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CHAPTER 5
Critical Approaches

 Marjorie Siegel
Teachers College, Columbia University

 Susana Laura Fernandez
University of Buenos Aires

Why is it that there is so much intellectual activity around issues of power and politics in the social sciences
and the humanities, yet so little of it has influenced theory, research, and practice in the field of literacy
education? This is indeed a curious situation, especially when we consider that by 1984—the publication year
of the first  (Pearson, Barr, Kamil, & Mosenthal, 1984)—critical perspectivesHandbook of Reading Research
on teaching, curriculum, and schooling had begun to take hold in schools of education. The publication of
books like  (Young, 1971) and  (Bowles & Gintis,Knowledge and Control Schooling in Capitalist Society
1976) challenged the long-standing fiction that schooling is a neutral activity, and proposed, instead, that
teaching and curriculum are political practices inasmuch as they produce knowledge for purposes of social
regulation. As such, critical approaches represent a critique of widely held functionalist views about the role
of schooling in society, which suggest that schooling is “an efficient and rational way of sorting and selecting
talented people so that the most able and motivated attain the highest status positions” (Hurn, 1993, p. 45).
For example, the image of schooling as an opportunity for social mobility based on merit is replaced, in
critical thought, by one that shows how schools reproduce the unequal distribution of wealth and power that
is the hallmark of capitalist societies, and in so doing contribute to the maintenance of the status quo
(Shannon, 1996).

Even a brief consideration of why “critical approaches” are just beginning to find a place in the discourse on
literacy will allow us to highlight some of the themes that distinguish critical approaches from those theories
and methods that have dominated reading research thus far. We begin, therefore, with a brief look at what
was included and excluded from the first two volumes of the  (hereafter Handbook of Reading Research HRRl
and ), and then turn to the problem of defining critical approaches, working historically from theHRR2
critical theory of the Frankfurt School, to Paulo Freire’s work on literacy as the development of critical
consciousness, to contemporary critical scholarship, especially the ideas of Michel Foucault. We conclude
with some observations on current trends in critical studies of literacy education. In taking on the challenge 
of mapping the discourse on critical approaches to reading and literacy education, we are mindful of the fact
that chapters such as these are “acts of cultural production” (Noblit & Pink, 1995, cited in Apple, 1997, p. xi)
that construct the field they purport to “describe.” Hence, our reading of this rapidly expanding field of
studies is by no means definitive but, rather, suggestive of the multiple meanings critical approaches have
today.

CRITICAL APPROACHES AND THE DISCOURSE ON READING

However problematic the exclusion of critical approaches from the discourse on reading and literacy may
seem to us now, the reasons for this exclusion become clear when we consider the history of reading
research. From its earliest beginnings as a field of study, reading research has followed the currents of
academic psychology (cf. Luke & Freebody, 1997a; Venezky, 1984), resulting in a particular view of both
the object of study and the method for studying it. This dominance is evident in  (Pearson et al., 1984),HRRl
which can be read as a tribute to psychological theories and methods and a celebration of the knowledge
about reading they produced. With few exceptions, the chapters constructed reading as an autonomous
(Street, 1984), psychological process unrelated to any of the social, political, cultural, and economic patterns
that shape schooling, and thus treated science, schooling, and language unproblematically as neutral, rational
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activities unaffected by power and ideology. The few chapters that interrupted this narrative (e.g.,
ethnographic approaches [Guthrie & Hall, 1984], sociolinguistic directions [Bloome & Green, 1984], and
social and motivational influences [Wigfield & Asher, 1984]) were quite important, as they introduced ways
of conceptualizing reading and reading research drawn from anthropology and sociology. In these chapters,
reading was characterized as a social and cultural activity, research methods emphasized meanings and
contexts, and schools were found to play a role in producing the low levels of reading achievement among
African-American and Hispanic students, although explanations for this finding tended toward theories of
cultural discontinuity rather than structural inequalities (Au, 1993).

The interpretative turn that refigured the social sciences in the 1970s was fully evident when  (Barr,HRR2
Kamil, Mosenthal, & Pearson) appeared in 1991, and this shift was marked by an expanded vocabulary: 

 not just  had become an object of study. For some, this meant that in addition to aliteracy, reading,
psychological dimension, “literacy has acquired…  sociopolitical dimension, associated with its role withina
society and the ways in which it is deployed for political, cultural, and economic ends” (Venezky, 1991, p.
46). Yet, the meaning of  remained largely unexamined, as evidenced by the field’s uncriticalsociopolitical
acceptance of the “literacy myth,” that is, the belief that literacy leads to economic and political progress
(Graff, 1987). Absent from the historical treatment of literacy in  was research that showed howHRR2
literacy was used to “solidify the social hierarchy, empower elites and ensure that people lower on the
hierarchy accept the values, norms, and beliefs of the elites, even when it is not in their interest to do so”
(Gee, 1990, p. 40). Even when an overtly economic topic was examined, as in the chapter on the production
of commercial materials (Chall & Squire, 1991), the ideological process whereby cultural material is selected
and shaped for consumption in schools was taken for granted. From this brief discussion, it seems clear that
although the study of reading was no longer decontextualized, the meaning of context had not yet been
expanded to include the political and economic contexts. In light of this, it should probably not be surprising
to find that Paulo Freire’s work on critical literacy received only one mention in  despite theHRR2,
worldwide acclaim that  had received since its publication in 1970. Pedagogy of the Oppressed

Patrick Shannon’s chapter, “Politics, Policy, and Reading Research” (1991), was the one exception to this,
and his opening comments on educational policy analysis can provide an introduction to the meaning of 

 in critical approaches. He argued that educational policy analysis:critical

can no longer be discussed as the natural evolution of scientific progress, neutral or benign. Rather, with
political discussions included, specific policies can be identified as particular historical constructions
negotiated among people with unequal power and authority to make decisions, often pursuing differing
visions of how we should live together in and out of schools. (p. 47)

What makes this characterization of policy analysis “critical” is its rejection of naturalism (the assumption
that policies represent unmediated reality), rationality (the assumption that policies are the result of science
and logic), neutrality (the assumption that policies are not reflective of any particular interests), and
individualism (the assumption that policies affect individuals without regard for their membership in
particular social groups) (Popkewitz, 1990). Critical policy research, instead, assumes that educational
problems must be conceptualized as part of the social, political, cultural, and economic patterns by which
schooling is formed, patterns that reflect the unequal power and access of some groups in society. As
Shannon noted, “critical” policy research employs a range of methods, but what sets this work apart from that
of liberal and conservative policy research are the assumptions researchers make, the questions they pursue,
and the value commitments they bring to their work. He wrote:

In their attempts to identify how this imbalance of power exerts itself in specific situations, critical policy
researchers use history to access the past policy negotiations and social relations that set the parameters for
the current negotiations; they employ survey and statistical analyses to gather information about how the
larger social structure affects all reading policies; and they utilize naturalistic methods to understand how
both the powerful and the powerless cope with policy negotiations and the consequent situations…. This
sense of injustice and the advocacy position in favor of teachers and students leads critical policy researchers
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to select questions that illuminate the power relations of reading policy and programs…and that can expose
the contradictions in reading education policy as opportunities for change. (p. 164)

Embedded in this description of critical policy research are themes that are characteristic of critical
approaches to the study of literacy education: the emphasis on historical analyses of the social construction of
educational problems, policies, and practices; the awareness of schooling as a site for the production and
reproduction of social, economic, and political inequities; and the desire to use research to achieve social
change. With these themes in mind, we turn now to the problem of understanding critical approaches.

UNDERSTANDING CRITICAL APPROACHES

There are a number of difficulties in attempting to understand “critical approaches.” First, there is no single
“critical approach.” The word  has begun to appear as a descriptor for approaches to research that arecritical
already common in education, as in “critical” ethnography (Anderson, 1989; Carspecken, 1996; Quantz,
1992; Simon & Dippo, 1986), “critical” discourse analysis (Bloome & Talwalkar, 1997; Fairclough,
1989,1992; Gee, 1990; Luke, 1995), and “critical” action research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Noffke, 1997). Is
there something that these approaches could be said to share? Would that shared element be “critical theory,”
“critical literacy,” or “critical pedagogy,” or perhaps a commitment to aligning purpose and method (Gitlin,
Siegel, & Boru, 1989)? These questions point to a second difficulty in understanding critical approaches, and
that is that the word  has no single meaning. Although it is tempting to seek a single meaning, doingcritical
so may result in forcing a uniformity of meaning where none exits or smoothing over what is in fact
contested (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993). In light of these difficulties, we have
chosen to present a brief overview of the historical formation of the meaning of the word  because wecritical
believe understanding “critical approaches” depends on understanding the multiple meanings this word has in
educational discourse. In this regard, we think it important to keep in mind Martin Jay’s (1973) observation
on the work of the Frankfurt School: “At the very heart of Critical Theory was an aversion to closed
philosophical systems. To present it as such would therefore distort its essentially open-ended, probing, and
unfinished quality” (p. 41).

The Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School

Any discussion of the meaning of  must begin with a reference to the critical theory of the Frankfurtcritical
School, a group of scholars—including Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse, among
others—who formed the Institute of Social Research at the University of Frankfurt in 1923. Although the rise
of Nazism forced the Institute into exile in 1935, first at Columbia University and later in California, their
writings were not translated into English until the 1960s. Hence, the impact of their ideas only began to be
felt when they captured the attention of students and intellectuals in the 1960s and 1970s, and later through
the writings of Jurgen Habermas (Held, 1980).

Critical theory had two major thrusts: (a) a critique of positivism, which, by reducing reasoning to
instrumental rationality and separating fact from values, had not only linked science to new forms of
domination, but had privileged forms of reasoning that gave little emphasis to human consciousness and
action; and (b) a concern for the relationship of theory and society, seeking a theory that would connect
institutions, the activities of daily life, and the forces that shape the larger society—that is, connections
among the economy, the culture industry, and the psychology of individuals.

Horkheimer set the stage for the idea of critical theory in his 1932 essay “Notes on Science and the Crisis”
(1972), and introduced the term itself in 1937 in “Traditional and Critical Theory” (1972). The crisis that
concerned Horkheimer was the failure of science to contribute to the betterment of society as a whole, and
the source of this crisis was positivism (i.e., the description, classification, and generalization of facts).
Horkheimer criticized positivists for reducing reasoning to formal logic, for making a fetish of facts, and for
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pretending to have “disentangled facts from values” (Jay, 1973, p. 62). The result, he argued, was “the
abdication of reflection…and the reification of the existing order” (Jay, 1973, p. 62). In short, science had
become scientistic, something set apart from the workings of society; questions about value (i.e., deciding
which problems should be addressed, deciding which course of action to take) were set aside in favor of
questions about technique. Horkheimer argued that human reasoning could not simply involve passive
sense-perception of reality because the world is “a product of the activity of society as a whole” (p.
200)—something made rather than given. In the following passage, Horkheimer rejected the idea of
naturalism and highlighted the historical formation of both the objects perceived and the individual:

The facts which our senses present to us are socially performed in two ways: through the historical character
of the object perceived and through the historical character of the perceiving organ. Both are not simply
natural; they are shaped by human activity, and yet the individual perceives himself [sic] as receptive and
passive in the act of perception. (p. 200)

A central criticism of positivism, therefore, was that treating things as natural placed “questions about the
genesis, development, and normative nature of the conceptual systems that select, organize, and define the
facts” (Giroux, 1981, p. 14) outside the purview of science. Because the facts could not be questioned, the
evaluative dimension of theory was eliminated and science became a tool of prevailing interests.

What was needed, instead, was a theory that served an unmasking function and could be used to “penetrate
the world of things to show the underlying relations between persons…and demystify the surface forms of
equality” (Aronowitz, 1972, p. xiii). This involved both immanent critique and dialectical thought (Giroux,
1981). Immanent critique is the analysis of “reality” by comparing “the pretensions of bourgeois ideology
with the reality of its social conditions” (Jay, 1973, p. 63) or the appearance of a social fact (e.g., money,
consumption, production) and what lay behind it. Dialectical thought was a style of analysis that attempted to
trace out the historical formation of facts and their mediation by social forces. The goal of this analysis was
not only to unmask the connections between knowledge, power, and domination, but to construct a more just
society through praxis, defined as a kind of “self-creating action” (Jay, 1973, p. 4) that was both informed by
theory and controlled by people. To summarize, reason and praxis were the two poles of critical theory (Jay,
1973). One could not separate knowledge from either values or action; moreover, the researcher was never a
disinterested investigator inasmuch as the investigator’s reasoning was mediated by the very social categories
that were the focus of study. It was this striving for critical awareness of the historical formation of human
thinking and social relations that would serve as the starting point for emancipation from exploitative and
oppressive social conditions.

The influence of critical theory was not felt in American intellectual circles until the 1960s, when sociologists
of education (among others) grew disenchanted with the optimism of the functionalist view of schooling, and
skeptical of the benefits of science and technology. Arguing that “we live in a divided and conflict-ridded
society [and] groups who compete for control of schooling use the rhetoric of societal needs to conceal the
fact that it is their interests and their demands they are trying to advance” (Hurn, 1993, p. 57–58), scholars
began to enunciate a conflict view of schooling that questioned the rhetoric of equal opportunity and pointed
out the role schools played in reproducing inequalities. Correspondence (Bowles & Gintis, 1976) and
reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) theories offered Marxist analyses of schooling that purported to
show that schools met “the needs of capital by mirroring the class-differentiated, alienated social relations of
the workplace” (Wexler, 1987, p. 40). Members of the Frankfurt School rejected orthodox Marxism as overly
deterministic and lacking a consideration of human consciousness, and their empirical work focused on the
psychology of domination and the creation of mass deception by the emerging culture industry. Sociologists
of education drew on this work to criticize the economic reductionism of correspondence and reproduction
theories (e.g., Bowles & Gintis, 1976); culture, not just the economy, thus became a focal point in the cultural
reproduction theory neo-Marxist scholars developed. These theories suggested that schools reproduced class
relations by selecting and transmitting the culture of dominant groups as if it were universal and legitimate
knowledge. Willis (1977) later argued that cultural reproduction theory ignored human agency and the
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internal contradictions and forms of resistance that served as sources for social change, and schools
eventually came to be seen as sites for production as well as reproduction, a perspective that allowed for
struggle and possibility (Wexler, 1987).

Paulo Freire and the Idea of Critical Literacy

Among literacy educators, the person most associated with critical approaches is Paulo Freire, the Brazilian
philosopher and teacher whose death in 1997 was mourned by radical educators around the world. Freire’s
work emerged from social and political conditions that existed in Brazil in the 1960s, which he described as
stratified by race and class, with a very large and very poor working class population with little or no
education. He argued, further, that Brazil’s history of colonialism “bred the habits of domination and
dependence which still prevail among us in the form of paternalistic approaches to problems” (1973, p. 22)
and “did not constitute the cultural climate necessary for the rise of democratic regimes” (1973, p. 29). In this
context, Freire began to develop a pedagogy of liberation, working with adults to break what he called “the
culture of silence” (1973, p. 24) and enable them to overcome the oppression they experienced. Working
from Marxist theory, he rejected the idea that the “oppressed” are “marginals” living “outside” of society,
and argued, instead, that “they have always been ‘inside’—inside the structure which made them ‘beings for
others’” (Freire, 1970, p. 55). “Illiteracy” is thus regarded not as an individual failing but as a historically
constructed product of a society structured to produce inequality. Freire’s first literacy campaign, carried out
in northeast Brazil where 15 of the 25 million people in the region were illiterate, was so successful (300
workers became literate in 45 days) that the government decided to apply his method throughout Brazil.
From these experiences, Freire developed a theory of education that was radical both in its politics and its
methods, and successful enough as to become a threat to those in power. When a right-wing government
came to power in 1964, Freire was jailed and then exiled.

The starting point of his theory was the observation that humans, unlike animals, are culture makers who use
language to mediate their world. Freire argued that the human capacity to name the world enables humans to
reflect on their worlds and become aware of their social and political location in those worlds, and this
awareness, in turn, creates the urge to act on the world and remake culture. This kind of awareness, which he
called  or critical consciousness, cannot be developed through education practiced as bankingconscientizacao
because such practices regard knowledge as “a gift bestowed” (Freire, 1970, p. 53) and students as objects
into which knowledge is deposited. In contrast, problem-posing education starts with people’s knowledge
and, through a dialogue among equals, attempts to expose—“demythologize”—the historical conditions that
create their reality so that they may act to transform those conditions. It is in this way that education becomes
the practice of freedom.

The method Freire developed to engage people in dialogues that would lead to critical consciousness was
grounded in language. He wrote:

Consistent with the liberating purpose of dialogical education, the object of investigation is not persons…but
rather the thought-language with which men and women refer to reality, the levels at which they perceive that
reality, and their view of the world, in which their generative themes are found. (1970, p. 78)

By examining a series of generative themes represented pictorially (what Freire called codifications of the
participants’ world), participants in the culture circles can begin to name their world and by decoding it begin
to transform that reality. This is followed by work with syllables carefully selected for their ability to
generate a range of words that can be used to examine the codifications. As even this brief description
indicates, this approach to teaching literacy does not treat reading as a technical matter of reading words, but
a political matter of reading the world and rewriting that world (Freire, 1987). Critical literacy can thus be
defined as the practice of demystifying the conditions that oppress and working toward the transformation of
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those conditions. From this has come the idea of critical pedagogy as “classroom practice consistent with
liberatory politics” (Gore, 1993, p. 42), a definition that attends “both to social vision and to instruction” (p.
42).

Contemporary Perspectives on the Meaning of “Critical”1

In recent years, these interpretations of  have themselves been criticized, due in part to what thesecritical
perspectives have ignored as well as to new social theories that have been taken up in the academy.
Feminists, for example, have argued that Freire’s theory emphasizes forms of oppression that result from an
inequitable class structure over those that result from gender and racial inequalities. By speaking about
oppression in abstract and universal terms, Freire ignores the ways in which gender and race, as well as class,
serve as oppressive forces (Weiler, 1991). Feminists, among others, have also argued that critical pedagogy,
which was meant to serve as a “pedagogy of hope” against the despair of reproduction theories of education,
became as dominating and limiting as more traditional educational practices (e.g., Ellsworth, 1989; Gore,
1993; Knoblach & Brannon, 1993; Luke & Gore, 1992). Critical scholars have also argued that critical theory
needs to be rethought or modified, given the shift from industrialism to postindustrialism, and the limitations
of structuralism and modernism (Gee, 1990; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993; Wexler, 1987). Indeed, critical
approaches have been profoundly reshaped by postmodernism, which critiques grand narratives about the
direction of history (e.g., the Marxist narrative of class conflict and revolution), poststructuralism, which
critiques the Enlightenment idea of progress, reason, and power (Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998), and
postcolonialism, which rereads western knowledge as forged in the context of relationships between the west
and the non-west. Because Michel Foucault’s work has been so influential in reformulating critical
scholarship, we comment briefly on his contributions to contemporary critical approaches.

Although Foucault knew the work of the Frankfurt School, and regarded its examination of rationality
important, he did not accept its belief that enlightenment—the development of consciousness—would free
people. As Popkewitz and Brennan (1998) explained, the philosophy of consciousness, the cornerstone of
critical theory and critical literacy as well as of functionalist views of schooling, was rooted in two ideas from
19th-century thought: (a) the idea that rational knowledge was the engine of progress, and (b) the idea that
the avenue of social progress was through individual human consciousness and action. Foucault upset these
foundations of knowing and rationality when he suggested that our very concepts (such as individual agency,
reason, abnormality, the child, etc.) were already  of power; thus he questioned whether critical theoryeffects
hid more than it revealed. As a result of this inquiry, he shifted his emphasis from human consciousness and
agency to the changing ways in which knowledge and humanness were historically constituted. This
approach to studying knowledge as a social practice is called  and provides a way todecentering the subject
understand how the subject is produced by systems of ideas that relate power and knowledge. Foucault called
these systems of ideas  and turned his attention from the study of “autonomous” subjects to thediscourses
study of how discourses, as historical practices, construct objects. Discourses operate both across disciplinary
boundaries (e.g., across medicine, law, education, and social work) and within material practices across
social locations (e.g., juvenile courts, hospitals, schools, and social service agencies).

Another aspect of critical theory and critical literacy that Foucault reconceptualized was power. In these
theories, power is regarded as something people do or do not have, but Foucault (1977) argued that power is
diffused through all social relationships in concrete and detailed specificity (pp. 115–116). Thus, he rejected
the notion that power is primarily repressive and juridical, and proposed, instead, that power “tra-

verses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse, It needs to be
considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social body” (p. 119). Knowledge or truth,
on the other hand,

isn’t outside power or lacking in power…. Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of
multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, its
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“general politics” of truth: that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the
mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which
each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of
those who are charged with saying what counts as true. (p. 131)

Knowledge and power are thus inextricably intertwined in that what counts as knowledge is related to and
may indeed arise from the ways in which power is diffused throughout society and within social
relationships. From a Foucauldian perspective, then, “  refers to a broad band of disciplinedcritical
questioning of the ways in which power works through the discursive practices and performances of
schooling” (emphasis in the original, Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998, p. 4).

CRITICAL APPROACHES TO STUDYING LITERACY EDUCATION

Locating the literature that could be characterized as  within the field of literacy education is not ascritical
straightf orward as it may seem, largely because, until quite recently, there were few such studies, and those
that were published tended to appear as books, book chapters, and articles in general educational journals
(e.g.,  and practitioner-oriented journals (e.g.,  rather thanHarvard Educational Review) Rethinking Schools)
in the mainstream research journals in the field (e.g., Reading Research Quarterly, Journal of Literacy

 Despite these problems, several lines of work can be identif ied. One line of work, inspired byResearch).
neo-Marxist critical theory, examines the political economy of reading instruction (a study of the historical
relations between means of production and state structures) in order to show the ideological dimensions of
what are thought to be neutral technologies (i.e., commercially published materials and instructional
practices) of reading instruction (Luke, 1989, 1991; Shannon, 1989). Shannon (1989) extended his work on
basal reading materials by examining the ways these materials serve to deskill teachers, whereas Luke (1988,
1989), showed how particular literacy practices come to be selected and authorized in the official discourse
on literacy education.

A second line of work attempts to move beyond cultural discontinuity explanations for the low levels of
reading achievement among African-American and Hispanic students by considering issues of power and
politics as well as cultural differences. Drawing on Freire’s theory, this work explores the ways that students’
positioning in the larger society intersects with school literacy practices to silence them and construct them as
school failures rather than literate persons, or, in other cases, to enable them to give voice to their knowledge
and begin to read their world and rewrite it (e.g., Mitchell & Weiler, 1991; Walsh, 1991a). Other literacy
scholars have woven together Freirean ideas with those of Russian language and social philosopher Mikhail
Bakhtin to show how power works through language and how acknowledging students’ voices can inform
pedagogy and expand students’ possibilities (e.g., Gutierrez, Rymes, & Larson, 1995; Walsh, 1991b). A few
progressive literacy educators (e.g., Edelsky, 1991) have used critical theory and Freirean theory to articulate
their underlying political commitment to challenging social and economic inequalities, something others are
less sanguine about because they believe whole language and process writing instruction have taken hold, in
part, because they serve corporate interests in an information society (Willinsky, 1990).2

One of the most fertile strands of critical work on literacy education is inspired by poststructuralist theories,
as indicated by the interest in critical discourse analysis (e.g., Bloome & Talwalkar, 1997; Fairclough,
1989,1992; Gee, 1990; Luke, 1995) and in feminist poststructuralist studies of literacy education (e.g.,
Davies, 1989, 1993; Gilbert, 1991, 1993, 1997). In some cases, this work combines critical theory,
sociocultural theories of literacy (e.g., Street, 1984), and poststructuralist theory to critique progressive
literacy pedagogies such as process writing and whole language (Luke & Freebody, 1997a, 1997b). This line
of scholarship points up the contradictions in these practices and shows that what are thought to be “natural,”
“authentic,” and “empowering” pedagogies may unintentionally reinf orce the status quo by valorizing
particular kinds of literacy practices or allowing oppressive practices to enter the classroom in an attempt to
value students’ “voices” or encourage teachers to serve as “facilitators” (e.g., Gilbert, 1991, 1997).
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Despite the differences in the meaning of  within critical scholarship on literacy education, we cancritical
(tentatively) note some themes that this work seems to share. One is that literacy is conceptualized as a social
and political practice rather than a set of neutral, psychological skills. Another is that critical approaches look
beyond the taken-f or-granted explanations of practices and policies to understand their historical formation,
especially the ways in which discourses—systems of ideas traditionally thought to be “outside” of
schooling—work to construct the instructional practices and social relations that constitute literacy education
in schools. And, finally, critical approaches seek to challenge and transf orm the status quo by engaging
people in a “collective process of re-naming, re-writing, re-positioning oneself in relation to coercive
structures” (Davies, 1993, p. 199).

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

We began this chapter by asking why critical approaches had been excluded from the discourse on literacy
education, and this question continues to trouble us, especially at a time when bilingual education and
affirmative action are under attack. Why have we agreed not to frame literacy education as political? One
explanation is that we, as a field, have made a fetish of the search for the “correct” methods of teaching
reading. Yet, as Bartolome (1994) noted, this “methods fetish” only serves to deflect our attention from
questions about the inequalities and injustices that persist in schools and society. Critical approaches to the
study of literacy education examine the ways in which literacy instruction participates in the production of
these persistent inequalities but also how literacy instruction may become a site for contesting the status quo.
Although this line of scholarship is just beginning to receive attention within the field of literacy education,
the need for work that addresses these issues is more urgent than ever as new literacies, along with new
modes of exploitation, multiply in our increasingly globalized and digitalized world.
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Footnotes

The contemporary landscape of critical work is more complex than what we can present here; our hope is1

that this brief overview can give a sense of the issues being developed in the discourse.

This debate reflects the ambiguous legacy of the Progressivism (the social movement critical of the urban,2

capitalist, industrial society that was emerging at the turn of the 20th century); although progressives were
committed to social progress and believed in equality, efficiency, and science, there is disagreement as to
whether this movement was liberal or conservative because, it is argued, it helped consolidate the emerging
corporate capitalism (Wexler, 1976).
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