is a journey; a pedagogical talent that is learned over time and honed through 

research, experience, and constant practice.   

The purpose of this research study was to contribute to the field of critical teacher 

education by specifically exploring preservice teachers’ journeys and experiences 
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implementing critical literacy.  My goal was to describe and understand whether 

preservice teachers with early apprenticeship in critical literacy during their teacher 

education professional development courses continue the commitment of implementing 

critical literacy education during their student teaching experience.  The current research 

study makes a contribution to the field and research community by providing greater 

insight into (a) how to design teacher education professional development courses to 

better prepare preservice teachers to transform critical literacy theory into classroom 

practice; (b) reasons why preservice teachers choose whether to take up critical literacy 

practices; (c) the kinds of support and barriers presented in preservice teachers’ field 

placement; and (d) the ways in which preservice teachers design and implement critical 

literacy to teach and address broader social and political issues with classroom students.   

To situate the research study within existing scholarship, I review empirical 

literature focused on teacher education and critical literacy education.  I begin by 

exploring literature regarding the tensions in teacher education.  Next, I explore the role 

of critical literacy in teacher education, specifically focusing on the approaches teacher 

educators use to socialize and influence preservice teachers’ critical dispositions and 

practices.  This is followed by an exploration of how preservice teachers implement 

critical literacy in the field.  I conclude the review by discussing the existing gaps with 

regards to the role of critical literacy in teacher education.  In addition, I discuss how this 

research study contributes to this body of work by offering new perspectives and insight 

from following four preservice teachers and examining how they enact critical literacy 

education during their student teaching experiences.   
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Teacher Education 

 Presently, our American educational system does not fully meet the academic and 

social needs of all students; particularly students from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds (Arzubiaga, Nogueron, & Sullivan, 2009; Kao & Thompson, 2003).  The 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported statistical data showing 

how racially non-dominant students consistently score below their dominant peers in core 

content subject areas.  This disparity in academic achievement between non-dominant 

and dominant groups is disheartening, especially when it has now been more than 50 

years since the Supreme Court of the United States ruled that schools should racially 

integrate with the goal of equitable educational opportunities for all students (Brown v. 

Board of Education, 1954).  Despite this ruling, students of color continue to receive an 

inferior education compared to their dominant, white peers (Berlak, 2009; Cholewa & 

West-Olatunji, 2008; Moll, 1992; Simms, 2012).  

Equity is a major concern for our education system and educational researchers 

examining this phenomenon have identified a number of factors that teacher education 

encounters in its efforts to prepare preservice teachers to teach in diverse communities.  

One factor is that the field of teaching and teacher education in general consists of a 

predominantly White population whose cultural and linguistic background differ from the 

student population they may teach and work with on a daily basis (Darling-Hammond, 

French, & García-Lopez, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1999).  A second factor is the deficit 

framings White teachers often cast on students of color (Banks, 2001; Marx, 2004/2006; 

Sleeter, 2001).  A third factor is that the process of teaching and learning is largely based 
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on a teacher’s own positive educational experiences (Britzman, 1986; Haddix, 2008; 

Villegas, 2007).  As a result, White preservice teachers enter teacher education with 

preconceived notions of what teaching may look and sound like, preconceptions that 

mark others’ experience as negative or less worthy.  A fourth factor is a preservice 

teacher’s resistance toward developing consciousness around cultural and racial diversity 

and also toward talking about these issues (Garrett & Segall, 2013; Gay & Kirkland, 

2003; Marx, 2006).  These tensions in teacher education are discussed below in more 

detail.   

White as the Majority in Teaching and Teacher Education  

It is well documented that K-12 classrooms in the United States are becoming 

increasingly diverse, yet the majority of preservice teachers entering the teaching 

profession are White (Suárez-Orozco, 1987/2001).  The population is mostly composed 

of monolingual, upper-middle class individuals who do not share the same cultural or 

linguistic backgrounds with the majority of the students with whom they will teach and 

work with.  The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) reported in its 2011 

data that students of color made up approximately 48% of the PreK-12 classroom 

population.  In contrast, teachers of color made up only about 18% of the American 

teaching workforce (NCES, 2015), while White teachers made up approximately 82%.  

The percentage of non-White students enrolling in public schools is likely to continue to 

rise; in fact, NCES projects an increase from 48% in 2011 to 55% by the year 2023.  The 

data suggest that the increasingly diverse student body will continue to work with a 
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predominantly white teaching population.  This statistical data is referenced here to 

provide context for the persisting cultural gap that exists in teaching and teacher 

education, and the increasing racial diversity in American public schools. 

Deficit Perceptions and Educational Profiling 

Educational researchers suggest that preservice teachers from the dominant 

mainstream may encounter challenges when it comes to considering multiple 

worldviews, because of how White identity is associated with particular unnamed 

privileges (Marx, 2004/2006; McIntosh, 1988; Sleeter, 2001).  This privilege, coupled 

with limited knowledge and experience teaching and working in diverse communities has 

resulted in deficit orientations and preconceptions of students and families not from the 

dominant cultural and linguistic mainstream (Anyon, 1997; Marx, 2006; Valencia, 2010).  

For example, Marx (2004/2006) and Courcy (2007) found that White preservice teachers 

perceive students of color as biologically, culturally, and linguistically inferior.  In their 

work, Long, Volk, López-Robertson, and Haney (2014) discuss how deficit beliefs and 

unexamined assumptions could lead to the act of “educational profiling,” a practice of 

preferential profiling for students who represent the dominant norm, and discriminatory 

profiling of students who are outside of that norm (p. 152).  This form of profiling is thus 

internalized and limits the possibilities for preservice teachers to provide students with an 

equitable and just education.  In fact, Marx’s (2004/2006) research emphasizes how 

internalized racism plays a role in shaping preservice teachers’ perceptions and low 

expectations when working with students from diverse communities.   
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Positive Educational Experiences as Motivation 

The majority of preservice teachers who aspire to enter the teaching profession 

have successfully navigated the dominant social and political terrains of education.  Their 

motivations to become classrooms teachers may be largely based on personal beliefs and 

values that are reminiscent of positive memories of their own educational experiences 

(Britzman, 1986; Villegas, 2007).  These positive memories may lead preservice teachers 

to believe that they already possess the knowledge to teach before entering teacher 

education programs (Fuller, 1992; Haddix, 2008).  Britzman (1986) writes:   

The student teacher enters the apprenticeship classroom with a lifetime of 
student experience.  This institutional biography tells the student teacher 
how to navigate through the school structure and provides a foundation for 
the stock responses necessary to maintain it.  Additionally, implicit in 
these stock responses are particular images of the teacher, mythic images 
which tend to sustain and cloak the very structure which produces them. 
(p. 448). 
 
This “lifetime of student experiences” may shape and influence preservice 

teachers’ curricular topics and pedagogies (Villegas, 2007).  Even if such experiences 

could be said to prepare them for teaching student populations and context that mirror 

their own prior schooling experiences, the reality is that they may not be teaching in 

classrooms made up of the White majority.  Classrooms are increasingly diversifying, 

and if preservice teachers continue to teach the way they learned, they will be part of an 

unjust system that continues the perpetuation of educational inequities (Price-Dennis & 

Souto-Manning, 2011; Souto-Manning, 2011).   
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Resistance   

Glazier (2003) discusses how talking about race is analogous to approaching hot 

lava.  She writes, “Race is ‘hot lava’: as in the children’s playground game where the 

goal is to avoid stepping on spots that represent ‘hot lava,’ the same occurs in 

conversation” (p. 76).  Gay and Kirkland (2003), Marx (2004/2006), and Milner (2003), 

reported encountering different forms of resistance when trying to engage preservice 

teachers in examining issues of identity, privilege, power, and race.  One way of 

understanding resistance is “conscious action against hegemonic ideologies within and 

beyond the classroom” (Garrett & Segall, 2013, p. 297).  Common responses from 

resistant preservice teachers include anger, guilt, resistance, silence, and the use of color-

blind discourse (Garrett & Segall, 2013; Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Marx, 2004/2006).   

In working with preservice teachers to develop consciousness around cultural and 

racial diversity, Gay and Kirkland (2003) discuss how preservice teachers would divert 

attention away from the topic, plead ignorance, and express guilt.  Some even express the 

belief that race and racism is a non-issue, making statements such as, “‘Yes, but students 

of color have to live and work in the U.S., so they need to learn to be American like 

everybody else,’” and “‘If I teach them according to their cultural styles, won’t the White 

kids be discriminated against, and won’t I be lowering my educational standards?’” (p. 

184).  Garret and Segall (2013) argue that the act of pleading ignorance is more than a 

“simple state of not knowing” (p. 297).  They assert that “ignorance” could be more 

accurately described as conscious performances of avoidance (p. 297).  In defining the 

term ignorance, Garret and Segall (2013) explain, “To ignore means that someone must 
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first take note, acknowledge, and then make a choice to not acknowledge whatever it is 

that is being ignored” (p. 297).  At times, preservice teachers assume the role of empty 

promoters of equality and social justice (Gay & Kirkland, 2003) by expressing thoughts 

and ideas exclusively for the teacher educator’s benefit.  Garret and Segall (2013) argue 

that the element of “‘giving back the teacher what s/he wants’” is a way of “‘doing 

school’” and as such, is considered a form of resistance toward issues of cultural and 

racial diversity.   

Reforming Teaching and Teacher Education 

Critically-aware teacher educators responsible for designing courses and learning 

experiences are faced with a clear message; that is, traditional teacher education focused 

on foundational knowledge such curriculum standards, lesson planning, and management 

methods is no longer adequate in preparing preservice teachers to teach in diverse 

classrooms (Cochran-Smith, 1995; Comber, 2006).  In fact, teacher education preparation 

must move beyond a singular intention of appropriating generic instructional methods 

and regurgitating scripted curricula.  Bartolomé (1994) argues that teacher education 

preparation focused on locating the right teaching methods, or what she terms a “methods 

fetish” to improve academic achievements for diverse learners makes the structural 

inequalities in school invisible (p. 174).  

In discussing teacher education preparation, Darling-Hammond et al. (2005) 

assert, “Programs that prepare teachers need to consider the demands of today’s schools 

in concert with the growing knowledge base about learning and teaching if they are to 
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support teachers in meeting these expectations” (p. 2).  Following this assertion, the 

researchers raise three important questions for teacher educators to consider when 

preparing the new generation of teachers (p. 2-3):   

1. What kinds of knowledge do effective teachers need to have about their subject 

matter and about the learning processes and development of their students? 

2. What skills do teachers need in order to provide productive learning experiences 

for a diverse set of students, to offer informative feedback on students’ ideas, and 

to critically evaluate their own teaching practices and improve them? 

3. What professional commitments do teachers need to help every child succeed and 

to continue to develop their own knowledge and skills, both as individuals and as 

members of a collective profession? 

Furthermore, Darling-Hammond et al. (2005) assert, teacher educators need to 

prepare preservice teachers to learn more than just “covering the curriculum,” and argue 

that it is necessary to position diversity and equity at the center of teaching and learning 

(p. 2).  Given that, the next generation of teachers will need to learn and understand that 

teaching and learning involves more than knowing the right methods.  As Comber (2006) 

asserts, teaching should be recognized “as being situated, embodied, intellectual and 

political and, importantly, as being more complicated than simply being ‘effective’ or 

‘ineffective’ (p. 61).  In fact, teacher education needs to promote equity, diversity, and 

social change, continuing to push preservice teachers to interrogate unexamined 

preconceptions; engage in critical discussions regarding issues of identity, positioning, 
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power and privilege; and learn pedagogies that will dismantle educational inequities in 

order to provide quality education for all students.    

To prepare the new generation of teachers to be successful educators in diverse 

schools, some teacher education programs are making efforts to reform the curriculum to 

raise consciousness around issues of educational equity and diversity, and to center 

education as teaching for social justice.  An education that is inspired by principles of 

social justice has been referred to as culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2000), 

culturally relevant teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1995), teaching against the grain 

(Cochran-Smith, 2001), multicultural education (Banks, 2001/2006), and critical literacy 

education (Janks, 2012; Lewison et al., 2002; Luke & Woods, 2009).  Critical literacy 

has a strong focus on language and literacy education, and refers to approaches to literacy 

education that purposefully positions students and teachers to inquire into the effects of 

language, literacy, and power.  Critical literacy is important in teacher education because 

it offers preservice teachers a framework to think about the social and political 

commitments in educating for democracy.  For instance, the critical literacy framework 

holds the power to situate preservice teachers to think deeply about: 

§ how teaching and learning occur in sociocultural contexts (Bloome et al., 2008; 

Brown, 2013; Freire, 1998); 

§ how dialogue and purposeful talk around texts is crucial in language and literacy 

education (Ciardiello, 2004; Leland et al., 1999; McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004); 

§ how language operates in powerful ways (Janks, 2000/2012; Fairclough, 

2001/2003 Gee, 2011; Rogers, 2011); 
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§ how literacy education and practice hold the power to transform sociocultural 

realities (Bartolomé, 1994; Freire & Macedo, 1978; Giroux, 1985). 

In the following section, I explore the role of critical literacy in teacher education, 

which is also the focus of my research study.   

The Role of Critical Literacy in Teacher Education 

Critical literacy education is dialogical, dynamic, and generative.  It has the power 

and potential to raise critical consciousness for a deeper understanding of the social 

constructs and marginalized experiences perpetuated in society.  Rogers, Mosley, 

Kramer, and LSJTRG (2009) argue for critical literacy education across the lifespan, and 

explain that “This lifespan approach assumes that educators who teach any grade across 

the lifespan can engage with critical literacy education and that, as teachers, they must 

themselves experience the process of learning to be critically literate” (p. 13).  Research 

has documented accounts of critical literacy practices in elementary (Bourke, 2008; Hall 

& Piazza, 2008; Heffernan & Lewison, 2000; Vasquez, 2004), middle and high school 

(Morrell, 2008; Rogers, Morrell, & Enyedy, 2007); and adult education (Kramer & Jones, 

2009); however, critical literacy education is relatively new in the context of teacher 

education (e.g., Comber, 2001; DeMulder et al., 2014; Johnston, 2004/2012; Jones, 2006; 

Tate, 2011).  Since little is known about critical literacy in teacher education, it is 

important to explore how teacher education prepares education professionals to gain 

pedagogical and professional knowledge for teaching critical literacy.   
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Critical Literacy in Teacher Education   

In this section, I review empirical research specifically focusing on critical 

literacy education implemented in the context of teacher education.  I explore literature 

on the methodology teacher educators use to teach teacher preparation courses with and 

through a critical literacy framework.  I look specifically at the approaches used to impact 

prospective and practicing teachers’ dispositions and pedagogical practices to reflect a 

socially just philosophy.  If teacher educators have the goal of educating the next 

generation of teachers toward a more democratic approach to education, it is important to 

model what critical literacy may look like and sound like (DeMulder et al., 2014; Rogers, 

2014; Souto-Manning, 2010/2011; Vasquez et al., 2013).  Across the literature I 

explored, there are examples of teacher educators (e.g., Bruna, 2007; Meller & Hatch, 

2008; Lynn & Smith-Maddox, 2007; Rogers & Wetzel, 2014) using critical literacy 

approaches in teacher education classrooms.  These approaches are purposefully 

implemented to move prospective and practicing teachers toward a more critical 

orientation as they assume the great responsibility of educating young learners.   

 In reviewing the research literature, the use of “critical books” (picture books or 

children’s novels) (Leland et al., 1999, p. 70) is a crucial component in initiating critical 

literacy within the classroom (Leland, Harste, & Huber, 2005; Leland et al., 1999; 

Meller, Richardson, & Hatch, 2009).  Clarke and Whitney (2009) discuss how critical 

books can be entry points for teachers new to critical literacy education.  Quality 

literature with a focus on critical social issues “invite conversations about fairness and 

justice; they encourage children to ask why some groups of people are positioned as 
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‘others’” (Leland et al., 1999, p. 70).  For example, through the use of critical books, 

students and teachers could engage in serious discussions and co-construct knowledge 

around issues of poverty (Chafel et al., 2007), racial labels (DeNicolo & Franquiz, 2006), 

civil rights (Labadie et al., 2012), and the effects of war (Mosley, 2009).  Yet, how 

teachers implement critical books in the classroom varies.  

Glazier (2003) and Mosley and Rogers (2011) implemented critical texts in their 

research to examine critical social issues with their preservice teachers.  Using a book 

club approach, Mosley and Rogers engaged preservice teachers to discuss the complexity 

of racism and anti-racism.  The preservice teachers read a critical text, Darby (Fuqua, 

2003), to interpret the actions of the characters in the book as passive or active, and racist 

or anti-racist.  Mosley and Rogers found that using a children’s book to begin critical 

critique was a disarming way for adult learners to begin a conversation to discuss the 

characters and at the same time reflect on one’s own life.  Even though the book was set 

in 1926, the preservice teachers were able to draw a connection between the past and 

present, noting that racism exists in the present-day.  For example, Kelly, one of the 

participants, thought about her own history and participation in White privilege, racism, 

and anti-racism.  Glazier (2003) found similar findings in her work with teachers when 

discussing race.  She writes, “Talking about race brings us closer to disrupting a 

comfortable norm as we may see it and essentially forces us to engage in a discussion of 

our own race, our own Whiteness, something that remains both unnamed and 

unexplored” (p. 84).  Glazier (2003) and Mosley and Rogers (2011) found that using a 

book club discussion format established a safe space for different individuals to come 
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together to engage in critical discussions.  The book club discussion became a space for 

the preservice teachers to rehearse new words and new concepts, try-on new identities 

(e.g., activist, White ally, etc.), and to experience what it feels like, looks like, and sounds 

like when discussing challenging topics (Rogers, 2014).  This experience is important 

because if the individuals should have an opportunity to engage in disrupting unjust 

social practices, they will have the knowledge and experience to be more prepared in 

their responses to similar situations in the field.   

To engage prospective teacher in a discussion about critical issues, Souto-

Manning (2011) used Boalian Theatre Games (Power shuffle and Columbian Hypnosis) 

and debriefing sessions to situate her mostly White preservice teachers to deconstruct the 

concept of meritocracy, and examine privilege and racial identity.  She explained that 

using theatre games was a playful and innovative way to approach discussing challenging 

topics.  An important aspect of this approach is that the responsibility for examining and 

discussing racial privilege did not fall solely on the preservice teachers of color; instead, 

the theatre games opened a space and invited all the preservice teachers to participate.  In 

an interview, with Jackie, a prospective teacher shared how the theatre games provided a 

disarming way to “‘…look at what I didn’t want to…I never thought playing would push 

me to consider these issues I always avoided’” (p. 1004).  By using theatre games, Souto-

Manning provided a safe space for her preservice teachers to engage in examining 

oppression and privilege.   

 Inquiry is described as a “situated learning experience” (Lynn & Smith-Maddox, 

2007, p. 95).  This approach provides opportunities for individuals to engage in learning 
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and to reflect on their experiences and practice.  DeMulder et al. (2014), Lynn and Smith-

Maddox (2007), and Vasquez et al. (2013) used inquiry to connect their teachers to 

critical literacy.  DeMulder et al. used current and controversial events related to 

immigration to allow practicing teachers to examine language, power, access, 

in/tolerance, and hegemonic structures.  By using inquiry-oriented approaches, Lynn and 

Smith-Maddox provided time and space for their preservice teachers to observe, question, 

and critique established policies and practices encountered in their classroom field 

placements.  It also provided an opportunity for them to “think-through” and initiate 

dialogue, discussing important issues such as unjust teaching practices, ability grouping, 

and tracking, and at the same time, develop alternative and socially just pedagogical 

approaches (p. 99).  Vasquez et al. wanted preservice teachers to “live” critical literacy 

rather than read or hear about it (p. 3).  Noticing that the preservice teachers were 

interested in The Party Animals, (animal art and sculptures painted by local artists 

depicting political statements), Vasquez and Tate invited their preservice teachers to 

examine the sculptures with a deliberate focus on socio-cultural representations, grammar 

of visual images, language use, and ideological references that were embedded in the 

artwork.  This focus positioned the preservice teachers to actively analyzing text, social 

meanings, and systems of exchange (Luke, 2012). 

 Souto-Manning (2010) echoed the idea of positioning preservice teachers to 

“live” critical literacy by implementing Freirean Cultural Circles, a “pedagogical practice 

which considers a variety of perspectives and knowledges [sic] while honoring situated 

experiences through generative themes” (p. 100).  This pedagogic practice positioned 



 37 

Souto-Manning and her preservice teachers to draw on personal lived-experiences and to 

enter into dialogues to expose and problematize important everyday issues and tensions 

found in education such as educational inequities, discontinuities between home and 

school, unexamined assumptions (e.g., deficit perspectives), and culturally specific ways 

of knowing, being, and learning.  This rich multicultural educational experience pushed 

the preservice teachers to understand themselves in relation to others and society, and to 

become more aware of their own actions as soon-to-be teachers. 

In a university literacy lab, Rogers (2014) used coaching practices, a collaborative 

model to discuss instructional practice with a cohort of inservice teachers to explore 

critical literacy.  The study revealed that the all teachers constructed critical literacy 

practices in different ways.  This affirms Luke’s (2000) assertion that critical literacy 

should grow organically between the teacher and students, and that there is no universal 

approach to teaching critical literacy (Behrman, 2006; McLaughlin & DaVoogd, 2004).  

Rogers’ study revealed that some of the practicing teachers became frustrated and 

concerned about implementing critical literacy the “right” way.  With coaching, Rogers 

was able to provide one-on-one support and guide one of the teachers to recognize and 

name her practice as teaching literacy for acceleration within a critical literacy 

framework.  This demonstrates that teachers need support in recognizing and naming that 

what they are doing is, in fact, critical literacy.  More importantly, teachers new to critical 

literacy and even experienced critical literacy teachers must learn that critical literacy 

may not necessarily involve addressing race or unjust social practices; indeed, critical 

literacy could be locating the right text or establishing a context for young learners to 
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make use of their literate knowledge and practices (Mosley, 2010).  Rogers’ study is an 

urgent call for teacher educators to re-examine the notion of “‘What counts as critical 

literacy?’” (Mosley, 2010, p. 421).  Supporting teachers as they recognize, name, and 

define critical literacy practices may serve to alleviate some tensions when trying to 

bridge critical literacy theory into sustainable classroom practice.   

Critical Literacy in Field-based Experiences 

Lewison et al. (2003) supported new and experienced teachers implementing 

critical literacy with the use of critical texts.  Drawing on the work of various critical 

theorists (e.g., Freire, Giroux, Luke & Freebody, Nieto, Vasquez et al., etc.), they defined 

four dimensions of critical literacy framework (p. 382-384):  Disrupting the 

commonplace, Interrogating multiple viewpoints, Focusing on sociopolitical issues, and 

Taking action and promoting social justice.  This framework was discussed earlier in the 

theoretical framework section.  The study is discussed here to showcase how the 

researchers used this framework to guide their work with teachers and the interpretation 

of the data.  The findings revealed that teachers need support with addressing challenging 

questions (e.g., Why would the Boy Scouts discriminate and not allow homosexuals into 

their group?  Why did we hurt the Indians?) and insensitive comments from students 

(e.g., That’s so gay.  I hate black.  You are fuzzy and black.)  (p. 391).  Another concern 

teachers reported was knowing what kinds of texts and materials are appropriate to use 

with students.  The teachers also expressed the need to have time to converse and reflect 

with other teachers implementing critical literacy.  The findings suggested that teachers 
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needed time to learn how to teach the different dimensions of critical literacy such as 

unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social justice were 

neglected by the participants.  Lewison et al.’s critical literacy framework is a useful 

guide for teacher educators seeking to understand where teachers need the most support 

when implementing critical literacy.  

In discussing the possibilities of sustaining preservice teachers’ critical orientation 

and identity developed during their teacher education courses into field-based 

experiences, Lane et al. (2003) note four dilemmas teacher education confronts when 

placing preservice teachers with practicing or guiding teachers: 

One dilemma is the shortage of ‘model’ guiding teachers in urban schools.  
A second dilemma is that there are many potential guiding teachers in 
urban schools whose conceptual orientation about students and learning 
differs from that of the university and a classroom model that often 
contradicts the beliefs of the student teachers.  A third dilemma is that 
most teachers in urban schools do not conceive of their role as being a 
change agent.  A fourth dilemma is that most models of the guiding 
teacher-student relationship are unidirectional, a mentor-mentee 
relationship where there is just one learner and one teacher.  Within this 
traditional apprenticeship model, the novice is rarely encouraged to think 
critically or question the practices of the expert.  (p. 56)   
 

Lane et al.’s (2003) research study focused on preparing student teachers to teach against 

the grain and to develop their identities as change agents during their student teaching 

experience in urban elementary schools.  Although the preservice teachers in this study 

were not placed with guiding teachers with a critical orientation, the findings revealed 

that the preservice teachers’ critical orientation and pedagogical practices had a 

substantial impact on the guiding teachers in terms of pedagogy and the structure of the 

classroom.   
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It is important to note that this study is unique in that the preservice teachers were 

enrolled in a teacher education program with a keen focus on critical theory and 

pedagogy, and that the university had a strong partnership with the elementary schools 

where the preservice teachers were placed.  This university-school partnership created a 

strong support system that involved the school principals and guiding teachers.  For 

instance, the principals, in partnership with the university, taught seminars on the 

weekend to both the preservice teachers and guiding teachers.  The principals encouraged 

the preservice teachers to teach from critical perspectives and to question their guiding 

teachers’ practices.  This support system disrupted the four dilemmas presented by the 

researchers, particularly the dilemma of the unidirectional, mentor-mentee relationship.  

The findings demonstrated how learning opportunities occurred for both the preservice 

teachers and the guiding teachers.  An important consideration to think about is the 

support structure the preservice teachers had throughout their development as critical 

teachers.  They had support from multiple levels (e.g., professors, principals, guiding 

teachers); however, not all universities have the resources to replicate this model.   

 The dilemmas noted in Lane et al.’s (2003) work also resonated in Calderwood et 

al.’s (2008) research study.  Calderwood et al. examined 14 masters-level preservice 

teachers’ digital journal reflections or e-conversation discussions to understand their 

field-based experiences with regard to critical theory and pedagogy.  Prior to the student 

teaching experience, Calderwood and the preservice teachers explored the relationship 

between ideology and power, the value and challenges of critical pedagogy and critical 

literacy, and the role of social justice teaching.  Because of this preparatory reading, 
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writing, and dialogue, the preservice teachers developed a strong critical orientation and 

saw themselves as critical educators for social change.  Even with this foundation, the 

preservice teachers reported the need to hold back on teaching critically in their 

classroom field placements.  For instance, in their e-conversation discussions, preservice 

teachers reflected on how they witnessed their cooperating teachers dismiss students’ 

questions centered on colonization, slavery, and war.  The preservice teachers reported 

that although they themselves wanted to address the topics, they felt inclined to show 

deference to the cooperating teachers with whom they were working and sharing a 

classroom.   

 Wolfe’s (2010) research study examined 14 secondary preservice teachers’ 

implementation of critical literacy units during their first semester of student teaching to 

fulfill a requirement for their advanced methods course.  To prepare the preservice 

teachers to implement a critical literacy unit, Wolfe provided explicit instructions by 

brainstorming ideas and providing a unit planning guidelines, as well as samples of 

critical literacy units.  Wolfe also discussed the process of negotiating for a space to 

implement critical literacy in their student teaching placement.  This preparation made 

transforming critical literacy theory into practice more feasible for the preservice 

teachers.  When it came time to teach the critical literacy unit, Wolfe was confronted with 

two issues: first, the preservice teachers expressed concerns about having the freedom to 

implement a critical literacy unit in their student teaching classroom placements, and 

second, one of the cooperating teachers denied one of the preservice teachers the 

possibility of implementing a critical literacy unit, stating, “‘I’ve tried all that new stuff 
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they teach and it doesn’t work.  Let’s stick to what I have’” (p. 374).  This tension, also 

found in Calderwood et al.’s (2008) study, foregrounds the power dynamics preservice 

teachers encounter in their classroom field placements. 

Despite the initial challenges, however, the preservice teachers reported that 

students responded positively to their critical literacy units, with one prospective teacher 

sharing, “‘students developed analytical skills through comparing and contrasting 

perspectives that they would have never developed without being offered alternative 

ideas’” (p. 384).  All the preservice teachers taught some form of critical literacy during 

the first semester, with critical themes such as negotiations, student ownership, 

contemporary focus, critical perspective, resistant reading, social action, and 

disorientation (Wolfe, 2010).  This finding is important because it affirms the theory that 

there is no universal approach to critical literacy.  Twelve of the fourteen preservice 

teachers chose to implement critical literacy during the second semester, even though it 

was not a requirement.   

Wolfe further asserts that creating space for preservice teachers to practice critical 

literacy during their student teaching is part of the process of critical teacher identity 

formation, and it is through practice that this identity is constructed and maintained.  For 

instance, Carrie, one of the preservice teachers, reflected, “‘I thought critical teaching 

would be so much harder but it is really about just having a lens.  I just went in really 

honestly and told students ‘this is how we are going to look at this book’ and they were 

remarkably accepting’” (p. 369).  Furthermore, engaging with the critical literacy unit 

helped them to conceptualize how to transform critical literacy theory into classroom 



 43 

practice, with Wolfe stating, “Prior to this process, preservice teachers’ theoretical goals 

tended to be vague and often had little to do with the day-to-day plans of the unit.  The 

critical planning process seemed to produce units with much clearer ties between 

theoretical goals and classroom activities” (p. 384).  Through teaching the critical literacy 

unit, the preservice teachers arrived at the understanding that critical literacy is not an 

“add-on” to the officical school curriculum, but an “‘enduring perspective’ that 

influences all of their planning” (p. 383).  They also arrived at the understanding that 

“good literacy teaching is not simply the creation of amusing or interesting activities but 

that true student engagement comes from the conflict of multiple, and often competing, 

voices” (p. 384). 

 An important factor to consider in the case of whether preservice teachers take up 

critical literacy practices is to think about how Bourdieu’s (1984) constructs of habitus, 

field, and capital play a role in when, where, and why they choose to do so (Jones & 

Enriquez, 2009).  The participants in Jones and Enriquez’s study emphasized how context 

and personal perspectives impact decisions to implement critical literacy education.  

Although Rebekkah, one of the focal participants, entered the program with a “critical 

edge,” critical literacy was absent in her classroom practice.  This is due to the capital she 

gained from her administrators and colleagues for teaching a balanced literacy program, a 

program more recognized at her school campus compared to critical literacy.  Brooke, on 

the other hand, entered the program more “naïve.”  However, she saw critical analysis as 

a must and thus made explicit efforts to teach critical literacy in her classroom.  This 
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research emphasize the complexity of how context, dispositions, and power play a role in 

motivating individuals to take up or not take up the work of teaching critically.   

A Discussion of the Literature 

The literature described above emphasizes the importance of critical literacy in 

teacher education.  Even though some teacher educators are including critical literacy in 

their classes, more work is needed in this area.  Of the empirical literature reviewed, only 

a few studies traced preservice teachers’ ideological commitments and practices 

longitudinally, from the context of the university coursework into field-based 

experiences.  This study contributes to the growing body of literature in this area by 

documenting how preservice teachers gain the pedagogical and professional knowledge 

to be critical literacy teachers and how they maintain their commitment to implement 

critical literacy education in their own classrooms.   

 Researchers have shown that there is no one-way to approach the teaching of 

critical literacy.  Rogers (2014) and Rogers and Wetzel (2014) describe three approaches 

to critical literacy that emerged from their research.  First, the genre approach to critical 

literacy focuses on supporting students to develop competence in the linguistic structures 

of dominant discourse.  Second, the multi-literacies approach (multiple literacies) 

foregrounds the literacies that exist in the student’s home and integrating it as part of the 

curriculum.  Third, the social justice approach to critical literacy uses literacy practices 

to address social justice issues.  Similarly, the preservice teachers in Wolfe’s (2010) 

research taught some form of critical literacy including themes such as negotiation, 
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student ownership, and resistant reading, to name a few.  Because I conceptualize critical 

literacy as non-prescriptive, preservice teachers may not recognize what they are doing is 

indeed critical literacy (Mosley, 2010).  In this case, it is important to examine how 

preservice teachers plan and define their instructional practices as “doing” critical 

literacy.  It is also important to examine how they negotiate with the tensions of teaching 

critical literacy during their student teaching experience. 

The majority of the literature reviewed focuses on White preservice teachers’ 

ability and willingness to engage and/or challenge the teaching of critical literacy.  

However, there is an absence of preservice teachers of color and their perspectives with 

regards to critical literacy education.  In considering this tension, I reference Sleeter 

(2001) and argue that learning to implement a critical literacy education is important for 

both White and non-White preservice teachers.  Sleeter (2001) writes: 

Preservice students of color bring a richer multicultural knowledge base to 
teacher education than do White students.  Students of color generally are 
more committed to multicultural teaching, social justice, and providing 
children of color with an academically challenging curriculum.  Preservice 
students of color do not necessarily bring more knowledge about 
pedagogical practices than do White preservice students, however; both 
groups need well designed preservice teacher education.  (p. 95)   

 
 As noted in the literature above, preservice teachers may be hesitant, even 

resistant to openly discussing issues concerning culture, gender, privilege, race, and 

social class.  But as Wolfe (2010) explains, “Having preservice teachers learn how to 

teach in a critical way is an essential and valuable part of becoming critical literacy 

teachers – and is no doubt a skill they will need as they create their own classrooms” (p. 

383-384).  Therefore this research study contributes to the field of teaching and teacher 
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education by following four preservice teachers from diverse backgrounds and examining 

their experiences with critical literacy across two semesters of their teacher education 

preparation.  The study began in the context of the university and continued in their 

student teaching field placements.  The purpose was (a) to understand how preservice 

teachers initially gained the pedagogical knowledge to teach critical literacy and how this 

knowledge is further developed and maintained through continual involvement, (b) to 

understand whether they continue the commitment to teach critical literacy in their 

student teaching classroom, (c) to understand how preservice teachers negotiate space to 

teach critical literacy during their student teaching experience, and (d) to understand how 

they approach the teaching of critical literacy.   
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 

 This research study investigated how preservice teachers, with foundational 

understanding of critical literacy theory and practice learned in their teacher education 

program, continue the commitment of enacting critical literacy during student teaching.  

To understand this phenomenon, I followed four preservice teachers from their program 

coursework into their student teaching experience.  This research study is predicated on 

three theories: first, critical literacy is a position (specifically a critical position) one takes 

toward texts, discourses, and social practices (Janks, 2012; Luke & Wood, 2009; 

McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004; Rogers, 2013; Rogers & Wetzel, 2014); second, there 

are different approaches to critical literacy (Behrman, 2006; Luke, 2000; Rogers, 2013); 

and third, critical literacy should be experienced and lived (Souto-Manning, 2010; 

Vasquez et al., 2013).  With this in mind, this research study focused on preservice 

teachers’ position on teaching and learning, their understanding of critical literacy, and 

the different ways they approach the teaching of critical literacy.  My research design and 

methodological approach is guided by the following research questions:  

1. How do preservice teachers define critical literacy, and how do their 

understandings and meanings evolve over time with continual exploration of 

critical literacy? 

2. Do preservice teachers, with early apprenticeship in critical literacy education, 

continue the commitment of drawing on critical literacy frameworks to negotiate, 
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plan, and implement critical literacy lessons in their student teaching classroom 

placements, and what do these lessons look like? 

a. What pedagogies and resource materials do preservice teachers engage 

with to teach critical literacy? 

b. What supports and barriers do preservice teachers encounter in teaching 

critical literacy at their respective classroom placement and school 

campus? 

c. What successes and challenges do preservice teachers identify in the 

teaching of critical literacy? 

In this chapter, I begin with describing my reflexivity as a researcher.  Second, I 

describe the research design, followed by context and participants.  Lastly, I discuss data 

collection, analysis procedures, and trustworthiness of the study. 

REFLEXIVITY OF THE RESEARCHER 

 My world is shaped by my family’s journey and history, and by my own personal 

lived-experiences as a child, an adolescent, an adult, a Chinese Cambodian woman living 

in American society.  I carry my family’s burdens and often see the world through their 

eyes—as refugees and immigrants living in the margins.  Thus, my family and life 

experiences and identities shaped the contours of my knowledge systems and beliefs.   

I am a teacher, teacher-educator, and researcher of color.  I identify as Cambodian 

Chinese American.  Growing up, I learned to speak, read, and write Cantonese, 

Mandarin, and English simultaneously.  I move between these language worlds, 
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discovering and appreciating the richness of words, characters, and phrases.  In my 

experience, I strongly believe that language and literacy are core components to inspire 

social change.   

My role in this research study was first a learner.  I was in the process of 

becoming a critical scholar/researcher, just as my participants were in the process of 

becoming critical literacy teachers.  As a researcher, I moved between observer and 

participant, depending on the phase of the study (Creswell, 2007).  In Phase I, I was first 

an observer collecting data such as field notes and audio/video recordings.  There were 

moments where I functioned as a teaching assistant to support the course instructor and 

teacher education students.  In Phase II, I was first an observer; however, there were 

moments where I became a participant to support my preservice teacher participants with 

lesson planning and teaching.  Thus, throughout the research study, I was both an 

instrument of data collection as well as a participant (Merriam, 2009).  During this phase, 

I had to learn how to balance my support of the preservice teachers in their learning to 

become critical literacy teachers and my role as a researcher. 

As a critical scholar, I acknowledge the power relations inherent between the 

researcher and the participants.  I also realized that my presence within the research 

setting would not go unnoticed and that I may have disrupted the flow and harmony of 

the classroom.  My participants (e.g., preservice teachers) may have felt stressed under 

observation and potential judgment, and as a result, acted and reacted differently.  I 

consider myself an “insider” to the teaching profession, and I acknowledge that I am an 

“outsider” to the participants and community.  I also acknowledge that I may never fully 
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know and understand the lived-experiences of my participants; and hence, I realize that 

what they report can only be analyzed and interpreted to a certain extent.  At the same 

time, the organic feelings and thoughts, challenges and tensions, and dialogues and 

discussions that emerged during the study permitted me to capture the complexities 

experienced by my preservice teacher participants.  Furthermore, I contend that my 

“outsider” scholar identity permitted me to research and observe new potentials, and at 

the same time, be limited to particular nuances situated within and among my participants 

and community.   

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 In this research study, I conducted what Merriam (2009) terms basic qualitative 

research (p. 23).  Basic qualitative research is a form of inquiry designed to learn about 

and understand complex social interactions and relationships and to uncover intricate 

details of a phenomenon (Erlandson et al., 1993; Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2002; Marshall 

& Rossman, 2011; Merriam, 2009; Strauss, 1990).  Researchers engaged in basic 

qualitative research are interested in the construction of meanings; more specifically, the 

goal is “to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 23, emphasis in original).  In referencing Crotty (1998, p. 42-43), 

Merriam (2009) writes, “Meaning, however, ‘is not discovered but constructed.  Meaning 

does not inhere in the object, merely waiting for someone to come upon it.  Meanings are 

constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting’” (p. 22-

23).  Thus, Merriam (2009) notes that qualitative researchers conducting a basic 



 51 

qualitative research study is guided by the interests in:  (a) how individuals interpret their 

experiences, (b) how individuals construct their worlds, and (c) the kinds of meanings 

individuals ascribe to such experiences (p. 23).  In describing the conceptual framing for 

a basic qualitative research, Merriam (2009) acknowledges that the description is 

representative of all qualitative research approaches.  With this awareness, she is keen to 

point out that other types of qualitative research approaches include additional 

distinguishing dimensions.  For example, she writes: 

Ethnography strives to understand the interaction of individuals not just 
with others, but also with the culture of the society in which they live.  A 
grounded theory study seeks not just to understand, but also to build a 
substantive theory about the phenomenon of interest.  Narrative analysis 
uses the stories people tell, analyzing them in various ways, to understand 
the meaning of the experiences as revealed in the story.  (p. 23)    

 
Learning about the additional dimensions of each qualitative research approach 

helps to situate my research study as a basic qualitative research.  In conducting a basic 

qualitative research, I also draw on Kremerelis and Dimitriadis’ (2005) definition of what 

qualitative research is and is not.  They write: 

Qualitative inquiry does not isolate single variables to test their effects 
using control groups versus experimental groups.  Instead, qualitative 
inquiry attempts to understand, interpret, and explain complex and highly 
contextualized social phenomena such as classroom cultures.  Qualitative 
research may be more descriptive or more explanatory, but it always aims 
to demonstrate the complexity, texture, and nuance involved in how 
individuals and groups experience themselves and their worlds.  Finally, 
qualitative research focuses on both the meanings and the practices 
involved in such experiencing.  (p. 17, emphasis in original) 

 
In this basic qualitative research study, I employed ethnographic data collection 

methods (Heath et al., 2008) to explore how preservice teachers transform critical literacy 
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theory into classroom practice.  My goal was to understand the “complexity, texture, and 

nuance” involving preservice teachers’ effort in implementing a critical literacy education 

during their student teaching experience, their successes, challenges, and the kinds of 

support they may need in their journey in becoming critical literacy teachers.  

METHODS 

Context and Participants 

 The research study was conducted in two phases in order to gain insight into 

preservice teachers’ perspectives with regards to critical literacy theory and practice 

across context.  Phase I focused on the preservice teachers’ Intern II experience in one of 

their methods courses located at a local university in Texas while Phase II focused on 

their student teaching experience in their respective field placement classrooms.  Below, I 

describe the context and participants of Phase I and Phase II.   

Phase I Context  

Phase I of the research study was conducted during the Fall 2014 semester at a 

local university in Texas.  At the time of the study, the preservice teachers were in their 

Intern II stage of the Professional Development Sequence (PDS).  During Intern II, the 

preservice teachers were simultaneously taking four professional development courses at 

the university with a focus in mathematics, science, classroom management, reading, and 

completed their field placement experiences in lower (K – 3rd) and upper (4th – 5th) 

elementary education classrooms.  My research study was focused on the preservice 
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teachers’ Reading Methods course, where I collected observation field notes, audio and 

video data, interviews, and documents.  The decision to conduct the study in the Reading 

Methods course was based on the following three conditions:  (a) my interest in 

understanding preservice teachers’ perspective with regards to critical literacy education, 

(b) the university professor’s interests in educating preservice teachers about critical 

literacy, and (c) gaining the university professor’s permission to present the study in her 

Reading Methods course and to collect data.  

Reading Methods is a course designed to provide preservice teachers theoretical 

and pedagogical knowledge about reading processes, different forms of assessments, and 

instructions for readers at all levels.  The course met every Tuesday from 9 a.m. to 12 

p.m.  The coursework included attending lectures, course readings, discussions, hands-on 

activities, collaborative small group work, and field-based assignments.  There were a 

total of five field-based assignments with regards to reading strategies, learning about 

students’ reading processes and interests, and how to lead purposeful discussions.  One of 

the field-based assignments was learning how to implement critical literacy with young 

learners, which was also the focus of the research study.   

Prior to trying out critical literacy in their classroom field placements, the 

preservice teachers were given some background knowledge about critical literacy.  For 

example, the preservice teachers were introduced to the dimensions of the critical literacy 

framework put forth by Lewison et al. (2002).  They also read a peer-reviewed journal 

article written by Clarke and Whitney (2009) describing critical literacy and how to use 

texts to bridge critical literacy into the classroom.  In addition, they visited the Teaching 
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Tolerance website to explore lesson plan ideas for critical literacy.  After receiving some 

foundational education regarding critical literacy, the preservice teachers explored 

various critical social issue themed texts such as activism, bullying, kindness, and 

families, to name a few.  The preservice teachers then selected one of the texts to plan a 

read-aloud lesson with the following criteria:  (a) plan stopping points that will engage 

students for purposeful talk, (b) plan with the critical literacy dimensions in mind, (c) 

incorporate turn-and-talk (d) be flexible and allow students to make comments and ask 

questions, (e) practice, and (f) video record the lesson.  After the preservice teachers 

implemented the lesson, they wrote a reflection paper describing their experience as 

critical literacy teachers.  The reflection paper specifically discussed which critical 

literacy dimension was addressed and how it was addressed; types of scaffolds used, if 

any; the ways students used purposeful talk to construct meaning; students’ reactions, 

comments, and level of participation; moments of successes, challenges, or confusion; 

and finally, to describe a follow-up lesson that will serve to enhance students’ learning 

and development with regards to the topic.   

Phase I Participants 

In Phase I, the participants included all members of the Reading Methods course.  

Jordan Wells, the instructor for the course, is a tenured professor at the university.  She is 

a female professor and self-identified as White.  Dr. Wells is committed to a democratic 

education focused on teaching toward students’ capacities.  Her philosophy was 

demonstrated through her respectful interactions with the preservice teachers and the 
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design of the course.  Dr. Wells worked hard to build a classroom community by inviting 

the preservice teachers to openly engage in discussions about reading theories and 

methods and to grapple with the tensions and questions of bridging theory into classroom 

practice.   

The objective of the course was to develop preservice teachers’ reading methods 

competencies to work with emerging, developing, and fluent young readers and to lead 

purposeful talk around texts.  At the same time, the course included a critical strand to 

develop preservice teachers’ perspectives and practices to interrogate deficit orientations 

and unexamined assumptions.  For example, in one of course meetings, Dr. Wells and the 

preservice teachers engaged in a discussion about the notion of socially constructed labels 

(e.g., struggling reader) and ability grouping.  Together, the class examined how those 

labels come to shape students’ literate identities.  The discussion also included ways 

teachers could challenge those labels and provide support through observing and learning 

about the student.  Another critical strand included a focus on critical literacy education.  

The purpose was to introduce the preservice teachers to the critical literacy framework 

and the ways they could use text to examine and discuss broader social issues with young 

learners.   

 In addition to collecting data in the Reading Methods course, I also acted as a 

Teaching Assistant (TA).  For instance, Dr. Wells and I planned lessons together and 

gathered texts and materials that would support the preservice teachers’ developing 

knowledge about teaching reading, guiding purposeful talk, and selecting appropriate 

texts for young readers.  Because of my interests in critical literacy education, Dr. Wells 
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invited me to introduce the critical literacy framework to the class, types of resources for 

implementing critical literacy, and what it may look and sound like to engage critical 

literacy with classroom students.  After each course meeting, Dr. Wells and I would 

reflect on our teaching practices and think about what went well, what was challenging, 

and ways we could support preservice teachers to develop effective literacy practices.   

There were 20 preservice teachers enrolled in the course.  On the third week of 

class, I presented my research study and asked permission to observe, take field notes, 

and audio and video record lectures and activities.  All 20 of the preservice teachers 

signed a tentative consent form.  The demographics included 19 females, and 1 male; and 

two self-identified as biracial, two as Mexican, two as Mexican American, four as Asian 

American, and ten as White.  It is important to note that there was one international 

student from China and two international students from Mexico.  

At the end of the Fall 2014 semester, I invited all of the preservice teachers from 

the Reading Methods course to serve as focal participants.  I individually emailed each 

preservice teacher asking if they would be willing to participate in a 10- to 20-minute 

interview.  The interview protocol included 7 short questions.  Five preservice teachers 

agreed to participate in the interview.  At the beginning of the Spring 2015 semester, I 

emailed the preservice teachers who did not respond to the first email sent at the end of 

the Fall 2014 semester, and two more preservice teachers expressed an interest in being 

interviewed.   

I conducted a total of 7 interviews.  I interviewed each of the preservice teachers 

individually, with some of the interviews conducted in person while others were 
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conducted via telephone.  At the beginning of each interview, I expressed my interests in 

critical literacy and explained my dissertation research topic.  I then proceeded to ask the 

preservice teachers for their perspectives with regards to critical literacy, their interests in 

teaching critical literacy during their student teaching experience, and their interests in 

being a focal participant for the research study.   

 In Spring 2015 semester, I invited the seven preservice teachers to attend an initial 

meeting about the research study.  Five of the seven preservice teachers attended the 

meeting.  One of preservice teachers expressed concerns about time management and 

changed her mind about being part of the study.  The other two volunteers did not 

respond to my email or attend the initial meeting.  As a result, four of the seven 

preservice teachers agreed to participate as focal participants in my research study.  I also 

invited the university facilitator, cooperating teachers, and classroom students to 

participate in the research study because they were a part of the context; however, they 

were not the focus of my research study. 

Phase II Context  

 Phase II of the research study focused on four preservice teachers’ student 

teaching context during Spring 2015 semester (January 2015-May 2015).  All four focal 

participants were placed at Charlotte Elementary School.  For the 2014-2015 school year, 

Charlotte Elementary had an enrollment of 422 students.  The demographics of the 

student body was 57.1% Hispanic, 25.8% White, and 9.7% African American.   
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Phase II Participants 

The four focal participants include Carol, Daniella, Sofía, and Michael.  I was 

able to observe all of my participants. The number of observations for each participant 

varied based on researcher-participant relationship and contextual factors (e.g., classroom 

schedule, activities, school wide events).   

 Carol self-identifies as Chinese.  She was an international student from China.  

Carol was placed in a fourth grade classroom for student teaching.  I felt a strong kinship 

with Carol because we are both Chinese and English is our second/third language.  We 

would often communicate in Mandarin and talk about our family, educational 

experiences, and our goals.  During data collection, it was challenging to find time to 

observe Carol because her classroom schedule conflicted with my research schedule.  For 

example, the designated time Carol suggested for classroom observations conflicted with 

Sofía’s post-observation debrief time and Daniella and Michael’s observation time.  This 

was distressing for me because I had to make a decision to give up observing one of my 

participants.  I decided to observe Daniella and Michael.  My reasons for choosing 

Daniella was because I was interested in understanding how she would navigate the 

tensions of student teaching and participating in a research study.  My reasons for 

choosing Michael was because I was interested in how his cooperating teacher, who self-

identifies as a social justice teacher, apprenticed a preservice teacher into implementing a 

critical curriculum.  Although I had to forgo observing Carol in the long term, I was able 

to conduct a total of 5 lesson observations, 5 post-observation debriefs, 2 interviews, and 

1 final interview with her.   
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 Daniella self-identifies as Latina.  She was an international student from Mexico.  

Daniella was placed in a first grade classroom for student teaching.  She agreed to 

participate in the study, but not without some apprehension.  She was concerned about 

managing the requirements and pressures of student teaching as well as participating in a 

research study.  Because of these concerns, I was very careful to ask Daniella for 

permission before every observation.  Toward the end of the student teaching semester, I 

stopped observing Daniella.  This decision was based on one of the lesson observations.  

While observing Daniella teach a science lesson about penguins, I noticed that she 

seemed very nervous and stressed (Field notes, April 2, 2015).  At that point, I turned off 

my recording devices and left the classroom.  As a human being, I felt that showing 

compassion was more important than my research.  After school, I met with her 

university facilitator, Dr. Myra, and she shared that Daniella felt stressed about student 

teaching.  I also followed up with Daniella and we both felt it would be best for me to 

discontinue my observations.  She however suggested that once student teaching was 

completed, she would participate in the final interview.  With Daniella, I was able to 

conduct a total of 8 lesson observations, 4 post-observation debriefs, 2 interviews, and 1 

final interview.   

 Sofía self-identifies as Latina.  She was an international student from Mexico.  

Sofía was placed in a second grade classroom for student teaching.  I was able to conduct 

more observations in Sofía’s classroom because she expressed a great deal of interests in 

enacting critical literacy during student teaching.  Sofía’s enthusiasm and interests were a 

strong motivation for me to organize my morning research schedule around her teaching 
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time.  She was also deliberate about inviting me to observe her lessons.  For example, she 

would text to inform me about upcoming lessons.  She was also opened to suggestions 

and planning lessons together.  With Sofía, I was able to conduct a total of 15 lesson 

observations, 14 post-observation debriefs, 2 interviews, 4 planning sessions, and 1 final 

interview.  In supporting Sofía’s critical literacy work, I was unsure of my role at times.  

For instance, there were moments where I willingly offered my suggestions.  However, 

there were also moments where I was uncertain whether or not to step into provide 

support because I wanted to give her the time and space to learn as well.  

Michael self-identifies as Vietnamese American.  He was born in the United 

States and his parents are from Vietnam.  Michael was placed in a fifth grade classroom 

for student teaching.  I also felt a strong kinship with Michael because both of our 

families were refugees and immigrants.  We exchanged stories about our families and the 

struggles our parents endured to immigrate to the United States.  I was also able to 

conduct more observations in Michael’s classroom because he was excited about being 

part of a research study and because our schedules aligned.  With Michael, I was able to 

conduct 14 lesson observations, 8 post-observations, 2 interviews, and 1 final interview.   

However, I was less involved in supporting Michael in terms of lesson planning because 

he was using Ms. Scott’s curriculum and teaching model.  I did not feel that it was 

appropriate for me, especially as a researcher, to make suggestions.   
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Data Collection and Analysis 

 This research study drew on qualitative methods and an interpretive approach to 

data collection and analysis (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002).  Data 

collection focused on four focal preservice teacher participants during their student 

teaching experience with regards to critical literacy education.  The data were collected 

through participant observation, observation field notes, audio and video recordings of 

instructional lessons and interviews, and documents.  The data were analyzed using 

interpretive thematic analysis to locate recurring patterns and themes that emerged across 

the data.   

DATA COLLECTION 

Observation and Field Notes 

 Qualitative research involves extended observations and detailed descriptions of 

the educational context (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Classrooms are rich with 

experiences and interactions, and in order to capture accurate accounts of complex 

phenomenon within each student teaching classroom context, I organized my 

observations, field notes, and thinking by using a researcher’s journal (Emerson, Fretz, & 

Shaw, 1995; Erlandson et al., 1993).  I used the journal to make personal notes about the 

interactions within the context and to reflect on my observations and questions and kept 

separate journals for each of my preservice teacher participants.  I used these preservice 

teacher journals to capture their specific data and any questions I may have following a 

lesson observation.  For example, when I observed Sofía, I would use her specific journal 
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to take field notes.  During lesson observations, I would write down some of the 

interactions that occurred so that the transcript data were immediately available during 

post-observations.  I would then use the written transcript data to guide Sofía to reflect on 

a specific moment of the lesson.   

Video Recording and Audio Recording 

Meaning is constructed through text, talk, and other semiotic interactions across 

time and context (Bloome, 2008).  Even though I was writing field notes during my 

observations, the field notes may not be able to account for all the subtle details and 

complexities found in classroom interactions and experiences.  For this reason, I used 

digital audio and video devices to capture in real-time how the preservice teachers 

enacted critical literacy in their classroom field placements and how classroom students 

responded during the lesson.  The purpose of obtaining video data were threefold:  (a) to 

fully capture the preservice teacher’s verbal and nonverbal language such as gestures, eye 

contact, body language and movements during the lesson, (b) to record the types of texts 

and materials used, and (c) to allow me to return to the video for repeated viewing of the 

recordings in order to expand my field notes and add analytic and theoretical memos, and 

personal comments, reflections, and questions.  I used a digital audio recorder to record 

interviews and post-observation debriefs.   
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Semi-Structured Interviews   

 In qualitative research, interviews play a central role in data collection because 

they are dynamic and purposeful conversations between the researcher and the 

respondents (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  I used interviews as a way to provide the 

preservice teacher participants an opportunity to reflect on their experiences and to share 

their perspectives with regards to planning and enacting critical literacy during their 

student teaching experience.  During data collection, I conducted semi-structured 

interviews with the preservice teachers and their cooperating teachers.  I used interviews 

to learn about each preservice teacher participant’s family background and educational 

experiences, to reflect on their teaching practices, and to reflect on their overall 

experience of enacting critical literacy during student teaching.  I also used interviews to 

learn about the cooperating teachers teaching experience, philosophy, and their 

perspectives of the critical literacy framework.   

Documents 

 I collected documents that were relevant to the context and purpose of the 

research study.  These documents include preservice teachers teaching journal, lesson 

plans, photographs of the classroom context, and student work.  The documents were 

used to further understand the preservice teachers’ perspectives, planning process, and 

decisions.  
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DATA ANALYSIS 

 Qualitative data analysis is a cyclical, inductive, and iterative process (Erlandson 

et al, 1993).  I conducted a thematic analysis to locate recurring patterns, relationships, 

and underlying themes across the data that was responsive to the purpose of the research 

study (Merriam, 2009).  A thematic analysis will enable me to engage in integrative 

interpretations of what I have learned by bringing meaning and significance to the 

interpretations.  The goal is to construct a portrait of the social phenomenon under study, 

or as Marshall and Rossman (2011) assert, it is the act of “‘telling a story’” (p. 219).   

To conduct a thematic analysis, I examined multiple data sources such as field 

note observations, classroom and interview transcripts, and documents.  I used Marshall 

and Rossman’s (2011) seven phase analytic procedures to analyze my data to identify 

emerging qualitative themes (p. 209).  The procedure includes:   

(a) During data collection, I used a research binder to organize the data for each 
focal participant.  The binder included field note observations, transcripts of 
interviews, lessons and post-observation debriefs, and documents.  Each data 
source was clearly labeled with participant’s pseudonym, date, and time.   

 
(b) After data collection, I uploaded the data sources to Atlast.ti (a coding 

program) and began coding the data.   
 
(c) I began with an opening coding of field notes, lesson transcripts, and post-

observations by reading and re-reading each data source in relation to my 
research questions.  As I read through the data, I used Atlast.ti’s memo 
function to write analytical and theoretical memos.   

 
(d) I then began the process of constant-comparative coding.  I used this process 

to verify and reflect on my interpretations and to locate disconfirming 
evidence across the data sources.  I also continued to write analytical and 
theoretical memos.  I then started the process of collapsing and grouping the 
codes.  I used Atlas.ti’s output function to generate a report of all the codes.  I 
then printed a hard copy of the report as a way to review and sort the data.  
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(e) I then began the process of axial coding to refine the categories.  As the 

themes emerged, I wrote analytic and theoretical memos to make connections 
to existing literature and theory/theories.  When the themes were developed, I 
began the process of making meaning, interpreting, and connecting the themes 
to develop a storyline that is meaningful and engaging to my readers.   

 
(f) Throughout my analysis, I considered alternative perspectives by reflecting on 

the data, asking questions, and looking for similarities/differences across the 
data. 

 
(g) Case summaries were then written for two of the focal participants.  The case 

summaries represent Sofía and Michael’s critical literacy experience across 
contexts, from schooling experiences to teacher education program 
coursework and into student teaching.   

 
 Table 2 provides an example of the codes and themes that emerged from making 

multiple passes of the data, coding, and refining the codes.  Following the table, I provide 

a glimpse of my coding process. 

Table 2  Examples of Themes and Codes 

 
Themes: 

 

 
Critical Layering 

 

 
Discussion Approaches 

 
Codes: § CLTeach 

§ CLF 
§ CLF D1 
§ OCTeach 
§ OC_Content 
§ OC+CL 
§ CLF+Question 
§ CLText+Question 
 

§ CLTalk 
§ CLQuestion 
§ Talk_strategies 
§ Talk_Text 

 
 

As noted above, I obtained these codes by entering all of the data into Atlas.ti, an 

open-coding qualitative coding software program.  Since my research question focused 

on preservice teachers’ critical literacy pedagogy, I coded the data sources for instances 
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of teaching that was reflective of critical literacy teaching.  I coded teaching instructions 

and use of resources that were characteristic of critical literacy teaching as CLTeach.  I 

coded references to using the critical literacy framework as CLF.  When the participants 

planned a lesson to address a particular dimension, I coded it as CLF-D1 for disrupting 

the commonplace; CLF-D2 for interrogating multiple viewpoints; CLF-D3 for unpacking 

sociopolitical issues; and CLF-D4 for taking action and promoting social justice.  This 

code provided insight into the dimensions that were explicitly addressed.  I coded 

references to teaching the officical school curriculum content (e.g., main idea, 

predictions) as OC and when the critical curriculum was taught simultaneously with the 

officical school curriculum as OC+CL.  Since discussion was central in the lessons, I 

coded discussions as CLTalk and the use of particular strategies to initiate or sustain the 

talk as Talk_Strategies.   

TRUSTWORTHINESS 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) established standard procedures of trustworthiness that 

researchers should employ when conducting a research study.  For instance, prolonged 

engagement in the field is of great importance when conducting a qualitative research 

study.  It will provide ample time to collect substantial data to identify emerging patterns, 

themes, and discrepant cases found in the data.  Over the course of the research process, I 

collected multiple sources of data through various methods (observations, interviews, 

etc.) and triangulated the data.  This provided a way to check that the identified themes 

were supported and confirmed by multiple sources.  To ensure that my interpretation of 
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the data accurately represented the participants, I conducted member checks.  I shared the 

data, findings, and interpretations with my Chair and Co-chair on a regular basis to 

ensure that my analyses and interpretations are grounded in the data.  I developed an 

audit trail to demonstrate transparency of my data collection methods and analysis.  The 

audit trail provided a way to trace my research and to demonstrate that the methods of 

collection and analysis and interpretation are reliable and credible; and therefore, 

transferable.   
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Chapter 4:  Sofía Gutiérrez 

I dream of living in a country where all children have an equal opportunity of 

succeeding.  I will fight to make that dream come true. 

INTRODUCTION 

Sofía is an international student from Mexico.  Witnessing firsthand the social and 

educational disparities in her native country, Sofía is determined to make a difference in 

the world.  As a teacher, Sofía aims to fight for social and educational equity. 

As a teacher education student, Sofía gained some early experiences on how to 

teach critical literacy through her program coursework.  In learning about critical literacy 

education, Sofía was drawn to its potential for raising students’ critical consciousness.  

As such, she continued the commitment of enacting a critical literacy education during 

her student teaching experience.   

During student teaching, Sofía was responsible for teaching the official school 

curriculum.  To make critical literacy a possibility, Sofía negotiated power relationships 

and carved out a space in the official school curriculum—in the morning read aloud—to 

enact critical literacy in her student teaching field placement classroom.  In teaching 

critical literacy during morning read alouds, Sofía struggled with time constraints in 

teaching both the official school curriculum and a critical literacy curriculum.  However, 

through using the approach of critical layering and discussion approaches to promote 

conversations, Sofía was able to embed critical literacy alongside the official school 
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curriculum.  Sofía’s critical literacy journey illuminates the tension of balancing her 

intentions for a dialogic/problem-posing education and teaching prescriptively to transmit 

critical knowledge.  This tension thus highlights the difficulty and complexity of doing 

critical work.   

A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Sofía was born and raised in Monterrey, Mexico and self-identifies as Latina. 

Monterrey, Sofía shared, is “a beautiful industrial city that is surrounded by mountains 

(All About Me Documentary, July 16, 2014).  The city is also “very Americanized,” 

Sofía explained, “it’s not like Oaxaca or more cultural parts of Mexico, it’s more like 

American restaurants and American malls” (Interview, February 19, 2015).   

Growing up, Sofía attended a private school in Monterrey.  She felt fortunate to 

have had a private school education.  She shared, “It’s one of the most prestigious school 

in Mexico.  I am a really lucky girl” (All About Me Documentary, July 16, 2014).  The 

private school curriculum focused on supporting students in obtaining an American 

education and gaining proficiency in English.  “The private schools,” explained Sofía, 

“teach you in English from nursery up all the way to twelfth grade and all the subjects are 

taught in English.  They want you to be fluent in English” (Interview, February 19, 

2015).  When asked whether the private school included lessons on Mexican language 

and culture, Sofía shared, “Yes, they do, but through a book.  We have one period of 

Spanish class.  They would teach us grammar and Mexican history.  It would be the only 

time of the day in which we would have Spanish instructions” (Interview, February 19, 
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2015).  Because Monterrey is more “Americanized” than other parts of Mexico, Sofía 

and her family would visit Oaxaca, Mexico.  The purpose, Sofía reflected, was to “learn 

about my country, like the history, food, music, art, and the people” (Interview, February 

19, 2015).   

 Reflecting on her own life and upbringing, Sofía acknowledged the fact that she 

came from a privileged background.  In her words, she explained, “I’m from a society 

call San Pedro, and it’s a little bit more high-class and a lot of people there just live their 

life not knowing what’s outside” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  Sofía’s awareness of 

“what’s outside” began when she embarked on religious missions with her church to 

work with impoverished families and children in the rural parts of Mexico.  It was during 

these times that her own consciousness around issues of social, economic, and 

educational disparity was raised and a time in which she began “questioning those 

things” (Interview, November 18, 2014).  She shared: 

Through these religious missions, I realized an unfortunate truth.  My 
story was not the same for millions of Mexican children.  They live in 
extreme poverty.  But what alarmed me the most is that they lack a quality 
education.  Why did I receive the education that I did while they didn’t?  
(All About Me Documentary, July 16, 2014) 

 
Sofía was deeply affected by this realization.  Perhaps growing up in a high-class 

society and attending a private school gave her some distance from the matter and, in a 

way, made it challenging to confront larger societal issues.  And, it seems that by living 

and working with impoverished communities, Sofía was able to witness firsthand the 

economic and educational disparity prevalent in her country.  Though Sofía was unsettled 

and saddened by this realization, she did not dismiss the issue.  In fact, the experience 
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inadvertently served as a catalyst to push her to reflect on her own life and to struggle 

with concrete issues of injustice and privilege.  By turning the lens on herself, she seems 

to have come to understand that her own social status and educational opportunities were 

indeed a privilege.   

Sofía’s personal experiences and self-reflection motivated her to take action to 

fight for educational rights for all the children of Mexico.  She took on a stance that part 

of a human’s right is having opportunities to a high quality education.  In fact, the overall 

experience encouraged in her a desire to become a teacher.  She further explained: 

When I went on these religious missions growing up, it opened my eyes to 
the reality of Mexico.  There are a lot of kids that are not receiving the 
equal opportunity to a high quality education – which is a right.  That 
really motivated me to want to supply them with the education that they 
deserve.  So, that was a big motivation for me in becoming a teacher.  
(Interview, February 19, 2015) 
 
Sofía’s determination motivated her to study abroad in the United States and to 

pursue a degree in education.  Upon graduation, she will return home to Mexico to be an 

educator and work toward providing a quality education for all her students.  As an 

educator, Sofía shared that it is her hope that she could bring a change to Mexico and 

have a hand in “improving Mexico’s education system” and support “Mexico to 

overcome its current corruption, violence, and poverty” (All About Me Documentary, 

July 16, 2014). 

CRITICAL LITERACY EXPERIENCES AT THE UNIVERSITY 

 In learning about Sofía, it would be accurate to suggest that Sofía entered the 

teacher education program with a “critical edge,” or ability to “challenge some societal 
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inequities” (Jones & Enriquez, 2009, p. 154).  However, as Jones and Enriquez (2009) 

demonstrated in their work, coming into a teacher education program with a “critical 

edge” is not a guarantee that a teacher will teach from a critical perspective once in the 

classroom (p. 154).  As educational institutions are spaces in which the personal and 

political intertwine, the “critical edge” can be made active in everyday teaching practices 

or kept dormant depending on contextual influences (Jones & Enriquez, 2009) and the 

social roles/identities (e.g., traditional teacher, critical teacher, researcher, etc.) one takes 

up during moments of teaching (Rogers, 2002).  

The university program coursework provided a space for Sofía to learn about 

critical literacy theory and to acquire tools to take the “critical” into practice.  On more 

than one occasion, Sofía referenced the importance of the university program coursework 

and its contribution toward her understanding of critical education (theory and practice).  

For instance, she discussed how her Social Studies Methods instructor, taught her about 

“counter-narratives” and the importance of “questioning the narratives that you read in a 

textbook” (Interview, November 18, 2014).  She was motivated to incorporate the 

concept of counter-narratives in her teaching.  She shared, “It’s true that students really 

learn the typical story that leaves out facts.  I want them to see the whole story” 

(Interview, February 25, 2015).  Reading Methods was another course that contributed to 

her understanding of critical literacy.  It was in Reading Methods that Sofía learned about 

a critical literacy framework (Lewison et al., 2002), practiced choosing and reading 

critical-themed texts (i.e., texts addressing social issues), and practiced using a critical 
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literacy framework to plan a read aloud lesson with questions that targeted critical social 

issues.  She shared: 

The framework made it really clear to me the things that are addressed in 
critical literacy and what you want to get the students to think about.  The 
instructions Dr. Wells gave us on how to plan for a read aloud was really 
helpful in helping me decide where to stop and ask valuable questions. 
(Interview, February 10, 2015) 
 
For Sofía, these two courses contributed to her developing understanding of 

critical literacy theory and practice.  In particular, the Reading Methods course provided 

Sofía with an opportunity to examine critical-themed texts and to use a critical literacy 

framework to plan and implement a lesson with a critical literacy focus.  

First Attempt to Critical Literacy 

 Sofia’s first critical literacy experience was introduced as an assignment in 

Reading Methods.  She planned a read aloud using a critical-themed text and taught the 

lesson in her Intern II PDS field classroom.  The read aloud assignment was designed 

with the goal of preparing preservice teachers to teach read alouds and to simultaneously 

use the read aloud as a space to address critical social issues.  According to Rogers and 

Mosley (2010), read alouds draw on two literate traditions of literacy and orality and are 

rooted with possibilities for collective dialogue, personal connections and reflections, and 

interpretations that move beyond immediate experiences to arrive at deeper meanings.  It 

is thus a rich space for engaging students to examine social issues.  They write:  

The read-aloud brings orality together with print literacy:  as people listen 
to stories, they call upon their own stories in a transactional sense.  If there 
is a space for telling, the read-aloud holds potential for interpretations that 
transcend boundaries and yet are rooted in everyday concerns.  The story 
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in print, interpreted by the reader and the listener, interweaves with the 
orality of the read-aloud context and presents the possibility of expanded 
interpretive possibilities.  Read-alouds have, for some time now, been 
used to dialogue about important social issues such as race, social class, 
immigration, and gender.  (p. 103) 

 
With that being said, the read-aloud space thus holds the potential to bring 

together human activities and experiences, texts, and tools for interacting with and 

discussing relevant lived-experiences.  Thus, the read aloud space could provide students 

with multiple entry points to extend their understanding by making connections across 

text, self, and the world.  By engaging them in planning and teaching a read aloud for one 

of their course assignments, preservice teachers could perhaps begin to experience and 

reflect on the rich possibilities afforded through this literacy practice.   

To begin the process, the preservice teachers engaged in reading a series of social 

issue themed texts selected by Dr. Wells, the instructor for the course.  From the 

selection, the preservice teachers chose one text and prepared a read aloud following a set 

of guidelines.  The assignment had multiple purposes.  The first was for preservice 

teachers to learn how to use a text to facilitate purposeful talk through the use of open-

ended questions and turn-and-talk (a strategy that attempts to invite students to engage in 

discussions).  The idea behind purposeful talk is to invite preservice teachers to engage in 

open inquiry and discussion with their students; and at the same time, to position 

preservice teachers to challenge prescriptive patterns of talk (e.g., Initiate-Response-

Evaluate) often found in most classrooms (Cazden, 2001; Nichols, 2008).  The second 

purpose was so the preservice teachers could learn that read aloud is a space rich with 

potential for critical literacy (Heffernan & Lewison, 2000).  
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Sofía read Freedom Summer (Wiles, 2001), a story about racial segregation, for 

her read aloud assignment.  The story takes place in Mississippi during the summer of 

1964.  It tells the story of two friends, John Henry (who is Black) and Joe (who is White), 

who swim together at the creek because John Henry is not allowed in the local town pool.  

The day the Civil Rights Act passes to end segregation, the boys visit the local pool only 

to find a work crew filling it up with tar.  A line from the story accurately captures the 

tension of racial discrimination, “John Henry’s voice shakes.  ‘White folks don’t want 

colored folks in their pool’” (n.p.).   

To plan for the read aloud, Sofía followed a lesson plan format introduced in 

Reading Methods.  As talk is essential in language and literacy development (Bloom et 

al., 2004), the lesson plan format, adapted from Nichols’ (2005) work, was meant to 

support preservice teachers in learning how to plan open-ended questions around text to 

move students beyond surface level discussion and aim toward purposeful talk.  The 

adapted lesson plan format included the following components (Reading Methods – Read 

Aloud Assignment, Fall 2014):   

§ Stopping Place:  Choose places that support students in thinking about the big 

ideas, themes, or critical understandings.  Please include page number or phrase. 

§ Reason for Stopping:  What are the kinds of things you hope students will be 

saying (if they are beginning to understand the big ideas)? 

§ What will you say or do?:  Start with “What are you thinking?” and give wait 

time.  If talk doesn’t get beyond the surface, use a scaffold or turn-and-talk. 
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Sofía’s read aloud lesson plan and reflection provided some insight into her 

approach to critical literacy.  For instance, in following the lesson plan format and the 

assignment guidelines, Sofía planned specific stopping places that corresponded with 

questions to address all four dimensions of the critical literacy framework.  The 

framework includes disrupting the commonplace, interrogating multiple viewpoints, 

unpacking sociopolitical issues, and taking action and promoting social justice.  Below is 

an excerpt from Sofía’s reflection where she shared her thinking regarding the first 

stopping place: 

For example, I purposefully selected my first stopping point to get 
students to disrupt the commonplace.  Society during the book’s time 
period tended to believe that Blacks and Whites had nothing in common: a 
justification for African Americans’ unequal treatment.  However, by the 
first stopping point, the book highlighted a number of similarities between 
the Black and White boy, so this was a good place to stop and reflect on 
the strong commonalities between these two kids, despite their different 
skin color.  By doing so, students would combat the notion that dark-
skinned individuals were/are unalike Whites, challenging the justification 
for Black’s unequal treatment. (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 
2014) 
 

 Sofía’s read aloud reflection details her intention to address racial discrimination, 

a historical tension that continues in our society today.  The social and racial othering of 

Blacks in America, from Sofía’s perspective, perhaps stems from the notion of 

difference.  For example, the concept of difference (e.g., skin color) became an entry 

point for sustaining violence against Blacks.  Intending to position students to disrupt the 

commonplace, Sofía used this rationale as a way to explore racial discrimination with her 

students.  For example, by asking her students to name the similarities between John 
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Henry and Joe, Sofía and her students were engaging in critical literacy by interrogating 

the ill-logics used against people of color.  

 As noted above, Sofía’s approach to enact critical literacy was generating targeted 

questions to pair with each dimension.  In discussing how she developed open-ended 

questions to correspond with each critical literacy dimension, Sofía shared, “When I was 

planning my questions; for example, perspective taking, I would plan a question that 

would target that component” (Interview, November 18, 2014).  Using this approach, 

Sofía posed questions to position students to disrupt normed perceptions (e.g., Blacks and 

Whites were unalike due to their different skin color.  So far, how do you see this idea 

being challenged in the book?); to consider multiple viewpoints (e.g., How would you 

feel if you were John Henry or another Black child?); to discuss issues of discrimination 

and power (e.g., Why do White folks get to decide who goes into the pool?); and to 

consider actions one could take to fight for social justice (e.g., What are some ways in 

which you could act like Joe today, in your everyday life?  In school?  At home?  In your 

community?) (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014).   

 Using these questions, Sofía engaged her fifth grade students in thinking about the 

concept of racial discrimination.  For instance, during the first stopping place, Sofía 

situated her students to highlight the similarities between the two characters, John Henry 

and Joe.  In her reflection, Sofía wrote:  “Chelsy responded that they ‘both wanted to be 

fisherman;’ Stacy pointed out that they ‘both like[d] swimming;’ and Vicky noted that 

they ‘both like[d] helping people’” (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014).  In 

doing so, Sofía was able to construct with her students some understanding around issues 
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of discrimination and power.  In naming the similarities between John Henry and Joe, 

Sofía led the students to engage in a discussion about discrimination and to disrupt the 

notion that skin color warrants discrimination and an exertion of power over another 

human being.  Sofía wrote:  

[…] the class arrived at the conclusion that Whites had the right to exclude 
African Americans from the pool because they thought they were better 
than them due to the color of their skin.  In doing so, however, the students 
realized that the reason behind White people’s power over Blacks was/is 
not valid and absurd.  As a result, they simultaneously disrupted the 
commonplace.  That is, when I additionally asked, ‘Do you think skin 
color is a good-enough reason to grant some people more power over 
others?’  The class answered, ‘No!’ in one big, unison response.  (Read 
Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014) 
 

 Sofía’s read aloud reflection demonstrates that the students engaged in the process 

of disrupting normalized perceptions and practices.  In particular, the students were able 

to examine issues of power within the structures of racial tensions.  It is important to note 

that even though she attributed the work to the students, Sofía was the one constructing 

the narrative to address the issues of racial discrimination and power dynamics.  This 

indicates that Sofía is developing her practice to learn how to facilitate discussions 

around critical social issues.   

Sofía also encountered moments of tension in her first attempt to enact critical 

literacy.  For instance, when Sofía had students discuss the similarities between the two 

characters, Kevin, one of the students in the class, talked in length but did not seem to 

address the discussion question Sofía posed for the class.  Sofía wrote in her read aloud 

reflection that she “grew anxious, afraid that Kevin was not allowing the idea that I had 

planned for to be discussed.  I abruptly cut him off, calling on another child.  How did I 
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know for certain that Kevin was not going to eventually arrive at a point?” (Read Aloud 

Reflection, November 11, 2014).  Sofía’s question demonstrates that she was reflective of 

her own practice.  In particular, she was mindful of her student’s disposition and his 

process of engagement and contribution.  Another point of tension occurred when the 

students did not observe the classroom rule for speaking (e.g., raising hands to talk) and 

instead openly expressed their disbelief (e.g., ‘I don’t believe this!’ and ‘So sad’) about 

how in Freedom Summer, County workers were ordered to fill the town pool with tar to 

keep the Blacks out (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014).  This experience led 

Sofía to express the difficulty of balancing between allowing students the time and space 

to think and talk through their ideas and being faithful to the lesson plan.  She shared, 

“Unfortunately, I was so focused on sticking to my plan, that I forced students to stop 

discussing.  This could have been a powerful teaching moment” (Read Aloud Reflection, 

November 11, 2014).  The balance between maintaining the integrity of the lesson plan 

and providing an open space for dialogue is not only vital to the enactment of critical 

literacy, but it is also important in the act of facilitating discussions in general.  Sofía’s 

self-reflection demonstrates that she is learning to be flexible within her lesson plan as 

well as being responsive to her students. 

Defining Critical Literacy 

At the end of the Fall 2014 semester, after Sofía read about and had a chance to 

practice teaching critical literacy in Reading Methods, I asked her to define and/or 
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describe critical literacy in her own words.  Drawing on her own knowledge and 

experience with critical literacy, Sofía came up with the following description: 

Critical literacy is something that you use when you read a book and you 
look at it through a lens that questions what you’re reading and determine 
if it’s something that is acceptable or if it seems to be acceptable why it 
seems to be acceptable.  I feel that critical literacy is something that comes 
natural to the kids, like, if you ask the right questions they will have the 
right response.  Like they kind of already know because humans know 
what’s right and what’s wrong.  It’s a nice way to get them to reflect and it 
was also nice to see them discussing and building on their discussions and 
arriving to a conclusion.  (Interview, November 18, 2014) 
 
In describing critical literacy, Sofía used a metaphor of lens as a way of seeing the 

world.  This lens, from Sofía’s perspective, functions as a tool that is tied to particular 

literacy-based practices.  These practices, according to Sofía, include engaging in the 

practice of questioning text, thinking deeply about how particular perspectives are 

represented, and perhaps in the process, individuals could assume a critical stance to 

actively challenge why things are the way they are.  It is also a tool for inviting 

conversations for open inquiry where multiple perspectives are considered and explored 

in order to position students to think beyond what is known and given and to come to 

their own conclusions.  Based on this description, Sofía seems to view critical literacy as 

a personal resource that individuals could use to understand and apprehend the textual 

and social world.  Critical literacy, for Sofía, also involves the process of questioning, 

thinking, reflecting, determining, and arriving at a conclusion.  Critical literacy is thus an 

action-based pedagogy and practice, requiring individuals to engage and take action.  She 

also described critical literacy as a natural human ability.  Humans, according to Sofía’s 

interpretation, are ethical subjects equipped with a moral compass to discern right from 
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wrong.  Though from Sofía’s perspective, it seems that in order to access this quality–the 

ethical human–one must be provided proper cognitive stimulation.  If proper stimulation 

is provided, as Sofía suggested, it could serve to lead individuals to adopt particular 

perspectives and/or form particular conclusions.  

Feelings about Taking Critical Literacy into Student Teaching 

During an interview, I asked Sofía whether she had an interest in enacting critical 

literacy during student teaching; Sofía responded with an affirmative “Yes” (Interview, 

November 18, 2014).  She further explained:  

I really like it because it opens nice discussions.  It gets children to share 
their ideas and about the world and to think critically about different 
situations that they encounter everyday.  And it gets them to be better 
people and better part of their community and it inspires them to take 
action and I really like that.  (Interview, November 18, 2014) 
 
Because Sofía has had some experience with critical literacy during her 

coursework, she saw the affordances critical literacy could have for students and her own 

teaching practice.  For instance, critical literacy has the potential to engage students in 

meaningful dialogues where they could share and talk about their ideas on local and 

global issues and, most importantly, to bring their own experiences into the discussion.  

Furthermore, critical literacy has the potential to shape caring citizens and spark 

motivation to take action for social change.  

Even though Sofía spoke highly of critical literacy and was motivated to 

implement it during student teaching, she felt hints of apprehension.  Calderwood (2008) 

and Wolfe (2010) noted similar findings with preservice teachers displaying levels of 
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anxiety when asked to enact critical literacy in their field placement classroom.  At the 

end of the Reading Methods course, I asked her to gauge her comfort level in 

implementing critical literacy during her student teaching experience.  She expressed that 

she was “maybe not 100% comfortable” and elaborated: “I feel that I now feel more 

prepared to do so than at the beginning of Reading Methods, so maybe like 60-70% more 

comfortable” (Interview, November 18, 2014).  Based on the interview, I learned that 

Sofía’s apprehensions came from various fronts.  The first layer of apprehension was 

Sofía questioning her ability to manage the class and to facilitate meaningful discussions.  

She explained, “Because I think I would fear maybe losing control of the class and the 

discussion can get off-tracked.  That’s something I would fear” (Interview, November 18, 

2014).  Another layer of apprehension was her own position as a student teacher 

operating in someone else’s classroom and not having the freedom and flexibility to 

possibly implement a curriculum that may or may not be recognized or accepted.  She 

explained, “It depends on the teacher and the grade level, well, grade level not so much 

but the teacher and the school I’m in.  I don’t know whether my teacher would give me 

the freedom and the time to do it so it mostly depends on the flexibility of my 

cooperating teacher” (Interview, November 18, 2014).   

 The university program coursework provided Sofía with some theoretical and 

practical foundation to enact a critical curriculum.  By reading about and trying out 

critical literacy during her coursework, Sofía developed the motivation as well as some 

measure of confidence to continue this work during her student teaching experience.  At 

the same time, Sofía raised a few concerns that highlighted the complexity of 
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implementing a critical curriculum during her student teaching such as having the 

professional knowledge of how to manage students while facilitating discussions and 

negotiating the power dynamics between cooperating teachers and student teachers.   

STUDENT TEACHING CONTEXT 

Sofía was paired with Mrs. Gómez for her student teaching assignment, where she 

student-taught in a second grade Spanish/English two-way dual language classroom from 

January 2015 – May 2015.  The university’s teacher education program includes a 

practicum component, which requires teacher education students to complete three 

phases of internships (e.g., Intern I, Intern II, and Student Teaching) in classroom settings 

as part of their Professional Development Sequence (PDS).  As preservice teachers 

progress in their PDS experience (e.g., student teaching), they may submit a request to 

continue their internship in their current placement or they may submit a request to 

transfer to a new site and/or classroom.  Sofía completed her previous, Intern II 

experience in a different elementary school, so her pairing with Mrs. Gómez was a new 

relationship.  At the end of the Fall 2015 semester, Sofía requested a change because after 

interning in a pre-kindergarten and a fifth grade math/science classroom, she wanted to 

gain new teaching experiences.  She shared, “I should try second or third grade to get the 

full range of age and experience.  I was in a class that only taught math and science and a 

second grade classroom is more likely to have all the subjects” (Interview, November 18, 

2014).  Sofía’s transfer request indicated a sense of agency in cultivating her own rich 

teacher education experiences.   
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Student Teaching Field Placement Classroom 

Sofía’s student teaching field classroom was comprised of 17 students (5 girls and 

12 boys); and of the 17 students, 13 students identified as Hispanic and 4 identified as 

White.  Classroom instruction alternated between Spanish and English depending on the 

day of the week.  For instance, Monday and Wednesday was designated as Spanish Day, 

Tuesday and Thursday as English Day, and Friday was a Free Day where the students 

had the freedom to choose to speak Spanish or English.  Friday was also reserved for 

assessments (e.g., spelling, benchmarks), learning centers, and Fun Friday activities.  The 

daily instructional routine included Social Emotional Learning (SEL), reading (e.g., read 

alouds, guided reading), and writing in the morning and math and science in the 

afternoon.  Because it was a two-way dual language classroom, the classroom included 

text and material resources in both Spanish and English.  For example, the classroom 

included a library with literature in Spanish and English, a word wall with vocabularies in 

both languages, and labels on a majority of the classroom articles (e.g. clock, desk, 

chairs) in both Spanish and English.   

Classroom Schedule: 
Time Content 
7:45 a.m. Personal Journal; Pledge/Announcements 
8:00  Social Emotional Learning (SEL) 
8:15  Reading  
8:45  Guided Reading 
9:00  Special Area 
10:15  Writing (Snack) 
11:00  Math 
11: 49 Lunch 
12:20 p.m. WOW 
12:45  Math (continued) 
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1:00 Science 
1:45 
2:35 

Social Studies/Micro-Society 
Dismissal 

 

Student Teaching Support Structure  

After meeting and teaching with Mrs. Gómez for a few weeks, Sofía expressed in 

an interview that she felt “fortunate” to have been paired with her for student teaching, 

stating that Mrs. Gómez was “really experienced” and “really flexible” (Interview, 

February 10, 2015).  In describing Mrs. Gómez’s pedagogy, Sofía shared that she was a 

teacher who “modifies instructions for each student,” “creates a lot of hands-on 

interactive lessons,” “likes students to talk a lot and discuss as they are learning,” and is 

“really open” (Interview, February 10, 2015).  In an interview, Sofía reflected, “Mrs. 

Gómez told me, ‘I’m really open for you to bring in new things into the classroom 

because I want the best for these students.  I know that you have learned things that I 

have not because you’ve been in school’” (Interview, February 10, 2015).  Mrs. Gómez’s 

generous invitation for Sofía to bring in her educational knowledge and experience 

demonstrated that she valued Sofía’s educational and professional expertise.  In fact, 

during one of my interactions with Mrs. Gómez, I got the sense that she genuinely 

appreciated having Sofía in the classroom.  She even mentioned how she considered 

Sofía a colleague, or in her own words, “we are equals here” and that “my classroom is 

her classroom” (Field notes, February 04, 2015).   

Mrs. Gómez’s open reception laid the foundation for a co-teaching relationship.  

A prime example would be that, even though Mrs. Gómez is fluent in Spanish and 
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teaches dual-language Spanish/English education, she did not feel confident about her 

academic or formal Spanish.  Because Sofía’s educational background included learning 

formal Spanish, Mrs. Gómez welcomed Sofia’s expertise and support in this area (Field 

notes, March 04, 2015).  Based on observations and informal interviews, it seems that the 

collegial relationship alleviated some of Sofía’s initial concerns about the possibility of 

teaching critical literacy in someone else’s classroom.  Because of Mrs. Gómez’s 

flexibility and openness, Sofía felt comfortable in sharing and teaching her cooperating 

teacher about critical literacy and entertaining the possibility of fostering critical literacy 

in her student teaching classroom.  When I asked Sofía whether Mrs. Gómez would be 

open to critical literacy, she reflected, “I think she is going to be really open to it and 

maybe she’s even going to want to incorporate it into her teachings” (Interview, 

February10, 2015).   

 I also served as Sofía’s support structure in developing her professional teaching 

knowledge as well as planning for critical literacy lessons.  For instance, after each read 

aloud lesson, Sofía and I would meet for 20-30 minutes to debrief and reflect.  During our 

post-observation debriefs, we would discuss successes, challenges, and possible strategies 

to address particular teaching moments.  We would also use this time to think forward 

and possibly plan the next lesson.  For example, in planning the second half of Goldilocks 

and the Three Bears (Marshall, 1998), Sofía wanted to use this part of the story to 

address interrogating multiple viewpoints.  The second half of the story is an important 

place to stop and explore multiple perspectives because it begins with the Bears coming 

back from their stroll to find Goldilocks, their home in disarray, and most of their food 
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consumed.  Sofía shared, “I want to get them to put themselves in the perspective of the 

Bears, like, ‘How do you think they feel?’” (Post-observation Debrief, March 3, 2015).  

She also wanted the students to think about Goldilocks’ actions, for example, “How 

could somebody do this to somebody else?  What was happening in her mind that she 

was selfish not to care about the Bears?  So, tie it to being bad, the consequences and the 

impacts it has on other people.”  In that moment, a thought came to me and I suggested, 

“You can role play this!”  This led to a discussion about incorporating reader’s theater as 

part of the read aloud and using it to position students to consider multiple perspectives.  

Sofía was very excited about the idea and expressed, “That’s nice!  I didn’t think about 

that!” (Post-observation Debrief, March 3, 2015).  Sofía took my suggestion and taught 

the lesson using reader’s theatre the following week. 

STUDENT TEACHING AND CRITICAL LITERACY 

 Sofía continued the commitment to enact critical literacy during student teaching.  

This commitment was driven by her own value for critical literacy.  She shared, “I feel 

that critical literacy is really important.  I really like the framework.  I feel that it’s 

something I want to do in my teaching” (Interview, February 10, 2015).  Sofía’s passion 

for critical literacy comes from the belief that critical literacy has the potential to be a 

form of memorable education that is more applicable to real life compared to a standard, 

non-critical curriculum.  She reflected, “I don’t remember high school calculus, but I 

remember the values my teachers taught me.  So, it’s really valuable to teach critical 

literacy because it’s a tool that allows them to succeed in life and that they’re going to 
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carry forever” (Interview, March 24, 2015).  As such, Sofía’s enthusiasm motivated her 

to develop goals as a novice teacher and goals for implementing critical literacy.  It also 

motivated her to use morning read alouds to carve a space in her student teaching 

classroom to enact critical literacy.  

Teaching and Learning Goals 

As a student teacher, Sofia shared that her goal was to continue to gain 

professional knowledge through her student teaching experience.  In discussing her goals, 

Sofía shared, “I want to learn as much as I can.  I want to learn classroom management, 

how to organize lesson plans, how to teach all the subjects, modify instructions for each 

student, and how to be flexible as a teacher” (Interview, February 10, 2015).  These 

professional aspects of teaching are not only important to learn as an educator, but as 

Sofía suggested, skills for classroom management and lesson planning play an important 

role in the work of critical education.  For example, classroom management skills play a 

role in organizing students for dialogue, for sharing and listening to one another’s ideas.  

She shared, “I think it’s really important to set procedures so students could hear each 

other and express their ideas” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015). 

 Sofía’s goal for critical literacy during student teaching was to learn how to 

incorporate critical literacy education as part of the official school curriculum.  She 

shared, “I want to get into the habit of including it and integrating it into my lessons 

(Post-observation Debrief, February 10, 2015).  Sofía’s goal was perhaps based on her 

early critical literacy lesson teaching Freedom Summer during Reading Methods, where 
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she experienced some success in developing student’s critical competency to question 

and challenge injustices and societal norms.  She shared: 

It’s really important for students to be aware of how society and our world 
works and like the mind-set that people live with and challenging that.  
You don’t want them to conform, they can challenge and fight.  So that is 
something that I’ve always liked since I started [teaching critical literacy].  
One of the reasons why I wanted to teach is because it’s not fair that, well 
back in Mexico, some Mexican kids have a really good education and 
others do not.  It would be great if I had the opportunity to work in a really 
poor SES school and get them to be aware of that and challenge that.  
That’s something that I feel is really valuable.  (Post-observation Debrief, 
February 10, 2015) 

 
Sofía seemed to have made it her personal mission to combat the currents of 

educational inequities in Mexico.  As a witness to Mexico’s social and educational 

disparity, Sofía seemed to support an education that will position students to examine the 

world and develop as active agents to resist the coercive effects of dominant norms and 

narratives perpetuated in society.  And, based on her own experiences enacting critical 

literacy afforded through her teacher education program, Sofía seems to have come to 

believe that critical literacy education has transformative effects with the power to raise 

students’ consciousness and move students into action for social change.  This idea seems 

to reflect Sofía’s earlier definitional work around critical literacy where it was described 

as a tool for understanding and apprehending the world.  Furthermore, she seems to be 

keen on directing student’s attention to the educational disparities prevalent in Mexico.  

This is not to say that the students themselves are unaware of their social situation, but 

she seems particularly keen on empowering students who are situated in impoverished 

communities to challenge social and educational injustices.  This goal is perhaps based on 
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reflecting on her privileged social and educational background and witnessing immense 

poverty during the religious missions.  In seeing the disparities between the two worlds, it 

seems that Sofía, as an educator, wants to march alongside the students and be part of a 

collective struggle.  

Negotiating a Space to be a Critical Literacy Teacher 

Sofía’s high regard for critical literacy motivated her to negotiate morning read 

aloud as a space to be a critical literacy teacher.  She chose this space because she had 

some experience with teaching critical literacy through a read aloud from  Dr. Wells’ 

Reading Methods course and felt confident doing so in this space.  She shared, “I know 

how to implement critical literacy in a read aloud and I feel comfortable doing that” 

(Interview, November 18, 2014) and “doing the reading aloud in Dr. Well’s class really 

allowed me to put the framework into practice and get a taste of what it was” (Final 

Interview, April 29, 2015).   

For Sofía, morning read alouds was a space of constraints and affordances.  For 

instance, based on the class schedule, morning read alouds was conducted between 8:15 – 

8:30 a.m.  This schedule afforded Sofía a window of 15 minutes to read aloud to her 

students.  Because this window is constrained by time due to other teaching 

responsibilities, Sofía selected brief texts and/or split a longer texts and reading them 

across several days.  She shared, “I only get like 15 minutes for read alouds.  So, I can 

only read half of the book.  That’s why it stretches so much” (Post-observation Debrief, 

March 9, 2015).  This phenomenon was further enlightened during a post-observation 
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meeting with Sofía and Mrs. Gómez, who also happened to be present.  In the following 

discussion, Sofía was sharing the poetry selections she was considering for the next read 

aloud lesson.  As we were discussing some possible activities to pair with the poetry 

selections, Mrs. Gómez chimed in to discuss the issue of time constraints (Post-

observation Debrief, March 9, 2015).  They explained:     

01 Mrs. Gómez: I try to keep them as short as possible, no more 
than ten minutes because during those 30 minutes 
I have to do the shared reading and in the shared 
reading we have to discuss the vocabulary, the 
phonics, the genre, you know all those things.  I 
need time to read the actual story and do a little 
game or something with the vocabulary.  So, 
that’s why I’ve kept the read aloud short to like 
10 minutes, no more than 10 minutes.  
Afterwards, from 8:30 a.m. – 9:30 a.m., before 
they go to Specials, is my guided reading time.  
 

02 Sofía: That’s why if I’m reading a poem I would have to 
read that poem in maybe 2 days or 3 days. 
 

03 Mrs. Gómez: We divide the stories.  We divide it in sections.  
That’s how we manage to reach those purposes, 
those objectives.  Since I have dual language, I 
have to have those 20 minutes because I’m going 
to be presenting the objectives and all that in 
English one day and the next day I can’t continue.  
I have to do it now in Spanish with a different 
objective.  It’s so structured.  It’s so hard.   

 
 In this exchange, Mrs. Gómez explained her reasoning and provided some more 

context for her teaching decisions.  Mrs. Gómez was pushed (probably by external factors 

beyond her control) to spread content learning across several days in order to attend to 

her teaching responsibilities within a strict time structure.  As a student teacher operating 
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in Mrs. Gómez’s classroom, Sofía had to also work with these very real constraints by 

adopting her cooperating teacher’s teaching structure and model.   

Even though morning read aloud was constrained by the issue of time, it was also 

a space of freedom for Sofía to practice enacting critical literacy.  From Sofía’s 

perspective, morning read aloud afforded more freedom compared to the teaching of 

other content areas that were co-planned with the second grade-level team.  Sofía 

explained:  

I have freedom but within what I can do.  For example, in math the TEKS 
are set and they do planning as a group of second grade level and they do 
the same thing.  So, I have freedom in a way that I can teach it and I can 
do some modifications.  I can bring in some of my own ideas, but I can’t 
take over the entire planning by myself.  But, for example, another area 
like read alouds, that’s more flexible.  I can do what I want in read alouds.  
I think it’s because not all the teachers do read alouds or not all the 
teachers do the same thing.  There is no set course.  I think it’s more of a 
thing you want to incorporate if you want.  (Post-observation Debrief, 
March 11, 2015) 
 
In this space of freedom (with limitations), Sofía was able to negotiate teaching 

strategies, text choice, and topic of study in order to learn to teach read alouds from a 

critical literacy perspective.  For instance, in the first few read alouds, Sofía read texts 

selected by Mrs. Gómez such as The Littlest Owl (Pitcher, 2008) and a folk tale collection 

written by James Marshall such as Hansel and Gretel (1994) and Goldilocks and the 

Three Bears (1998), (Field notes, February 10, 2015 – March 9, 2015).  However, further 

into the semester, Sofía earned the independence to self-select texts such as selected 

poems from Where the Sidewalk Ends (Silverstein, 1974) and William’s Doll (Zolotow, 

1985), and The Paper Bag Princess (Munsch, 1980), to name a few (Field notes, March 
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10, 2015 – March 26, 2015).  Of the texts named above, William’s Doll and The Paper 

Bag Princess are the only ones that explicitly address gender norms.  The text selections 

such as Hansel and Gretel and Where the Sidewalk Ends do not explicitly address social 

issues.  Sofía, however, was able to use both critical-themed texts and noncritical-themed 

texts to enact critical literacy.   

 Based on my analysis of field notes and interviews, Sofía seemed to attribute her 

ability to negotiate morning read aloud to become a space for critical literacy to two 

factors.  The first factor was trust.  As Sofía embarked on a new cooperating teacher-

student teacher relationship, she worked to establish rapport with Mrs. Gómez by 

demonstrating her professionalism and teaching abilities as a student teacher.  Sofía’s 

professional demeanor may have served to earn Mrs. Gómez’s trust, and in turn, gain 

independence to make some curricular decisions during morning read alouds.  She 

explained, “I think I just show that I’m prepared.  I bring my lesson plan in, show them to 

her, discuss them with her, and she has seen me teach the read alouds” (Post-observation 

Debrief, March 11, 2015).  Also, it seems that Sofía’s professional relationships with her 

university facilitator and me, a university researcher, also supported her image as a 

trustworthy individual.  For instance, in a brief meeting with Mrs. Gómez, Dr. Myra, one 

of the university’s cohort coordinators who at the time of the study served as Sofía’s 

university facilitator, spoke highly of Sofía as being “conscientious” and “responsible” 

(Field notes, February 4, 2015).  Another form of endorsement derived from Sofía’s 

participation in the research study.  For instance, when I shared that I invited Sofía to be 

part of my dissertation study, Mrs. Gómez smiled and responded with “Wow” (Field 
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notes, February 11, 2015).  Furthermore, throughout Sofía’s student teaching semester, 

Dr. Myra and I have also, either together or on separate occasions, observed Sofía’s 

lessons.  These multiple forms of endorsement have in some way furthered established 

Sofía as a trustworthy individual.  Sofía shared, “I have been observed by you and Dr. 

Myra and I’ve received positive feedback so [Mrs. Gómez] trusts what I’m doing” (Post-

observation Debrief, March 11, 2015).   

 The second factor that allowed Sofía the ability to negotiate morning read aloud 

to become a space of possibilities for critical literacy was her initiative to ask Ms. Gómez 

for permission to try out particular lessons.  On more than one occasion, Sofía 

demonstrated this initiative; for example, “I can check.  I am going to ask Mrs. Gómez” 

(Post-observation Debrief, February 25, 2015) or “Maybe I can ask her” (Post-

observation Debrief, March 3, 2015).  Sofía’s initiative to ask for permission enabled her 

to have additional opportunities to enact critical literacy, to bring in a wide range of 

critical literacy topics (e.g., respecting differences, issues of gender norms), and to 

explore ideas for follow-up lessons.  For example, after reading Hansel and Gretel and 

discussing the harmful effects of making generalizations, I asked Sofía to think of a 

lesson she might consider implementing as a follow-up.  I asked, “If you were to do a 

follow-up lesson on making generalizations, what would you do to connect it to a real 

context instead of using witches?”  Sofía responded, “I don’t know, maybe, teaching 

about different stereotypes.  We both grew excited about the topic and began exploring 

possible texts and activities to use for the lesson.  Our conversation led to the possibility 

of having the students make observations during recess and conduct a survey 
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investigating boys’ and girls’ playground preferences.  During our discussion, I added, 

“Well, you think about it and see if that’s going to work out.”  Sofía responded, “I can 

check.  I am going to ask Mrs. Gómez.  I’m so excited.  That would be a great project” 

(Post-observation Debrief, February 25, 2015). 

Based on these two factors, it seems that Sofia’s personal initiative and 

professional integrity coupled with the presence of a university professor and researcher 

enhanced her status as a student teacher, earning her trust and a measure of independence 

to make decisions as a teacher.  These negotiations afforded Sofía opportunities to use the 

read aloud space to further explore critical literacy, like what critical literacy is, how to 

enact it, and what it may look like and sound like in practice.   

CRITICAL LITERACY IN ACTION 

 In this section, I first discuss Sofía’s thoughts on the four dimensions of the 

critical literacy framework.  The purpose is to illuminate why she chose to integrate as 

well as refrain from particular dimensions.  Following this, I will share my analysis of the 

data (e.g., field notes, classroom observations, post-observation debriefs, interviews, 

lesson plans and materials) to discuss where Sofía’s critical literacy teaching was situated 

within the four dimensions of the critical literacy framework.  Afterwards, I will discuss 

Sofía’s approach to enacting critical literacy based on the two approaches that emerged 

from the data.   
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Engaging with the Critical Literacy Framework 

Sofía’s interviews, lesson plans, and post-observation debriefs indicated that she 

was most comfortable with integrating the critical literacy dimension of interrogating 

multiple viewpoints and was apprehensive about integrating the other three dimensions.  

In looking across Sofía’s data, she also demonstrated intentions of addressing disrupting 

the commonplace, even though she noted the challenge of integrating this particular 

dimension.  Furthermore, even though Sofía was less intentional about planning for 

unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social justice, these two 

dimensions were evident in her work.  Lewison and colleagues (2002) reported similar 

findings in their research study.  The teachers (both experienced and less experienced) in 

their study mostly focused on positioning students to address interrogating multiple 

viewpoints and disrupting the commonplace, and less evident were unpacking 

sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social justice.  

 Of the four critical literacy dimensions, Sofía found interrogating multiple 

viewpoints the easiest dimension to integrate.  She shared, “I feel empathizing is really 

easy” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  This dimension seeks to position individuals to 

reflect on personal viewpoints alongside other perspectives before forming conclusions.  

Sofía’s reflection seems to suggest that focusing on showing compassion for others is one 

way to invite students to consider perspectives.  For this dimension, Sofía used various 

texts, such as The Littlest Owl (Pitcher, 2008), Goldilocks and the Three Bears (Marshall, 

1998), Point of View (Silverstein, 1974), The Long-Haired Boy (Silverstein, 1974) to 

name a few, to position her students to address interrogating multiple viewpoints.  The 
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first three texts listed above do not explicitly address social issues; however, The Long-

Haired Boy could be considered a critical-themed text with a focus on the issue of gender 

norms.   

In my analysis of her work on addressing this first dimension of critical literacy, 

Sofía demonstrated a strong focus on discussing the notion of difference with her 

students.  For example, Sofía used The Littlest Owl to position her students to consider 

how the Littlest Owl felt when he was bullied for being small.  When I asked her why 

there was such a strong focus on the notion of difference in her work, Sofía explained 

that it was because of the way two special education students were regarded and treated 

by the class.  She shared, “There is an autistic and life-skill student that comes to the 

classroom and I’ve noticed how the students see them as different.  I want them to see 

how even though they’re different, they still have their own strengths and abilities” (Post-

observation Debrief, March 24, 2015).   

Sofía’s plan to situate students to show empathy and compassion for students 

recognized as “different” fits with her understanding of what it means to position students 

to interrogate multiple perspectives.  Furthermore, Sofía’s reflection indicates that her 

lessons were informed by the local context.  A central component of critical education is 

grounding the education in the local context (Comber, 2001).  Vasquez (1998) explains, 

“The curriculum should be grounded in the lives of students such that experiences 

engaged in are those that help them to interrogate and resist the dominant discourse, 

creating space for re-writing power and control” (p. 3).  In foregrounding the notion of 

difference in her lessons, Sofía is inviting her students to participate in a curriculum that 



 98 

connects with their immediate social experiences.  For instance, Sofía’s lessons often 

position her students to discuss and acknowledge the notion of difference and, at the 

same time, take an appreciative perspective toward difference by recognizing and naming 

strengths.  Sofía was successful in positioning students to empathize with the characters 

in the text; however, this dimension also consists of a layer to interrogate personal 

perspectives alongside various perspectives concurrently.  This added layer was not 

evident in Sofía’s critical literacy work.   

 Sofía found disrupting the commonplace challenging to integrate.  She shared, 

“Challenging society can be a little bit more hard because of the lesson or the content 

you’re teaching doesn’t like have something you could bring up” (Final Interview, April 

29, 2015).  This dimension seeks to position individuals to examine who or what gets to 

be defined as common sense.  Sofía’s reflection seems to indicate that text materials play 

a role in providing teachers with an entry point (e.g., topics) to design lessons to invite 

students into the work of examining and questioning social norms.   

She initially used The Littlest Owl (Pitcher, 2008) to position students to 

interrogate multiple perspectives and then also used this text to address disrupting the 

commonplace.  More specifically, she used this text to position her students to disrupt the 

notion that having a small stature was a disadvantage.  Following that text, Sofía read 

Hansel and Gretel (Marshall, 1994) and asked students to disrupt common portrayals of 

the character image of witches as bad and scary.  Hansel and Gretel is a noncritical-

themed text as it does not explicitly address social issues, but Sofía used this text to teach 

into the concept of making generalizations.   
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After this lesson, Sofía and I had a discussion about how to move from using an 

imaginary character to addressing real-world situations.  For instance, I asked, “If you 

were to do a follow-up lesson on making generalizations, what would you do to connect 

it to a real context instead of using witches?”  Sofía responded, “I don’t know, maybe, 

teaching about different stereotypes.  But, I don’t know how I would make it appropriate 

for second graders.”  Locating appropriate materials and designing practices to teach 

about important social issues is a real tension teachers face when trying to enact critical 

literacy with elementary students (Lewison et al., 2002; Lewison & Heffernan, 2000; 

Hall & Piazza, 2008; Rogers, 2014).  Even though this is a challenge, there are references 

that include resources (e.g., quality children’s literature) to address social issues (Leland 

et al., 1999/2005).  The challenge for Sofía, in this instance, was having knowledge of 

these resources.   

As we continued to discuss the concept of making generalizations, Sofía came up 

with the idea of teaching about gender stereotypes to connect her students to a real-world 

situation.  She shared, “I think gender stereotype is an easy way to get them to understand 

generalization, like, ‘Oh, all girls like pink and princesses.’  Then, we could do a survey 

and have them realize that, ‘No, some girls like blue and soccer’ (Post-observation 

Debrief, February 25, 2015).  Since Sofía was unfamiliar with texts that explicitly address 

issues of gender norms, I suggested a few texts (listed below) to support her literature 

unit.  This co-planning led Sofía to teaching multiple lessons on disrupting gender norms 

by using texts such as corporate advertisements on “girl toys” and “boy toys” and critical-

themed texts such as William’s Doll (Zolotow, 1985) and The Paper Bag Princess 
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(Munsch, 1980).  Although Sofía shared that this was a challenging dimension to address, 

she was able to, with her initiative and my support, address this dimension by using the 

various texts listed above to encourage students to disrupt common discourse and 

portrayals of females and males’ images and behaviors.   

 In discussing unpacking sociopolitical issues, Sofía shared that this dimension 

was challenging to integrate because she did not understand it.  She shared, “Unpacking 

sociopolitical issues was hard for me, like, I didn’t really get it” (Final Interview, April 

29, 2015).  This dimension seeks to position individuals to interrogate how sociopolitical 

systems and power relationships shape our perceptions, responses, and actions.  Sofía’s 

reflection seems to indicate that she may have needed more support in developing her 

understanding with regards to this particular dimension.  This could include defining 

specific terms (e.g., power) and having access to model lessons on what it looks like and 

sounds like to analyze systems of power.  Yet in teaching a lesson in supporting students’ 

discussion of making generalizations and following that lesson up with lessons on 

examining the issue of gender stereotypes, it seems that Sofía was addressing unpacking 

sociopolitical issues.  For example, teaching about generalizations is an entry point into 

opening conversations about systems of racism.  A discussion on gender norms is an 

interrogation of how discourse and texts shape our perception, responses, and actions, 

normalizing particular practices.  Even though she had not intentionally planned for it, 

Sofía was in the process of learning how to recognize her practice as unpacking 

sociopolitical issues.  At the time of the study, I was not sure how to support Sofía on 
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how to name her practice as I was also learning to navigate my multiple roles as a 

researcher and teacher educator. 

 With regards to taking action and promoting social justice, Sofía also found this 

dimension challenging to integrate.  From her perspective, this dimension requires 

extended time and activities beyond her reach as a student teacher.  She shared, “I feel 

taking social action requires a lot of follow-up lessons, activities, or maybe even field 

trips that I didn’t have the time or opportunity or the ability to do within my set freedom 

as a student teacher” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  This dimension seeks to position 

individuals to attempt to move the school curriculum to the community in order to 

connect with students’ social experiences outside of school.  Sofía’s reflection seems to 

indicate that she developed some understanding of how to address this dimension (e.g., 

fieldtrips).  However, she seemed hesitant to attempt to address this dimension because of 

the extensive planning involved and her position as a student teacher.  This dimension, 

according to Lewison and colleagues (2002), is the definition of critical literacy.  When 

people take action and promote social justice, they draw on the knowledge and 

understanding gained from the other three dimensions to make informed decisions about 

engaging in praxis (reflection and action) in order to transform the world (Freire, 1996).   

During our interviews across the semester, I would ask Sofía whether she noticed 

any students personally enacting critical literacy.  Sofía shared multiple instances in 

which some of her students enacted critical literacy.  For example, a group of second 

grade boys critiqued a group of second grade girls for making and wearing paper-made 

moustaches.  Sofía shared, “The other day, the boys were taping on fake moustaches and 
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the girls started doing it too.  Then, the boys were like, ‘You can’t do that.’  The girls 

were like, ‘Even if we’re girls we can wear moustaches” (Final Interview, April 29, 

2015).  Here, the girls were asserting themselves, questioning the privilege and power to 

wear moustaches as a male-only practice.  This critical literacy moment connects with 

Sofía’s definitional work around critical literacy, particularly where critical literacy was 

described as a personal resource individuals use to understand and apprehend the textual 

and social world.  Sofía also shared that this instance may have been influenced by the 

lessons on examining gender norms.  She shared, “That really brought to my attention 

that it kind of related to the lessons I did on gender stereotypes” (Final Interview, April 

29, 2015).  Based on this, the second grade girls perhaps reflected on what they learned 

from Sofía’s lessons on promoting gender equity and took action by disrupting the boys’ 

discourse and perceptions, using their language to exercise power to transform their 

immediate social context (Comber, 2001).  Taking action and promoting social justice, 

however, calls for an attempt to move the school curriculum into the community and 

Sofía’s accounts of her students enacting critical literacy were situated within the school.  

Though, witnessing students exercising critical literacy within the school could be an 

opening to invite them to share critical literacy experiences that were or could be enacted 

outside of school.  In doing so, teachers could draw on students’ experiences to begin to 

think of ways to enact critical literacy beyond school walls.   

An analysis of Sofía’s critical literacy teaching practices indicates that she 

referenced the critical literacy framework and paired it with various texts – both critical 

and noncritical-themed texts – to enact critical literacy with her students.  The analysis 
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also indicates that the four dimensions of the critical literacy framework were evident in 

her work.  She was intentional about her plans to address the critical literacy dimensions 

of disrupting the commonplace and interrogating multiple viewpoints but less intentional 

about addressing the dimensions of unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and 

promoting social justice.  However, in positioning students to disrupt the commonplace, 

she did engage in discussing sociopolitical issues (though she did not recognize it at the 

time).  These dimensions of critical literacy are not discrete–teachers often move across 

dimensions as they plan and enact practices with their students, whether or not those 

moves are always deliberate. 

Enacting Critical Literacy 

In this section, I discuss Sofía’s pedagogies and resources employed to enact 

critical literacy during her student teaching experience.  I drew on multiple data sources 

(e.g., field notes, classroom observations, post-observation debriefs, interviews, lesson 

plans and materials) across two semesters in order to gain a fuller understanding of 

Sofía’s approaches.  An analysis of the data revealed the emergence of two themes:  

critical layering and discussion approaches.  The two themes are discussed separately 

below to highlight how Sofía enacted critical literacy during student teaching.  It is also 

to highlight how she promoted dialogue, an important aspect of critical literacy 

education.  

 Critical Layering.  As a student teacher, Sofía taught lessons designated by Mrs. 

Gómez to keep in pace with the scope and sequence of the official school curriculum 
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(e.g., reading and comprehension skills).  In my analysis, the official school curriculum 

designated by Mrs. Gómez did not include text materials that explicitly addressed critical 

social issues, but Sofía embedded critical literacy alongside the official school 

curriculum.  I describe the act of embedding a critical literacy perspective on the official 

school curriculum as Critical Layering.  The theme, critical layering, emerged by 

examining Sofía’s read aloud lessons and coding for instances of critical literacy teaching 

and how it was enacted.  The data consistently showed Sofía teaching the official school 

curriculum and simultaneously embedding critical literacy in the read aloud lessons.  The 

data revealed that Sofía employed critical layering in two ways.  First, Sofía used both 

critical-themed texts and noncritical-themed texts (e.g., fairy-tales).  Second, she 

designed questions to target a particular critical literacy dimension (e.g., interrogating 

multiple viewpoints) to layer the official school curriculum with a critical perspective.  

For example, the official school curriculum may include teaching students reading 

strategies such as making predictions or finding the main idea.  Sofía would plan a lesson 

to address the official school curriculum (e.g., making predictions), and at the same, 

embed critical perspectives into the lesson using a critical-themed text or designing 

questions to target one of the critical literacy dimensions.   

Discussion Approaches.  A central component of critical literacy education is 

engaging in dialogue collectively to name the world (Freire, 1996; Lankshear, 1993).  As 

such, I examine the types of approaches Sofía used to initiate dialogue.  This theme, 

discussion approaches, emerged by examining Sofía’s read aloud lessons and coding for 

instances of classroom discussions and how it was initiated.  The data showed that Sofía 
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used the discussion model of whole group discussion to promote dialogue.  Within whole 

group discussions, Sofía used discussion tools (e.g., discussion stems, questions) to 

facilitate talk in the moments of teaching.  The data consistently showed Sofía using 

discussion tools such as turn-and-talk and follow-up questions to promote dialogue 

among the students.  Sofía’s use of turn-and-talk appeared to provide students time to 

rehearse and discuss their thoughts with a partner before sharing them with the whole 

class.  She also used follow-up questions to guide students’ thinking, to question 

students’ thoughts and ideas, and/or to provide space for students to elaborate or explain 

their thinking.   

 The philosophical principles of critical pedagogy and critical literacy advocate for 

a dialogic and problem-posing education (e.g., Aukerman, 2012).  Critical literacy as 

dialogic engagement, according to Aukerman, aims to create an “intentional space for the 

unfolding of social heteroglossia” (p. 46).  Within this space, the teacher functions as an 

“‘air traffic controller’” to facilitate discussions by asking students to elaborate on their 

ideas and to respond to each other’s ideas (p. 46).  The students engage in “doing work in 

which competing textual perspectives surfaced, where the possibility of inventing an 

interpretation of the text was itself a subject of discussion, and where the boundaries of 

what constituted a valid reading were under investigation” (p. 47).   

In promoting critical literacy as a dialogic engagement, Aukerman cautioned 

against three problematic aspects when teaching critical literacy.  The first aspect, critical 

literacy as outcome is where the teacher aims to have students adopt a predetermined 

social justice or textual perspective.  The second aspect, critical literacy as procedure is 
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where the teacher imparts students with step-by-step analytic tools to critique texts.  This 

assumes that students do not have adequate resources to be critical.  The third aspect, 

critical literacy as personal response is where the teacher uses texts that will likely 

provoke strong responses from students.  This assumes that all students will have a 

“strong” response toward the selected text.  The question is if a student’s response(s) is 

not consistent with the text’s intended perspectives or provocations, will the teacher and 

peer-group accept the response(s)?  Aukerman’s research is particularly useful for 

highlighting the complexity of maintaining dialogic engagement within real-world 

constraints. 

Throughout the student teaching semester, Sofía taught multiple critical literacy 

lessons.  Looking at three read aloud lessons across the semester (beginning, middle, end) 

showcases Sofía’s critical literacy teaching in action.  In particular, the following points 

were highlighted in these three lessons:  (a) Sofia’s use of critical layering to embed 

critical literacy on the official school curriculum; (b) Sofía’s use of discussion 

approaches and tools to initiate conversations (e.g., turn-and-talk); (c) Sofía’s critical 

literacy teaching practices across the semester and her efforts to create a flexible and 

dialogic discussion space with real-world teaching constraints. 

Hansel and Gretel – Enacting Critical Literacy with a Directive Question 

As part of the official school curriculum, Mrs. Gómez instructed Sofía to read a 

series of James Marshall’s fairy-tales such as The Three Little Pigs and Hansel and 

Gretel to do an author study and to teach students how to identify literary story elements 
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such as character, plot, setting, theme, and author’s purpose.  Hansel and Gretel is a story 

about a poor wood-cutter, his wife, and two children, Hansel and Gretel.  The wood-

cutter’s wife was not fond of the children and successfully persuaded the wood-cutter to 

abandon the children in the forest.  In the forest, the children encounter an evil witch who 

then captures them to fatten them up for dinner.  Hansel and Gretel is a fairy-tale and not 

a critical-themed text because it does not explicitly address a critical social issue; unlike 

Freedom Summer (Wiles, 2001), a text that explicitly discusses issues of racial 

discrimination.  

This lesson was taught in late February.  In the lesson, Sofía had just finished 

reading the following part in the story where the Witch “snatched Hansel from his bed, 

carried him outside, and tossed him right into a cage” and announced, “This is where I 

shall fatten you up.  And when you’re all plump and juicy, I shall have a great regular 

feast.”  These lines from the text portray the witch as violent and frightening.  It was also 

accompanied with an illustration of a witch wearing a bright orange dress and hat with 

green hair, thick fingers, and an elongated white face paired with a sharp nose.  After 

reading this part, Sofía employed critical layering by posing the following question, “Do 

you think all witches are bad people?” as a way to embed a critical perspective on the 

official school curriculum.  Sofía used this question to address disrupting the 

commonplace, or more specifically, to re-think common portrayals of the character image 

of witches (e.g., evil) in order to stage an opening to teach into the concept of making 

generalizations. 
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After posing the question, Sofía used turn-and-talk, a discussion tool to initiate 

conversations among the students.  She said, “Okay, turn-and-talk and discuss it and then 

we’ll discuss it as a class” (Lesson Transcript, February 25, 2015).  At this point, the 

students turned to their partners to talk about whether all witches are indeed bad.  After a 

few minutes of turn-and-talk, Sofía signaled for the class to regroup to share out some of 

their thoughts with the whole class.   

The question, “Do you think all witches are bad people?” earned multiple student 

responses.  José and Gemma recounted that their perceptions of witches had often been 

unfavorable because of the ways witches are portrayed in texts and the media.  For 

example, José shared, “I think they’re all bad because every show, every book that I’ve 

seen that had a witch in it–all the witches were bad.”  Gemma echoed José’s sentiment by 

sharing, “Um, I thought all witches were bad because they’re usually all green, they have 

pointy noses and holes and lumps on their faces, and usually they’re like, ‘Ooh, some 

tasty children, I need some sweet children coming to my house.’”  Based on their own 

experiences and understanding with regards to witches, it is not unusual for José and 

Gemma to perhaps classify and perceive all witches as unfavorable and evil.  Hunter 

offered a counter example against dominant construction of witches by referencing the 

good witch in the movie The Wizard of Oz, “I think some are good because in The Wizard 

of Oz there was one.”  Afterwards, Sofía chimed in to affirm Hunter’s contribution, 

“That’s right!” and at the same time, asked a follow-up question to position her students 

to come up with more examples of good witches, “Who can think of another good 

witch?”   
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Using a follow-up question seemed to support students’ engagement with the 

topic.  Again, Hunter offered another suggestion, “In Harry Potter, there are good 

witches.”  At this moment, Sofía used this opportunity to draw a connection from making 

generalizations about witches, an imaginary character, to the harms of making 

generalizations in a real-world context.  She said, “So you see, even though, you think 

that all witches are bad that’s not true, there’s going to be some witches that are good.  

You cannot always generalize and say that all people are a certain way” (Lesson 

Transcript, February 25, 2015).  As time was a factor, Sofía concluded the lesson by 

returning her students’ attention to the official school curriculum.  To do so, she asked 

student volunteers to describe the story’s characters, plot, setting, moral of the story, and 

the author’s purpose.  As the students volunteered responses for each story element, Sofía 

wrote their responses on an anchor chart as a way to capture their thinking.  For example, 

Sofía asked, “What is the moral of the lesson?   What did we learn?”  Kendra raised her 

hand and shared, “To always trust your instincts” (Lesson Transcript, February 25, 2015).   

In our post-observation debrief meeting, Sofía suggested that critical literacy must 

be “reachable” to students (Post-observation Debrief, February 25, 2015).  In doing so, 

students could begin to form connections and begin to engage in being critically literate.  

Sofía reflected: 

Today, I read the second half of Hansel and Gretel and I did critical 
literacy.  I had them turn-and-talk to discuss if all witches are bad.  I know 
that witches don’t really exist, but I wanted to use the idea to transfer to 
stereotypes of certain groups.  They came up with examples of some 
witches that were not bad; for example, Glinda the witch in The Wizard of 
Oz and Hermione Granger in Harry Potter.  That got us discussing that, 
‘No, not all witches are bad even though people have this idea that all 
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witches are bad.’  I wanted them to understand that what you generalize 
about a group are not always true, they don’t always apply, the 
characteristics don’t always apply to everyone in that group.  (Post-
observation Debrief, February 25, 2015)   
 
In this read aloud lesson, Sofía demonstrated a strong effort to enact critical 

literacy.  In particular, Sofía thought creatively on how to layer the official school 

curriculum with a critical perspective using age appropriate materials to position students 

to think about and connect with a social issue prevalent in our society.  This plan allowed 

her to use the read aloud space to invite students to examine the issue of making broad 

generalizations by drawing on the familiar (witches) to connect with the unfamiliar (the 

concept of making generalizations).  Using the character image of witches to teach about 

generalization is a sophisticated teacher move as it is familiar to students, but distant 

enough so that it does not target any particular ethnicity/race.  This is important, 

particularly in a classroom setting where markers of ethnicity/race are visible.  By using 

an imaginary character, Sofía was able to teach into the concept of making 

generalizations and support students to develop some understanding that normed 

perceptions or images of an entire class of people, in this case witches, can be disrupted 

and re-thought.   

Sofía also used multiple discussion tools to engage students in dialogue.  For 

example, she used turn-and-talk to position students to discuss whether all witches are 

bad.  In posing the question, “Do you all think witches are bad people?” Sofía was able to 

position her students to disrupt the text and discuss counter portrayals of witches, 

although she phrased the question in a way that helped her move students toward 
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adopting a particular perspective.  This seems to reflect Aukerman’s problematic aspect 

of teaching critical literacy as outcome.  Aukerman’s research is important to consider; 

however, it is also important to consider the challenges of learning to enact critical 

literacy in a student teaching classroom with multiple constraints.  In Sofía’s case, she 

was working within real tensions such as attempting to simultaneously teach the official 

school curriculum and a critical literacy curriculum within a limited time.  Perhaps, 

phrasing a directive question was a way for Sofía to attend to the official school 

curriculum and simultaneously position students to engage with critical literacy to disrupt 

what is common, normed, and unquestioned.   

“The Planet of Mars” – Enacting Critical Literacy with an Open-Ended Question 

After teaching about literary story elements (e.g., character, plot), Mrs. Gómez 

instructed Sofía to select three poems from Where the Sidewalk Ends (Silverstein, 1974) 

to review elements of poetry such rhyme, rhythm, and repetition.  Although Sofía read 

multiple poems, the analysis will focus on “The Planet of Mars.”  The poem, “The Planet 

of Mars,” describes how Martians may share features that are similar to human beings, 

but the features are found in a different location.  An illustration accompanies the poem 

showing a man’s head on his backside.  This poem does not explicitly address critical 

social issues.  

 This lesson was taught in late March.  Sofía had just finished reading the poem 

and turned the book over to share the illustration.  At this point, Sofía posed the following 

question, “What do you think about the man in the picture?”  This question was 
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employed to critically layer the official school curriculum with a critical literacy 

perspective to disrupt the commonplace as well as to open up conversations around the 

notion of difference.  After posing the question, Sofía instructed her students to turn-and-

talk to discuss the question with their partner.  She said, “Okay, turn-and-talk.  What do 

you think about the man in the picture?”  After a few minutes of turn-and-talk, Sofía said, 

“Okay, what do you think?”  Theo responded with, “He looks exactly like us except for 

his head is on his butt.”  Ricardo followed with, “This man is born wrong.”  Ricardo’s 

comment provoked some laughter among the class.  Perhaps because the comment was 

framed in a way that implied negative portrayals of difference, Sofía stepped in at this 

moment and asked a follow-up question to provide Ricardo an opportunity to elaborate 

his thinking, “That’s an interesting comment.  Why do you think he was born wrong?” 

(Lesson Transcript, March 24, 2015). 

By using a follow-up question, Sofía opened up a space for her students to further 

explore different perspectives and at the same time created an opportunity for herself to 

gain a better understanding of her students’ thinking.  For instance, in discussing why 

they thought the man was born wrong, Adan said, “I think someone chopped him and 

then his head went to the butt.”  Sofía challenged Adan and followed up with, “Is it a bad 

thing that he has his head on the butt?”  Upon hearing the word “butt” the class 

immediately broke out into a roar of laughter.  After Sofía calmed the class, Hunter raised 

his hand and asked, “How will he go to the bathroom?”  Rather than dismiss Hunter’s 

question as perhaps being inappropriate, Sofía acknowledged his contribution and 

followed up with, “That’s a good question.”  This response allowed more thinking into 
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the discussion space.  For instance, Kendra shared, “I think he goes to the bathroom 

through his mouth.”  “Ewww,” said Sofía, “you think he goes to the restroom through his 

mouth?”  Theo chimed in and said, “I think he puts his face in the toilet then he throws up 

poop” (Lesson Transcript, March 24, 2015). 

Even though the students responded with what might be perceived as gross and 

inappropriate, and even silly responses, Sofía continued to engage with the students.  By 

doing so, she was able to gain insight into their thought process and challenge their 

thinking by asking them to consider possible advantages to being “born wrong.”  For 

instance, Sofía continued the discussion by acknowledging Theo’s response and said, 

“Ewww” and followed up with, “But, think about it, what benefits does he have if he has 

eyes on his butt?”  This question pushed the students to explore alternatives.  Theo said, 

“He can’t see in front and he’ll run into poles.”  Here, Theo offered a very valid response; 

however, Sofía challenged him and the rest of the class to think from a different 

perspective by asking, “But what can he see?”  From this question, José shared, “He can 

see where he’s been before.”  Jana, said, “He can see the back.”  Gemma added, “I want 

to say that poop comes out of his mouth and nose and farts come out of his ears.”  Seeing 

where her students were, Sofía drew on their contributions and tried to bridge it with the 

objective of taking an appreciative stance toward difference.  Sofía said, “Ewww, that’s 

gross.  Maybe, even though he has his head at the back of his body he still can function, 

he can still go to the bathroom in a different way.  Is that what you’re saying?”  The class 

continued to share and had a brief discussion about being unique and the advantages of 

being unique.  Because of time, Sofía moved in to share an explicit message and before 
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ending the discussion left her students with a question in hopes that they will continue to 

think about difference.  She said, “I want to say something important.  So, look at me.  

There’s a lot of people that are born different from what is considered to be ‘normal’ [air 

quotes], but is being born different a bad thing?” (Lesson Transcript, March 24, 2015).  

In this instance, rather than stating her own perspectives on the matter, Sofía states it in 

the form of a question.  Perhaps, this is Sofía’s attempt to refrain from telling her students 

what or how to think, but the question was phrased in a way to direct students to draw a 

particular conclusion.   

The official school curriculum was to review poetry elements (e.g., rhyme, 

repetition); however, due to time constraints, Sofía was unable teach both the official 

school curriculum and the critical literacy curriculum.  Sofía and her students spent the 

whole time discussing the notion of difference and did not have a chance to review poetry 

elements before the read aloud time ended.  This demonstrates the challenge of trying to 

teach both curriculums in the span of 15 minutes.  The lesson ended with Sofía 

referencing a previous lesson on appreciating difference.  She said, “Take a little 

moment, do you remember The Littlest Owl, how is the Littlest Owl similar to this man?”  

The Littlest Owl (Pitcher, 2008) is about an owl bullied by his brothers for being small 

and weak.  In this lesson, Sofía positioned her students to think about difference as an 

advantage.  Sofía continued, “Remember, the Littlest Owl was small and was different 

from his siblings because he could not fly.  But, even though he was different, he had 

other strengths.  Remember that Kendra said that being small could help him hide from 

predators?”  In making a text-to-text connection, Sofía was making a strong effort to try 
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to support her students to think about difference from an appreciative stance.  For 

instance, after reminding students about the Littlest Owl, Hunter and Theo repeated what 

Sofía said earlier.  Hunter offered, “They’re both different but they still have other 

strengths.”  Theo said, “The man with his head on his butt can see behind him” (Lesson 

Transcript, March 24, 2015).  However, it is important to note that Sofía iterated these 

responses earlier in the lesson.  Hunter and Theo were only repeating Sofía’s words.  

In this read aloud lesson, Sofía mainly focused on the critical literacy curriculum 

and not the official school curriculum because of the time constraints.  In our post-

observation debrief, Sofía shared how she had planned to discuss difference from an 

appreciative perspective but did not anticipate Ricardo’s comment.  She shared, “I had 

planned to see how this man being different still has his own strengths.  I hadn’t made the 

connection to the idea of the man being born wrong, so I believe that made it even more 

powerful.”  When the comment occurred, Sofía perceived it as a moment of possibilities 

to position her students to think deeply about what it means to be born different and to 

consider possible advantages.  She reflected, “Okay, so he’s born wrong, but what does 

that mean?  Does it mean that his life is ruined because of that?  I wanted them to see that 

even though he’s born wrong, he has his own strengths” (Post-observation Debrief, 

March 24, 2015).   

An analysis of the lesson revealed that Sofía was teaching along a continuum of 

attempting to enact critical literacy as a dialogic engagement, teaching critical literacy as 

outcome, and teaching critical literacy as personal response.  Ricardo’s response that the 

man was “born wrong” prompted Sofía to pose a follow-up question to redirect students 
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away from what appeared to be a negative perspective to adopting a more appreciative 

stance toward difference.  In positioning the students to further discuss why they thought 

the man was “born wrong,” the students made seemingly inappropriate responses (e.g., “I 

think he goes to the bathroom through his mouth”).  Even so, Sofía allowed the students 

to lead while she continued to engage in the conversation and responded authentically to 

their comments.  But, at the same time, she also continuously tried to move her students 

toward appreciating diversity.  This read aloud lesson highlights the challenge and 

complexity of maintaining a dialogical stance with real-world constraints.   

The Paper Bag Princess – Enacting Critical Literacy Following Student’s Lead 

 Recall that Sofía used an imaginary character (e.g., witches) to teach a lesson on 

making generalizations.  This lesson became the motivation for moving from using an 

imaginary character to planning a literature unit to address real-world issues such as 

gender stereotypes.  Thus, Sofía and I planned a literature unit using four texts to teach 

students about gender norms.  These texts included corporate advertisements on girls and 

boys’ toys, 10,000 Dresses (Ewert, 2008), William’s Doll (Zolotow, 1985), and The 

Paper Bag Princess (Munsch, 1980).  Although each text has its own unique storyline, 

they all carry a similar theme of disrupting gender stereotypes.  Of the four texts we 

explored, Sofía was hesitant about reading 10,000 Dresses.  In 10,000 Dresses, Ewert 

writes about Bailey, a boy who dreams about magical dresses made of crystals, rainbows, 

and flowers and has a desire to own one of these magical dresses.  However, Bailey’s 

parents disapprove of this notion.   
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 Sofía’s apprehension was not because of the storyline, but the shift in pronouns.  

In the book, the author shifts Bailey’s pronoun description from “he” to “she.”  Sofía felt 

that this shift might confuse and overwhelm the students.  She shared, “I was like, ‘Oh 

my god, I don’t think I can do this.’  He’s a boy, then it says, ‘her.’  I think the students 

would get confused.  It’s too much, like, it’s a little bit too extreme for me” (Interview, 

April 9, 2015).  Furthermore, Sofía was particularly uncomfortable because of her 

position as a student teacher.  She explained, “I feel that since I’m a student teacher, I’m 

afraid that they will tell their parents or Mrs. Gómez, like, ‘Oh, my student teacher read a 

book about this boy that was a girl’” (Interview, April 9, 2015).  Because of Sofía’s 

discomforts, she decided not to use 10,000 Dresses in the literature unit.   

In teaching this literature unit, Sofía focused only on the critical literacy 

curriculum.  For Sofía, the unit on gender stereotypes was the official curriculum.  Based 

on my analysis, this was perhaps made possible because Sofía taught the unit during total 

teach.  During total teach, the cooperating teacher exits the classroom and gives the 

student teacher full responsibility of the classroom for two weeks.  And, as part of the 

student teaching requirements, preservice teachers are required to teach a unit during 

total teach.  Without the presence of her cooperating teacher and with the need to fulfill a 

student teaching requirement, it seems that Sofía used total teach as a way to legitimately 

enact critical literacy as the official school curriculum during morning read aloud.  

Furthermore, Sofía explained that critical literacy is a more powerful curriculum because 

students are not only positioned to question the world, they are also developing important 

literacy skills such as reading and comprehension.  She explained, “I’m having them 
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practice reading comprehension when they discuss what they think about the story.  And, 

on top of that, they are questioning the world.  So, I think it’s more powerful” (Post-

observation Debrief, April 9, 2015).   

 In teaching the literature unit on gender stereotypes, Sofía began with a lesson on 

examining corporate advertisements on girls’ and boys’ toys, followed by William’s Doll, 

and then The Paper Bag Princess.  After teaching William’s Doll, in our post-observation 

debrief Sofía shared that her confidence to teach critical literacy has grown since her first 

lesson.  She shared, “I feel that I now know the type of questions that will create a 

stronger discussion.  Whenever I hear a comment I feel that I can bring something out of 

it.  I’m more comfortable not sticking to my original plans” (Post-observation Debrief, 

April 9, 2015).   

The Paper Bag Princess is a critical-themed text, a story countering traditional 

normative gender perspectives (e.g., females need to be saved; male as the protector).  In 

The Paper Bag Princess, Prince Ronald is held captive by a dragon.  Princess Elizabeth 

out-smarts the dragon and saves Prince Ronald.  However, Prince Ronald is 

unappreciative of Princess Elizabeth’s efforts.   

Sofía’s plan was to use the text to position her students to address disrupting the 

commonplace, to re-think gender norms perpetuated through discourses, images, and 

perspectives.  The analysis revealed that since Sofía positioned the critical curriculum as 

the official school curriculum for morning read aloud, she did not have to employ critical 

layering.  The analysis also showed that Sofía followed a student’s response to spark a 

discussion on gender norms.  Sofía used turn-and-talk to facilitate students to share their 
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thinking with their partners.  She used follow-up questions to organize opportunities for 

her students to share their opinions.  She also used follow-up questions as a way to 

question students’ thinking.   

This lesson was taught in late April.  The following example begins with Sofía 

and her students discussing the image of princesses to explore what constitutes as the 

“right” image of princesses?  In the lesson, Sofía had just finished reading the following 

part in the story where Princess Elizabeth saved Prince Ronald from the dragon.  Sofía 

read, “Elizabeth walked right over to the dragon and opened the door to the cave.  There 

was Prince Ronald.  He looked at her and said, ‘Elizabeth, you are a mess!  You smell 

like ashes, your hair is all tangled, and you’re wearing a dirty old paper bag!  Come back 

when you’re dressed like a real princess.”  At this point, Gemma blurted, “It doesn’t 

mean she’s not a real princess.”  Using Gemma’s response, Sofía followed up with, “So 

according to you, what does a true princess look like or what does she do?  Do you agree 

with the Prince?”  There was overlapping talk with students responding, “Yes” and “No.”  

So, Sofía instructed her students to turn-and-talk to discuss their point of view with their 

partner.  She said, “Okay, turn-and-talk and say why you agree or disagree with the 

Prince” (Lesson Transcript, April 21, 2015).  By implementing a turn-and-talk at this 

juncture, Sofía provided an opportunity for her students to re-think and discuss portrayals 

of princesses.   

After a few minutes of turn-and-talk, Sofía signaled the class to regroup to share 

out some of their thoughts.  Gemma shared, “If a princess is wearing a dirty paper bag, it 

doesn’t mean she’s not a real princess.”  Kendra agreed and said, “It doesn’t really matter 
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what you wear or how your hair is.”  Irma said, “I think the Prince is kind of mad because 

she just saved him.”  In this exchange, some students disrupted normative portrayals of 

princesses.  For instance, Gemma and Kendra both disrupted normative perceptions of 

princesses by pointing out that princesses do not necessarily have to dress “beautifully” 

to be recognized as a princess.  Irma pointed out the Prince’s anger thus noting a possible, 

even typical reaction that may occur when a female acts as a protector.  

 Right after finishing the story, Sofía did a survey activity to further provide 

students with the opportunity to share their perspectives on gender.  Sofía asked, “If you 

think that girls should be like Princess Elizabeth, raise your hand.”  A total of ten students 

raised their hands, agreeing that girls should be like Princess Elizabeth.  Then Sofía 

asked, “If you think that girls should be like the Disney Princesses, raise your hand.”  A 

total of five students raised their hand.  Sofía then asked, “So, those that raise your hand 

for the Disney Princesses, why did you raise your hand?”  Irma said, “Because I want to 

be saved.”  Gemma shared, “I like to wear nice clothes.  I don’t want to wear a dirty, ashy 

paper bag.”  Sofía countered with, “Okay, I understand that you like to wear nice clothes.  

But, what if, would that mean if you don’t find something pretty to wear, would you not 

go outside of your house?”  Gemma then replied, “I wouldn’t go outside of my house 

never, ever!”   

At this point, Kendra stepped in and asserted, “Those who drew the Disney 

Princesses say girls should be like that.”  In response to Kendra, Gemma said, “Because I 

want to marry the prince.”  Sofía tried to persuade Gemma to take a different perspective 

by saying, “But, look at what Princess Elizabeth did, she did not marry that prince 
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because he was mean to her.  So, that’s probably worst than putting a man in the 

dungeons.”  Sofía seems to be working very hard to challenge Gemma’s perspective and 

tried to send the message that marriage is not the ultimate destiny.  Gemma however was 

unmoved and said, “I want to marry the prince that’s why I picked the Disney 

Princesses.”  Following this discussion, Sofía engaged her students in discussing Disney 

Princesses who were brave, independent, and strong such as Pocahontas (Pocahontas, 

1995), Mulan (Mulan, 1998), Fiona (Shrek, 2001), Rapunzel (Tangled, 2010), Merida 

(Brave, 2012), and Ana and Elsa (Frozen, 2013).  By engaging students to think of 

alternatives, Sofía was using the genre of Disney Princesses to illustrate how not all 

Disney Princesses follow the traditional narrative of needing to be saved.  Disney movies, 

however, do serve as a tool to perpetuate gendered norms.  Yet, by engaging students in 

coming up with counter-narratives Sofía was positioning students to disrupt the 

commonplace as well as to attempt to redirect students’ perspectives. 

In our post-observation debrief meeting, Sofía shared the challenge of attending to 

students’ inconsistent responses.  She reflected: 

I just found it really frustrating how Gemma is so radical.  At the 
beginning, she said, ‘It doesn’t matter what she wears, she’s still a 
princess.’  And, then, she’s like, ‘No, I want to be this type of princess 
because I want to wear nice clothes.’  But, earlier she said, ‘It doesn’t 
matter what you wear.’  So, it’s really hard to get the complete mentality 
of the students.  Maybe, part of them wants to disrupt the commonplace 
and part of them does not.  Like, it’s a long process.  It’s like something 
that the students have to have repeated exposure in order to actually 
develop that mentality.  (Post-observation Debrief, April 21, 2015) 

 
 Sofía struggled with how Gemma and Irma oscillated between challenging, and at 

the same time, aligning with dominant perspectives.  Her reflection demonstrates an 
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understanding that critical literacy is an on-going process; however, that did not seem to 

alleviate some of her frustrations.  The dominant perspectives perpetuated in our society 

have a strong hold on our ways of knowing and being.  As a teacher, and in Sofía’s case, 

a student teacher, it is thus challenging to push against these dominant constructs.  

Students will come in with their own ways of knowing and being.  As teachers, it is 

important to be open to students’ perspectives and honor their knowledge and 

background.  At the same time, there is also a responsibility, as part of critical literacy 

education, to support students in learning how to examine common sense knowledge and 

disrupt unquestioned ways of knowing.  This is particularly important considering how 

dominant constructs take root in our psyche (Janks, 2010).   

 In this lesson, Sofía used a student’s comment to drive the discussion on gender 

norms.  An analysis of the lesson revealed that Sofía began with an open discussion 

inviting students to share their thoughts regarding gender portrayals.  However, when 

Gemma and Irma showed an alignment with dominant constructions on gender, Sofía 

seemed frustrated and tried to persuade them to consider that females have choices and 

don’t necessarily have to follow or live out the dominant storyline.  It is perhaps 

frustrating for teachers when students don’t meet the pre-planned objective.  However, an 

important aspect of critical literacy education is considering multiple perspectives.  

Sofía’s reflection highlighted a need to understand more deeply what the dimension of 

interrogating multiple viewpoints truly entails.  In particular, it is understanding that an 

“interrogation” in critical literacy education means interrogating both personal and 

multiple perspectives concurrently to form conclusions.  However, in practice, how may 
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this look or sound?  Even though it is crucial to expose students to social issues and to 

consider alternative perspectives, it is important to be careful not to position students to 

read the world from the teacher’s perspective.  This is however a challenging line to 

balance.   

REFLECTIONS ON TEACHING AND LEARNING WITH CRITICAL LITERACY 

 In this section, I share Sofía’s final interview data.  In it she discussed her 

teaching and learning experiences enacting critical literacy during student teaching.  

Sofía’s reflection indicates that being part of the research study was beneficial in terms of 

learning how to enact critical literacy, figuring out what her role was in the moments of 

teaching critical literacy, and developing her identity as a critical literacy teacher. 

 In reflecting on her journey, Sofía shared that the program coursework served as a 

foundation for enacting critical literacy.  She explained, “If you didn’t teach us about 

critical literacy, then I wouldn’t know about it so I wouldn’t do it.  So, I feel that courses 

are really a big impact on whether or not you’re going to implement critical literacy” 

(Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  Also, being part of the research study motivated her to 

enact critical literacy during her student teaching experience.  She expressed, “You were 

a big influence in me incorporating critical literacy.  You pushed me to challenge myself 

to use it and now it’s becoming more of a habit” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  A 

habit of mind, for Sofía, meant that critical literacy was foregrounded in terms of 

planning and teaching.  She explained, “Whenever I pick up a book, I’m going to think 

critical literacy–where can I use it” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015). 
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 With consistent support, Sofía’s confidence and understanding of critical literacy 

grew with practice, over time.  She shared, “I feel that, to be honest, the more that I apply 

critical literacy the more I understood it.  So, practice is a big component” (Final 

Interview, April 29, 2015).  That is, having the time and space to practice critical literacy 

influenced Sofía’s experience with the critical literacy framework.  For instance, in the 

beginning of the semester, Sofía referenced the critical literacy framework handout 

provided to plan lessons (Field notes, January 2015 – May 2015); however, toward the 

end of the semester, Sofía shared that she had internalized the framework and did not 

“pull out the critical literacy hand-out anymore” (Post-observation Debrief, April 9, 

2015).  Instead, she explained, “I just read the book and as I came across something, then 

I thought about it, and I just wrote it in” (Post-observation Debrief, April 9, 2015).  The 

practice also influenced how Sofía defined critical literacy in terms of curriculum.  For 

instance, she shared, “I used to think that critical literacy was more of problems in our 

society; maybe, racial problems.  Now, I know that critical literacy is in more content 

than that, like, in environmental problems, math, anything” (Final Interview, April 29, 

2015).  The key, according to Sofía, was “as long as you disturb the commonplace and 

have students think about something differently, then that’s critical literacy” (Final 

Interview, April 29, 2015).  

 Sofía learned that in the moments of teaching critical literacy, her role, as she 

understands it, is acting as a facilitator.  She described the role of facilitator as a 

“prompter” who serves to “scaffold student’s thinking” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  

As a facilitator, Sofía assumed the responsibilities of guiding discussions and supporting 
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students to focus on the topic under discussion.  She shared, “I feel that I’m like the 

facilitator.  I guide their thinking.  I bring up the questions and have them discuss them”  

(Post-observation Debrief, March 11, 2015).  Sofía further explained that when teaching 

critical literacy, the teacher-as-facilitator refrains from telling students what to learn, 

think, and discuss.  Rather, the education is focused on the student and allowing them the 

time and space to draw on their own knowledge and experiences to interact with learning 

as a process of inquiry and discovery.  She reflected, “When you’re teaching critical 

literacy, you don’t really tell them, ‘Okay, this is the idea, this is what you learn.  Okay, 

so everybody say it out loud’.  No, it’s not teacher-centered; it’s more student-centered 

discussions” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  Instead, the teacher-as-facilitator is 

responsible for “getting the idea out there and having them discuss it” (Final Interview, 

April 29, 2015).  However, in examining Sofía’s lessons there was evidence of her 

enacting both student-centered and teacher-centered frameworks.  For example, there 

were moments where she attempted to teach organically by posing open-ended questions, 

but the open-ended questions seem to situate students to choose a particular position.   

 Allowing critical literacy to be part of her teaching and learning experience 

supported her growth in becoming a critical literacy teacher.  She reflected, “I think that I 

am starting to be one.  At the beginning of the semester maybe I wouldn’t consider 

myself one, but now that I had this semester I’m starting to see myself more as one” 

(Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  In thinking about what it means to be a critical literacy 

teacher, Sofía shared that it was someone who focuses on having “students think 

critically and disturb the commonplace in every subject area; and not only that, but 
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challenge them to want to take action and incorporate those mindsets that we touch on in 

the classroom in their daily life” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  For Sofía, a critical 

literacy teacher was also someone who is “not afraid to challenge a student’s cultural 

mindset because many students come from cultures that may have a strong mindset in 

certain ideas” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  In a later interview, I asked Sofía to 

elaborate more on what she meant when she said a critical literacy teacher is “a teacher 

that is not afraid.”  She explained, “What I mean by not afraid is since you’re going 

against what the majority is doing, you can get some remarks from administration, 

parents, or students.  So, you have to be brave and have the courage to deal with that” 

(Final Interview, May 7, 2015).  It seemed that in having the experience of teaching about 

social issues (e.g., gender equity) coupled with opportunities to gain insight into students’ 

cultural assumptions and practices brought to the fore the importance of enacting a 

critical literacy education.   

Sofía suggested that she grew into a critical literacy teacher identity through 

practice and the motivation of her students.  She shared, “The practice and seeing how 

students were growing from it in terms of being able to discuss and take into 

consideration each other’s view points and seeing the benefits of how they applied those 

critical mindsets into their life afterwards” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  Through 

this experience, Sofía learned to adopt a critical perspective in her personal life as well.  

She explained, “I became more critical myself.  And, like, just instances in my life that I 

wouldn’t even stop to question.  Now, I would say, ‘Hmm, I don’t think that’s right’ or 

‘Why do they do that?’” (Final Interview, May 7, 2015).  Perhaps, the process of 
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becoming a critically-minded teacher positioned Sofía to become more aware of real-

world issues and thus motivated her to take the risks during morning read aloud.  For 

example, during morning read aloud, Sofía invited her students to address important 

social issues centered on themes such as multiple perspectives, resistant reading, 

challenging generalizations, respecting differences, and gender stereotypes.  She also 

engaged with challenging comments, questions, and dispositions and struggled with 

students’ resistance to new and unfamiliar ideas (Field notes, January 2015 – May 2015). 

 In discussing how critical literacy education connected with the kind of teaching 

in her future classroom, Sofía shared that it “connects greatly” because “it makes students 

more open to new perspectives and to learn to respect each other’s viewpoints.  And, it 

also allows them to think critically, like, question what they’re told and feel comfortable 

with doing so” (Final Interview, April 29, 2015).  This experience and understanding 

motivated Sofía to think about her future classroom and how she could integrate critical 

literacy across the curriculum.  She shared, “I think that this semester greatly prepared me 

to know how I’m going to integrate critical literacy into every subject” (Final Interview, 

April, 29, 2015); particularly because, as Sofía understands it, critical literacy is “just 

something natural that is embedded” in the moments of teaching (Final Interview, May, 

7, 2015). 

A DISCUSSION OF SOFÍA’S CRITICAL LITERACY TEACHING EXPERIENCES 

Sofía was privileged with social, educational, and economic stability.  With 

privilege, she was perhaps afforded a measure of social distance from the oppressive 
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realities prevalent in her native country, Mexico.  However, the religious missions 

opened a window for her to see true disparities lived by families from impoverished 

communities.  Through this experience, the social distance thus drew closer and became 

part of her immediate consciousness.  In witnessing a reality that starkly contrasted with 

her own privileged experiences, Sofía was perhaps saddened but undeterred.  This 

experience may have served to develop in her a critical identity, a motivation and a 

commitment to advocate for social and educational equity.   

With the goal of fighting for social justice and educational equity, it seemed that 

Sofía came into the teacher education program with a critical disposition that continued 

to develop over time with multiple opportunities and supports.  For instance, with some 

of the teacher education program coursework foregrounding critical theory and 

pedagogy, Sofía was learning how to teach with and through a critical perspective.  As 

Wolfe (2010) asserts, “Critical literacy teaching is part of the process of ‘critical teacher’ 

identity formation” (p. 382).  In Reading Methods, for example, Sofía gained some early 

experience using a critical literacy framework to plan and teach a critical literacy lesson 

using a read aloud approach.  This experience provided some early understanding on 

what it looks like and sounds like to teach with and through a critical perspective.  It also 

situated Sofía to learn about the potentials of critical literacy such as positioning students 

to discuss important social issues and to adopt a critical framework towards discourses, 

practices, and texts.  Perhaps, through seeing its value and with the support of a 

researcher, Sofía was thus motivated to continue the commitment of enacting critical 

literacy education during her student teaching experience (though this was not required).   
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Sofía’s case is one example that contrasts with Jones and Enriquez’s (2009) 

research on preservice teachers’ dispositions.  Their study revealed that the preservice 

teacher participant who entered the teacher education program with a “critical edge” 

elected not to teach from a critical perspective.  On the other hand, the preservice teacher 

participant who was characterized as “naïve” chose to teach with and through a critical 

perspective.  Although Jones and Enriquez’s work focused on first year teachers, these 

cases, taken together, demonstrate the diversity in teacher disposition with respect to 

critical pedagogical decisions.  Even though Sofía came in with a critical disposition and 

was committed to critical work, it was important to provide the time and space to 

continue to develop her critical identity.  This is important because preservice teachers 

are placed in learning contexts with “competing conceptions” of which teaching 

identities/practices are more “‘appropriate’” (Wolfe, 2010, p. 382).  As Wolfe (2010) 

notes, part of preservice teachers’ identity development and ways of learning how to 

teach are influenced by their local context (e.g., cooperating teacher).  Jones and 

Enriquez (2009) found that particular institutional identities/practices held more social 

capital than others; for example, the teacher who taught a balanced literacy program was 

more recognized then the teacher enacting critical literacy education.  Thus, providing 

opportunities for preservice teachers to try out different teaching practices (e.g., critical 

literacy) can introduce possibilities and perhaps serve to counter normalized conceptions 

of what is “appropriate.” 

Sofía was active about her critical literacy commitments, deliberately planning 

and implementing critical literacy during her student teaching experience even though her 
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student teaching classroom did not specifically foreground a critical literacy curriculum.  

However, Sofía took several initiatives to make critical literacy possible.  For example, 

Sofía took the initiative to negotiate power relationships by establishing a trusting 

relationship with her cooperating teacher.  She carved a space by adapting morning read 

aloud into a space for critical literacy.  She also took the initiative to slightly depart from 

the existing classroom structure to invite critical literacy by using the critical literacy 

framework intentionally to plan lessons.  In particular, her initiative demonstrated that 

she had a strong desire to enact critical literacy and so followed the guidelines just 

enough to gain independence to foreground a critical literacy curriculum within a formal 

space.  Sofía’s initiative to adapt a space within the classroom for critical literacy seems 

to align with Campano’s (2005) work on a conceptual model for enacting critical 

education known as the “second class” (p. 187).  According to Campano, “The second 

class runs parallel to, sometimes in the shadow of, the official first class.  It is an 

alternative pedagogical space” (p. 187).  Based on this idea, it seems that Sofía used 

morning read aloud as a form of alternative pedagogical space to support both the official 

school curriculum as well as a critical literacy curriculum.   

Sofía was apprehensive about enacting a critical literacy education during her 

student teaching experience; however, she was interested and willingly attempted to teach 

a dialogic/problem-posing education.  For instance, she intentionally layered critical 

literacy on the official school curriculum so that she could teach both critical literacy and 

the official school curriculum.  She used discussion tools (e.g., turn-and-talk) to organize 

opportunities for conversations.  She also demonstrated ways to use both critical-themed 
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text and noncritical-themed text (e.g., fairy-tales) to teach critical literacy, showing how 

critical literacy is possible when the teacher takes a critical stance to bear on the 

curriculum (Rogers & Wetzel, 2014).  This also supports the research on how texts could 

be a useful tool for facilitating critical conversations with children (Leland et al., 1999).  

Sofía’s use of noncritical-themed text is similar to Bourke’s (2008) research where he 

implemented critical literacy through the use of fairy-tales.  He invited his first grade 

students to examine dominant ideologies, undisputed rule-governed constructs, and 

multiple perspectives.  For example, in reading two different versions of Little Red 

Riding Hood, the students noticed how good and evil were portrayed through colors—

light colors as good and dark colors as evil.  Knowing how textual representations may 

act to affect identity formation and perpetuate white superiority, Bourke invited his 

students to disrupt the common sense knowledge by writing a new version of the story 

from the perspective of the antagonist.  Similarly, Souto-Manning (2010) used different 

versions of The Three Little Pigs to teach the concept of multiple perspectives to a class 

of first grade students.   

In examining Sofía’s critical literacy teaching in action, her experience 

illuminated tensions between her intentions and her enactment.  That is, Sofía intended to 

teach in a way that engaged students in discussions to problematize the world; however, 

in the moments of teaching, there were instances of slight detours from her intention.  

Sofía planned with specific objectives in mind.  She was intentional about what critical 

literacy perspective she wanted students to adopt.  She said, “I’m trying to get them to 

arrive at the idea that I want them to get.  So, I’m like facilitating and scaffolding 
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thinking to get them to arrive at or see the perspective I want them to see” (Post-

observation Debrief, April 21, 2015).  This reflection corresponded with Sofía’s 

definitional work around critical literacy.  In defining critical literacy, Sofía described 

humans as having a sense of right and wrong, but this sense must be guided with proper 

stimulation.  That is, if students are provided with the right stimulus, it could lead them to 

take up particular perspectives.   

In the Hansel and Gretel lesson, for example, the objective was to use the text to 

position students to address disrupting the commonplace, by using the character image of 

witches as an entry point to teach into the concept of making generalizations.  Though, in 

the act of disrupting the text, Sofía chose a specific discourse pattern to facilitate the 

discussion in a way where she was very sure about the discourse she wanted to put 

forward.  For example, the question she posed, “Do you think all witches are bad?” was 

meant to be open-ended.  However, the question was not phrased in a way to open up 

conversation.  The question was rather directive, phrased in a way where the students’ 

choices were to either agree or disagree with the position.  The specific phrasing of the 

question thus provided Sofía with a measure of control of how and what she wants the 

students to take up during the discussion.   

In “The Planet of Mars,” Sofía tried to open up the conversation with the 

following question, “What do you think about the man in the picture?”  This question is 

more open-ended, allowing students an opportunity to share their thoughts about the 

Martian with his head on his backside.  When Ricardo suggested that, “This man is born 

wrong,” Sofía tried to follow Ricardo’s lead by asking him to elaborate.  Other students 
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chimed in and the conversation approached what was near inappropriate and silly, but 

Sofía was committed.  In following the students’ lead, she ultimately redirected the 

discussion to align with her objective of recognizing difference from an appreciative 

perspective.  A few of the students even repeated Sofía’s position on the issue (e.g., 

“They’re both different but they still have other strengths.  The man with his head on his 

butt can see behind him”).  This act could be interpreted as the students’ way of 

demonstrating their understanding of the concept.  It could also be interpreted that the 

students know a sense of appropriateness and were attending to power deferential by 

aligning with Sofía’s position because it was the “right” thing to do to please the teacher.   

Similarly, the lesson on The Paper Bag Princess demonstrated that a few of the 

students engaged in disrupting gender stereotypes.  However, some of the same students 

who disrupted gender norms simultaneously sided with dominant perspectives.  Gemma 

and Irma, for example, suggested that princesses don’t necessarily have to dress or look 

the part to be considered a “real” princess.  But, at the same time, at the end of the read 

aloud, both Gemma and Irma wanted to marry the prince and be saved.  Throughout the 

lesson, Sofía disrupted the students’ perspectives to move them toward disrupting 

normative perceptions on gender.  The students, however, resisted Sofía’s attempts.  Hall 

and Piazza’s (2008) research noted similar findings.  Their study described the 

perspectives of two African American fourth grade boys and their responses to issues of 

masculinity and power.  The findings suggested that the students’ interpretation of social 

issues was deeply tied to their cultural ways of understanding a particular phenomenon.  

For instance, in examining the portrayal of masculinity, the two students responded in 
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ways that matched their own cultural ways of knowing.  They noted that males “should 

avoid feminine behaviors such as crying, being talkative or playing with girls” and were 

pleased when the texts portrayed males as “strong and confident” (p. 35).  The students 

rejected texts descriptions and portrayals that did not align with their beliefs or the 

dominant construction of the male gender.  This study highlights how social and cultural 

backgrounds may serve to influence students’ positionality, perspectives, and their 

interpretation of texts.  Critical literacy pedagogy has transformative qualities, a power to 

move students and teachers toward new ways of knowing and being.  On one end of the 

spectrum, students and teachers work together to attend to the complexities of power and 

oppression situated in our social worlds.  However, on the other end, teachers face the 

challenging task of knowing how to initiate critical literacy in the classroom.  On the 

continuum of challenges faced by teachers, teachers may also encounter students who 

may resist the teachings of critical literacy by reproducing and maintaining the existing 

social order.  

 It would be ideal to consistently teach in a way that preserves critical literacy’s 

pedagogical roots as a dialogical and problem-posing education (Aukerman, 2012).  

Sofía’s case shows a preservice teacher taking the initiative to enact critical literacy 

during her student teaching experience despite multiple challenges and tensions.  This act 

showed courage and commitment.  More importantly, Sofía’s experience highlighted that 

student teaching in a public school with a rigid schedule is a challenging place to learn to 

do critical literacy.  She was committed to enacting critical literacy and attempted to 

teach critical literacy using inquiry and discussions.  Yet, she was also dealing with real 



 135 

tensions that positioned her to be more directive at times.  But, at the level of practice and 

with real-world teaching constraints, subverting the official curriculum is difficult, 

sometimes nearly impossible.  

CONCLUSION 

 Sofía’s critical literacy journey was examined across contexts, from her early 

schooling experiences to program coursework into student teaching experience.  As a 

teacher education student, Sofía gained foundational knowledge in critical literacy theory 

and pedagogy.  With some early understanding of critical literacy, Sofía made the 

decision to continue to enact critical literacy during her student teaching experience.  In 

her field placement classroom, Sofía navigated power relationships and negotiated a 

space (morning read alouds) to enact critical literacy.   In teaching critical literacy, Sofía 

struggled with time constraints to simultaneously teach critical literacy and the official 

school curriculum.  To embed critical literacy during morning read alouds, Sofía drew on 

the critical literacy framework to plan and implement lessons, layered critical literacy on 

the official school curriculum, and used multiple discussion approaches to initiate 

dialogue.  Sofía’s critical literacy lessons intentionally focused on addressing the 

dimensions of disrupting the commonplace and interrogating multiple viewpoints.  She 

was less intentional about addressing the dimension of unpacking sociopolitical issues 

and taking social action and promoting social justice, though the analysis revealed that 

these two dimensions were evident in her work.  In the moments of teaching critical 

literacy, Sofía encountered a tension between her intentions and the enactment of critical 
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literacy pedagogy.  Although, she was committed to teaching a dialogic/problem-posing, 

there were moments where she was transmitting knowledge, positioning her students to 

take up particular critical perspectives and social actions.  Sofía’s critical literacy journey 

illuminates the complexity of balancing teaching a dialogic/problem-posing education 

within real-world, constrained contexts.   
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Chapter 5:  Michael Huynh 

I would never avoid critical literacy on purpose.  I’m doing it because everything just 

feels like good teaching to me. 

INTRODUCTION 

 Michael was born and raised in the United States.  Throughout his schooling 

experiences, he experienced a standard, non-critical education.  As a teacher, he aims to 

teach and promote an education that positions students to think critically.   

 As a teacher education student, Michael gained some early experiences on how to 

teach critical literacy.  In learning about critical literacy, Michael saw it as a potential tool 

for teaching students critical thinking skills.  As such, he continued the commitment of 

enacting critical literacy during his student teaching experience.  

 Ms. Scott, Michael’s cooperating teacher, strongly promoted a critical literacy 

curriculum.  During student teaching, Michael adopted Ms. Scott’s curriculum and 

pedagogy to enact critical literacy pedagogy alongside the official school curriculum.  

With a critical education model already in place, Michael encountered a tension of 

recognizing his own practice as critical literacy.  Michael’s critical literacy journey 

illuminates the importance of developing mentorship models with an emphasis on 

cooperating teacher-preservice teacher reflections.   
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A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

In the 1970s, Michael’s parents fled the Vietnam War and immigrated to the 

United States.  They settled in the suburbs of Richardson, Texas and raised a family of 

three boys.  Michael is the youngest (All About Me Documentary, July 17, 2014). 

Growing up, Michael attended the K-12 public schools in Richardson and 

graduated high school in 2003 (All About Me Documentary, July 17, 2014).  In reflecting 

on his education, Michael shared some bitter memories of his schooling experience.  As a 

young boy, Michael spoke Vietnamese at home with his family; however, upon entering 

grade school he eventually lost the ability to do so.  He shared, “From a very early age I 

can speak Vietnamese, but as soon as I got to school I lost it” (Interview, February 19, 

2015).  Michael attributed the loss of his heritage language to the institution’s strong 

focus on English development and proficiency.  In school, Michael learned that between 

Vietnamese and English, the English language was the privileged standard, institutionally 

supported outside of the classroom.  He shared, “I learned through the ESL class that 

there was no perceived value in speaking Vietnamese anymore” (Interview, February 19, 

2015).  This ideology perhaps made the preservation of Vietnamese less important at the 

time, exacerbated by pressure from the school to speak English only, leading them to 

mostly interact with Michael in English (Field notes, August 29, 2014).  With English 

being the primary language used across multiple contexts (home and school), English 

ultimately became Michael’s primary language, serving as a powerful navigational tool in 

social and educational spaces.  He shared, “So I only spoke English.  I can use it in 
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school.  I can use it to speak to my friends.  So English took over” (Interview, February 

19, 2015).   

Gaining English proficiency was not the only challenge Michael faced in school.  

As one of the few Vietnamese Americans in a predominately white school, school was a 

challenge socially.  Michael discussed how he experienced “otherness” from his peers, 

often being the recipient of discrimination.  He shared, “Through school, I was always 

the Asian kid.  That was part of my identity.  I got used to ignorant or racist remarks and 

it just became part of my life.  I consider myself an American, but I’m still an outsider” 

(Interview, February 19, 2015).   

Upon graduating high school, Michael enrolled in community college to further 

his education, but decided to discontinue his college education.  He shared, “I dropped 

out of community college.  I stopped going.  I was like, ‘This isn’t for me right now’” 

(Interview, February 19, 2015).  Instead, in the summer of 2005, Michael decided to 

enlist and serve in the United States Marines Corps (All About Me Documentary, July 

17, 2014).  However, his parents were not supportive of his decision considering their 

personal experiences with war.  He shared, “They were totally against it.  They’re a war 

generation.  They lived through the Vietnam War and all the loss of that” (Interview, 

February 19, 2015).  Although his parents were not in support of his decision, they did 

not stop him from joining the Marines.  Prior to leaving for the Marine Corps, Michael 

and his mother visited his extended family in Vietnam.  The purpose, Michael explained, 

was because “I was headed to boot camp in a few months and my mom was afraid that I 

would never have the chance to see where my family was from” (All About Me 
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Documentary, July 17, 2015).  Michael declared his motivation for enlisting as a desire 

for more order, “I just needed some structure in my life,” Michael explained, “and the 

Marine Corps did that for me” (Interview, February 19, 2015).   

During his time in the Marines, Michael continued to experience discrimination.  

He shared, “In the Marine Corps, pretty much the same thing – a lot of racism.  A lot of 

racist remarks towards Asian people like Vietnamese jokes and slurs, like, I’m the Asian 

guy that ate dog” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  These insensitive remarks only made 

Michael feel more of an outsider.  He reflected, “Again, it just reinforces, like, ‘I’m 

different’ in a world of mostly white people” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  Even 

though Michael experienced “otherness” in the Marines, serving in the Marines provided 

time and space for him to gain new experiences, grow, and develop new perspectives to 

reflect on his own life.  He shared: 

While in the Marine Corps, I traveled everywhere.  I absorbed all sorts of 
cultures around the world, from Africa to Asia to Europe.  I met a lot of 
people and I feel aware of what it can feel like to feel different.  I’m more 
sympathetic towards all cultures and races.  We are all people here.  I’m 
still the same person.  I feel like that changed me a bit that I see everybody 
is just people and not a race.  I feel that that’s how everybody should be.  
I’m beginning to notice how someone, maybe, if they were just from the 
same hometown, saw only white people, and only one socioeconomic 
class for their entire life it’s hard to understand that people have different 
circumstances that guide their lives.  So that guides me a bit.  (Interview, 
February 19, 2015) 

 
 As a Marine, Michael had multiple opportunities to see the world and interact 

with different people and cultures.  These experiences provided opportunities for Michael 

to reflect on his own experiences (successes and challenges) and gain perspectives on the 

meanings of humanity, compassion, and difference.  And, in time, he developed a 
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philosophy that the core of humanity is recognizing the human first and foremost.  This 

philosophy anchored and guided him, giving him pause to consider how people are 

guided by their own histories and lived-experiences.  At the same time, he gained an 

understanding of why he was positioned as an “other” among his peers.   

Michael served in the Marines for six years (All About Me Documentary, July 17, 

2014).  In the Marines, Michael worked hard to establish himself despite the 

discriminatory challenges he faced.  He assumed various responsibilities and leadership 

positions.  He shared, “I was a Staff Sergeant in the Marines, a good leadership position.  

I was in charge of a small detachment of Marines and the administrative tasks.  I was the 

guy in the office in charge of people that were working” (Interview, February 19, 2015). 

 After his career in the Marines, Michael returned home to Texas to obtain a 

degree in education.  The initial reason for choosing education, Michael explained, was 

because “It was something I thought I was good at” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  

Michael elaborated that the leadership skills and the communications skills he learned in 

the Marines would be valuable in his career as an educator.  He reflected, “It was one of 

those skills I learned in the Marines.  I gained the confidence of speaking in front of a 

group of people and enunciate my thoughts clearly.  I was like, ‘This is totally useful in a 

classroom’” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  He also decided to become an educator 

because he wanted to work with young children and because he valued learning.  Michael 

shared,  “I like being around kids.  I like the whole school environment because learning 

is so important.  That just drew me toward education.  I had no desire to do any other 

majors.  I wanted to teach” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  These reasons motivated 
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Michael to initially choose education as a profession.  But what further solidified his 

desire to teach were the multiple learning opportunities he experienced in his teacher 

education program.  By teaching and learning with students and being part of an 

education community, Michael realized that as an educator, he has the power to shape 

future generations to make an impact on the world.  He reflected, “After learning about 

pedagogy, I realized when I’m teaching students they’re going to turn into the people you 

teach them to be.  This is how I’m going to change the world.  They’re our future.  That’s 

why I want to teach”  (Interview, February 19, 2015). 

CRITICAL LITERACY EXPERIENCES AT THE UNIVERSITY 

 In discussing the importance of critical literacy education, Michael shared that it 

is crucial to teach in a way that brings the world into the classroom and show students the 

possibilities of being an agent of change.  A critical curriculum, Michael reflected, could 

play a role in “Exposing kids, showing them that there are other perspectives to consider, 

that there are problems out there, and it’s like, you can fix it” (Post-observation Debrief, 

March 3, 2015).   

 Michael attributed his understanding and preparation to teach from a critical 

perspective to his teacher education program.  For instance, in an interview, Michael 

noted how he learned about the concept of counter-narratives and approaches to teach 

counter-narratives in his Social Studies Methods course.  He shared, “The instructor 

talked about how there’s a counter-narrative to everything.  Every traditional tale we’ve 

been told, like, that’s not the true story – consider who wrote it, why is this true, how do 
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we know that this is true, and questioning everything” (Interview, November 17, 2014).  

Michael also discussed how Sociocultural Influences on Learning and Reading Methods 

prepared him to think and teach from a critical perspective.  He reflected, “Especially 

after we took ALD 327, which was sociocultural differences and their effects on learning 

and in Dr. Wells’ class we talked about critical literacy.  So that framed me in a way” 

(Interview, February 19, 2015).   

First Attempt to Critical Literacy 

Michael’s first critical literacy teaching experience also occurred in Dr. Wells’ 

Reading Methods course and taught in his Intern II PDS field classroom.  Following the 

assignment guidelines outlined by Dr. Wells, Michael, like Sofía, planned his read aloud 

to include a critical-themed text, strategies such as turn-and-talks and open-ended 

questions to facilitate purposeful talk, and to address one or more dimensions of the 

critical literacy framework.  To organize his lesson, Michael also followed the adapted 

lesson plan format to name specific strategies, scaffolds, and places to stop for purposeful 

talk during the read aloud.   

Michael chose to read Encounter by Jane Yolen (1996) for his read aloud 

assignment.  Encounter is a story told from the perspective of a young Taino Indian boy 

detailing Christopher Columbus’ 1492 voyage and the devastation he plagued on the 

island of San Salvador and its people.  Michael chose Encounter because the book is told 

from a different perspective and pushes back on the dominant narrative of Christopher 

Columbus, a figure that is most often celebrated for his “discoveries.”  In his reflection, 
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he wrote, “This book is perfect for an introduction to critical literacy since the story of 

Christopher Columbus is discussed in virtually every classroom in the U.S.  Another 

reason is because it presents a common story from a different perspective” (Read Aloud 

Reflection, November 11, 2014).  Also, Michael reasoned that Encounter would serve as 

a foundation for students to learn to adopt a critical stance toward texts.  “It’s a great 

platform,” Michael wrote, “for discussing a wider range of literature in the future through 

multiple perspectives” (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014).   

Michael’s approach to critical literacy was similar to Sofía’s approach.  That is, in 

following the lesson plan format and assignment guidelines, Michael planned specific 

stopping places that corresponded with questions to address the dimensions of the critical 

literacy framework.  In reviewing his read aloud lesson plan and reflection, Michael’s 

plan was to use the critical literacy dimensions of interrogating multiple viewpoints and 

disrupting the commonplace to support his fifth grade students to learn to adopt a critical 

stance towards text.  Below is an excerpt from Michael’s reflection where he shared his 

plan to position his students to examine power from different standpoints.  Michael 

wrote:  

My overarching plan for the lesson was to reinforce their understandings 
of critical literacy by presenting the story, and then to further their 
thinking by guiding them to use their critical thinking lenses to question 
the book.  As mentioned previously, this book is perfect for critical 
literacy because of the unique perspective of the narrator.  After 
examining the critical literacy framework, I realized that there are many 
issues from the book that can be discussed, such as: the role of children or 
other groups that don’t have much power in societies, and the sense of 
powerlessness of groups such as the Taino when discussed in books like 
Encounter.  Both of these topics use the critical literacy framework ideas 
of considering multiple perspectives (by considering the story from the 
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view of the child vs. from an adult’s perspective), and disrupting the 
commonplace by questioning the counter-narrative.  (Read Aloud 
Reflection, November 11, 2014) 
 
To anchor critical analysis around the issue of power, Michael’s plan was to 

position his students to examine the story through the lens of the young Taino Indian boy 

(the narrator) and the Taino adults and focus attention on whose voices were heard and 

whose were silenced in the story.  In his reflection, he wrote, “I tried to integrate the 

classroom’s extensive work on Social Justice as a way to highlight how the children were 

powerless.  The book presents children simply as a voice that speaks, but that no one ever 

listens to the voice” (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014).  To prepare students 

to consider multiple perspectives, Michael planned a stopping place paired with the 

following question:  “He has said this ‘for I was just a child’ several times now.  What do 

you think about it?” (Read Aloud Lesson Plan, November 6, 2014).  The phrase “for I 

was just a child” is repeated a number of times throughout the text, making it a useful 

anchor to position students to consider how the child’s pleadings to unwelcome 

Columbus go unheard. 

Michael indicated in his read aloud reflection that prior to teaching the read aloud, 

he informally surveyed a few students to assess their background knowledge regarding 

Christopher Columbus.  He wrote, “Earlier in the semester, I engaged in informal 

discussions with several different students who expressed some knowledge in the 

counter-narrative to Columbus’ heroic tale of ‘discovery’ of the new world” (Read Aloud 

Reflection, November 11, 2014).  From this pre-assessment, Michael learned that his 

students were already familiar with the counter-narrative regarding Christopher 
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Columbus.  He wrote, “It appeared to me that they had engaged in several lessons in the 

past that discussed Columbus’ conquests in the new world were not motivated by bravery 

and curiosity, but by greed and world domination” (Read Aloud Reflection, November 

11, 2014).  Michael was not surprised by his students’ knowledge because his 

cooperating teacher, Ms. Scott, structured her classroom environment to promote a social 

justice curriculum.  He wrote, “The children’s revelations were not surprising to me, as 

my Cooperating Teacher places much emphasis in all of her classroom lessons on Social 

Justice and Critical Thinking” (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014).  Michael 

used his own classroom observations and the conversations he had with his students to 

plan his read aloud lesson.  He wrote, “I took these conversations to heart as I planned 

my lesson” (Read Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014).  This is an example of Michael 

being responsive to students’ prior experiences and connecting observations to planning – 

techniques he had learned in his preservice teacher education program.  

In reviewing his lesson plan and reflection, Michael demonstrated that he took 

multiple steps to prepare a read aloud lesson threaded with critical literacy components.  

For instance, he selected a critical-themed text to initiate critical literacy.  He pre-

assessed a few students’ background knowledge with regards to counter-narrative and 

used the information collected to plan his lesson.  He prepared the lesson plan with 

stopping places paired with questions to target particular critical literacy dimensions.  

Even though Michael planned out his lesson with stopping places paired with questions 

to move students into examining issues of power, Michael reflected how he was unable to 

fully teach the read aloud lesson as planned.  The challenge was the assumption he made 
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(based on the pre-assessment) about the extent of the students’ prior knowledge regarding 

the counter-narrative of Christopher Columbus.  In his read aloud reflection, he wrote, “I 

realized that I had severely miscalculated the pre-existing knowledge of my classroom.  

The students had a solid grasp of what was ultimately the traditional narrative of 

Columbus’ voyage around the world.”  For instance, the lesson transcript revealed that in 

the beginning of the lesson, after a short discussion about Thanksgiving, Michael posed 

the following question, “What did Columbus have to do with all of it?”  One student 

responded that, “It was Christopher Columbus’ idea that the world wasn’t flat, it was 

round.  So he decided that he could sail around it.”  Upon hearing this, Michael shared 

that he surveyed the class and most of the students expressed a similar understanding 

regarding Christopher Columbus.  He wrote, “When I asked the rest of the class if this 

was their understanding too, they all agreed.”  In learning this, Michael made the decision 

to meet the students where they were.  He wrote, “I decided on the spot to cater the rest 

of the lesson with this understanding.  I figured that I could still keep the lesson on track 

with the elements of a critical literacy framework because the book naturally lends itself 

to these features.”  Michael’s renegotiation of his original lesson plan demonstrated that 

he was reflecting in the moment, shifting his lesson to support his students’ 

understanding.   

Michael’s decision to shift in his lesson plan also meant that he was able to 

address only one of the pre-planned stopping places.  In his original lesson plan, he 

planned two stopping places to examine issues of power.  The first was addressing power 

through the dimension interrogating multiple viewpoints; and the second, was disrupting 
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the commonplace.  Of the two stopping places, he was able to address the first one, where 

he positioned students to examine power through the lens of the narrator, the young 

Taino Indian boy.  In reflecting on this moment, Michael wrote:   

There was one stopping point that I originally planned for, which I ended 
up using in the lesson.  The narrator frequently laments that he was 
ignored because he was ‘just a child.’  I asked the class, ‘Have we heard 
this before?  What do you think about that?”  I got a few responses that 
showed the understanding of a key concept.  ‘It’s because he was just a 
boy!’ or ‘They thought he was rude [for interrupting the others].’  I then 
asked, ‘Do you think that’s fair?’  I received several responses indicating 
the unfairness of the event.  This shows me that the students understand 
that even children in the story have a voice, and that it should be heard.  If 
it’s not heard, it’s unfair.  This understanding has implications in the 
critical literacy dimensions of multiple perspectives (because everyone has 
a unique perspective), and social justice issues because each perspective is 
valuable and should be acknowledged.  (Read Aloud Reflection, 
November 11, 2014) 
 
In this teaching moment, Michael was able to put students in the shoes of the 

narrator, the Taino Indian boy, and used the framework of fairness as a way for his 

students to consider the injustice young children experience because of the way they are 

positioned.  In examining this particular discussion segment of the read aloud lesson 

transcript, Michael began the lesson with a question, “Do you think that’s fair that 

nobody listened to him just because he was a little kid?”  A few students responded with 

“No” and one student responded with, “No, it’s not fair.”  Michael then shared the 

illustrations that accompanied the text and said, “Clearly, they are not listening.”  

Afterwards, Michael moved on and continued with reading the text to his students (Read 

Aloud Lesson Transcript, November 11, 2014).   
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 In reflecting on his first critical literacy lesson, Michael identified several areas to 

improve his lesson.  Here, I note some of his key reflections:  

After reviewing the footage of my read-aloud lesson, there are many 
things that I identified that I could change in order to improve the lesson.  
I recognize the need to introduce critical literacy (and any subject for that 
matter) in a methodical manner that increases in complexity as students’ 
understanding grow.  I need to help the students build a stronger 
foundation in critical literacy thinking.  This plan, for example, could use 
the same stopping points, but might have different planned questions or 
discussions.  I feel that I missed a few opportunities for learning by asking 
some close-ended questions.  If I had thought of this beforehand, I could 
have prepared some more discussion-inducing, open-ended questions.  
After this lesson, I am beginning to think that it will take more than a 
single lesson involving critical literacy for students to grasp it.  (Read 
Aloud Reflection, November 11, 2014) 

 
In his written reflection, Michael was able to not only name areas to improve his 

lesson but also developed some more understanding of how to enact critical literacy.  

Reflecting on one’s teaching practice is an essential component for developing an 

understanding of the complexity of classroom teaching and learning (Lave, 1996; 

Zeichner, 1996).  The process of reflecting also has the potential to position teachers as 

active agents of their own learning and development as teachers (Zeichner and Liston, 

1996).  Throughout the research study, Michael had multiple spaces to reflect on his 

teaching practices and on his students’ learning.   

Writing a reflective paper was one space (afforded through his program 

coursework) where he had an opportunity to recall moments of his teaching and then 

attempt to make sense of his own teaching practice and his student’s learning.  In 

discussing the advantages and disadvantages of reflective papers, Hoover’s (1994) study 

revealed how journaling provided a space for Amanda, one of her preservice teacher 
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participants, to form basic connections between theory and practice and to come up with 

alternate teaching possibilities.  Hoover reports, “though she concentrated on very 

rudimentary teaching techniques, she was beginning to make connections between theory 

and practice and to search for alternatives, rather than engaging in hopeless lament” (p. 

90).  Hoover’s analysis revealed that the process of writing became a way for Amanda to 

think about her practice and to imagine concrete possibilities to improve practice.  

Drawing on Schön’s work, Allan and Driscoll (2014) note, “Reflection can encourage 

transfer of learning by inviting students to build specific connections to prior, current, 

and future contexts” (p. 39).  In Michael’s case, the process of writing a reflective paper 

on his read aloud experience served as a structured space to reflect on his teaching and 

his students’ learning so that he could imagine possible next steps for future teaching, 

such as the need to develop students’ background knowledge to support their 

understanding of the text to connect with the objective(s) of a lesson.  He also recognized 

that engaging students in critical literacy is an education that is learned over time through 

a series of lessons.  Furthermore, he learned that crafting open-ended questions could 

perhaps yield a higher possibility for deeper discussions.   

Overall, Michael’s reflection demonstrates that he is moving along a continuum, 

coming into an understanding of teaching and the teaching of critical literacy (Mosley, 

2010).  That is, as his first attempt in teaching critical literacy, Michael’s learning as a 

preservice teacher involved a process of constant learning and shaping of practice.  
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Defining Critical Literacy 

 At the end of Fall 2014 semester, after Michael had a chance to experience 

teaching critical literacy, I asked him to define and/or describe critical literacy in his own 

words.  Drawing on his own practice and understanding, Michael described critical 

literacy as taking a particular stance toward text.  He shared: 

I guess I would describe it as new ways of just looking at literature and 
being very critical about it, just questioning everything that you see in 
literature, and using that as a platform of how you basically view the 
world.  It serves as a foundation for critical thinking.  I hate using that 
word over and over for the definition.  It would be the basis for just 
examining everything instead of blindly accepting facts or stories.  
(Interview, November 17, 2014) 
 
Michael described critical literacy as a stance and an analytic framework to 

examine texts and social experiences situated in the world, in particular a framework that 

contributes to deeper level thinking.  It is a framework that positions individuals to take a 

“critical” stance toward texts.  A critical stance, from Michael’s perspective, is applying 

questioning strategies to think beyond what is given in texts.  He also suggested that this 

critical lens be adopted toward examining the broader social context.  Here, Michael 

seemed to be making a connection between text and context; for example, how the 

analytic framework for analyzing texts could also be used to examine practices and 

conditions situated in the real world.  

Feelings about Taking Critical Literacy into Student Teaching 

 Michael’s first attempt in teaching critical literacy provided him with some more 

concrete experiences to reflect upon.  For instance, in an interview, Michael shared that 
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teaching critical literacy was challenging.  “It’s hard,” Michael reflected, “It’s like a 

paradigm shift” (Interview, November 17, 2014).  When I asked him to elaborate on his 

response, Michael drew on his read aloud experience to discuss the challenge of moving 

students toward adopting a critical perspective.  He shared, “It’s a different way of 

thinking, so I had a lot of trouble getting through to the kids that there’s a counter-

narrative” (Interview, November 17, 2014).  From this experience, Michael realized the 

challenge of positioning students to think from an alternative perspective.  This is not 

unusual when considering how public schools continuously advance a curriculum driven 

by dominant perspectives (Apple, 1988; Anyon, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999).  Given that, 

attempting to teach an education that contradicts the norm could prove to be challenging 

(Cochran-Smith, 1995/2010). 

 Even though Michael thought critical literacy was a challenge to implement, he 

also saw its potential, especially after experiencing some success with the read aloud 

lesson where a few students expressed concern for having a yearly holiday for 

Christopher Columbus to celebrate his “accomplishments.”  He reflected, “I think it’s 

really important because some of the kids are picking up on it.  A few of them were 

talking to me and asked, “Why do we still celebrate Columbus Day?” (Interview, 

November 17, 2014).  This feedback seemed to further solidify for Michael the potential 

of critical literacy, particularly in supporting students to exercise their cognitive abilities 

and personally develop a critical framework.  He shared, “I think it just gives kids the 

opportunity to think instead of reading a story and just accepting it.  I think that’s just an 

important skill” (Interview, November 17, 2014).   
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 Michael’s desire to support students to develop a personal critical framework 

came from his own educational experiences.  He reflected, “It’s a new way of looking at 

things.  I’ve grown up so long just not questioning anything” (Interview, November 17, 

2014).  Michael’s understanding of the importance of critical literacy seems to be deeply 

connected with his own “non-critical” educational experience and his desire to afford a 

critical education for his future students.  Perhaps this is why Michael described critical 

literacy as an individual endeavor.  Recall that in Michael’s description of critical 

literacy, it is a resource one possesses as an individual to critically examine the world.  In 

Michael’s case, his advocacy for a critical education comes from a personal place.  Since 

a critical education was absent from his own schooling experiences, he has a desire to 

equip each of his students with a “critical lens,” a personal tool that they can each possess 

to question and examine the world.   

In naming the affordances of a critical curriculum, Michael also noted his own 

apprehensions in enacting critical literacy during his student teaching.  For instance, 

when asked whether he had an interest in enacting critical literacy during his student 

teaching, Michael expressed a measure of hesitancy, relaying that he would make an 

attempt.  He said, “I’m still learning about critical literacy.  I wouldn’t know how to tie it 

in.  But I would try to incorporate it” (Interview, November 17, 2014).  During our 

interview, Michael shared three reasons for his tentativeness to enact critical literacy 

during his student teaching.  The first reason was reflecting on his position as a student 

teacher.  He shared, “I don’t think I’m in a place where I can just start implementing my 

own plans for critical literacy.  It’s weird as a student teacher to do that.  I don’t think I’m 
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in a position to that” (Interview, November 17, 2014).  Michael further elaborated that he 

would only feel comfortable following Ms. Scott’s lead, as it is her lesson and classroom.  

He shared, “Ms. Scott’s lessons are fairly grounded in social justice and critical literacy 

already so I can build on that.  But, again it’s her lesson.  I don’t want to jump in and try 

to put my own spin on it” (Interview, November 17, 2014).  The second reason was 

because Michael felt inexperienced with regards to the critical literacy framework.  He 

shared, “I’m not very comfortable with it yet.  I don’t really feel like I’m that well versed 

in critical literacy.  So, that’s my concern” (Interview, November 17, 2014).  The third 

reason involved knowing how to facilitate the lesson in the moments of teaching.  He 

shared, “My discomfort with implementing critical literacy as an Intern is that I’m not 

that familiar with it that I can just think of the guiding question on the fly to do that 

(Interview, November 17, 2014). 

 The teacher education program coursework provided Michael with some early 

foundation to enact a critical literacy curriculum, but not enough for him to feel confident 

implementing it on his own as a student teacher.  By having the opportunity to read 

literature about critical literacy and practice critical literacy during his coursework, 

Michael gained some concrete experience to reflect on the affordances and challenges of 

enacting a critical curriculum.  The various experiences encouraged Michael to commit to 

trying critical literacy during student teaching.  However, Michael’s commitment comes 

with a few concerns of implementing a critical literacy curriculum during student 

teaching.  For example, these concerns include having a strong knowledge base to teach 
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with and through a critical literacy framework to facilitate lessons and discussions and 

negotiating power dynamics between cooperating teachers and student teachers.   

STUDENT TEACHING CONTEXT 

 Michael was paired with Ms. Scott for his student teaching assignment, where he 

student-taught fifth grade English language arts (ELA) from January 2015 – May 2015. 

Michael’s pairing with Ms. Scott was a continuing partnership as he also completed his 

Intern II field assignment in her classroom.   

Student Teaching Field Placement Classroom 

 Michael was placed in a departmentalized grade level for his student teaching 

assignment.  As the grade level was departmentalized, Michael taught English language 

arts (ELA) to two classes of fifth grade students. The schedule consisted of a morning 

block (Block 1) and an afternoon block (Block 2) where students alternated between 

attending English language arts class and Math/Science class.  Because of my research 

schedule, the majority of my data collection focused on the teaching and learning that 

occurred during Block 2.  Block 2 was comprised of 27 students (8 girls and 19 boys); 

and of the 27 students, 13 identified as White, 11 Hispanic, 2 Black, and 1 student 

identified as Biracial.  To support students’ rich authentic reading and writing 

experiences, Ms. Scott organized her class to have different activities depending on the 

day of the week.  For instance, during an interview with Michael, I learned that Mondays 

and Thursdays were dedicated to Literature Circles; Tuesdays and Fridays were focused 
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on learning new content and reading and writing strategies; and Wednesdays were 

reserved for Microsociety, a school-wide event showcasing students’ entrepreneurial 

ventures (Interview, March 3, 2015).   

Classroom Schedule: 
Time Content 
7:35 a.m. Unpack/Math Warm-up 
7:55  Special Areas 
8:45  Block 1 
11:00  Block 2 (Part 1) 
11:57  Lunch 
12:31 p.m. Recess 
1:00 Block 2 (Part 2) 
2: 35 Clean & Pack up 
2:50 Dismissal 
 

Social Justice and Critical Literacy 

 Throughout the research study, Ms. Scott used the term “social justice” to 

describe her own teaching philosophy, curriculum, and pedagogy, and as a researcher, I 

felt that it was only appropriate to follow her lead and use the term she identified with.  

However, in reviewing the data, I found that Michael and I have used the terms “social 

justice teacher” and “critical literacy teacher” interchangeably to describe Ms. Scott as if 

the frameworks hold the same meanings.  Since my research study focused on critical 

literacy theory and pedagogy, the framework guided my interpretation during my 

classroom observations.  As such, I identified elements of critical literacy practices in Ms. 

Scott’s classroom organization, curriculum, and pedagogy.   

 While the social justice framework and the critical literacy framework hold 

similar aims for education, it is necessary to define and discuss the social justice 
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framework because there are contentions in what it means to “teach for social justice” 

(Cochran-Smith, 2010).  Therefore, it is important to inquire into Ms. Scott and 

Michael’s understanding in order to see if their understanding is distinct from or similar 

to my understanding of critical literacy.  

 In conceptualizing teacher education for social justice, Cochran-Smith (2010) 

explicates three key components for teaching for social justice (p. 453):  

(1) Equity of learning opportunity:  promoting equity in learning opportunities 
and outcomes for all students, who are regarded as future autonomous 
participants in a democratic society, and simultaneously challenging 
classroom (and societal) practices, policies, labels, and assumptions that 
reinforce inequities. 

 
(2) Respect for social groups:  recognizing and respecting all social/racial/cultural 

groups by actively working against the assumptions and arrangements of 
schooling (and society) that reinforce inequities, disrespect, and oppression of 
these groups and actively working for effective use in classrooms and schools 
of the knowledge traditions and ways of knowing of marginalized groups; 

 
(3) Acknowledging and dealing with tensions:  directly acknowledging the tension 

and contradictions that emerge from competing ideas about the nature of 
justice and managing these knowingly imperfect, but concrete ways. 

 
In examining the three components of the social justice framework, it is evident 

that the framework aims to foreground issues of equity and diversity, critical 

consciousness and academic achievement, agency and activism as focal points of 

education.  These focal points are also evident in the four dimensions of the critical 

literacy framework.  Based on my understanding of the two frameworks and my analysis 

of Ms. Scott’s classroom organization, curriculum, and pedagogy, it is reasonable to 

suggest that we were perhaps discussing similar frameworks for teaching and learning 

when we (Ms. Scott, Michael, and myself) used the terms social justice and critical 
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literacy interchangeably.  That is, I understand that Ms. Scott teaches with and through a 

“critical” framework, which she identified as social justice and that I identified as critical 

literacy.  My analysis further revealed that Ms. Scott’s enactment of what she termed, “a 

social justice curriculum,” was through employing curricular resource materials, texts, 

and practices that appear to closely resemble the way critical literacy is enacted such as 

the use of critical-themed texts, inquiry-based curriculum, open-ended questions, 

classroom discussions, to name a few (Field notes, February 4, 2015).  By employing 

these practices, Ms. Scott was able to invite her students into a curriculum that addresses 

issues of equity, diversity, race, and class (Field notes January 2015 – May 2015).   

Ms. Scott’s Teaching Philosophy, Classroom Structure, and Curriculum 

As an educator, Ms. Scott strongly identified as a teacher who teaches for social 

justice, which, as noted above is connected to critical literacy, and evident in her 

philosophy as an educator, design of a curriculum centered on social justice issues, and 

positioning of students.  As a cooperating teacher, Ms. Scott was highly involved in 

Michael’s student teaching experience.  For instance, she apprenticed him into teaching a 

curriculum foregrounding social justice issues through the process of modeling, co-

planning, and co-teaching.  Given that Ms. Scott and Michael shared the same classroom 

and curriculum, it is thus necessary to provide a more detailed portrait of Ms. Scott’s 

teaching philosophy, classroom structure, curriculum, and pedagogy in order to gain a 

better understanding of Michael’s teaching and learning experience.  
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Ms. Scott’s teaching philosophy was firmly anchored in the design of her 

classroom community, responsive curriculum, and the positioning of her fifth grade 

students.  For Ms. Scott, the classroom is a space for inquiry, learning, and deep 

engagement.  She shared, “I feel like the classroom should function as a think tank, kind 

of an incubator of thoughts and ideas, dreams and explorations” (Interview, May 26, 

2016).  With this philosophy at the forefront, Ms. Scott designed various opportunities 

and spaces for students to experience learning as a process of exploration.  This 

demonstrates Ms. Scott’s understanding that teaching and learning are not formulaic, 

one-size-fits-all approaches.  Rather, Ms. Scott recognize that teaching and learning are 

dynamic and multifaceted, inclusive of students’ voices and participation. 

Over the course of seven years, Ms. Scott developed a responsive curriculum built 

on students’ interests and social experiences with a strong focus in social justice 

education.  Throughout my time in her classroom, I observed her seamlessly embed 

critical social issues throughout her curriculum using authentic texts, literacy practices, 

and digital tools (Field notes, January 2015 – May 2015).  In discussing her teaching 

philosophy, Ms. Scott said, “I teach for social justice” (Field notes, February 4, 2015).  

This philosophy was motivated by the possibility of teaching a curriculum that includes 

diverse perspectives (as opposed to only teaching from dominant perspectives).  She 

shared, “I teach for social justice so we are not just studying old dead white men” (Field 

notes, February 4, 2015).  In discussing reasons for foregrounding a curriculum with a 

strong focus on critical social issues, Ms. Scott noted two reasons.  The first motivation 

was from her personal goal to strive for educational equity.  She shared, “I saw so much 
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discrepancies between what was happening in the world and what was offered to the kids 

that I was working with” (Interview, May 26, 2016).  The second motivation emerged 

from her students’ personal experiences and narratives.  She shared: 

They would bring things up, like, ‘Hey, Ms. Scott, did you hear about such 
and such on the news?’ or ‘Right now, we had to move out of the house 
because my mom had a car accident and we didn’t have health insurance.’  
So, there were all these little vignettes.  And, I was like, ‘You know, we 
should really do something around that because kids are really interested 
in that.’  (Interview, May 26, 2015) 

 
 A central principle in critical education is beginning the education with the 

students.  That is, respecting them and recognizing their human potential and being aware 

of the concrete conditions in their world and the histories, experiences, and perspectives 

that shape them (De Lissovoy, 2010; Freire, 1998).  Ms. Scott’s reflection demonstrates 

an example of responsive pedagogy by way of acknowledging students’ voices to inform 

the curriculum.  By attending to her students’ narratives, Ms. Scott was able to re-

imagine her curriculum to include a space for students’ voices to be heard and their 

personal experiences to live in the classroom, thus creating a bridge between school and 

community.  In forming this relationship, Ms. Scott sent a message to her students that 

they and their lived-experiences matter.  It also sent a message that the classroom was a 

space to problematize challenging and/or controversial issues.   

Ms. Scott’s philosophy to teach for social justice indicates an alignment with the 

critical notion that teaching is a political endeavor (Freire, 1987).  Critical theorists 

observe that the official school curriculum often centers teaching and learning on 

dominant perspectives, ultimately reproducing dominant interests and ideologies and the 
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maintenance of asymmetrical power relations (Apple, 2004; McLaren, 1989).  Ms. 

Scott’s advocacy for teaching for social justice with intent to foreground a curriculum 

inclusive of diverse perspectives demonstrates that she perhaps recognized that teaching 

is more than a neutral, prescriptive experience (Freire, 1987/1998; Giroux, 1985).  In fact, 

by naming her philosophy as teaching for social justice, she perhaps recognized that 

teaching is a political act and saw her role and responsibilities as not only to educate but 

to also empower students to become competent individuals and critical agents (Freire, 

1987; Giroux 1985). 

Ms. Scott designed her classroom to promote movement and independence to 

maximize students’ learning.  The design of the classroom was organized in a way for 

students to move independently and dynamically across multiple spaces (e.g., seminar 

area, second classroom) to work collaboratively in pairs and small groups.  For instance, 

the room was furnished with long tables and chairs to resemble a seminar room to 

encourage discussions and to promote collaborative learning.  There was no assigned 

seating; students chose who they wanted to sit with and where.  Ms. Scott also made use 

of a second classroom, directly across the hall, as an extra learning-space for students to 

work collaboratively on projects and presentations (Field notes, January 2015 – May 

2015).  The design and organization of the classroom space demonstrate an alignment 

with the critical perspectives of creating a safe and dynamic learning space for all the 

students and the teacher to dialogue, interact, construct, and exchange knowledge (Allen, 

2014; Vasquez, 1998).   
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In discussing the centrality of language (verbal and nonverbal modes) as a tool to 

mediate interactions and to construct meanings in a classroom environment, Rogers and 

Wetzel (2014) also note the importance of how the physical layout of a classroom could 

also play a role in the mediation of interactions.  Rogers and Wetzel explain, “Classrooms 

have certain structures that pre-exist any group of students and teachers […], the design 

of the space and furniture that is available all hold institutionalized and cultural histories 

that mediate interactions that occur within” (p. 9).  That is, the design and organization of 

a classroom could either promote or limit teaching and learning experiences.  For 

example, a classroom with desks and chairs organized in rows facing the teacher coupled 

with assigned seating could perhaps send a message of authoritarian learning with the 

institutional and cultural understanding that the teacher is the sole knowledge producer.  

In contrast, a classroom with desks and chairs organized in a circular formation coupled 

with face-to-face interactions could perhaps portray an understanding that knowledge is 

co-constructed and shared as a community.  Ms. Scott’s classroom design and 

organization demonstrated her responsiveness and responsibility to her students as an 

educator.  By allowing choice and movement across multiple learning spaces, Ms. Scott’s 

efforts seems to signal a break from traditional classroom norms (e.g., teacher as 

authoritarian) and a shift in the power dynamics so that both the students and teacher are 

recognized as subjects within the classroom (Freire, 1998).    

To build classroom community, Ms. Scott created a collective known by all at 

Charlotte Elementary as The Keepers Society.  The idea of The Keepers Society was 

motivated by The Dead Poets Society (1989), a movie about how an English teacher, at a 
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traditional all-boy preparatory school, encouraged his students to challenge dominant 

social norms to pursue their dreams.  In the movie, the teacher moved away from 

traditional teaching methods to form a society made up of a small group of students to 

study and discuss the works of old poets.  After seeing the movie, Ms. Scott was inspired 

and intrigued to mirror the educational experiences portrayed in the movie for her own 

students.  That is, she wanted her students to experience literacy and literacy practices 

(e.g., reading, writing, and literature discussions) as an engaging endeavor.  She said, “I 

want to create something like that here because opportunities like that are not only for 

rich white students.  Students of color deserve it too” (Field notes, February 4, 2015).  

Ms. Scott’s inspiration for creating a rich learning environment inclusive of authentic 

texts and literacy practices show an alignment with the critical perspective of advocating 

for an education that moves beyond a standard, skills-based curriculum and toward a 

curriculum in which students are treated as literate subjects (Bartolomé, 1994).  In doing 

so, she was perhaps striving to create equitable learning opportunities and outcomes for 

all her students (Cochran-Smith, 2010).  This is a significant move as it demonstrates that 

Ms. Scott was actively working toward challenging dominant institutional assumptions 

and practices that continue to perpetuate educational inequities.   

Thus, The Keepers Society, in her words, was a “language arts and social justice 

classroom” (Field notes, February 4, 2015).  Students in The Keepers Society were 

referred to as “scholars” and positioned as competent individuals who are producers and 

consumers of knowledge (Field notes, January 2015 – May 2015).  For instance, during a 

lesson on analyzing poetic themes, Ms. Scott introduced the lesson by reading a page 



 164 

from the class’ website, a tool she often used to teach.  She read, “Today, the scholars 

and poets of The Keepers Society will be using their critical thinking skills to analyze 

poetic themes and then connect the poem to photographic images from National 

Geographic – just another day in the lives of college-bound scholars” (Lesson Transcript, 

February 23, 2015).  In this lesson introduction, Ms. Scott constructed her fifth grade 

students with positive identities, naming them as intellectuals with futures in higher 

education.  She also positioned her students as individuals with the ability to critically 

think and analyze texts across modalities.  Ms. Scott’s appreciative stance toward her 

students indicate an alignment with the critical perspective of recognizing students as 

subjects and not empty receptacles to be filled with knowledge (Freire, 1996; Souto-

Manning, 2010).   

Ms. Scott also developed a website, a digital platform to unite the class.  In this 

way, The Keepers Society moved as a community in the classroom as well as virtually on 

the Internet.  The website also served as an instructional tool for Ms. Scott to introduce 

lessons, collect resources for students, and archive the teaching and learning histories of 

The Keepers Society.  Students, parents, teachers, and administrators could access the 

website to review upcoming announcements, lessons, resources, class projects and 

presentations, and celebrations of students’ and teacher’s accomplishments.   

Ms. Scott drew on a variety of authentic texts (e.g., high-quality texts, news 

articles, poetry), practices (e.g., literature circles, thinking notes), and tools (e.g., iPads, 

digital apps) to support a curriculum that foreground the theme of social justice.  For 

instance, the curriculum included opportunities for students to examine relevant topics 
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such as the sociopolitical issues in Ferguson, Missouri, following the shooting of Michael 

Brown by a police officer, and ongoing news of the Black Lives Matter movement.  The 

students also actively engaged in imagining and discussing social change initiatives with 

their peers during literature circles (Field notes, January 2015 – May 2015).  With access 

to rich reading materials and digital tools (e.g., iPad, digital apps), students moved 

between print-based materials and digital texts and tools to form inquiries, conduct 

research, present work, and to submit work regarding issues of equity and diversity, local 

and global concerns, and civic engagement (Field notes, January 2015 – May 2015).   

Ms. Scott’s use of authentic texts and literacy practices to examine critical social 

issues illustrates an alignment with the critical perspective that the acts of reading and 

writing itself is a political act (Freire, 1987; Janks, 2010).  According to Janks (2010), 

literary (e.g., institutional texts) and nonliterary (e.g., advertisements, junk mail) texts are 

socially and textually produced and thus possess the power to signal, produce, and uphold 

particular meanings.  Freire and Macedo (1978) strongly suggest that the teaching of 

literacy is more than simply learning the necessary skills to read and write; in fact, 

reading the word cannot be separated from reading the world.  For Freire (1996), praxis 

(reflection and action) is the pathway to liberation.  By engaging in the process of reading 

and writing the word and reflecting upon the world, individuals could act to transform 

their social situations.  Ms. Scott’s curricular and pedagogical decisions to engage 

students to examine texts and discourses demonstrates her effort to situate her students to 

use multiple modalities to analyze, discuss, and construct/deconstruct particular 

perspectives and narratives.  In doing so, it seems that Ms. Scott actively initiated a break 
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in the official school curriculum and cultivated opportunities for her students to re-write 

and to transform existing narratives/perspectives/discourses located in their lived-

experiences. 

Student Teaching Support Structure 

In describing Ms. Scott’s pedagogy, Michael said, “Unorthodox, but not in a bad 

way” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  When asked to elaborate, he said, “It’s not the 

typical, like, following the plan that the district set out or the state set out for us, but 

taking the requirements and making it her own and then implementing social justice 

there” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  When asked whether he would describe Ms. Scott 

as a social justice teacher, Michael responded with an affirmative “Yes” (Interview, 

February 19, 2015).  The reason I used the term social justice teacher in this interview 

question was because that was how Ms. Scott identified herself.  As a researcher, I felt 

that it was only appropriate to use the exact term as the research participant.  Michael 

characterized Ms. Scott as a social justice teacher based on her text selections, planning, 

and the facilitation of lessons.  He shared, “The texts she chooses are usually socially and 

currently in the news and then she brings up social justice issues all from that” 

(Interview, February 19, 2015).  To contextualize how Ms. Scott demonstrates as a social 

justice teacher, Michael shared the following example: 

One week we were introducing expository texts.  There was an article on 
killer bees and how they’re dying out slowly.  The next thing, Ferguson 
happened and she found a news article on that.  So we scrapped the killer 
bees article and used the Ferguson article.  That brought up two days of 
discussion of what happened over there, why, and is that fair or unfair.  
There was one point where one student who, just to give a name, was pro-
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cop.  I had another student who was pro-protester.  They brought those 
topics up and discussed it.  Nobody ever conceded and nobody ever said 
that they were on the wrong side.  We learned that we talked about it.  So, 
that’s one example of how she is a social justice teacher.  (Interview, 
February 19, 2015) 
 

 Here, Michael seemed to characterize a social justice oriented teacher as someone 

with a willingness to steer away from the original lesson plan and flexibly incorporate 

issues located in the broader social world as part of the curriculum, including providing 

spaces for students to engage with peers.  For instance, to introduce the topic of Ferguson 

into the classroom space, the students were provided a forum, a safe space, to openly 

discuss and debate their thoughts and feelings.  The students and teachers sparked 

meaningful conversations and struggled with issues of race, racial tensions, and violence.  

By engaging in discussions, the students were able to perhaps learn that to understand 

one another’s perspective and to manage an emotionally and physically charged topic 

was through listening and talking.  

With an established ELA curriculum threaded with the theme of social justice, 

Ms. Scott served as Michael’s main support structure in developing his knowledge about 

professional teaching as well as how to teach from a critical perspective.  One way that 

Ms. Scott supported Michael’s development as a critical teacher was providing a 

curriculum and context that tended toward critical social issues.  He shared, “The 

classroom environment that she built already has a strong foundation in social justice so 

that lends itself to critical literacy.  In that way I saw support” (Final Interview, May 5, 

2015).   
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Ms. Scott also supported Michael through the model of co-teaching.  As 

mentioned above, Michael’s student teaching placement was a continuing partnership as 

he also completed his Intern II field experience in Ms. Scott’s classroom.  For this reason, 

Michael was familiar with Ms. Scott’s teaching philosophy, lesson planning, and the 

structure of the classroom.  With time and practice, Michael and Ms. Scott developed a 

collegial relationship as co-teachers.  He shared, “I have been in here for a while.  I have 

been co-teaching and watching her do all this stuff already” (Interview, February 19, 

2015).  To co-teach, Ms. Scott would teach the first class (Block 1), modeling the lesson 

and teaching strategies.  After observing Ms. Scott teach the lesson, Michael would teach 

the second class (Block 2) using the same lesson and similar teaching strategies (Field 

notes, February 4, 2015).  

Another way that Ms. Scott supported Michael was by helping him with lesson 

planning and locating relevant materials to pair with the curriculum.  For instance, based 

on the district curriculum pacing guide, Michael’s content focus was to teach historical 

fiction.  Michael, however, was faced with the challenge of locating text materials to 

teach historical fiction paired with a social justice theme.  He shared, “I had to do 

historical fiction next.  My issue was finding the right literature, but luckily Ms. Scott, 

just right off the bat was like, ‘Here’s a book, we can read it’” (Post-observation Debrief, 

April 15, 2015). 

I also served as Michael’s support structure in developing his professional 

teaching knowledge as well as exploring critical literacy education.  For instance, after 

teaching a lesson, Michael and I would meet to debrief and reflect.  During our post-
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observation debriefs, we would discuss successes, challenges, and possible teaching 

strategies that he could use to further support his teaching.  We would also use this time 

to discuss the critical literacy framework and the ways he was enacting critical literacy.  

As Ms. Scott’s curriculum already had a strong focus on critical literacy education and 

served as Michael’s main support structure in learning her curriculum, I did not feel it 

was appropriate for me to step in to make suggestions with regards to her curriculum.  

With Michael, my main support role was to assist him in becoming more familiar with 

the critical literacy framework and more conscious on the ways he was enacting critical 

literacy.   

Initially, Michael was unable to identify whether or not he was doing critical 

literacy.  This phenomenon, as demonstrated in the research literature, is not uncommon; 

educators are challenged with recognizing their teaching practice is in fact critical literacy 

(Rogers, 2014).  I learned about Michael’s experience with this phenomenon during an 

interview with him and Ms. Scott, who also happened to be present.  As Michael was 

explaining how he, at the moment, was unable to incorporate critical literacy, Ms. Scott 

chimed in to offer an alternative view. 

01 Researcher: Last semester, in Dr. Wells’ class, you learned about 
the critical literacy framework, are you using that 
framework to help you plan lessons?”   
 

02 Michael: At this point, I can’t say that I am.  It feels too hectic 
at this point in my preservice experience.  When I 
approach a lesson, I’m trying to juggle the pacing 
guide and what kind of activity I can form.  I’m so 
much more focused on what are the fun things we 
can do during the lesson to make it interesting and 
keep them engaged.  I haven’t taken that next step 
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of, ‘This is how I’m going to implement critical 
literacy.’  So, I’m more focused on just the bare 
bones of creating and making a lesson fun. 
 

03 Ms. Scott: I would argue that he has done it. 
 

04 Researcher: That’s what I’m thinking. 
 

05 Michael: I feel that it could be more of a focus on it though. 
 

06 Ms. Scott: It’s about embedding it.  I mean the texts that you’ve 
chosen, even the Trail of Tears text that we talked 
about the other day that he chose by himself for a 
tutoring group.  That has a social justice aspect to it.  
You are just not aware you are making these specific 
choices, like when we chose the homelessness piece 
about teen homelessness rising.  We sat down and 
looked at that and said, ‘Oh, that would be 
interesting.  The kids would really like it and enjoy 
it.’  So, you are thinking about what the kids would 
like, but this class likes to read about social justice 
issues, so it’s deeper than just them enjoying reading 
about it and doing that. 
 

In this exchange, Michael discussed how he was unable to incorporate critical 

literacy due to an impacted student teacher schedule (e.g., lesson planning).  Ms. Scott, 

however, argued that Michael was in fact addressing critical literacy by referencing 

specific examples and naming his critical literacy practices.  Ms. Scott’s deliberate move 

supported Michael to make connections and to recognize how critical literacy was 

perhaps addressed in the lesson on the Trail of Tears.  For instance, as we continued our 

interview, I intentionally asked Michael to reflect, to think about the framework, and 

name how his lesson on the Trail of Tears could perhaps connect with the dimensions in 

the critical literacy framework.   

01 Researcher: So, now that you reflect back on the lesson, do you 



 171 

see that you are doing critical literacy?”   
 

02 Michael: Yes, I can see how the lesson could bring up critical 
literacy issues, like the dimensions you listed on the 
framework.  We did tackle some of those. 
 

03 Researcher: Can you tell me which ones? 
 

04 Michael: Um, breaking the norm or seeing other perspectives.  
I think those were the main ones because I asked 
questions like, Why are they on the Trail of Tears? 
Who put them there? and Why would they do this?  
So considering their motives or perspectives.  So, 
yes, I guess it would be those two [dimensions] 
because they were on my mind. 
 

Michael’s reflection demonstrated the importance of having the time and space 

for individual, collaborative, and/or guided reflections (Lane et al., 2003).  It is important 

to engage in reflections because otherwise the important work of educating inadvertently 

gets reduced to a technical performance (Schön, 1983; Freese, 2006).  It is through 

reflecting that the cognitive and intellectual work involved in the profession of educating 

gets acknowledged (Zeichner & Liston, 1996).  By reflecting, novice (and experienced) 

teachers could begin to name for themselves how their teaching practice is informed by 

the theoretical foundations of teaching and learning (Zeichner, 1987).  In Michael’s case, 

having Ms. Scott present during the interview (though it was a happenstance), enabled 

him to recognize how his lesson addressed two dimensions of the critical literacy 

framework and how the framework was in his consciousness during his planning and 

implementation of the lesson.   

In learning about Michael’s struggle with recognizing his own teaching practice 

as critical literacy, I saw how I could support him.  I suggested that he try to be more 
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deliberate in referencing the framework handout provided to plan lessons and to use our 

debrief sessions as opportunities to discuss and identify the ways in which he addressed 

critical literacy.  After this interview, Michael took my suggestions into consideration.  

For instance, during a post-observation debrief, Michael shared how he used the critical 

literacy framework to prepare questions for a lesson on Women’s History.  He shared, 

“The framework was what really guided me on how I am actively using or promoting 

critical literacy in my assignments.  The framework was what guided my questions.”  

When asked to be more specific, Michael explained, “They have to read the text and 

consider perspectives, like this one, Describe how the women in the photo are feeling?  

That requires them to see the photo, understand what’s going on in the article, and then 

consider their thoughts” (Post-observation Debrief, March 12, 2015).  In describing my 

support role, Michael characterized my role as a “Reminder – someone just constantly 

reminding me of it.  You being here is making me very aware of critical literacy” 

(Interview, February 23, 2015).    

 As noted earlier, the process of reflection played an important role in learning 

how to teach (Schön, 1983; Zeichner, 1987).  Over the course of the study, Michael had 

multiple contexts to reflect as a way to learn more about his practice as he grows into the 

profession of teaching and learning.  In his Read Aloud reflection (presented earlier), 

Michael had an opportunity to reflect on his practice through the context of composing a 

reflective paper.  In writing his reflective paper, Michael was able to personally interact 

with his thoughts to reflect on his teaching, his students’ learning, and name specific 

practices and steps to improve his lesson for future teaching.  In the instance above, 
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Michael had an opportunity to reflect in talk with his cooperating teacher.  This context 

for reflection is different from composing a reflective paper as the interaction is between 

two individuals (in this case, a mentor-mentee relationship) and using talk as the primary 

tool to mediate the reflection, document the practice, and nurture the learning (Hoffman 

et al., 2015).  Although the moment was unplanned, it served as a rich opportunity for 

Ms. Scott to mentor Michael.  That is, my post-observation debrief with Michael 

inadvertently created a moment for Ms. Scott to observe Michael and gain insight into his 

level of understanding with regards to enacting a critical education.  In overhearing 

Michael’s struggle with recognizing how his lesson included components of critical 

literacy, Ms. Scott stepped into mentor and support Michael.  She was able to use her 

experience with enacting critical literacy (or as she termed, a social justice education) to 

provide specific support such as helping Michael to become more conscious of his 

practice and recognize how his lesson included specific components (e.g., use of critical-

themed text, explore multiple perspectives) that was characteristic of critical literacy. 

 In an interview discussing her method of mentorship, Ms. Scott shared that she 

relied on student interns to take the initiative for their own learning and development as 

teachers.  She explained: 

I never really asked like, ‘Is this something you see yourself doing?’  I 
kind of just like, ‘This is what we do and this is how it is.’  Luckily, 
Michael asks a lot of questions; otherwise, I probably wouldn’t have been 
a really good mentor, which is probably why I would say ‘good-bye’ to 
most of the people after their internship.  (Interview, May 26, 2015) 
 
Based on her explanation, Ms. Scott’s method of mentorship could be described 

as student intern directed.  That is, she relied on the student intern to communicate her or 



 174 

his needs.  Perhaps, Ms. Scott was unsure about how to provide mentorship and that is 

why she delegated the responsibility to the student intern.  Ms. Scott’s uncertainty aligns 

with the research literature on cooperating teachers and the work of mentorship, which 

suggest that without proper preparation cooperating teachers are often unsure about their 

mentorship role (Hoffman et al., 2015).  Furthermore, it seems that Michael’s initiative to 

ask questions about curriculum and pedagogy outlined specific ways for Ms. Scott to 

provide mentorship.  This resonates with the experience presented above; in particular 

was how in overhearing my post-observation conversation with Michael provided a 

specific focus (e.g., critical literacy practices) for Ms. Scott to mentor and share her 

expertise.  For example, in that moment, Ms. Scott understood her role was to support 

Michael to recognize his practice as critical literacy teaching.   

 As we continued our interview conversation, Ms. Scott revealed that Michael was 

her first student teacher.  In the past, the student interns would leave after completing 

their Intern II experience in her classroom.  The reason for not agreeing to host a student 

teacher was the discomfort of handing her classroom to a novice teacher.  She shared, 

“I’ve never actually invited a full student teacher.  I didn’t feel comfortable releasing the 

classroom to anyone else” (Interview, May 26, 2015).  This tension is not uncommon 

among cooperating teachers as they feel that the classroom students are less supported 

when taught by a novice teacher (Koerner, 1992).   

 However, in Michael’s case, Ms. Scott changed her mind.  Michael was able to 

complete his Intern II experience as well as his student teaching experience in Ms. Scott’s 

classroom.  Ms. Scott’s decision to allow Michael to remain and Michael’s decision to 
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return to complete his student teaching experience in her classroom demonstrates that 

they have developed a strong partnership.  As research suggest, building a relationship in 

the field placement is vital as it creates conditions to support student teacher’s learning 

(Fairbanks, Freedman, & Kahn, 2000; Nguyen, 2009).  

 In taking the time to ask questions about the curriculum, Michael demonstrated 

his initiative and interest; and perhaps in doing so, created a space for communication 

and relationship building.  The following example is Ms. Scott describing Michael’s 

initiative to ask questions to learn how to design purposeful questions for the class 

readings and at the same time prepare students for the STAAR Test and how she 

mentored that process.  She shared: 

He would ask questions like, ‘Can I see the curriculum road map?’  I 
would say, ‘Yes, let’s print it out and let’s look at it.’  So to help him 
create deeper questions, I was like, ‘I’m mainly looking at the TEKS.  I’m 
not looking at anything else, but these words are really helpful when I’m 
thinking about how are we analyzing and disaggregating this.’  So, this 
part was helpful.  He was able to use that as a document to analyze, not as 
a document to follow.  So, for his lesson, we were able to spend a lot of 
time on his questions, like, ‘How do I build these questions?  Where do 
they come from?’  So, I would pull out old STAAR Tests and say, ‘Okay, 
well see this question?  I like this question, but I don’t like the multiple 
choice.  So, how can we format a question about the Michael Brown 
shooting using kind of the same language in an open-ended format?’ 
(Interview, May 26, 2015) 
 
Michael’s initiative seems to have created an opening for a communicative and 

supportive mentorship model with Ms. Scott, which combined with his interest in equity 

and social issues served to support their productive professional relationship.  His 

initiative to ask questions served to provide Ms. Scott with specific directions on how to 

mentor him; and at the same time, carved a structure for himself to be supported.  For 
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instance, in asking Ms. Scott a specific “how to” question on forming purposeful 

questions, she was able to share her expertise and resources.  Michael, too, was able to 

gain some insight into how she plans and designs the curriculum.  In this particular 

instance, she was able to show Michael how to analyze the documents (e.g., curriculum 

road map, STAAR Test), what to pay attention to (e.g., specific words), and how to 

appropriate the language from official documents (e.g., old STAAR Tests) to design a 

responsive curriculum that will better serve students to be active user of texts (e.g., create 

open-ended questions) examining local social concerns.  In doing so, Ms. Scott was able 

to teach Michael how to simultaneously address state standards and create a more 

inviting and meaningful curriculum that fit their mutual desire to address issues of justice 

and fairness.  These types of exchanges over the course of the year perhaps helped to 

build a close mentor-mentee relationship.   

In discussing his professional relationship with Ms. Scott, I asked Michael 

whether Ms. Scott trusted him.  He replied, “Yes.  It’s weird how much she trusts me” 

(Post-observation Debrief, March 10, 2015).  In asking him to identify the actions he took 

to develop a trusting relationship with Ms. Scott, Michael attributed to taking the 

initiative to show her that he could be an asset in her classroom.  He shared: 

From day one, I noticed a lot of student teachers came in the room and 
shyly tried to figure out where they stood.  I came in on day one and sat 
down with a kid and like, ‘What are you doing?  Tell me about what you 
are doing.’  I started immediately trying to employ all those teaching 
strategies that we learned in all the methods classes.  From day one, I 
remember that I started handing out papers before she asked me.  I started 
doing everything before she even asked me and she even made some 
comments like, ‘You’re so assertive.’ ‘You’re doing great.’  I saw what 
needed to be done and I did it and she didn’t stop me.  She encouraged it.  
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Yeah, everything that I’ve wanted to do whether I bring it up to her or I 
just see a chance to do it and I do it.  She’s encouraged every second of it 
and even if it was a bad idea, she’s like, ‘You know I saw what you were 
doing there, but maybe next time we could do something different.  So 
she’s super supportive of everything I’ve ever tried to do in here and if I 
have any questions she goes straight to it.  So, it’s easy to follow her lead.  
(Post-observation Debrief, March 10, 2015) 

 
 Michael’s actions demonstrated a sense of agency opposed to acting as a passive 

learner.  His actions showed that he was willing to take ownership of his own learning 

and navigate a new social context with courage, curiosity, competence, and excitement. 

In doing so, he was able to show Ms. Scott that he could fluidly immerse himself to 

become a member of her classroom environment and act as a support structure for her 

and her students.  These qualities, in addition to their ideological alignment, perhaps 

factored into Ms. Scott’s decision to host Michael for more than one semester and 

support his development in becoming a teacher.  For instance, Michael’s initiative earned 

him praise from Ms. Scott, recognitions that perhaps helped to establish his credibility in 

Ms. Scott’s eyes, and ultimately earning trust so that she would be willing to release her 

classroom to him to further develop his teaching practice as well as to complete his 

student teaching experience.   

STUDENT TEACHING AND CRITICAL LITERACY 

 Michael’s participation in the research study was strongly persuaded by his own 

enthusiasm and value for critical literacy.  He shared, “Critical literacy was something 

that I was interested in before Dr. Wells’ class.  It was something that I always planned 

on having in my classroom because it’s important” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  
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Michael’s motivation to incorporate critical literacy as part of his future classroom 

curriculum was driven by personal experiences.  He shared, “I’m not the best critical 

thinker.  I grew up in this school system, the one that taught me, ‘Just follow the 

worksheet and don’t question it’ and I went to the military where it’s like, ‘You better not 

question anything’” (Post-observation Debrief, March 10, 2015).  These multiple 

experiences pushed Michael to make it a goal to incorporate critical literacy so that he 

could provide his future students with a more thoughtful and dynamic educational 

experience.  He shared, “The biggest part of what I want to teach is how to think.  

Students need to know how to think critically, like how to question the questions.  I feel 

that’s an important skill no matter where you are” (Post-observation Debrief, March 10, 

2015).  Michael’s definition of critical literacy seems to have evolved.  Recall that he 

previously defined critical literacy as analytical framework to examine texts and social 

experiences.  Here, in this description, he added another dimension to his definition 

suggesting that critical literacy is about going beyond initial analysis to reach deeper 

meanings.  This added dimension seems to have evolved from Michael reflecting on his 

lived-experiences; in particular, is how his formative education and military experiences 

positioned him to engage passively with texts and social experiences.  By reflecting on 

those experiences, Michael advocates for the importance of educating students to become 

active consumers and producers of texts.  This line of thinking connects well with the 

critical literacy framework as the four dimensions strongly emphasize the need to deeply 

examine texts/critical social issues, reflect, and take action.   
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Teaching and Learning Goals 

 As a student teacher, Michael shared that his goal was to continue to develop and 

gain professional knowledge through his student teaching experience.  In discussing his 

goals, Michael hoped to acquire a repertoire of knowledge (e.g., pedagogical, content, 

classroom management) to prepare for his future classroom.  He explained, “I want to 

absorb as much as I can right now to make sure I’m ready when I have my own 

classroom.  I won’t have Ms. Scott to fall back on” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  He 

hoped to gain enough experience so that teaching becomes more practiced and natural so 

that he could “think on his feet” to manage the classroom, make quick decisions and 

come up with possible solutions in the moments of teaching.  He shared, “I want to 

practice and turn everything into a habit instead of having to think so hard about what can 

I do next and how do I get these students to listen to me” (Interview, February 19, 2015).   

As noted earlier, Michael advocated for a critical curriculum because it has the potential 

to support students to think deeply and dynamically.  In discussing his goals for critical 

literacy, Michael hoped to nurture his students to adopt a critical perspective by teaching 

his students to consider alternative possibilities and narratives.  He shared, “My goal is to 

foster the idea that you can question everything and encourage that you can always 

consider who else’s perspective is here and look for the other side of the story” 

(Interview, February 19, 2015).   
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Learning How to Be a Critical Literacy Teacher 

Unlike Sofía, Michael did not have to negotiate a space to enact critical literacy in 

his student teaching field placement classroom.  Ms. Scott’s classroom, or The Keepers 

Society, already promoted a social justice curriculum.  Therefore, instead of having to 

negotiate a space to enact critical literacy, Michael was challenged with learning how to 

be a critical literacy teacher during his student teaching experience alongside Ms. Scott. 

In the space of Ms. Scott’s classroom, Michael was able to observe what critical literacy 

may look like and sound like.  He was able to observe how his cooperating teacher 

embedded curricular materials and resources to simultaneously teach the content as well 

as explicitly address critical social issues and observe the lesson in action.  Additionally, 

he was also able to more or less participate in lesson planning and curricular decision-

making.  

To learn how to be a critical literacy teacher, Michael made efforts to mirror Ms. 

Scott’s pedagogy and curricular decisions.  He shared, “I model what she does 

(Interview, February 23, 2015).  Michael further explained that without Ms. Scott serving 

as a model for critical education, he would not have formed a connection on his own or 

acted independently to enact critical literacy.  He shared, “It’s just really easy for me to 

follow in her footsteps.  I don’t know if I would have made that jump all by myself” 

(Post-observation Debrief, March 3, 2015).  In following Ms. Scott’s footstep, Michael 

learned to always try to choose curricular materials with a critical theme in order to fit 

with her existing curriculum.  He shared, “I was lesson planning.  I did come across a few 

articles that were perfect for teaching expository text.  But, I stepped back, and thought, 
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‘Oh, maybe I should do something social justice’ because that’s what Ms. Scott likes 

(Post-observation Debrief, March 3, 2015).  For Michael, locating social-justice-themed 

text was one way to model after Ms. Scott.   

Another way was learning to form similar guiding questions to intellectually 

stimulate discussions.  For example, in discussing his planning for the Trail of Tears, 

Michael located materials that followed the curricular trends of Ms. Scott’s curriculum as 

well as developed questions to position students to adopt a critical perspective.  He 

shared, “I just picked a text similar to what we’ve done before so that I could form 

similar questions where the students would ask questions like, ‘I wonder why this 

happened?’” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  At the same time, following Ms. Scott’s 

footsteps was also a source of challenge, a pressure even.  For instance, if the curricular 

materials did not in some ways address critical social issues, then it would not match with 

Ms. Scott’s existing social justice curriculum.  He shared:  

Being here requires that I do something current.  If I’m picking the article, 
it needs to be current and it needs to be social justice themed.  I can’t pick 
an article on why ladybugs are the best.  It needs to be, like, it just 
happened in the news because of her social justice theme – which is 
awesome.  I want to stay in the social justice themes.  So, I feel the 
pressure to do that, but I don’t think it’s too restrictive at all.  (Post-
observation Debrief, March 10, 2015) 
 
Though Michael asserted that it was not an immense challenge to carry a critical 

perspective to plan lessons, it still seemed to influence him.  For instance, if the chosen 

curricular materials did not include a critical aspect, Michael seemed to internalize it as 

not meeting the basic requirements of Ms. Scott’s curriculum.  He explained, “If the text 

is not social justice themed then it doesn’t really mesh well with Ms. Scott’s class.  Then 
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I’m not meeting that base.  I need to find the perfect article that is relevant and 

interesting.  That’s my hardest part (Post-observation Debrief, April 2, 2015).   

Another challenge Michael encountered in becoming a critical literacy teacher 

goes beyond locating critical-themed texts and forming thought-provoking questions.  

The challenge was having insight into the way Ms. Scott reasoned, reflected, and 

deliberated about the curriculum.  He reflected:  

One thing I’ve noticed about Ms. Scott is that she is just so immersed in 
all of the activities that she creates for the students.  I feel like I don’t have 
the background knowledge on all the things that you see in this class.  It’s 
complicated.  It feels like she does so much.  There’s got to be so much 
thinking that goes into it and that’s what I feel like I’m working on here.  I 
feel like I don’t have that down yet.  (Interview, February 19, 2015)   
 
Here, Michael expressed admiration for Ms. Scott’s ability to deeply engage with 

her students.  He attributed Ms. Scott’s ability to orchestrate a curriculum focused on 

social issues to her many years of experience as a teacher, which he considered to be an 

area of needed growth on his part.  Michael shared that he aspired to develop his own 

pedagogical and content competencies to mirror Ms. Scott; at the same time, noted the 

complexity of emulating her craft.  For Michael, it seems that part of the struggle was 

knowing the particulars of how Ms. Scott navigated the intellectual processes of 

transforming her thinking into practice.  Michael’s reflection highlights the complexity of 

learning how to teach; in particular, gaining insight into the tacit knowledge experienced 

teachers possess.   

Recall that Michael was unable to recognize his practice as addressing critical 

literacy even though he had a strong support structure and model for critical education.  



 183 

The reason, Michael suggested, was because his field placement classroom already had a 

curriculum that foregrounded critical literacy education.  He shared, “It just seems like 

the norm.  Since I’ve been in Ms. Scott’s class this whole time, it’s the norm here” 

(Interview, February 19, 2015).  It was only when Ms. Scott provided concrete examples 

(e.g., text selection, specific planning decisions) of his teaching that Michael made the 

connection and recognized his teaching as foregrounding critical literacy.  For example, 

during the interview, Ms. Scott said, “He asked great prediction questions.  We talked 

about the word ‘Tears’ – how the trail was a negative experience for the Native 

Americans.  And, based on the title and images, he was having discussions about the 

perspective of the Native Americans” (Interview, February 19, 2015). 

As Michael continued to reflect on the phenomenon, he described the importance 

of process as part of preservice teacher’s critical literacy development.  He reflected: 

I never had to morph into a critical literacy teacher.  I feel that if any 
teacher were to teach critical literacy, they would start reading into ‘What 
is critical literacy?’ and ‘How do I implement this into my lesson 
planning?’  They would change based on that and alter their lessons so 
that they can do that; whereas I didn’t have any critical literacy 
background at all prior to my university classes and this is my first 
experience in the classroom where everything was built on that framework 
already.  I didn’t have to change into it.  I just moved into it.  There was 
no other way for me.  There was nothing else that I picked up.  It was just 
that.  (Interview, February 23, 2015)  

 
 Michael’s reflection speaks to the need to engage in the process of transformation 

as part of the route in becoming a critical literacy teacher.  For example, he noted that 

teachers perhaps situated in a non-critical oriented context have an opportunity to develop 

for themselves an ideology and a set of practices to advocate for critical literacy 
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education.  In Michael’s case, he was situated in a context where a model of critical 

education already existed.  This context had affordances as well as limitations.  For 

example, in this context, Michael had an opportunity to observe and experience firsthand 

Ms. Scott’s social justice curriculum in action; however, it was Ms. Scott’s well-practiced 

social justice teaching in action.  And, because it was an experienced practice, Michael 

was perhaps unable to fully participate in “seeing” all the thinking and principles that 

guided Ms. Scott’s decisions and teacher moves.  This is not to say that having a 

classroom with an existing critical framework is not a sound notion, because simply by 

being in Ms. Scott’s classroom, Michael had opportunities to possibly observe the 

potentials and effects of enacting a critical education.  However, what seems to be absent 

in Michael’s experience, based on his own reflection, was the opportunity to go through 

the process of struggling and negotiating for a critical education, to conceptualize what it 

means to be a critical teacher, and to develop teaching practices to sustain a critical 

curriculum.   

CRITICAL LITERACY IN ACTION 

 In this section, I first discuss Michael’s thoughts on the four dimensions of the 

critical literacy framework.  The purpose is to understand his decisions to focus on 

particular dimensions.  Then, I will share my analysis of the data (e.g., field notes, lesson 

plans) to discuss where Michael’s critical literacy teaching was situated within the four 

dimensions of the critical literacy framework.  Lastly, I will discuss Michael’s approach 

of enacting critical literacy based on the two themes that emerged from the data.   
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Engaging with the Critical Literacy Framework 

In discussing his thoughts on critical literacy education, Michael shared that it is 

necessary to carry an enduring critical literacy perspective.  He reflected, “I feel that you 

should teach through a critical literacy lens, it should guide all your instructions and not 

be supplementing with it” (Interview, February 23, 2015).  Michael’s interviews, lesson 

plans, and post-observation debriefs indicates that he mainly focused his critical literacy 

work in addressing the critical literacy dimensions of interrogating multiple viewpoints.  

In looking across Michael’s data, he had multiple lessons on interrogating multiple 

viewpoints and one lesson focused on disrupting the commonplace.  Furthermore, even 

though Michael did not focus his lessons on addressing the dimensions of unpacking 

sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social justice, these two 

dimensions were evident in his work.  This is consistent with Lewison and colleagues’ 

(2002) research, as the teacher participants in their study also mostly focused on 

addressing the dimensions of interrogating multiple viewpoints and disrupting the 

commonplace. 

In discussing the four critical literacy dimensions, Michael found interrogating 

multiple viewpoints the least challenging to implement.  He shared, “Considering 

multiple perspectives was the easiest.  You could do that literally anywhere, just like, 

‘What does this person feel?’  Even in science, ‘How would this turtle feel?’” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  This dimension seeks to position students to consider personal 

perspectives alongside broader perspectives before making a determination.  Michael’s 

reflection in naming how the dimension of interrogating multiple viewpoints could be 
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enacted in science indicates that he is thinking flexibly and seeing critical literacy 

possibilities in other content areas (e.g., science).  Positioning students to think from the 

perspective of the turtle is a start in learning how to address the dimension of 

interrogating multiple viewpoints.  This dimension however consists of an added layer 

that requires the individual to interrogate both personal and multiple perspectives 

concurrently.  This aspect of the dimension, however, was less evident in Michael’s 

critical literacy work with the exception of the lesson on high-stakes accountability 

measures.  In this lesson, he positioned students to consider their own perspectives along 

with other students’ perspectives with regards to high-stakes testing by having them read 

an article about this issue.  The students then wrote an op-ed piece to share their own 

experiences and feelings regarding high-stakes testing.  Michael used a variety of texts 

such as current news articles and children’s literature to position his students to address 

the critical literacy dimension of interrogating multiple viewpoints.  The texts Michael 

used explicitly address critical social issues.  For example, he used “43 Students Missing 

in Mexico” (Nacanaynay, 2015), a news article, to teach about perspectives and to expose 

students to the issue of police brutality in Mexico.  He also used Gleam and Glow 

(Bunting, 2005), a children’s book detailing the effects of war to engage students to 

consider the characters’ perspectives and experiences of being displaced.   

Michael found disrupting the commonplace the most challenging.  He shared, 

“The hardest one would be disrupting the norm.  I think because I didn’t find the 

literature that I felt I could launch a discussion into something that disrupts the norm” 

(Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  This dimension seeks to position individuals to 
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problematize common sense practices.  Michael’s reflection seems to indicate that he was 

in the process of learning how to flexibly use texts to position students to re-think 

normalized experiences.  Recall that one of the ways Michael integrated critical literacy 

was through using critical-themed texts.  In thinking about this, some texts do 

immediately lend itself to disrupt the commonplace while others may not be as apparent.  

For example, Encounter (Yolen, 1996) is a story told from the perspective of Native 

Americans detailing Christopher Columbus’ expedition.  This text is purposefully written 

as a counter-narrative to Christopher Columbus’ traditional heroic narrative.  As such, 

Michael could immediately use Encounter to engage students to examine common sense 

celebrations.  Other texts, however, may not be as immediately apparent.  For example, 

fairy-tales like Hansel and Gretel (Marshall, 1994), do not present an instant possibility 

for engaging in critical literacy.  Therefore, Michael selected a critical-themed text to 

position students to address the dimension of disrupting the commonplace.  For example, 

he used “More Than a Score: Opting Out of High Stakes Tests” (Price-Elliott, 2015), a 

news article, to position students to disrupt the accepted practice of impacting students’ 

education with high-stakes testing.   

 In discussing the other two critical literacy dimensions, Michael noted that 

unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social justice were 

already threaded throughout Ms. Scott’s curriculum.  As such, Michael shared that he did 

not have to intentionally focus on them.  He explained, “She’s already addressing all of 

those.  So, I didn’t think about it at all” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  For instance, in 

discussing unpacking sociopolitical issues, Michael shared, “Challenging sociopolitical 
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issues came naturally because that was the framework Ms. Scott had set in her classroom.  

We talked about Ferguson and the riots.  I didn’t think about that one at all” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  Because this dimension was already a central focus in Ms. 

Scott’s curriculum, Michael explained that he was less deliberate about addressing it.  He 

shared, “So, it’s not that I didn’t do it, it’s just that I didn’t focus on it” (Final Interview, 

May 5, 2015).  In my analysis, Ms. Scott’s curriculum had a strong potential for 

positioning students to examine and discuss critical social issues and movements (e.g., 

Black Lives Matter).   

 In teaching about social issues, Ms. Scott would either conduct a whole class 

discussion or organize students into pairs or small groups to read and examine the texts.  

As a student teacher, Michael co-taught with Ms. Scott and used her curriculum and 

approaches to teach.  That is, in following Ms. Scott’s curriculum and approaches, 

Michael specifically selected critical-themed texts and organized students to work in 

pairs or small groups to read and discuss the text.  Based on my analysis, it seems that 

Michael predominately used critical-themed texts to address social issues and to support 

students to develop a critical orientation.  For example, the news article “43 Students 

Missing in Mexico” (Nacanaynay, 2015) focused on issues of police brutality.  This 

article has the potential for examining and discussing issues of power and human rights.  

In teaching this lesson, Michael, in following Ms. Scott’s approaches, organized students 

to work in collaborative pairs to read and examine the text.  While the students worked in 

collaborative pairs, Michael walked around to provide support and to monitor students’ 

progress.  Less evident was Michael explicitly engaging in unpacking sociopolitical 
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issues with his students (Field notes, March 3, 2015).  Although Michael was less 

intentional about addressing this dimension, he was able to, through observing, planning, 

and co-teaching with Ms. Scott, recognize the practice as well as learn how to embed 

relevant materials into the curriculum to address social issues.  

Similarly, since taking action and promoting social justice was also a part of Ms. 

Scott’s curriculum, Michael used her lessons and activities to address this dimension.  He 

shared, “Same thing, like, we’re already doing that in the classroom.  One of the biggest 

project was the social change project, like, ‘How are we going to improve the 

community?’ ‘What could we do to make everything better?’” (Final Interview, May 5, 

2015).  Ms. Scott’s curriculum included literature circles, where students were organized 

into to small collaborative groups to read and discuss short novels addressing social 

issues.  Texts for literature circles included Wonder (Palacio, 2012), a text focused on the 

issue of difference, and The One and Only Ivan (Applegate, 2015), a text focused on 

animal rights, to name a few.  After reading the texts, the students developed a social 

change initiative based on the novels.  Michael shared, “Ms. Scott picked the books with 

social issues and assigned the groups.  I didn’t have to add critical literacy other than 

using the books that are already there. There was nothing I had to do.  It’s already there” 

(Post-observation Debrief, February 23, 2015).  Therefore, it is in this way that Michael 

was able to address this dimension using Ms. Scott’s curriculum.  Again, although 

Michael was less intentional about addressing this dimension, he was able to recognize it 

in practice and acquire some knowledge on how this dimension could be enacted.   
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 An analysis of Michael’s critical literacy teaching practices indicates that the four 

dimensions of the critical literacy framework were evident in his work.  He was 

intentional about his plans to address the critical literacy dimensions of disrupting the 

commonplace and interrogating multiple viewpoints.  He was less intentional about 

addressing the dimensions of unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and 

promoting social justice because Ms. Scott already embedded these dimensions in her 

curriculum.   

Enacting Critical Literacy  

 In this section, I discuss Michael’s pedagogies and resources, adopted from Ms. 

Scott, to enact critical literacy during his student teaching experience.  I drew on multiple 

data sources (e.g., field notes, interviews) to specifically examine Michael’s approaches 

to critical literacy.  The two themes are discussed separately below to highlight the ways 

in which Michael enacted critical literacy using Ms. Scott’s model.   

 Critical Layering.  As a student teacher, Michael adopted Ms. Scott’s curriculum 

and model of teaching.  Although, Ms. Scott strongly emphasized critical literacy in her 

classroom, she was still responsible for teaching the official school curriculum.  The 

analysis showed that Michael, in following Ms. Scott’s model, embedded critical literacy 

alongside the official school curriculum.  As noted in Sofía’s case, I describe the act of 

embedding a critical literacy perspective on the official school curriculum as Critical 

Layering.  This theme emerged by examining Michael’s lessons and coding for instances 

of critical literacy teaching and how it was implemented.  The data revealed that Michael 
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did critical layering in two ways.  First, Michael used critical-themed texts focused on 

current social issues (e.g., Black Lives Matter), whereas Sofía used both critical and 

noncritical-themed texts (e.g., fairy-tales) to layer the official school curriculum with a 

critical perspective.  Second, like Sofía, Michael designed questions to target a particular 

critical literacy dimension (e.g., interrogating multiple viewpoints).  The questions were 

either presented verbally during teaching, in the form of a worksheet, or digitally on The 

Keepers Society’s website where students could upload their responses.  Sofía however 

mostly presented her questions verbally to her students in whole group discussions   

 Discussion Approaches.  In following Ms. Scott’s pedagogy, Michael built in 

opportunities for students to engage in dialogue.  The theme, discussion approaches, 

emerged by coding for ways Michael promoted conversations.  The data showed that 

Michael mostly used discussion models such as collaborative student-pairs (two students) 

or small groups (three to four students) to organize opportunities for students to engage in 

conversations.  Sofía, on the other hand, mostly used the model of whole group 

discussions to engage students in dialogue.  There was less evidence of Michael using the 

model of whole group discussion with the exception of one lesson.  Similar to Sofía, 

Michael used the discussion tool of turn-and-talk to promote discussion in the moments 

of teaching.   

 I discuss the themes above separately to illustrate how Michael implemented 

critical literacy and promoted dialogue among the students.  However, Michael used 

these themes together during each lesson to enact critical literacy.  I share one English 

language arts lessons to show how Michael layered critical literacy on the official school 
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curriculum and how he used the discussion approaches to initiate dialogue around social 

issues.  This one example is sufficient because Michael’s data revealed that he used a 

similar model for each lesson.  In adopting Ms. Scott’s curriculum and model of teaching, 

Michael structured the lessons into two phases.  In the first phase, Michael would 

introduce the official school curriculum (e.g., expository text).  In the second phase, 

Michael would introduce a second text, usually critical-themed, and then organize the 

class into collaborative pairs and/or small groups to read and discuss the text.  While the 

students worked collaboratively, Michael’s responsibility was to move among the 

students to ensure productivity as well as to provide support (e.g., answer questions, 

clarify).  Below is an example of one of Michael’s lesson.   

“43 Students Missing in Mexico” – Enacting Critical Literacy through Ms. Scott’s 

Model 

In keeping pace with the district curriculum pacing guide, Michael was 

responsible for continuing the exploration of expository texts with his fifth grade 

students.  The class had, over the course of several weeks, been studying various features 

and characteristics of expository texts and the types of strategies to apply when reading 

expository texts.  In this particular lesson, Michael’s objective focused on exposing 

students to expository poetry.  To teach students about expository poetry, Michael used 

three different texts.  The first text was “Mother Doesn’t Want a Dog” (Viorst, 1931).  

This poem, written from a child’s perspective, provides reasons why Mother doesn’t want 

a dog by offering factual information about dogs (i.e, what dogs are, do, and need).  The 
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second text was “Sitting Down to Take a Stand,” a Time For Kids article written by 

Suzanne Zimbler and published on February 1, 2010.  This article describes how in 1960, 

four black students, in Greensboro, North Carolina, began a peaceful protest to try to end 

racial inequality.  As for the third text, Michael introduced a new article, titled “43 

Students Missing in Mexico,” written by Marianne Nacanaynay (age 12), an 

IndyKids.org staff writer and published on January 17, 2015.  This article describes how 

43 students training to become teachers in Iguala, Guerrero were declared missing after 

being attacked by local government armed forces.   

These texts were used in phases to teach students about expository poetry.  For 

instance, the poem (“Mother Doesn’t Want a Dog”) was used to briefly review the genre 

of poetry; for instance, getting students to notice poetry elements such as rhythm, rhyme, 

figurative language, and repetitive phrases.  The second text (“Sitting Down to Take a 

Stand”) was used as a guided practice where Michael modeled how to use the 

information in the article (expository text) to compose an expository poem.  Michael 

chose this text to use as a model because it was used in a previous lesson; hence, the 

students had already read it.  The third text (“43 Students Missing in Mexico”) was used 

as an independent practice opportunity for students to read and use the information 

provided in the article to compose their own expository poem.   

Michael had two objectives with regards to the official school curriculum.  The 

first objective was to teach students more about expository texts; more specifically, 

expository poetry.  The second objective was to teach students reading strategies to use 

when reading expository texts.  He shared, “I wanted to build on what we’ve done 
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already.  So I want them to work on their strategies for reading expository text, like, 

previewing the text and looking at all the features to determine that it was an expository 

text” (Post-observation Debrief, March 3, 2016).  In addition, the purpose of having the 

students apply the reading strategies while reading the expository selection was to 

prepare for the STAAR Test.  Michael explained, “As they are reading, they’re supposed 

to box-in or underline important information.  After, they’re supposed to title each 

paragraph, like, what’s the main idea of that paragraph.  Those are Ms. Scott’s strategies, 

like, what they should be doing on assessments” (Post-observation Debrief, March 3, 

2015).   

 To enact critical literacy, Michael layered the official school curriculum with a 

critical perspective by selecting “43 Students Missing in Mexico,” an expository text 

specifically focused on a current social issue discussing human rights.  Michael also 

planned to layer the official school curriculum with a critical perspective by using the 

critical literacy framework to address interrogating multiple viewpoints by positioning his 

students to think about from whose point of view to write their own expository poem.   

 Michael opened the lesson with a brief review on expository texts by defining and 

naming the characteristics of expository texts, “What does an expository text tell us?”   

A few students shared; for example, Jonah said, “Expository texts give factual 

information.”  Jamal offered, “It gives facts.”  Mason said, “It has photographs.”  With 

the students having demonstrated their understanding of expository texts, Michael shared 

the lesson objective, “So, what we’re doing today is looking at expository poetry.  What 

do you think expository poetry is going to tell us?”  Andrew suggested that, “Expository 
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poetry has information and it’s a poem.”  There was overlapping talk at this point and a 

few students shouted out responses, like, “Information” and “It’s going to tell us 

information.”   

Michael, then, read the poem aloud and instructed his students to follow along.  

Afterwards, Michael asked the students to turn-and-talk to discuss the elements of poem, 

creating an opportunity for discovery and dialogue.  He said, “How about turn to whoever 

sitting at your table and share what you notice about the poem.”  Michael gave the 

students a few minutes to discuss the poem and then asked, “What do you notice about 

the poem?”  A few students offered their noticings.  Liana, for example, said, “Every 

single stanza starts with ‘Mother doesn’t want a dog.’”  Adam offered, “It’s from the son 

or daughter’s point of view.”  And, both Adrian and Iris offered, “It rhymes.”   

After collecting a few responses from students, Michael moved to the next phase 

where he modeled how to compose an expository poem.  He began this part of the lesson 

by directing the students’ attention to the article projected on the white-board, “Sitting 

Down to Take a Stand” and said, “What I’m going to have you do later is read the article 

“43 Students Missing in Mexico.”  We’re going to be making an expository poem based 

on the expository text.”  Before modeling how to write an expository poem, Michael 

asked a volunteer to summarize the article as a reminder.  Liana volunteered, “There were 

four boys that walked into a diner and wanted to make everything fair because nothing 

was fair for the black people.” 

To begin his lesson on how to compose an expository poem, Michael read parts of 

the article and stopped to ask students to consider what information to include as part of 
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an expository poem.  For example, Michael read, “‘On February 1, 1960, four black teens 

sat down at a ‘whites-only’ Woolworth’s lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina.’”  

Then he said, “It sounds like it has a lot of information that I want to put in the poem.  So, 

I’m going to take the important facts from there because I want that in my poem.”  At this 

point, Michael typed his first line while the students observed his process on the 

projector.  He typed, “February 1, 1960, four teens sat down for lunch.”  Next, Michael 

read the second line from the article and composed the following sentence, “We ordered 

some food because we are hungry.”  Michael continued to model with another example; 

halfway through he stopped and asked for students’ input.  He said, “Does that sound like 

a poem?”  The class shouted, “No.”  Then, Michael asked, “What can I do to make it 

sound like a poem?”  The students offered suggestions.  One student, Lilly, suggested, 

“We can add figurative language.”  Clark offered, “We can add rhythm to it.”  And, 

Jonah said, “Center it.”  Ms. Scott also chimed in with some suggestions, “Maybe take 

words like ‘because’ out and you could also say something about the day like, ‘February 

1, 1960, a day, the sun is shining, but freedom was not.’”  Michael proceeded to type in 

Ms. Scott’s suggestions and modeled a few more examples.   

Michael concluded the lesson by assigning each student a partner to work on 

reading the article and composing the poem together.  The purpose of organizing students 

into partners was to create opportunities for the students to discuss the text.  Before the 

students began their work, Michael reminded the students about applying strategies as 

they read the article.  He said, “If you do all of your strategies correctly, you should 



 197 

already have highlighted all the important information.  You can use your titles and main 

ideas to make an awesome poem based off of the article.”   

 Each student connected with their partner and found a spot either in the classroom 

or the second classroom to read the text and to compose their poem.  While reading, the 

students boxed or underlined important information and wrote titles for each paragraph as 

a way to summarize the main idea.  While the students worked, Michael walked around 

to monitor students and to provide support.  As I followed Michael around to observe his 

teaching responsibilities, I noticed that the conversations range from classroom 

management, offering student support, and debriefing with Ms. Scott.  For example, 

some of the conversations include ensuring that the students are working with their 

partners.  For example, in seeing a student sitting alone, Michael said, “Who is your 

partner?”  Clark answered, “Ian.”  Michael responded with, “Okay” and moved on to 

check with another student pair.  In the next conversation, Michael offered a pair of 

students some support with reading and comprehension.  For example, Mason and 

Andrew came across the following passage:  “On September 26, 2014, 43 students 

training to become teachers at Raul Isidro Burgos Rural Normal School of Ayotzinapa 

near the city of Iguala, Guerrero, in southern Mexico were declared missing after being 

attacked by local police.”  As Michael and I approached, Mason said, “Well, it says, ‘a 

rural normal school of something near the city of something.’”  While reading this, 

Mason was uncertain about how to pronounce the word “rural” and Michael read the 

sentence aloud for Mason.  After Michael re-read the sentence, Andrew chimed in and 

said, “So, it has to be a place.”  Michael then said, “What else do you notice about that 
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specific language or that string of words?”  Here, Michael provided space for Mason and 

Andrew to notice patterns and meaning in language, and then the boys used context clues 

to understand the sentence.  Soon after this conversation, Michael met with Ms. Scott 

privately to discuss a specific student’s progress before dismissing the students for lunch.  

At this time, I was asked to turn off my recording devices to help maintain privacy.   

 In this lesson, Michael layered the official school curriculum with a critical 

perspective by using an expository text focused on a current social issue.  He shared, “I 

wanted an article with a social justice theme where they could see there’s a problem and 

want to make a change.  So, aside from being an expository text, it needed to be current, 

relevant, and with a social issue” (Post-observation Debrief, March 3, 2015).  An analysis 

of “43 Students Missing in Mexico” indicates that it addresses sociopolitical issues such 

as human rights, power, and corruption.  Michael however chose to situate the lesson in 

addressing the dimension of interrogating multiple viewpoints.  Recall that of the four 

critical literacy dimensions, Michael found interrogating multiple viewpoints the most 

accessible.  During our post-observation debrief, I asked Michael how he enacted critical 

literacy, Michael shared, “One of my teaching points throughout was considering 

perspective, like, whose point of view are we writing this poem from?  Some of the kids 

picked up on that right away, like, ‘Let’s do it from an outsider point of view’” (Post-

observation Debrief, March 3, 2015).  However, in reviewing the lesson transcript, 

Michael did not explicitly teach this dimension during the lesson.  The only time the 

concept of perspectives came up was when Adam, one of the students suggested that the 

poem “Mother Doesn’t Want a Dog” was told from the point of view of a son or 
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daughter.  He said, “It’s from the son or daughter’s point of view.”  However, this 

suggestion was not explored further during the lesson.   

Over the week, each student-pair composed an expository poem.  An examination 

of all the students’ poem showed that they were able to meet the objective of 

transforming the expository text into an expository poem.  A few of the students 

demonstrated a consideration of multiple perspectives as some of the poems show a 

discussion of the families and community’s feelings regarding the tragedy (e.g., “Parents 

be hissing”).  A component of interrogating multiple viewpoints asks individuals to 

consider personal perspectives alongside multiple perspectives.  This component of the 

dimension was also not addressed during the lesson.  For instance, in examining all the 

poems, the students demonstrated that they understood the poem by summarizing or 

doing a retelling of the content of the article, but the students did not seem to share their 

perspectives on the matter.   

 In teaching the lesson, Michael followed Ms. Scott’s model to organize students 

to engage in discussions through using the discussion model of student-pairs.  In 

reviewing the data, it seems that it is the students’ responsibility to decode, comprehend, 

and deconstruct the text.  Michael’s participation role during partner pairs/collaborative 

groups seems to focus on providing student support, monitoring students, and managing 

the classroom.  Less evident is Michael’s involvement in unpacking the text with the 

students to understand the content of the article in more powerful ways (e.g., 

interrogating, disrupting texts).  This participation role seems to align with Ms. Scott’s 

classroom structure.  For instance, earlier in the semester after a classroom observation, I 
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asked Michael what his responsibilities were during the time when the students were 

organized into partner pairs/collaborative groups.  He said, “I make sure they are staying 

on task and to see if they have any questions.  If I see that they’re missing what the 

question is asking for, I would guide them back” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  This 

participation role is consistent with the analysis of all the lesson data.   

 For instance, in a lesson celebrating Women’s History Month, Michael found 

several Times for Kids web-links for his students to read and explore the narratives of ten 

women detailing their contribution to society such as Hillary Clinton, Rosa Parks, and 

Marie Curie.  The students were responsible for answering specific questions on a 

worksheet.  There was a range of questions.  For example, there was a question that asked 

students to select three women and write down how they influenced the world.  The 

question reads, “Find the link that says ‘10 powerful women’ and click on it.  Browse 

through the list of inspiring women and choose 3 to focus on.  Below, write the name of 

the influential woman and what she is primarily known for.”  There were a few questions 

that focused on the official school curriculum such as learning about text features and 

reading strategies (e.g., main idea, predictions).  For example, some of the questions 

include, “What unique features are available to readers? (Hint: Look within the text for a 

link).  What information does the reader gain from these features?” and “What is a 

possible main idea for this article?”  There were three questions that Michael designed to 

layer the official school curriculum with a critical perspective by addressing the 

dimensions of interrogating multiple viewpoints and disrupting the commonplace.  For 

example, the questions focused on interrogating women’s history; more specifically, 
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women’s struggle to vote.  The questions include, “Why did the author include the 

timeline in this article?  How would the world be different today if women were not 

allowed to vote? and Describe how the women in the photo are feeling right now.” 

After organizing students into collaborative groups to work on the worksheet, 

Michael followed Ms. Scott’s model of checking in with each student-pair or group to 

provide support and to monitor students’ progress.  For example, with the first student 

group, Michael reminded students of their responsibilities to complete the class work.  

For instance, he said, “John, am I hearing reports of not staying on task over here in this 

corner?”  Moving to another group, Michael asked, “Who did you pick?”  Jamal said, 

“Rosa Parks.”  Michael responded, “Yeah!  Rosa Parks!  Alright, pick it up, guys.”  In the 

second student group, Michael asked, “Why did you pick Hillary Clinton?”  Philip said, 

“Because her husband ran for president.”  Michael followed with, “So that’s what she’s 

known for?  Did she do anything else?”  The conversation continued with Michael asking 

guiding questions to direct Philip’s attention to Hillary Clinton’s personal contribution to 

society.  In the third student group, Michael asked, “Why did you pick Margaret 

Thatcher?”  Adrian said, “She was the very first female prime minister.”  Michael then 

asked, “So, that’s something about her, but why did you pick her?  What was she known 

for?”  Adrian repeated his response, “She’s Britain’s first female Prime Minister.”  

Michael followed with, “Is that a big deal?  What if she wasn’t prime minister?”  

“Nicholas offered, “She wouldn’t be on this list.”  Michael echoed Nicholas response and 

asked, “She wouldn’t be on the list.  Is she important to women’s history?”  Ethan then 

said, “Yes.”  Michael followed with, “How would it be different if she wasn’t prime 
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minister?  Adrian suggested, “Probably a lot of women wouldn’t be in the army.”  

Michael laughed and said, “Okay, maybe.  It’ll be different right?  It’s just a huge 

milestone for women, right?  Okay, I’ll go with that.  Hey guys, I’m going to give you a 

scholarly behavior.  I just like that you’re staying on task over here” (Lesson Transcript, 

March 12, 2015).   

These multiple instances highlight Michael’s role during this time as a monitor 

and supporter.  There was less evidence of Michael engaging in conversations to examine 

texts, problematize, or co-construct knowledge with the students.  Thus, the responsibility 

of deconstructing the texts for deeper meanings seems to be allocated to the students’ 

responsibilities.   

REFLECTIONS ON TEACHING AND LEARNING WITH CRITICAL LITERACY 

In this section, I use interview data collected across the semester to share 

Michael’s teaching and learning experiences enacting critical literacy during student 

teaching.  Michael’s reflection indicates that participating in the research study served as 

on-going professional development to learn more about critical literacy as well as 

learning about the challenges of integrating critical literacy.  His reflection also noted 

how being part of the research study served to support him in developing his identity as a 

critical literacy teacher.   

In reflecting on his journey teaching and learning with critical literacy, Michael 

shared that the program coursework sparked his interest in critical education.  He 

explained, “I feel that all our content and methods classes at the university really help 
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guide my teaching” (Interview, February 23, 2015).  For instance, Michael noted how the 

courses with a strong focus on critical education to be particularly valuable such as Social 

Cultural Influences on Learning and Reading Methods.  He shared, “The class on 

sociocultural differences had me thinking about social justice issues (Interview, February 

23, 2015) and “When you discussed critical literacy in Reading Methods, I had to see 

how I’m going to fit that in my practice in the classroom” (Interview, March 3, 2015).   

Michael’s student teaching field placement classroom also played an important 

role in supporting his enactment of critical literacy education.  He shared, “In Ms. Scott’s 

class, everything is some relevant issue where students can implant themselves in a 

scenario.  So, being immersed in her classroom gave me the foundation for how I teach” 

(Interview, March 3, 2015).  In particular, were the opportunities where Michael and Ms. 

Scott engaged in collaborative reflections.  He shared, “[…] especially, on a few 

occasions where I said I didn’t do critical literacy and she pointed it out to me” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  In reflecting on his experience enacting critical literacy, 

Michael suggested that having the theoretical foundations in critical education was a 

necessary prerequisite for entering a field placement classroom that foregrounds critical 

social issue.  Without it, Michael explained that he would not have comprehended Ms. 

Scott’s curriculum.  He reflected, “If I didn’t have the theory and background, then I 

would come into Ms. Scott’s classroom and be like, ‘Why is she doing this?’  ‘What is 

the point of having them consider all these social issues?’  I wouldn’t understand it” 

(Interview, March 3, 2015).  For Michael, his placement in a classroom focused on social 

critical issues was advantageous; however, it was having the theoretical foundations that 
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supported his understanding of the importance of critical education.  He further 

elaborated, “[…] having that background, I’m taking all of that and trying to apply it here 

in student teaching.  It’s not only immersion.  Immersion in Ms. Scott’s class is awesome, 

but I didn’t know what she’s talking about.  So, I need theory” (Interview, March 3, 

2015). 

Being part of the research study served as an additional support to enact critical 

literacy.  He shared, “I found it really helpful for me that you came in all the time and we 

discussed it so that was a useful support.  You made me think a lot more about critical 

literacy and how to implement it in my lessons” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  

However, for Michael, being part of the research study was both beneficial and 

challenging.  For instance, my presence during his student teaching experience served as 

on-going professional development in terms of learning more about critical literacy 

education.  In describing my presence, Michael said, “You’re like an extension in that it 

was healthy, like, you helping me during my student teaching to do critical literacy.  It 

was something that I want to work into my teaching and practice” (Final Interview, May 

5, 2015).  Although, Michael was enthusiastic about participating in the research study, 

he also found it to be challenging due to time constraints.  He explained, “It’s a really 

busy semester, so like, to find an hour to sit down and talk, like, it was just one more 

thing to schedule.  It was more of a time constraint” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).   

While a support structure is necessary to enact critical literacy, having the time 

and space to practice was also important.  Michael suggested that with consistent 

practice, critical literacy could become a habit and foregrounded in the curriculum.  He 
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shared, “Like with anything, just the more that I do it, the more it becomes second nature 

to me.  I normally just wouldn’t have thought about critical literacy otherwise” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  Part of the practice for enacting critical literacy is learning to 

prepare the lessons.  Michael found lesson planning and locating resource materials to be 

the most challenging.  He shared, “So, forming lessons is the biggest hurdle that I had 

and finding the right pieces of literature” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  Regarding this, 

Michael suggested that it would have been useful to have immediate access to resource 

materials and models of critical literacy lessons.  He shared, “So, again, having the 

literature pulled out already and exemplar lessons that would include the questions that 

you would be asking or talking points.  That would be really helpful for me” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).   

Another challenge Michael encountered was how to incorporate critical literacy as 

part of the curriculum.  He shared, “It could be time consuming.  I had trouble finding 

places where critical literacy would fit into whatever I was trying to teach at the time.  If 

I’m doing persuasive text, I didn’t find the easiest place where I can do critical literacy” 

(Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  As such, planning for critical literacy initially felt like an 

additional responsibility.  He explained, “In the beginning it felt like I had to add it, like, 

‘How do I modify my lesson to do this?’” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  However, 

with time and practice, Michael learned not to feel the constant pressure to incorporate 

critical literacy into every lesson.  He shared, “Towards the end, I learned that it doesn’t 

fit in everything so I didn’t stress that much.  It was like, ‘Okay, this lesson won’t be so 

much on critical literacy and I’ll fit it into the next one’” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  
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For Michael, enacting critical literacy eventually became less unnerving; especially once 

he learned to name the components of critical literacy and accepting the fact that it may 

or may not be part of a lesson.  He explained, “It got easier over time.  I felt that it fit in 

some lessons and didn’t fit in others.  That’s what changed.  I’m not stressing out about it 

anymore because I’m recognizing what parts are critical literacy” (Final Interview, May 

5, 2015).  

 Michael’s experience with critical literacy further supported his understanding of 

the nature of critical literacy.  For instance, Michael learned that critical literacy emerges 

spontaneously.  He shared, “It comes organically, like, in the Gleam and Glow read 

aloud, someone brought up the question, ‘What would you do if you had to pack up the 

bags?’  That comment just came up and they launched into a discussion” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  Furthermore, from Michael’s perspective, critical literacy 

moments are not isolated exposures; rather, critical moments are interconnected.  He 

shared, “It’s threaded throughout the day just because everything has to be connected 

together somehow; otherwise it’s just going to be a couple random moments” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  This is important because it allows students to have 

consistency in learning the theory and practice of critical literacy.  Thus, for Michael, 

critical literacy education is learned over time.  He shared, “You can’t do it in one lesson.  

The classroom needs to be built on that structure because I don’t think students are going 

to pick up on the overarching theme of what critical literacy is.  So it happens over time” 

(Interview, March 3, 2015).   
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 In discussing his role in the moments of teaching critical literacy, Michael 

suggested that his responsibility mirrors that of a facilitator.  Michael described the role 

of teacher-as-facilitator as an individual who provides educational opportunities for 

students to engage in authentic and personal learning through the process of inquiry.  The 

purpose is to position students to form an understanding of relationships between varied 

social experiences and issues.  He explained, “I feel like a facilitator would be someone 

that facilitates experiences where students can discover those connections in the world on 

their own” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  Part of the responsibility of the teacher-as-

facilitator, according to Michael, is to plan and organize lessons that match with student’s 

interests so that the education is purposeful and applicable.  He shared, “I need to set it up 

so they can discover how to do it; otherwise, it won’t be meaningful to them” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  As such, as the teacher-as-facilitator, the lessons are guided 

where information and alternative perspectives are presented opposed to simply 

informing.  He explained, “You can’t just tell students, ‘This is what you need to read.’  

So, it might take a little bit more guiding like, this is what this other perspective is, but 

they have to discover for themselves” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  In this 

relationship, the students and the teacher-as-facilitator are both responsible for 

constructing knowledge. 

Michael’s experiences across the semester: his program coursework, teaching and 

learning in Ms. Scott’s classroom, and being part of a research study centered on critical 

literacy education, all served as a platform to craft his identity as a “critical” teacher.  

Michael’s idea of a critical literacy teacher is someone who is “open to ideas and takes 
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the time to examine what they’re reading and considering multiple perspectives.  It is not 

someone that gives worksheets, like, ‘Read this and tell me what this vocabulary word 

means’” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  Initially, Michael did not connect with this 

identity.  For instance, when asked whether he considered himself a “critical” teacher, 

Michael said, “I don’t.  I feel like I’m still honing my craft as a teacher and maybe critical 

literacy is playing a huge role in that, but I have so much to think about I don’t know 

what part is getting better” (Post-observation Debrief, April 15, 2015).  This is reasonable 

considering the various responsibilities Michael had as a student teacher.  However, at 

the end of the semester, Michael began to identify as a “critical” teacher.  He shared, 

“Yes, emerging.  I think the awareness is a big deal.  I certainly am aware now, but I’m 

still developing, still honing those skills” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  Michael 

suggested that the “critical” identity came into being through his participation in the 

research study.  He shared, “It is having these discussions with you” (Final Interview, 

May 5, 2015).   

 In discussing whether critical literacy education would be a part of his future 

curriculum, Michael responded with, “Yes.  I feel it’s important.  I think it has a place in 

the classroom.  I think it has a place in all content areas” (Interview, February 19, 2015).  

Michael’s experience in Ms. Scott’s classroom provided him with some lessons and 

materials to continue critical literacy education in his future classroom.  He shared, 

“When I do have my own classroom I’m pretty sure I’m still going to follow the same 

types of articles and questions because I know that they’re doing so well and they address 

social justice and critical literacy” (Post-observation Debrief, March 10, 2015).   
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 Michael’s reason to continue critical literacy in his future classroom was driven 

by his desire to support students to develop an enduring critical perspective.  He shared, 

“Well, I want students to be critical all the time.  I want to grow critical thinkers” (Final 

Interview, May 5, 2015).  Though Michael was enthusiastic about the prospect of 

incorporating critical literacy in his future classroom, he also noted a few personal 

challenges that may hinder his ability to continue this work.  The first challenge was his 

confidence as a critical thinker.  He explained, “I wasn’t raised to think critically.  I 

didn’t go to a system that encouraged critical thinking or at least I feel I didn’t.  So, it’s 

something that I’m building on my own before I can expect kids to do it” (Post-

observation Debrief, March 10, 2015).  The second challenge was questioning his own 

competency with regards to the critical literacy framework.  He shared, “The challenge is 

not being as proficient in critical literacy myself” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).  Even 

though Michael expressed some concern, he persisted in his commitment to enact critical 

literacy.  He asserted, “I would never avoid critical literacy on purpose.  I’m doing it 

because everything just feels like good teaching to me” (Final Interview, May 5, 2015).   

A DISCUSSION OF MICHAEL’S CRITICAL LITERACY TEACHING EXPERIENCES 

As a young child, Michael grew up speaking both Vietnamese and English.  

However, having the ability to speak two languages was not perceived as an asset by his 

school, but a deficit and a barrier to learning the English language.  Thus, with the 

institution’s strong encouragement, Michael and his parents were faced with the tension 

of privileging the English language in both the home and school space.  As a Vietnamese 
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American in a predominately white school, Michael was culturally and racially 

discriminated against by his peers throughout his educational career.  After high school, 

Michael enrolled into a community college to further his education.  Michael, however, 

later decided to discontinue his college career to enlist with the United States Marine 

Corps.  As a Marine, Michael encountered similar practices of institutional conformity 

and faced discriminatory tensions.   

In both of these experiences, Michael was actively discriminated against as an 

outsider and positioned as a passive individual conforming to particular practices.  The 

experience of giving up on his heritage language and adopting a new language in order to 

submit to dominant ways of knowing and being coupled with his military background 

may have influenced Michael to take up a passive stance toward discourses and practices.  

However, at the same time, enlisting in the Marines also afforded Michael the 

opportunity to see the world and to engage with lived-experiences outside of his own 

immediate social world to gain an understanding of multiple perspectives.  Despite the 

challenges he faced during his schooling experiences, Michael circled back to education.  

Michael’s decision to become a teacher and be part of educational research demonstrates 

his value for education.  Furthermore, the experience of engaging with the world during 

his service in the Marines perhaps created opportunities for Michael to self-reflect and to 

become more aware; and in turn, helped shape his identity to become more critically 

conscious.   

 In examining Michael’s experiences, it seems that Michael came into the teacher 

education program with a developing critical disposition.  As a teacher education student, 
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Michael had multiple opportunities and spaces to further develop his critical identity.  For 

instance, his teacher education program coursework afforded opportunities to learn about 

critical theory and pedagogy.  The Reading Methods course, in particular, provided 

opportunities to learn to teach with and through a critical perspective.  In learning about 

critical literacy education, Michael reflected on his own educational experiences and 

realized a sharp contrast.  That is, Michael personally experienced an education that 

situated him to be a passive user of texts, where as a critical literacy education positions 

students to engage in praxis (reflection and action) to make a difference upon the world.  

Perhaps seeing the potentials of critical literacy education motivated Michael to continue 

the commitment of enacting critical literacy during his student teaching experience. For 

Michael, it was an opportunity to learn how to teach in a way that positions students to 

learn, think, and be active users of texts, an education that sharply contrast with his own 

educational experience.  Thus, it seems that in learning how to be a critical literacy 

teacher, Michael was also learning how to be critical himself. 

 Michael’s student teaching field placement classroom strongly advocated for a 

critical literacy curriculum.  For instance, Ms. Scott enacted a curriculum grounded in 

students’ lived-experiences.  She used authentic texts and literacy practices to position 

students to problematize the world.  As a student teacher, Michael actively adopted Ms. 

Scott’s curriculum and pedagogy.  For example, he followed her approach in locating 

critical-themed texts to layer the official school curriculum with a critical perspective and 

organized opportunities for students to engage in discussions.  Given that there was a 

structure already in place, Michael did not have to carve a space or depart from the 
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existing classroom structure.  Rather, he was provided with the time, space, resources, 

and support to enact a critical literacy curriculum.  Michael was therefore able to include 

topics centered on social justice issues such as racial discrimination, human rights, 

woman’s rights, educational equity, and the effects of war.   

In looking across his lessons, Michael demonstrated a strong reliance on critical-

themed texts to move students toward adopting a critical perspective.  However, relying 

on content alone could limit possibilities for students to understand texts more deeply 

(Freire, 1987; Mosley, 2010).  Michael built in the important practice of collaborative 

pairs/small group discussions as a way for students to engage in dialogue.  An analysis of 

the students’ discussions and artifacts indicate a focus on retelling and comprehension 

with a few students thinking beyond the texts.  Michael’s participation during these 

moments was also limited to brief conversations about the topic, providing support, and 

assessing students’ comprehension.  This scope limited his participation in engaging 

deeply with students about the issue under study. 

Even though with Ms. Scott’s curriculum focused on critical social issues, and 

even though Michael had some knowledge and background teaching critical literacy, he 

demonstrated apprehension.  Michael perceived that it was not his place as a student 

teacher to co-construct the curriculum; instead, he saw himself as following Ms. Scott’s 

curriculum and mimicking her pedagogy.  In adopting and mimicking Ms. Scott’s 

curriculum and pedagogy, he appeared to struggle with recognizing his practice as critical 

literacy teaching.  As Ms. Scott’s curriculum consistently engaged students to examine 

social issues and disrupt texts, she has essentially normalized these practices in her 
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classroom.  Since Michael was in Ms. Scott’s classroom for two semesters, this was the 

model of teaching he was exposed to and learned from.  Michael drew a similar 

conclusion; for example, recall that he said, “It just seems like the norm.  Since I’ve been 

in Ms. Scott’s class this whole time, it’s the norm here” (Interview, February 19, 2015).   

In knowing that Ms. Scott’s curriculum included a critical perspective on 

teaching, Michael did not resist it.  In fact, he adopted her approaches.  Ms. Scott actively 

engaged Michael into her way of teaching.  In reflecting on Ms. Scott’s mentorship 

model, she was mentoring Michael to reproduce her approaches to teaching and learning.   

One of the goals of teacher education is to teach preservice teachers to learn how to teach 

against the grain, to use Cochran-Smith’s (2001) eloquent words, it would be important 

to have a strong model for preservice teachers to observe how to enact critical literacy.  

At the same time, it could also be problematic, even a danger to follow a “template,” if 

you will, to reproduce preservice teachers to become change agents without engaging in 

the practice of critical self-reflection (Gay & Kirkland, 2003).  Thus, teaching critically 

without thoughtfully reflecting on the “why” and the “how” runs the risk of being able to 

enact critical literacy education meaningfully, with care and intentionality.  

CONCLUSION 

 I have traced Michael’s critical literacy journey across multiple contexts, from his 

early educational experiences to program coursework into student teaching.  As a teacher 

education student, Michael gained some foundational knowledge in critical literacy 

theory and practice.  With some critical literacy teaching experience, Michael made the 
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decision to continue to enact this practice during his student teaching experience.  Since 

his cooperating teacher already had a curriculum in place that focused on issues of justice 

and fairness in society, Michael adopted the curriculum and mimicked Ms. Scott’s 

pedagogy.  In teaching critical literacy, Michael encountered the tension of recognizing 

his own practice as critical literacy.  Michael’s critical literacy lessons intentionally 

focused on addressing the critical literacy dimensions of disrupting the commonplace and 

interrogating multiple viewpoints.  He was not intentional about addressing the 

dimensions of unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social 

justice because these two dimensions were already part of Ms. Scott’s curriculum.  

Michael’s critical literacy journey illuminates the importance of engaging in reflective 

practices with mentor teachers and foregrounding the individual rationales and intentions 

preservice teachers bring to this important work.    
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Chapter 6:  Conclusions and Implications 

Freire (1987) implicates that teaching is a political act, and that critical pedagogy 

and critical literacy have the potential to support individuals to grow critical 

consciousness to transform the world.  This potential sparked my curiosity to learn 

whether and how preservice teachers, who had some critical literacy experience from 

their teacher education coursework, might approach the teaching of critical literacy.  This 

dissertation presents two preservice teachers’ experiences enacting critical literacy during 

student teaching.  The goal of the study was to understand how each preservice teacher 

transformed theory into practice to address issues of equity with their students during 

student teaching.  The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do preservice teachers define critical literacy, and how do their 

understandings and meanings evolve over time with continual exploration of 

critical literacy? 

2. Do preservice teachers, with early apprenticeship in critical literacy education, 

continue the commitment of drawing on critical literacy frameworks to negotiate, 

plan, and implement critical literacy lessons in their student teaching classroom 

placements, and what do these lessons look like? 

a. What pedagogies and resource materials do preservice teachers engage 

with to teach critical literacy? 

b. What supports and barriers do preservice teachers encounter in teaching 

critical literacy in their respective classroom placement? 
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c. What successes and challenges do preservice teachers identify in the 

teaching of critical literacy?   

In this chapter, I provide a summary of the findings from the research study as 

they support, extend, or contradict existing research.  The discussion of the findings will 

focus around three themes related to preservice teachers and the teaching of critical 

literacy education.  The themes are:  (a) developing a critical literacy perspective is a 

process, (b) learning to enact critical literacy pedagogy is a process, and (c) learning to 

teach critical literacy during student teaching is challenging.  Next, I discuss the 

importance of the study; implications for research, practice, and policy; and limitations 

and implications for future research. 

DEVELOPING A CRITICAL LITERACY PERSPECTIVE IS A PROCESS 

The process of becoming a critical literacy teacher is not a straightforward path.  

It is developed over time across multiple and varied social experiences and contexts. 

Jones and Enriquez’s (2009) research discusses how experiences (e.g., personal, social, 

political) influence the development of critical perspectives.  They further suggest that 

teacher education is “merely a point of contact” for critical development, and in citing 

Bourdieu’s work on habitus, field, and capital, notes that it is the interaction with 

particular “fields” such as “graduate course, life, elementary school, and literacy 

pedagogy” that all play a role in reinforcing or constraining the development of critical 

perspectives (p. 145).   
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Sofía and Michael’s narratives support Jones and Enriquez’s study.  Their 

narratives show that personal histories and interactions with particular fields played a role 

in developing and shaping their critical dispositions.  For instance, the fields that 

influenced their pathway to criticality include life, teacher education program, critical 

literacy pedagogy, student teaching context, and participation in my research study 

focused on critical literacy education.  Sofía’s participation in the religious mission 

allowed her to experience firsthand the economic disparities prevalent in Mexico.  This 

interaction seems to have influenced her to develop a critical perspective to advocate for 

social and educational change.  Thus, Sofía entered the teacher education program with a 

critical orientation.  This orientation was further developed in the classes that included a 

strong critical literacy focus.  Also, Sofía’s participation in my research study focused on 

critical literacy education, coupled with my encouragement and support to teach critical 

literacy during student teaching served to further reinforce her critical development.   

Michael experienced discrimination both as a student and during his service in the 

Marine Corps.  In both of these contexts, he was encouraged to adopt particular practices 

that were disempowering (e.g., abandon his multilingual identity).  These multiple 

experiences seem to have instilled in him a passive orientation.  However, serving in the 

Marines also afforded him life experiences that pushed against this passivity and initiated 

criticality.  Thus, he entered the teacher education program with a developing critical 

perspective.  Michael’s critical orientation was further developed in classes with a focus 

on critical literacy, participating in my research study, and completing his student 

teaching experience in a classroom that foregrounded critical literacy education.   
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Wolfe (2010) asserts that a critical literacy teacher identity is developed over time 

with opportunities to practice enacting such an identity.  Sofía and Michael’s experiences 

support Wolfe’s study because they both had the time and space to develop their 

identities as critical literacy teachers during student teaching through teaching critical 

literacy lessons and enacting and reflecting on their identity.  For example, during student 

teaching, Sofía used morning read alouds as a space to teach critical literacy and to 

practice the role of critical literacy teacher.  Michael’s student teaching classroom already 

had a critical literacy curriculum in place, which allowed him to practice and develop his 

critical teacher identity.  Sofía and Michael’s experiences indicate that a critical literacy 

identity emerges across time and context and that it is important to provide time and 

space for preservice teachers to come into this identity.   

LEARNING TO ENACT CRITICAL LITERACY PEDAGOGY IS A PROCESS 

Sofía and Michael both drew on the critical literacy framework to plan lessons.  

The majority of their lessons focused on interrogating multiple viewpoints and disrupting 

the commonplace.  This finding supports Lewison et al.’s (2002) research because their 

teacher participants also mainly focused on these two dimensions.  In learning to teach 

with and through the dimension of interrogating multiple viewpoints, they were able to 

position students to consider alternative perspectives.  A component of this dimension 

however calls for the consideration of personal and multiple perspectives concurrently to 

form conclusions.  This component was less evident in their work.  They were able to 

address disrupting the commonplace by positioning students to engage in learning about 
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counter-narratives.  Sofía and Michael had not explicitly plan for the dimensions of 

unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social justice; however, 

these two dimensions were evident in their work to some extent.  Sofía was able to 

address unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking action and promoting social justice by 

moving across the dimensions in her lessons.  For example, in positioning students to 

disrupt common portrayals of witches, Sofía was opening up opportunities to discuss the 

issue of racism.  Similarly, Michael did not explicitly address these two dimensions, but 

was able to address these dimensions because his cooperating teacher already 

incorporated them into the curriculum.  Sofía and Michael’s decision to explicitly plan or 

not plan for particular dimensions were based on their level of understanding.  Wolfe 

(2010) supported her preservice teacher participants to teach critical literacy by 

brainstorming ideas and sharing samples of critical literacy lessons.  Based on Sofía and 

Michael’s experiences, perhaps it would be necessary to explain the critical literacy 

framework more thoroughly and to explore possible ways to teach into each of the 

dimensions.  Wolfe’s research however was not focused on teaching Lewison et al.’s 

(2002) critical literacy framework, and thus, my study extends the need to discuss this 

particular framework more deeply.   

 Critical literacy is sometimes perceived as an add-on, an after-thought to the 

official school curriculum (Wolfe, 2010).  However, Sofía and Michael’s critical literacy 

teaching experience show that critical literacy could be an integral part of the official 

school curriculum.  To embed critical literacy on the official school curriculum, they 

employed critical layering to layer the official school curriculum with a critical 
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perspective and used various discussion approaches to promote dialogue.  However, 

there were significant differences in their pedagogy.   

To layer critical literacy on the official school curriculum, Sofía and Michael used 

texts to position students to discuss important social issues.  This supports Ciardiello 

(2004) and Leland et al.’s (1999/2005) findings that quality literature opens possibilities 

for critical literacy.  Sofía used texts flexibly, using both critical-themed and noncritical-

themed texts to implement critical literacy.  This pedagogy is reflective of Bourke (2008) 

and Souto-Manning’s (2010) approaches in using noncritical-themed texts to enact 

critical literacy.  This is important to note as it demonstrates how critical literacy is 

possible when the teacher brings a critical stance to bear on the curriculum (Rogers & 

Wetzel, 2014).  Michael used critical-themed texts focused on current social issues (e.g., 

news reports) to layer the curriculum with a critical perspective.  DeMulder et al. (2014) 

applied a similar approach where they used current and controversial issues to position 

their teacher participants to enact critical literacy.   

 Critical literacy is a dialogic education (Freire & Macedo, 1978).  Sofía and 

Michael used different models to initiate dialogue in the classroom.  For example, Sofía’s 

discussion model was through whole group discussions.  She used specific questions to 

initiate dialogue and used discussion tools (e.g., follow-up questions) to engage students 

in conversations.  During these discussions, Sofía’s role included initiating, guiding, and 

at times, directing the talk.  Michael’s discussion model was organizing students into 

collaborative pairs or small groups.  The students were responsible for reading, decoding, 

analyzing and discussing the text with their partner or peer-group.  Michael’s 
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participation role focused on providing support and monitoring students’ progress.  There 

was less evidence of Michael engaging in discussing the texts with students.  His critical 

literacy work seems to focus on using critical-themed texts to develop students’ critical 

perspectives.  This reflects Mosley’s (2010a) research findings on how the preservice 

teacher participants in her study relied on book choice to approximate critical literacy 

teaching.  While book choice is important, Mosley argues for the need to allow preservice 

teachers to reflect on their teaching on how to design literacy practices to understand 

texts more powerfully with students.  These literacy practices include reflecting on the 

environment, ways of positioning students, and opportunities to co-construct knowledge, 

initiate rich discussions, and create new literate practices.  This indicates that preservice 

teachers may need support in developing a repertoire of resources for critical literacy 

teaching.   

LEARNING TO TEACH CRITICAL LITERACY DURING STUDENT TEACHING IS 

CHALLENGING 

Sofía and Michael’s experiences show the challenges of learning to enact critical 

literacy during student teaching.  In taking critical literacy pedagogy into student 

teaching, they both showed a measure of apprehension, particularly noting the issue of 

power dynamics with regards to enacting critical literacy in their field placement 

classroom.  Their feelings support the findings in Calderwood (2008) and Wolfe’s (2010) 

study with their preservice teacher participants responding similarly when asked to teach 

a critical literacy unit in their field placement classrooms.  Even though this was the case, 
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both Sofía and Michael committed to enacting critical literacy in their respective field 

placement classroom.  However, their experiences provided insight into the affordances 

and constraints of different student teaching contexts.  For instance, Sofía’s student 

teaching classroom did not explicitly include a critical curriculum, but she took the 

initiative to carve a space to teach critical literacy during morning read aloud. 

Contrastingly, Michael did not have to carve a space because his student teaching 

classroom explicitly included a critical literacy curriculum, and for him there was an 

expectation to teach from a critical perspective.  In supporting preservice teachers to 

teach from a critical perspective, Lane et al.’s (2003) study noted several dilemmas in 

terms of internship placements.  One of these dilemmas is finding experienced teachers 

with a critical orientation.  Both Sofía and Michael’s cases offer different perspectives 

regarding this dilemma.  For example, Sofía demonstrated that she was able to enact 

critical literacy even when her student teaching context did not explicitly foreground a 

critical curriculum.  Michael’s student teaching context on the other hand had a strong 

focus on critical literacy education.  His experience highlighted the challenges and 

tension a preservice teacher may encounter even within a context that supports a critical 

curriculum.   

 During student teaching, Sofía was able to teach critical literacy but only within a 

structured space and time frame.  It was a challenge for Sofía to teach both the official 

school curriculum and the critical literacy curriculum with these constraints.  In learning 

about the value of promoting dialogue in her program coursework, Sofía planned her 

lessons to include opportunities for students to engage in discussions.  Aukerman (2014) 
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suggests that when teaching critical literacy to caution against three problematic aspects 

(e.g., critical literacy as outcome, critical literacy as procedure, critical literacy as 

personal response) and to work toward maintaining dialogic engagement.  Sofia’s 

experience showed that it was challenging to learn to teach critical literacy during student 

teaching.  It was particularly challenging to consistently maintain a dialogical stance with 

real-world constraints.  On the other hand, Michael’s student teaching classroom included 

a strong focus on critical literacy and so he was not constrained to teach critical within a 

particular time or space.  Michael’s cooperating teacher already established a critical 

curriculum, which he adopted and modeled.  In working in a classroom context where 

critical literacy practices were normalized, Michael’s challenge was learning to recognize 

and name his practice as critical literacy.  This finding supports Rogers’ (2014) study 

demonstrating the importance of reflecting and supporting teachers to recognize and 

name their practice as critical literacy.  It also shows the importance of supporting 

cooperating teachers on how to mentor and to reflect with preservice teachers.   

IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY 

 This research study was designed to address the gap in the literature concerning 

preservice teachers’ implementation of critical literacy pedagogy.  The existing research 

on teacher education and critical literacy primarily focuses on new and experienced 

inservice teachers enacting critical literacy and teacher educators practicing critical 

literacy with preservice teachers.  There is fewer research examining preservice teachers 

enacting critical literacy in classroom settings.  My study offers the field of teacher 
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education a close examination of two preservice teachers’ understanding and enactment 

of critical literacy pedagogy across time and context.   

Contributions to Research 

 My research study contributes to the current body of research by:  (a) adding onto 

research that examines teacher education students’ critical literacy development across 

time and context and (b) adding onto the body of research on supporting teacher 

education students to develop pedagogies to support critical literacy education. 

Critical Literacy Across Time and Context 

Cochran-Smith (2001) identified for a need to support preservice teachers to learn 

to “teach against the grain” (p. 3).  A review of the literature indicates that only a few 

research studies focused on examining preservice teachers’ critical literacy teaching 

experiences across time and context (Jones & Enriquez, 2009; Calderwood, 2008; Lane et 

al., 2003; Wolfe, 2010).  My research study contributes to this body of work by providing 

an in-depth examination of two preservice teachers’ critical literacy teaching experiences.  

In particular, my study demonstrates how identity, personal histories, lived-experiences, 

and interactions with particular “fields” serve to reinforce or constrain preservice 

teachers’ critical development.  My study also highlights the important role of teacher 

education program coursework, practicum experiences, and teacher educators supporting 

preservice teachers’ commitments to enact critical literacy education during student 

teaching.   
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 Sofía’s critical development began during the religious missions where she lived 

and worked with impoverished communities in her native country, Mexico.  During this 

time, she witnessed the educational and social disparities between her own lived-

experiences and experiences of families with fewer resources (e.g., economic, 

educational).  This experience developed in her an early critical disposition and 

motivated her to advocate for social change.  Sofía’s early critical perspectives were 

further developed in her teacher education program.  For example, through the Reading 

Methods course, Sofía had an opportunity to plan and implement a critical lesson in her 

Intern II field placement classroom.  Through this experience, Sofía was able gain some 

experience in learning how to use critical-themed texts to plan a critical literacy lesson, 

learning how to reference and use a critical literacy framework to plan lessons and 

generate questions to initiate dialogue, and most importantly, to observe and experience 

what critical literacy teaching could look like and sound like in a classroom.  Moreover, 

Sofía’s participation in my dissertation research study focused on critical literacy 

education, coupled with my support to teach critical literacy during student teaching 

served to further her critical development.  Within this space, we were able to plan and 

reflect together to learn more about and understand critical literacy practices.   

 Michael’s personal experience with discrimination and his efforts to push against 

social discriminatory practices demonstrate an emerging critical disposition.  Michael’s 

critical orientation was further developed over time with interactions with particular 

fields.  For example, in Reading Methods, Michael had an opportunity to gain some 

experience in learning how to use critical-themed texts and a critical literacy framework 
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to plan lessons.  He also had an opportunity to experience how to facilitate discussions 

around important social issues.  Michael’s critical disposition was further developed as a 

preservice teacher participant in my dissertation research study.  For example, during the 

study, Michael had opportunities to learn more about critical literacy by engaging in post 

lesson reflections and learning to name his practice as critical literacy teaching.  Another 

field that supported Michael’s critical development was during his student teaching 

experience where he was placed in a classroom with a strong focus in critical literacy 

education.  In this classroom, Michael had opportunities to observe and model Ms. 

Scott’s curriculum and pedagogy.  For example, he had the time and space to further 

learn how to locate and use critical-themed texts to plan lessons and practice enacting 

critical literacy lessons.   

 These multiple experiences across time and context highlight the connection 

between identity and critical work.  Sofía and Michael’s identities were shaped over time 

through interacting with particular fields.  These interactions later served to support their 

developing identities as critical literacy teachers.  In her work, Wolfe (2010) notes the 

importance of providing time and space for preservice teachers to explore and practice 

their critical literacy teacher identity.  Wolfe further notes that having the opportunity to 

explore multiple teaching identities could offer preservice teachers a space to reflect on 

teachers’ ways of being and how they are constructed and positioned within particular 

teaching contexts.   

 In honoring the commitment to enact critical literacy during their student teaching 

experience, Sofía and Michael encountered a few challenges.  They each navigated their 
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classroom context and negotiated within the power dynamics of their respective 

environments for opportunities to enact critical literacy during their student teaching 

experience with real-world constraints.    

Sofía’s student teaching classroom did not explicitly foreground a critical literacy 

curriculum.  She faced the immediate challenge of building rapport and establishing a 

relationship with Mrs. Gómez, her cooperating teacher.  For example, Sofía demonstrated 

that she was a responsible and dependable individual by showing Mrs. Gómez her lesson 

plans and ability to manage the classroom and to support students’ learning.  These 

efforts supported Sofía in developing a trusting relationship with Mrs. Gómez; and thus, 

earning her some independence to use morning read alouds as a space to enact critical 

literacy.  Even though Sofía was able to carve a space for critical literacy, she faced the 

logistical challenge of having a window of only 15 minutes to teach both the official 

school curriculum and the critical literacy curriculum.  This was possible to a certain 

extent, but there were instances when Sofía had to privilege one curriculum over another.  

Despite the limited time frame, Sofía was able to use the read aloud space to engage her 

students to learn about and discuss important social issues.  However, in order to position 

students to explore a range of critical social issues such as appreciating diversity and 

making generalizations, Sofía negotiated power dynamics.  For example, even though she 

established rapport with Mrs. Gómez, she still had to ask for permission to teach about 

particular topics such as gender stereotypes.  In asking Mrs. Gómez for permission, Sofía 

was negotiating within the power dynamics of her situation while at the same time 

disrupting it.  For example, Sofía’s act in asking for permission positioned Mrs. Gómez 
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to also negotiate with power.  As a classroom teacher, Mrs. Gómez is responsible for 

teaching the official school curriculum and perhaps had limitations on how much she 

could change in terms of the curriculum.   

 Michael’s cooperating teacher, Ms. Scott did not have a history of hosting a 

student teacher in her classroom.  As an Intern II student, Michael worked hard to show 

Ms. Scott that he could be an asset in her classroom by taking the initiatives to perform 

tasks and by supporting students’ learning.  His efforts supported Ms. Scott’s decision to 

agree to allow him to complete his student teaching experience in her classroom.  

Michael’s student teaching classroom explicitly promoted a critical literacy curriculum, 

which meant that he did not have to carve a space to invite critical literacy into the 

classroom.  Instead, Michael faced different challenges in adopting an existing critical 

curriculum and learning to model Ms. Scott’s pedagogy.  In modeling Ms. Scott’s 

curriculum, Michael felt a sense of pressure to use critical-themed texts to reflect the 

classroom’s curriculum.  Moreover, since Ms. Scott normalized the practice of reading 

about critical social issues, Michael struggled with recognizing and naming his own 

teaching practice as critical literacy.  This is perhaps because Michael did not have to 

deliberately plan for critical literacy because Ms. Scott’s curriculum already 

foregrounded critical literacy.   

 In having the opportunity to learn about and practice critical literacy over time, 

Sofía and Michael were able develop a stronger understanding of how to translate critical 

literacy theory into practice to some extent.  They also had the time and space to practice 

and develop their critical literacy teacher identity.  Finally, they were able to gain some 
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understanding of what it means to enact critical literacy in a real classroom context and 

experience affordances and constraints.   

Critical Literacy Theory and Pedagogy 

 Luke (2012) and Behrman (2006) discuss how critical literacy is a theory with 

implications for practice.  Rogers and Mosley (2014) assert that there is no-one way to 

enact critical literacy.  Lewison et al.’s (2002) teacher participants used the critical 

literacy framework as an entry point to translate critical literacy theory into practice.  My 

research study contributes to this body of work by demonstrating that critical literacy 

could be an integral part of the curriculum and by providing insight into how two 

preservice teachers translate critical literacy theory into practice.  My study also 

demonstrates the diversity in critical literacy practices.   

 Sofía and Michael committed to using the critical literacy framework to plan 

lessons.  They focused on positioning students to address disrupting the commonplace 

and interrogating multiple viewpoints because they found these two dimensions to be the 

most accessible.  They used these two dimensions as entry points to initiate critical 

literacy during their student teaching experience.  In doing so, they were able to engage 

students to explore important social issues such as appreciating diversity, human rights, 

and gender norms.  They were less deliberate about addressing unpacking sociopolitical 

issues and taking action and promoting social justice.  Sofía did not address these 

because she did not understand what it means to unpack sociopolitical issues, and she 
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perceived that taking action to promote justice requires extensive planning.  Michael did 

not address these because Ms. Scott already included them in the curriculum.   

 Sofía and Michael were responsible for teaching the official school curriculum.  

The study demonstrated that they were able to embed critical literacy alongside the 

official school curriculum through the use of texts and teaching practices.  Sofía used text 

flexibly, implementing both critical-themed and noncritical-themed texts to engage 

students in examining social issues.  For example, she used Hansel and Gretel (Marshall, 

1994), a noncritical-themed text to position students to discuss the concept of 

generalizations.  She used William’s Doll (Zolotow, 1985), a critical-themed text to open 

discussions about gender norms.  She was also able to engage her students in whole 

group discussions to disrupt texts, discourses, and practices, with varying degrees of 

success.  In contrast to Sofia, Michael used texts focused on current and controversial 

social issues to initiate critical literacy with his students.  Sofía and Michael’s 

experiences demonstrate the diversity in critical literacy teaching practices.   

IMPLICATIONS FOR STUDYING CRITICAL TEACHER EDUCATION 

 This research study includes implications for preservice and inservice teachers; 

teacher educators and researchers; and educational policy and reform.   

Implications For Preservice and Inservice Teachers 

 The existing scholarship, including the current research study, demonstrated that 

there is no one-way to approach the teaching of critical literacy (Rogers & Wetzel, 2014; 
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Wolfe, 2010).  With our current test-focused teaching context, there is tremendous 

pressure to teach the official school curriculum that includes teaching discrete literacy 

skills to prepare students for standardized measures.  However, as demonstrated in this 

research study, critical literacy could become an integral part of the official school 

curriculum in a diversity of ways.  The findings suggest that the critical literacy 

framework (Lewison et al., 2002) could be a possible entry point to enact critical literacy 

education.  Since the framework includes four dimensions, teachers could begin with the 

one they feel most comfortable with.  The findings also suggest that teachers be provided 

with a few models on how to use texts flexibly (e.g., critical and noncritical-themed texts) 

to initiate critical literacy.  In addition to instructions on how to use texts, providing 

teachers with a few models of what critical literacy education might look like and sound 

like in practice could alleviate some of their initial concerns of teaching a curriculum that 

is perceived as “unsanctioned” by the district. 

Implications For Teacher Educators and Researchers 

 This study revealed that critical perspectives are developed across time and 

context.  It also showed that identity played a vital role in supporting preservice teachers 

to enact critical literacy education.  It would perhaps be important for teacher educators 

to make space for teacher education students to think about who they are and learn about 

critical work alongside an exploration of the “self” and the “world.”  This means 

supporting teacher education students to acquire a language to write their world and to 

name it (Freire & Macedo, 1978).  In learning about the self, world, writing it, and 
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naming it, perhaps preservice teachers’ first critical literacy teaching experience could be 

to teach about the issues that were closest to their own critical perspectives, and plan 

units of study that relate to their convictions that would serve to connect their identities to 

their teaching.   

This study demonstrated that the program coursework with a focus on critical 

theory and practice could serve to support preservice teachers to teach critical literacy 

during student teaching.  For example, in learning about the critical literacy framework, 

the preservice teacher participants referenced it to plan lessons.  However, their critical 

literacy work was situated in disrupting the commonplace and interrogating multiple 

viewpoints, and less evident was addressing unpacking sociopolitical issues and taking 

action and promoting social justice.  This finding suggests that an extended study would 

support preservice teachers to understand the critical literacy framework with greater 

depths.  First of all, it would be important to highlight that the dimensions of the critical 

literacy framework are connected.  Second, since unpacking sociopolitical issues and 

taking action and promoting social justice seemed to be challenging dimensions to 

implement, it would be important to delve more deeply into these two dimensions.  For 

example, in discussing unpacking sociopolitical issues, it would perhaps be helpful to 

define words such as sociopolitical issues, power, and systemic, and systematic.  In 

discussing taking action and promoting social justice, it could be useful to explore how 

the local context (e.g., classroom, wider school community) could be a possible entry 

point to address this dimension.   
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 The study also demonstrated that having a teacher educator/researcher in the field 

could support preservice teachers in their efforts to enact critical literacy, even in 

restrictive or unsupportive contexts.  For instance, the teacher-educator/researcher could 

serve to encourage and support preservice teachers in planning lessons and locating texts.  

She or he could also provide support by debriefing and reflecting on lessons together.    

Implications for Policy and Reform 

 In their study, Hoffman et al. (2005) and Maloch et al. (2003) noted the positive 

effects teacher education programs and practicum experiences had on teaching because 

the preservice teachers received on-going support and guidance.  As noted above, 

learning to teach critical literacy is a process.  It is learned over time with practice and 

reflection.  The preservice teacher participants in this study demonstrated that the teacher 

educators/teacher education program had a positive effect on their ability to teach critical 

literacy.  Their practicum experience was a space in which they were able to practice 

translating critical literacy theory into practice with support from teacher educators and 

cooperating teachers.  These multiple support structures were instrumental to the 

preservice teachers’ development as critical literacy teachers.  However, some teacher 

education students seek alternative certification program without a strong focus on field 

experiences.  As noted above, a critical literacy teacher identity is developed over time 

through practice, how will critical work be embedded into alternative certification 

programs/fieldwork experiences to prepare teachers to learn that teaching is a political 

act, to learn to design and teach a curriculum that is relevant to students’ lives, and to 
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learn to reflect on their practice.  Implementing a critical literacy education is more 

urgent than ever considering how our classrooms are increasingly diversifying and how 

our current educational system positions students as static beings and values teaching 

from scripted curricula.  Positioning teachers to teach from a critical perspective is one 

possible way to disrupt these constructions and discourses.  

LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 This research study examined preservice teachers’ learning to enact critical 

literacy across time and context.  The data sources were collected over the 2014-2015 

school year.  I provided in-depth, detailed case summaries of two preservice teacher 

participants’ experiences, from early schooling to teacher education program and into 

student teaching.  I used critical pedagogy (Freire, 1996; Freire & Macedo, 1978) and 

critical literacy theory (Lewison et al., 2002) to guide my analysis and interpretation of 

the data.  However, this research study has limitations.   

 First, the data was collected in one Reading Methods course during the 

participants’ Intern II experience followed by student teaching.  My understandings of the 

participants’ histories, dispositions, teaching and learning experiences, and commitment 

to critical literacy education could be more substantial if I had followed them from the 

start of their teacher education program.  This may include observations of their 

practicum experience during Intern I and Intern II and other content methods courses 

(e.g., social studies, language arts methods) to look closely at reinforcements and shifts in 

critical perspectives.  Additionally, following the participants into their first year of 
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teaching could provide more insight into their pedagogy and commitment to critical 

education in a different teaching context and support structure.   

 Second, this research study initially began with four participants, but due to 

schedule conflicts and personal reasons, only two preservice teachers’ experiences are 

presented in this dissertation.  A recruitment of a larger number of preservice teacher 

participants across different grade levels could offer more diverse perspectives to better 

understand preservice teachers’ experiences teaching critical literacy education. 

Finally, the research study offers the experiences and perspectives of two 

preservice teachers of color.  The experiences of teachers of white preservice teachers are 

not represented in this dissertation.  With a majority of the research literature framing 

white preservice teachers as resistant to critical frameworks on teaching and learning, it 

would be important to have their voices and perspectives represented.   

 The findings in this research study offer some possibilities for future research.  

One possibility is to continue the current study but include more participants from diverse 

backgrounds to showcase more perspectives and experiences in teaching critical literacy.  

Jones and Enriquez’s (2009) research examined preservice teachers’ critical literacy 

experiences across contexts and into their first year of teaching.  It would be important to 

build on this research because participants’ commitment and critical dispositions could 

change based on their contexts.   

In their study, Lane et al., (2003) discussed the importance of establishing 

university partnerships with elementary schools as a way to support both preservice and 

inservice teachers to implement critical education in their classrooms.  This support 
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structure disrupted the traditional apprenticeship model (e.g., expert-novice) by 

positioning both preservice and inservice teachers as learners and allowed both the novice 

and experienced teachers to engage in interactive dialogue journals to reflect and learn 

about their own practice.  Sofía and Michael both benefited from the opportunity to 

discuss and reflect on their critical literacy teaching.  However, these critical reflections 

were mainly conducted with the researcher and not with their cooperating teacher.  

Michael’s experience demonstrated the importance of reflecting with his cooperating 

teacher where she supported him in naming his practice as critical literacy.  However, 

neither Sofía or Michael had regular opportunities to reflect on their critical literacy 

practices with their cooperating teachers.  A line of inquiry could build on Lane et al.’s 

study in establishing university-school partnerships to train and support cooperating 

teachers on how to mentor and reflect with novice teachers about their teaching practices 

(Hoffman et al., 2015). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 237 

Appendix A:  Participant Interest Interview Protocol 

1. If a colleague asks you to define “critical literacy” what might you say? 

2. After teaching a read aloud lesson using a critical literacy framework, what are 

your thoughts and feelings about critical literacy? 

3. What kinds of opportunities do you think you’ll have to incorporate critical 

literacy in your student teaching placement?  [Follow up with: Please tell me 

why.] 

4. Would you want to incorporate aspects of critical literacy (draw back on their 

definitions) during your student teaching?  [Follow up with: Please tell me why.] 

5. May I contact you should I have further questions? 

6. Would you consider being a focus participant in my dissertation study during your 

student teaching? 

7. May I contact you in January to follow up regarding the possibility of being a 

participant in my dissertation study? 
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Appendix B:  Preservice Teacher Post-observation Debrief Protocol 

1. What prompted this lesson? 

2. How did you enact critical literacy in your lesson?   

a. Did you use the critical literacy framework?  
b. Can you name specific examples that were characteristic of critical 

literacy?  [Follow up:  How is that critical literacy?] 
3. What teaching resources and strategies/methods/techniques did you use to teach 

critical literacy? 

4. Were there moments where you felt you were not teaching critical literacy? 

5. If you were to extend this lesson, how would you do it during student teaching? 
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Appendix C:  Preservice Teacher Final Interview Protocol 

1. What kinds of opportunities did you have to teach critical literacy during your 

student teaching semester? 

2. What kinds of support did you feel you had to teach critical literacy during your 

student teaching semester? 

3. In thinking about your critical literacy teaching experiences, what was successful 

and/or challenging? 

4. What teaching strategies/methods/techniques would you say was central to 

teaching critical literacy? 

5. How are your ideas about critical literacy changing as you have had different 

opportunities/experiences to work and interact with it this semester? 

6. How would you define critical literacy now?  How has your understanding 

changed or stayed the same as a result of participating in this study and teaching 

critical literacy?   

7. How would you describe your role when teaching critical literacy? 

8. Would you identify yourself as a critical literacy teacher? 

9. How do you think this connects with the kind of teaching you would like to do 

when you have your own classroom or when you have more autonomy? 

10. How would you describe my role during your student teaching experience? 
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Appendix D:  Cooperating Teacher Interview Protocol 

1. Tell me about your teaching experience (e.g., how long you’ve taught, what 

grades you’ve taught). 

2. What is your philosophy on teaching? 

3. Here is the critical literacy framework that [student teacher’s name] has been 

learning about [show cooperating teacher the handout], what are your thoughts on 

it?  

4. Do you see your teaching/lessons reflected in this framework? 
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