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Abstract 

 

This article draws on a critical literacy framework to explore how a high school student enacted, 

across contexts, his critical stance toward gender and racial stereotypes. Data were gathered 

over a two-year timeframe at a high school where the author taught tenth grade English. 

Analysis focused on the student’s use of critical conversations and teacher-created assignments 

while in school, and his use of Yahoo! Mail, Amazon Seller Feedback, and Facebook status 

updates outside of school. Findings suggest the student engaged critically with specific popular 

culture texts (e.g., videogame-based playing card; popular song lyrics) as well as an American 

food conglomerate. His focus on critiquing stereotypes across contexts suggests opportunities 

for fostering critical perspective-taking are not limited to the classroom. 
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Conversation and Consumer Feedback:  

Exploring a Secondary Student’s Cross-Contextual Critical Literacy Practices 

About six months after completing a unit of study exploring how stereotypes function in 

traditional and popular culture texts, Thomas (pseudonym), a fifteen-year-old white male, 

approached me while I was on lunch duty. In a quiet voice, he told me he had sent a Yahoo! 

Mail message to an American food conglomerate critiquing cartoon images on the back of a 

children’s cereal box. The images, he explained, depicted children from various countries with 

exaggerated physical features. One child, for example, was drawn wearing a bomber hat, 

missing two front teeth, and holding a sign above his head that suggested Canada as his country 

of origin. In Thomas’ message, he argued for “tak[ing] the box off the shelf” because it was 

“teaching kids to use stereotypes.” In a follow-up conversation, Thomas reflected on his critical 

interpretation of the image: 

I've been told that my reaction to the box was a bit much, but the more thought I put 

into it, the more it angers me. Some could claim [the images are] innocent, but I don't 

see it that way; what do children have to gain from being exposed to misinformation 

and stereotypes? 

In this excerpt, Thomas explained why he challenged what he perceived to be the negative 

messages a popular culture text had conveyed to its audience. In his view, the seemingly 

“innocent” cereal box images “expose [children] to misinformation and stereotypes.” What is 

particularly notable about these conversations between Thomas and me is not just that he 

expressed a critical perspective toward cultural stereotypes, but that he also used the 

conversations to describe how he acted and reflected on that perspective.  

Previous research on the ways students might express critical perspectives (e.g, Ávila & 



Meacham CONVERSATION AND CONSUMER FEEDBACK 

   42 

Moore, 2012; Garcia, 2013; Lewison, Flint, & Van Sluys, 2002) often focus on critical literacy 

practices such as disrupting the commonplace, interrogating multiple viewpoints, and/or 

analyzing the relationship between the local and societal. However, few studies examine how 

students extend such literacy practices toward action (e.g., Burnett & Merchant, 2011). In this 

study, I explore how Thomas’ critical perspective toward stereotypes extended across four 

dimensions of critical literacy (see Table 1 for contextual details) and resonated across contexts. 

By using the term “resonate,” I mean to suggest Thomas enacted, across contexts, a critical 

perspective toward a specific social justice issue (stereotyping). 

Research exploring the resonance between student critical literacy practices occurring 

within and outside of school is important in that it holds the potential for informing teachers’ 

attempts at fostering students’ abilities to evaluate “the linguistic, visual, and aural signs and 

symbols that inundate their lives, public and private” (Lewis, 2014, p. 190). Because Thomas 

utilized multiple modes of communication within varying contexts, I employ a critical literacy 

perspective to frame what he did with reading and writing in a broad and ideological sense 

(Freire & Macedo, 1987; Street, 2003). As such, the research questions are: a) In what ways 

does a student engage in critical literacy practices while in school, and b) In what ways does the 

same student engage in critical literacy practices while outside of school? 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is situated within a sociocultural perspective whereby literacy is defined as a 

social practice that links personal meaning-making to cultural, institutional, and historical 

contexts (Freire & Macedo, 1987). In particular, the critical literacy framework employed here 

draws on a Freirian (1974) understanding that all texts and social relations are ideological and, 

thus, position us in empowering and/or marginalizing ways. A critical perspective toward 
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literacy emphasizes the connection between our discursive interactions (e.g., written, aural, 

gestural, multimodal) and our socially situated ways of being and understanding, especially as 

they reflect relations of power. 

To be critically literate means more than “the acquisition of mechanical skills” (Freire & 

Macedo, 1987, p. 156). It involves developing critical consciousness by reflecting and acting on 

the word and the world, or what Freire called praxis. One way a student might engage in praxis 

is through the critical conversation. Such conversations are defined as discussions “about 

fairness and justice [that] encourage children to ask why some groups of people are positioned 

as ‘others’” (Leland, Harste, Ociepka, Lewison, & Vasquez, 1999, p. 70); and they often 

involve one or more of four critical literacy dimensions (Lewison, et al., 2002; Vasquez, et al, 

2013). 

Framing literacy in this way necessitates a means for exploring what we do when we 

engage in critical literacy practices. Lewison, et al. (2002) provided a model that organizes such 

practices into four specific dimensions: disruption of the commonplace; analysis of multiple 

(and, at times, contradictory) perspectives; a focus on socio-political issues; and taking action 

and promoting social justice. More recent works in critical literacy, such as Vasquez et al.’s 

Negotiating Critical Literacies with Teachers (2013), have expanded this model to include a 

wider range of literacy practices (e.g., those that occur in digital contexts). 

These two models of critical literacy emphasize what Freire (1974) noted as an 

emancipatory stance toward literacy, one in which students interact, praxially, in order to 

resist/challenge dominant Discourse systems of meaning. In this study, I draw on both Lewison 

et al.’s (2002) and Vasquez et al.’s (2013) dimensions of critical literacy (see Table 2 for 

descriptors) to explore how one student identified and countered cultural stereotypes presented 
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through popular culture media (e.g., Yahoo mail, Amazon seller feedback, Facebook status 

updates). In doing so, I highlight the ways Thomas’ literacy practices resonated across in- and 

out-of-school contexts. Exploring how Thomas’ critical perspectives were enacted helped me as 

teacher and researcher to better understand the important role specific communicative social 

forces, whether in- or out-of-school, play in adolescent lives (Lewison, Leland, & Harste, 

2015). 

In addition to the four dimensions of critical literacy (Lewison, et al., 2002; Vasquez, et 

al., 2013), I draw on discourse analysis (Gee, 2009) to examine how Thomas used language 

(both oral and written) to counter stereotypical positionings of non-dominant Discourse 

communities. According to Gee (1989), Discourse (with a capital D) refers to “ways of being in 

the world” (p. 6) that include all of the means by which we communicate who we are, what we 

do, and what we value and believe. Our everyday language usage (little d discourse), along with 

all of the other ways we might communicate meaning reflects the various Discourse 

communities to which we might belong (e.g., athletic teams, law firms, Facebook friends). 

Exploring Thomas’ rhetorical appeals (little d discourse), for example, in relation to his values 

and beliefs helped situate his critical literacy practices as they got enacted. 

Method 

This qualitative case study is designated as intrinsic in that it explores the “specific, 

unique, and bounded” (Stake, 1994, p. 237) ways a single student engaged in cross-contextual 

critical literacy practices. During the first semester of his sophomore year, Thomas initiated 

personal conversations during the school day. Many of those conversations highlighted his 

critical perspective toward school culture, social media, and politicians/political events. While 

others may have expressed similarly critical perspectives, none of the 243 students I taught 
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during that two-year span chose to engage with me in critical conversations. Thus, each data 

source associated with our conversations, as well as the texts Thomas produced over the course 

of the study, was collected as a means to highlight his unique worldview. In order to 

consistently determine which data I would collect, I utilized the descriptors for the four 

dimensions of critical literacy (Lewison, et al., 2002; Vasquez, et al., 2013) and data sources 

Thomas highlighted as personal and critical expressions. In analyzing the data I employed 

emergent, deductive, and collaborative coding (Smagorinky, 2008). 

Context 

The study took place over a two-year timeframe at a high school (enrollment – 1174) in 

a small southeastern city in the United States. Statistics on race and ethnicity were similar to 

most schools within the state (White 45%; Black 31%; Hispanic 18%; Asian/Pacific Islander 

3%) (greatschools.org, 2012). While Thomas was enrolled in an English Honors course that I 

taught, I collected data associated with his classwork as well as informal critical conversations 

between Thomas and me outside of class, but within the regular school day. Although in-class 

data collection ended with the initial school year, in the following year, Thomas and I continued 

to explore the nature of his critical literacy practices. 

Thomas as Intrinsic Case 

During the first weeks of school, unlike his peers, Thomas began to engage me in 

critical conversations. While some of those conversations were, for example, about the vintage 

gaming system he had discovered at our local flea market or the latest horror novel he was 

reading, others were more critical in nature. Focusing on such topics as national politics, racism 

in popular culture, and eventually the nature of his schooling experience, our interactions, at 

times, began to demonstrate how through casual conversation a student might question the 
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status quo. Having designed my courses with the goal of making room for discussions about 

social issues, I decided to recruit Thomas for a qualitative study to explore how he engaged in 

these kinds of conversations, as well as any of his other critical literacy practices. 

In order to highlight the unique way(s) he expressed his critical perspective, I designed 

the study as an intrinsic case. Stake (1994) distinguishes this type of research according to its 

specificity and uniqueness as a bounded system. Such cases provide opportunities to examine 

issues not “typically explored” (p. 4) in instrumental and/or collective case studies—which 

position the individual as secondary to understanding an issue or theory (Stake, 1995). 

However, because they “seldom fit neatly into such categories” (p. 236), the study of a single 

case may also shed light on larger conceptual understandings. Exploring how Thomas used 

multiple modes of communication to deconstruct status quo perspectives informed my 

understanding of his cross-contextual critical literacy practices. Thus, in this study, uniqueness 

not only refers to the way Thomas self-identifies, but also to his social interactions. 

During the study’s first year, for example, in a narrative essay on individuality, Thomas 

wrote, “The office does not view me as ‘Thomas the shy kid who enjoys computers,’” and that 

individuality, for him, involves “mixing things up every week,” or “not blending in.” Consistent 

with this belief, Thomas wrote that he “typically wear[s] a suit and tie for [his] own enjoyment,” 

because he “hates monotony.” Within the school context, dressing in formal business attire, 

rather than the casual attire worn by many other students, was a deliberate way to resist being 

viewed as “student #1657435” and ultimately to self-identify as a unique individual. 

At the beginning of the study’s second year, Thomas shared with me that he was in the 

process of telling his friends and family he is gay. As he later explained, his self-

identification—at first as “closeted” and later as an openly gay male—influenced his social 
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interactions. When closeted, he explained, he could explore “how people perceived [his] kind 

without knowing exactly who [he] is.” This type of “reconnaissance,” as he called it, allowed 

him to discover how others perceive gay men in stereotypical ways. However, coming out to his 

friends and family also afforded opportunities to break “the mold” by challenging the 

“flamboyant” gay male stereotype that “talks with a lisp.” For Thomas, then, self-identification 

was much more than a reflection on gender, it involved acting on social justice issues that were 

personally relevant. 

In addition to self-identifying as the kind of student who is “few and far between,” 

unlike his peers, Thomas engaged me in critical conversations about stereotypes related to 

gender and race. As a result, his social interactions also contributed to what was intrinsically 

unique (Stake, 1995) about his case. In particular, during these conversations, Thomas not only 

disrupted commonplace understandings of certain cultural groups, he also described how he 

used various digital media (e.g., Yahoo mail, Amazon seller feedback) to express a critical 

perspective toward social justice issues. Taking into consideration his numerous comments 

focused on identifying as, in his words, “[his] own person, set away from others,” Thomas 

positioned instrumentally. In other words, as Thomas might argue, he was not representative of 

a type of student (e.g., gamer) and, therefore, not “of secondary interest” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, 

p. 548). 

Data Collection 

Data collected during the first year included: a) work samples; b) journal entries; and c) 

informal/critical conversations that were recorded as field notes in a researcher’s journal. In 

total, five student assignments were collected (see Table 3). Samples included the personal 

narrative described above, along with a “Stereotyping in Song Lyrics” activity, whereby 
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students analyzed lyrics by the rock band Barenaked Ladies to determine how gender roles were 

viewed by a popular music artist. 

To scaffold the “Stereotyping in Song Lyrics” assignment, I first modeled how one 

might analyze a song by constructing and performing a think-aloud protocol that drew on the 

descriptors for the four critical literacy dimensions (Mclaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004). To model 

how one might analyze multiple viewpoints, for example, I asked aloud, “Whose perspectives 

are represented in this song?” With the lyrics displayed on an overhead projector, I highlighted 

textual evidence to support my analysis. Then, to scaffold student thinking about stereotyping in 

particular, I asked students as a class to brainstorm a list of stereotypes they may have observed 

in any text they have encountered in their day-to-day lives. The “Stereotyping in Song Lyrics” 

questionnaire and activity was then shared with the students (see Figure 11). As the 

questionnaire indicates, questions center on identifying the stereotype addressed in the song and 

whether or not the song perpetuated that stereotype. One question designed to foster student 

responses that aligned with the second critical literacy dimension was, “How could the lyrics be 

changed to focus on another group of people?” This question asks students to think in writing 

about how changing perspectives might complicate a text’s message. 

In addition, journal entries served as reflections on class discussions related to the 

concept of stereotyping through which Thomas, at times, elaborated his reasons for challenging 

status quo perspectives. Numerous informal and/or critical conversations took place outside-of- 

class and often focused on Thomas’ critical readings of popular culture texts, especially those 

he believed perpetuated negative stereotypes. Certain conversations, for example, centered on 

Facebook status updates. Other conversations centered on his use of Amazon seller feedback. 

Because informal conversations were impromptu, I recorded their content in a researcher’s 

                                                   
1 All figures are located at the end of the manuscript. 
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journal after they occurred. To minimize potential inaccuracies, I asked Thomas to review what 

I had recorded—focusing especially on direct quotations entered in the journal. Recording 

informal critical conversations served to preserve their spontaneity and provided opportunities 

for Thomas to clarify specific comments he had previously made. 

Data generated during the second year included: a) critical conversations; b) digital 

correspondence between Thomas and the food conglomerate’s customer service representative; 

c) status updates Thomas posted to his Facebook Newsfeed; and d) a semi-structured interview. 

Because Thomas was no longer enrolled in a course I taught, in-class data collection did not 

extend into the second year. However, he continued to engage me in critical conversations about 

the ways he challenged stereotypical perspectives toward gender and race. In one conversation, 

for example, he recounted how he challenged a fellow student’s view of gay men as “prancing 

feminine male[s].” As a result, I continued recording critical conversations as field notes over 

the duration of the study. 

Second-year data sources also included email correspondence between Thomas and the 

American food conglomerate. After he and I discussed their content, Thomas offered to forward 

his original Yahoo letter of complaint (see Figure 2) and the response he received from the 

company’s customer service representative (see Figure 3). The initial email message Thomas 

sent to the company helped illuminate how one student might act on a social justice issue 

related to cultural stereotypes. Additionally, because it was embedded in a forwarded email that 

contained Thomas’ commentary, the customer service representative’s response served to 

illuminate Thomas’ interpretation of how his critically-oriented actions (his praxis) might affect 

the company’s business practices. 

Thomas’ Facebook postings and Amazon seller feedback were examined for the degree 
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to which they demonstrated how he challenged and/or perpetuated cultural stereotypes and, 

thus, how he engaged (or did not engage) in critical literacy practices. Although Thomas did not 

“friend” me until the second year of the study (when he was no longer enrolled in my English 

course), data from this source spanned the two-year timeframe for the study. While Thomas 

gave me permission to collect data from before and after I gained access to his Newsfeed, he did 

not direct me toward any specific post that he previously or subsequently created. As a result, 

periodic posts helped further illuminate his digital literacy practices. 

Finally, to learn in more detail about the nature of these and his other literacy practices, I 

conducted a semi-structured interview with Thomas toward the end of the study’s second year 

(see Figure 4 for interview protocol). Conducting the interview provided opportunities for 

member checks that clarified his critical perspective and refined my interpretations of his cross- 

contextual literacy practices. 

Data Analysis 

I conducted data analysis in three phases. For the first phase, I began immediately after 

collecting Thomas’ work samples and journals and as I continued to record field notes 

(Maxwell, 2005) into the second year. I sorted data with respect to the ways Thomas engaged 

in literacy practices. For example, certain key phrases (i.e., “post on Facebook” and “reviews 

on Amazon”) focused on out-of-school literacy practices began to suggest emergent patterns 

related to digital media usage. Such phrases/practices helped guide initial organization of data 

into two overarching codes: in-school literacy practices and out-of-school literacy practices. 

Phase I data analysis also suggested codes that aligned with certain critical literacy 

dimensions identified in the works of Lewison et al. (2002) and Vasquez et al. (2013). For 

example, the word “stereotype” appeared in numerous transcribed data sources. Depending on 
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context, Thomas’ use of the word might reflect critical literacy descriptors (see Table 4) for one 

or more of the four dimensions. As such, during the second phase I employed the critical 

literacy dimensions (Lewison, et al., 2002; Vasquez, et al., 2013) as deductive codes under 

which I categorized transcript data. As a third phase, I revisited data sources to identify codes 

that extended, or even contradicted, first-phase emergent and/or second-phase deductive coding. 

Revisiting the data transcripts, thus, aided in exploring the complicated nature of Thomas’ 

critical literacy practices (See Table 5 for phase II and III coding chart excerpts). 

In addition, during the three phases of data analysis, a colleague met with me 

periodically to discuss emerging patterns in the collected data. By comparing our interpretations 

of the interview transcript, we identified, for example, an emergent code related to Thomas’ use 

of a digital medium (Amazon seller feedback) to critique unethical business practices. As this 

and other data sources (i.e., critical conversations; forwarded emails) revealed similar practices, 

we refined the emergent code as “literacy practices occurring outside of school” (phase I data 

analysis). In doing so, we noted how this literacy practice might align with specific dimensions 

of critical literacy (phase II data analysis). 

As a result, collaboratively coding segments of data transcripts helped refine 

interpretations (Smagorinksy, 2008). While certain data transcripts (i.e., semi-structured 

interview) showed how Thomas’ literacy practices challenged cultural stereotypes and, thus, 

coded as “disruption of status quo thinking," other data transcripts (i.e., Facebook status 

update), at times, reinforced cultural stereotypes. In such instances, we coded these data as 

“perpetuation of status quo thinking.” Because of the variable nature of Thomas’ literacy 

practices, rather than collapsing all online practices into a single overarching category 

associated with out-of-school contexts, data were organized according to how Thomas’ use of 
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digital media challenged and/or perpetuated the status quo across contexts (phase III data 

analysis). 

Previous research (i.e., Ciardiello, 2004) in critical literacy suggests structured analytic 

protocols related to specific critical literacy dimensions aid teachers who wish to foster student 

engagement in critical conversations during in-class instructional time. This current study adds 

to existing research by coding for both deductive and emergent data patterns (see Table 5) that 

showed how Thomas’ cross-contextual literacy practices aligned (and/or did not align) with 

critical literacy dimensions identified by Lewison et al. (2002) and Vasquez et al. (2013). 

Position as Teacher and Researcher 

Given my dual role as researcher and Thomas’ teacher, I recognize my subjective 

position and, whenever possible, quote what Thomas said (and wrote)—especially as it 

conveyed his beliefs about cultural stereotypes. While these dual roles provided insight into 

Thomas’ literacy practices that an outside observer may not fully recognize, I acknowledge that 

my own socio-historical perspective influences the interpretations I make (Anderson, 1989). As 

a white male, a member of the middle class, and, thus, a member of dominant Discourse 

communities (Gee, 2009), it was imperative that I check my own interpretations with/against 

the interpretations of the participant and my peers (Creswell, 2003).  

As noted above, in addition to checking my understandings with Thomas, a colleague 

(and researcher in identity work related to gender and race) provided feedback on transcript 

analysis and overall research methodology. Such peer debriefing helped to illuminate the blind 

spots associated with my own biases (Creswell, 2003; Tracy, 2010). In addition, collaborative 

coding helped enrich interpretations of data related to Thomas’ critical literacy practices. While 

I noted, for example, that he recognized the racist nature of a cartoon character’s visual 
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depictions, my colleague’s coding highlighted where Thomas critiqued similarly racist 

linguistic depictions. In this particular case, I kept both sets of coding, as they helped 

characterize Thomas’ literacy practices. When collaborative coding revealed discrepancies, 

collaborative discussions helped us reach agreement on the specific codes at hand 

(Smagorinsky, 2008). 

In addition, because serving as Thomas’ teacher and as researcher risked participant 

coercion (Huberman, 1996), during any given interaction it was possible that Thomas told me 

what he thought I wanted to hear. To minimize this limitation, as I analyzed data, I asked 

Thomas to look critically at my understandings of his literacy practices. However, because it 

was possible that our teacher-student relationship influenced his critique, as member checks 

extended into the second year (when Thomas was no longer enrolled in the courses I taught), I 

asked him to revisit my first-year interpretations. Thus, while out-of-class moments afforded 

opportunities for Thomas to engage me in critical conversations, they also afforded 

opportunities for me to elicit informal member checks. In one such instance, for example, I 

asked Thomas to check my interpretations that his critical comments related to our school’s 

Gay-Straight Alliance and his participation in a Gay Pride parade were, in part, due to their 

personal relevance. Additionally, I asked Thomas to check interpretations that suggested certain 

in-class activities I assigned fostered his critical appraisal of a specific popular culture text. He 

noted, “Yes they did, but I was also already doing that.” 

Findings 

In organizing the Findings, I frame Thomas’ literacy practices according to the four 

dimensions of critical literacy. In doing so, I highlight their extension across contexts. Analysis 

of in-class data indicates Thomas used teacher-made assignments and journal reflections to 
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express a critical perspective toward gender and racial stereotypes reproduced in certain popular 

culture texts. Such literacy practices aligned with the first three critical literacy dimensions: by 

focusing his in-class critique on the socio-political nature of cultural stereotypes, he disrupted 

the commonplace and challenged contradictory perspectives. While outside of school, Thomas 

used Yahoo mail, Amazon Seller Feedback, and Facebook status updates to reflect and act on 

social justice issues. Thus, his digital literacy practices extended across all critical literacy 

dimensions. However, because Thomas’ digital literacy practices, at times, perpetuated rather 

than challenged cultural stereotypes, I also examine how certain data might be contradictory. 

Disrupting the Status Quo 

At its heart, critical literacy involves disrupting forces that marginalize and/or exclude 

members of certain non-dominant cultures (Luke, 2012). To counter those forces, teachers and 

students engage in critical literacy practices that involve uncovering subtle systems of meaning 

that permeate students’ everyday lives. 

For example, Thomas used the teacher-created questionnaire about stereotyping in song 

lyrics to disrupt commonplace understandings of gender. He did this by reflecting on the ways 

stereotypes function as a certain kind of “hairshirt [the song’s speaker] wears . . . but he doesn’t 

want to.” In analyzing specific lines, Thomas explored how, to him, the message of a popular 

song “shows that when we’re born, we are immediately labeled.” He wrote, “When a boy is 

born, he is expected to be strong. When a girl is born, she is expected to be pretty.” These 

comments demonstrate that in agreeing “completely with what [the speaker] said,” Thomas 

“unpacked social practices” (Vasquez et al., 2013, p. 9) that reflect gender stereotypes. In other 

words, Thomas disrupted commonplace assumptions about being male or female. 

In this example, Thomas indicated that although the speaker is positioned in a traditional 
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gender role, wearing the label is “uncomfortable.” Such a comment suggests, while in class, 

Thomas not only recognized gender stereotypes at work in society, but also how those 

stereotypes do not reflect the positions certain people may wish to take up. 

For Thomas, such actions are particularly important ways to counter the subtle nature of 

status quo systems of meaning. Earlier in the same class session, for example, he reflected in a 

journal entry on a previous day’s discussion: 

Stereotypes are becoming so common we hardly notice them at all anymore. The 

[racist] stereotypes in cartoons are teaching children in a subtle manner. If things 

continue going like they have been, stereotypes will become common generalizations 

and thought of to be fact. 

In this particular excerpt, Thomas noted “we hardly notice [stereotypes] at all anymore” and that 

they are “teaching children in a subtle manner.” In voicing an understanding of racism as a 

social construct that gets reproduced, in part, via hegemonic processes (Gramsci, 2000), 

Thomas focused on the socio-historical nature of a popular culture text; he demonstrated an 

understanding that multimodal text constructions may eventually lead to “stereotypes 

becom[ing] common generalizations” that are “thought . . . to be fact.” 

Analysis of Thomas’ (little d) discourse further revealed how his pronoun usage 

emphasized this point. Rather than narrowly focusing on his situation (which the singular “I” 

might have indicated), Thomas’ use of the phrase “we hardly notice” suggests he understands 

stereotyping to be widespread (“we”) and subtle (“hardly notice”). Furthermore, in noting it is 

also “becoming so common,” Thomas understands racist stereotypes reflect the status quo, or 

commonsense assumptions (Kellner & Share, 2007; Vasquez, et al., 2013). Thus, like the 

speaker in the Barenaked Ladies song, he disrupted the commonplace; by focusing on the socio-
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historical, he critiqued the ideological nature of a popular culture genre. Taken together, these 

data suggest Thomas believes stereotyping’s effect on those who are most impressionable not 

only goes unnoticed, but also may take on a kind of permanence. 

Exploring exactly how students use teacher-created assignments to disrupt 

commonplace assumptions may foster literacy learning. In examining what students do (while 

engaged in such practices), educators may learn how they go about doing it and, thus, may be 

better equipped to foster student agency. As Lankshear and Knobel (2009, p. 12) argue, 

“literacies as a matter of social practices . . . are bound up with social, institutional, and cultural 

relationships, and can only be understood when they are situated within their social, cultural, 

and historical contexts.” Considering the world is becoming increasingly interactive and 

collaborative (Janks, 2012; Moje, 2009), this point is particularly salient. However, what 

students do while engaged in critical literacy practices is not always limited to disrupting the 

commonplace; they may also involve analyzing multiple and/or contradictory perspectives. 

Analyzing Competing Viewpoints 

A second dimension of critical literacy involves exploring how texts, contexts, and 

social relations get interpreted. Unlike the first dimension, which centers more broadly on 

underlying systems of meaning, this dimension focuses on how such systems might marginalize 

certain voices while privileging others (Lewison, et al., 2002). Examples of Thomas’ literacy 

practices that aligned with this particular dimension involved analyzing competing viewpoints 

toward popular culture texts and countering traditional perspectives toward student 

organizations. 

While Thomas used journal entries and the “Stereotyping in Song Lyrics” assignment as 

opportunities for in-class critical perspective-taking, he also used informal conversations for 
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similar purposes while outside of class. For Thomas, such opportunities served as a means for 

exploring important questions, such as the one he asked at the end of a specific journal entry: “I 

would like to know why most people think stereotyping is acceptable and even funny. They 

think it’s ok, unless they’re the ones being stereotyped.” 

For example, about a month into the study’s first year, Thomas appeared before school 

holding a videogame-based playing card portraying a character with supernatural powers. While 

I performed my morning duty, he struck up a conversation during which he explained how the 

character’s physical portrayal reflected racist stereotypes and how consumer criticism had 

resulted in the company changing the character’s skin tone and facial characteristics. He said, 

“This is so bad that even the company realized what they had done and changed the way the 

character looks.” Such comments demonstrate how Thomas used a casual conversation to 

analyze two contradictory perspectives: a company (and its product) on the one hand and 

consumers (who might purchase the product) on the other. By interrogating a multimodal sign 

system (videogame-based playing card) he challenged a dominant Discourse for the way it used 

visual images to position certain cultural groups. Kellner (2003) notes that when students 

analyze certain media texts for underlying viewpoints, they begin to question the ideology, 

biases, and/or meanings behind their representations. By critiquing the depiction of the playing 

card character, Thomas understood the not-so-subtle image to be a racist one. 

While critical conversations about popular culture texts provided opportunities for 

Thomas to challenge stereotypes occurring in societal contexts, conversations and journal 

reflections about social practices at our school provided opportunities to critique stereotypes 

occurring in local contexts, especially those he believed to be personally relevant. For example, 

in his essay on individuality, Thomas highlighted contradictions between societal and personal 
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perspectives toward self-identity. He wrote, “We tend to think of ourselves as individuals, but 

we are hardly ever thought of that way by others.” During several critical conversations, 

Thomas explored how this contradiction might play out in personally relevant ways. By 

examining the degree to which he would be judged negatively if he were to join a student 

advocate group, Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA), forming at our school, Thomas critiqued a 

viewpoint that, in his mind, was particularly intolerant. At our school, he argued, if joining a 

religious-oriented organization (such as Fellowship of Christian Athletes) is acceptable, it 

should be “ok to join the GSA.”  

Taken together, Thomas’ journal entries and critical conversations suggested he 

understood stereotyping to be a sociocultural phenomenon, one that tends to get disseminated 

through societal and local contexts. In reflecting on forming the GSA, he recognized how 

adolescents might challenge what constitutes so-called acceptable student organizations. In 

analyzing the playing card, Thomas noted contradictions between competing perspectives and 

how that contradiction resulted in the company changing the card’s design. This point is 

particularly important because it suggests Thomas understands how consumers and students 

might not only reflect on social justice issues, but also act in ways that effect positive change.  

Focusing on Socio-Political Issues 

While both examples above demonstrate how Thomas’ literacy practices aligned with 

the second critical literacy dimension, his critical conversations about joining the GSA 

highlighted the socio-political nature of those conversations and, thus, also aligned with the 

third dimension. This (and other) examples suggest that Thomas’ literacy practices, at times, 

emphasized the ways larger societal issues connect to everyday lived experiences (Lewison et 

al., 2002).  
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During the interview conducted in the second year of the study, Thomas described how 

he used a digital resource to “write entire novellas” about business practices he believed were 

unacceptable. As he explained, he would “tear them down [for] what they did wrong.” In one 

instance, Thomas received a refund and was told by Amazon that they “were going to 

investigate” a problem he believed was “caught up in” the increased consumer buying habits 

occurring at Christmastime. Because he expressed a critical perspective toward businesses he 

felt were taking advantage of consumers, his practice highlighted the relation between a 

consumer’s everyday lived experience (online purchasing) and a societal issue (unscrupulous 

business practices). Although his use of Amazon seller feedback did not challenge 

commonplace assumptions associated with cultural stereotypes, Thomas noted he “really felt 

strongly” about exploitative business practices and in these situations he “can’t stop writing.” 

Such passion for expressing a critical perspective also extended to his use of Facebook 

status updates. In between his posts about a new job, a recent excursion to the local thrift shops, 

or his love of Pavarotti, Thomas expressed his views toward social and political issues. For 

example, during the first year of the study, in one post he wrote, “The United States of America: 

The world’s largest shopping mall” and in another, “It’s called The American Dream because 

you have to be asleep to believe it.” In the first post, he critiqued his home country by equating 

it to a capitalist phenomenon (the “shopping mall”) and, in the second post, continued that 

critique by suggesting the American Dream can only be believed if one is “asleep.” 

In posting other status updates, Thomas extended his critical perspective toward cultural 

stereotypes. In one post, he echoed his critique of the playing card by writing, “The [cartoon 

character’s name] is racial slang for Pocket Monster.” In two comments posted during the 

study’s second year, Thomas shared that he would “be in charge of the GSA” for the upcoming 
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school year and invited his Facebook friends to join him in attending a local Gay Pride Parade. 

On the other hand, analysis of Thomas’ Facebook status updates also appeared, at times, 

to suggest contradictions in his otherwise consistent critical perspective toward sociopolitical 

issues. For example, while he criticized a food conglomerate for its stereotypical physical 

portrayal of Canadian children (see below), Thomas also seemed to perpetuate cultural 

stereotypes associated with Canadian social practices. In one Facebook post he wrote, “What’s 

your favourite colour, eh? I think someday I might become a Mountie, but I don’t know much 

aboot their job.” In this post, he used a phonetic spelling to effect a stereotypical Canadian 

accent (e.g., “aboot”) and to reflect Canadian language practices related to word spellings (e.g., 

“favourite”). In another post, he characterized a 2012 Republican presidential candidate 

(Michele Bachmann) as “the dumbest whore in the entire world” and that, “there is no one 

worse than this bimbo.” Such sexist language flies in the face of Thomas’ otherwise critical 

stance toward a politician’s level of competence. These data suggest that while students like 

Thomas may use digital literacy tools for civic participation, their awareness of the ways 

language works in powerful ways may be underdeveloped and, thus, they may also fail to 

recognize their complicity in perpetuating cultural stereotypes. 

Taking Action to Promote Social Justice 

Although Thomas used classroom assignments and critical conversations to reflect on 

stereotypical perspectives, data analysis indicated that he used digital resources (i.e., Yahoo 

mail, Facebook status updates, Amazon seller feedback) to extend those literacy practices 

toward action. Thus, findings demonstrate how literacy practices aligned with this fourth critical 

literacy dimension may also simultaneously align with any of the other three dimensions. As 

discussed above, findings associated with Thomas’ use of Amazon seller feedback and his 
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Facebook status updates suggested that, in acting to promote social justice, he focused on 

sociopolitical issues related to consumer purchasing habits, political elections, and gay rights. In 

order to show exactly how Thomas used written communication not only to reflect, but also act, 

on a social justice issue, I now turn to his use of a common digital medium. 

Thomas’ Yahoo Email Message. During our critical conversation centered on the 

children’s cereal box, Thomas described how he composed and sent a letter of complaint to the 

food conglomerate responsible for, in his mind, stereotypical cartoon images displayed on their 

product. Additionally, during the second year of the study, Thomas shared that he had received 

a response from one of the company’s customer service representatives. As he explained, the 

representative had attempted to reassure him the company values “loyal customers.” 

Thomas initiated correspondence with the food conglomerate because, as he told me 

during a critical conversation, he felt “he had the power to do something about [stereotypes].” 

Such a comment demonstrates that, in this situation, Thomas felt empowered to effect social 

change and, thus, held a certain degree of agency. In particular, he used the email message (see 

Figure 2) to disrupt a dominant Discourse system of meaning that, in his view, not only 

employed visual images to stereotype certain cultural groups but also caused children to believe 

such stereotypes to be fact. Thus, the message not only serves as an example of how Thomas 

engaged in a kind of praxis—or reflection and action on the word and the world (Freire, 

1970)—it also demonstrates how his critical perspective extended across critical literacy 

dimensions. Similar to his in-class assignments and his critical conversations, Thomas used a 

digital medium to disrupt the commonplace, interrogate multiple perspectives, and focus on the 

sociopolitical. 

Schieble (2014) notes that students may engage in critical (visual) literacy by critiquing 
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a multimodal text for the ways its images position certain groups of people. Consistent with this 

point, in the second paragraph of his message, Thomas wrote, “Surely there is a better way for 

you to ‘entertain’ children via the back of the box. We don’t need children these days growing 

up thinking that this is an accurate depiction of people.” In this specific example, Thomas’ 

diction and use of punctuation (his little d discourse) called into question a dominant Discourse 

expressed through the company’s portrayal of specific cultural groups. For example, by using 

the word “surely” (a word that conveys strong belief or confidence) as well as a set of quotation 

marks, Thomas dismissed the food conglomerate’s visual representations while also questioning 

what he perceived is the intended function of the text to “entertain.” In other words, Thomas 

articulated his understanding of the relation between the societal and the local. 

In addition to focusing on the sociopolitical and disrupting the commonplace, because 

Thomas challenged the company’s depiction of various cultural groups, he also interrogated that 

viewpoint. One way he did this was by using rhetorical strategies commonly found in written 

and oral argumentation (Purdue Online Writing Lab, 2014). In the first paragraph, he noted the 

images are stereotypical because not everyone who lives in Canada “is missing teeth, or wears 

funny hats.” By making this claim, Thomas set up an argument that counters visual images 

found on the cereal box. To support that argument, Thomas used an interrogatory tone 

throughout. Sentences beginning with “for some reason,” “Why does she have,” and “I have to 

question” have an inquisitive effect. Taken together, they called into question the company’s 

perspective and, ultimately, illuminated its complicity in “teach[ing] children this not-so-subtle 

stereotype.” 

Phrases such as “upon viewing,” “points of concern,” and “again, this is not accurate, 

nor clever,” indicate that, in addition to using an interrogatory tone, Thomas not only critiqued 
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his audience’s text, but also intended to persuade them to alter their discourse. Such an appeal 

demonstrates how interrogating a particular viewpoint might lead to a call for action that alters 

that viewpoint. Thus, it illustrates how one student’s particular critical perspective might align 

with the first three critical literacy dimensions (Lewison et al., 2002; Vasquez et al., 2013). 

However, it also demonstrates how Thomas’ in-school critical literacy practices were 

extended by an online digital medium. In his Yahoo mail message, Thomas constructed a text 

that countered the ways popular cultural stereotypes (such as videogame-based playing cards) 

are, in his words, “teaching children in a subtle manner.” As Thomas suggested in his analysis 

of the Barenaked Ladies song, challenging certain generalized viewpoints is particularly 

important for those who do not wish to take up stereotypical positions related to gender and/or 

race. 

Ultimately, the email message stands as an example of how students might use specific 

digital tools (e.g., podcasts, blogs, Twitter feeds) to negotiate certain societal expectations. In 

particular, the third paragraph begins to show how Thomas constructed a text that both resists 

and counters these expectations. He wrote, “instead of using your own depictions of a nation’s 

people to represent that nation, you could instead use . . . anything that is a fact, not a biased 

opinion.” In doing so, Thomas noted, cereal box images might “educate children as to what 

these countries really stand for.” This suggestion demonstrates how, in the end, Thomas’ initial 

in- class critical perspective-taking (e.g., “Stereotyping in Song Lyrics”; journal entry 

reflections) extended across out-of-class (e.g., critical conversations) and altogether out-of-

school (e.g., Yahoo mail) contexts. Specifically, while his critical perspective-taking 

consistently involved disrupting the commonplace, interrogating multiple viewpoints, and 

focusing on sociopolitical issues, his digital literacy practices extended that perspective toward 
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praxis, or taking action to promote social justice as it relates to gender and race. 

Interestingly, while Thomas’ email demonstrates how engaging in praxis may be 

personally relevant for adolescents and, thus, how the societal connects with the everyday, it is 

perhaps the customer service representative’s email response to him (and Thomas’ reaction) that 

best demonstrates why “provid[ing] contexts in which students can assume critical authoritative 

voices” (Ávila & Moore, 2012, p. 32) is a particularly important skill for teachers to foster. To 

elaborate, I now turn to the email reply (see Figure 3) from the food conglomerate’s customer 

service representative as Thomas forwarded it to me. 

The Company’s Email Response. As with his initial email, Thomas shared with me the 

company’s response. However, whereas Thomas used his email to critique/resist an ideology for 

its cultural stereotypes, in his view, the company’s email response defended/promoted that 

ideology. For example, Thomas quoted the company’s representative as stating, “It is never our 

intention to offend any of our loyal consumers.” Instead of acknowledging Thomas as someone 

concerned about the welfare of society’s children, the quote positioned him as a “loyal” member 

of a Discourse (“consumer”) community. Such statements illustrate how discursive acts may 

maintain the status quo or, as Thomas noted, to “teach children in a subtle manner.” This is 

further demonstrated in the final sentence of the email response. Thomas quoted the company’s 

representative as writing: “I’ve sent a full value coupon, good on any . . . family product.” 

In the end, Thomas’ own words highlight his critical stance. In a comment at the bottom 

of the quoted email, Thomas spoke directly to me about the company’s email message. With 

what appears to be a sarcastic tone, he wrote, “I suppose I can use the coupon to buy more 

stereotypes.” Such a comment suggests he believed the company was attempting to maintain the 

status quo. In particular, the phrase “I suppose” signals Thomas interpreted their offer of “a full 
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value coupon” as an attempt to position him as “loyal customer” and, furthermore, he 

recognized this as a position he may either take up or resist. 

As his comment suggests, the attempt failed because he was critically aware of their 

rhetoric. Within the context of this article, then, the significance of the digital communication 

lay in the notion that, despite the apparent sarcasm of his comment, Thomas seemed to believe 

his actions might have a positive effect. He noted, “[H]opefully they won’t produce any more 

[stereotypical images].” Although he did not believe the conglomerate would “pull the boxes,” 

such a comment indicates Thomas did retain his belief in the power of social action. 

In sum, then, analysis of Thomas’ digital literacy practices begins to suggest why it is 

important to foster student critical perspective-taking. While Thomas’ student work samples, 

critical conversations, and online digital literacy practices demonstrate how his critical 

perspective-taking extended across critical literacy dimensions, they also highlight how he 

recognized and challenged (or, at times, perpetuated) cultural stereotypes conveyed by and 

through popular culture texts. However, analysis also highlights how we, as educators, might 

open new spaces for students to engage in cross-contextual critical literacy practices. 

Discussion 

In the Theoretical Framework section of this report, I suggested employing a critical 

literacy framework could aid in understanding how a particular student might engage in critical 

perspective-taking. Through written assignments, critical conversations, and digital media tools, 

Thomas enacted a critical stance toward stereotypes that aligned with three critical literacy 

dimensions and resonated across multiple contexts. Through digital resources, Thomas also 

extended his critical perspective-taking toward the fourth dimension. While previous research 

(e.g., Garcia, 2013; Hull et al., 2010) suggests in- and out-of-school student critical literacy 
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practices may complement each other, few explore exactly how that might happen (e.g., 

Duncan- Andrade & Morrell, 2005; Hall, 2011). 

One area where this study might be extended is in research that explores the degree to 

which students engage in critical conversations with other students and/or family members. 

Such an analysis may further highlight the way students engage in specific critical literacy 

practices directed toward specific audiences. 

In addition, research focused on cross-contextual resonances between students’ in- and 

out-of-school critical literacy practices holds the potential for suggesting ways teachers might 

further foster student agency and, thus, enhance existing classroom practice. To this point, 

Janks (2013) notes: 

By encouraging students to make texts about things in the world that matter to them; by 

focusing on what they produce rather than on what they consume; by harnessing their 

creativity and by helping them share what they make with audiences of their own 

choosing, we will help them to understand what literacy is for. In doing so we give them 

the power to name their world (p. 238). 

This study’s findings demonstrate how Thomas’ use of various digital media functioned as 

written texts that conveyed his critical perspective toward “things in the world that matter to 

[him].” While data analysis highlights Thomas’ use of Yahoo mail to critique a consumer 

product, it also highlights how he used Amazon seller feedback to critique what, in his mind, 

appeared to be unscrupulous business practices. One way to extend research in this area, then, is 

by exploring how students use virtual/digital tools to create visual and aural texts that resonate 

across dimensions of critical literacy. In this way, researchers might learn more about how 

students use elements of design (Janks, 2009; New London Group, 1996) to convey a critical 
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perspective in a virtual environment. Recent studies conducted in New Literacy Studies provide 

examples that might be useful for teachers who wish to assign multimodal (critical) text 

productions (i.e., Curwood & Cowell, 2011; Mills & Chandra, 2011). 

Such digital practices suggest teachers may employ social media (such as Instagram or 

Snapchat) to foster multimodal critical perspective-taking and, thus, help students explore how 

one might extend the local toward the societal. For example, teaching how to create and 

maintain a video blog that explores connections between personally and socially relevant issues 

may open spaces for students to engage with new audiences. In doing so, teachers may foster 

opportunities for students to self-select, as Thomas did, popular culture texts they wish to 

critique, media through which they wish to critique the texts, and audience(s) toward whom 

they wish to direct their critique (Ávila & Moore, 2012). Digital media texts, such as public 

service announcements, video podcasts, and even tweets, may serve this purpose. 

Although Thomas held a critical stance toward popular culture texts while in class, he 

did not put that stance into action until he employed various digital media tools. The 

implications for teachers and researchers alike, then, indicate that, in order to capture critical 

enactments, design of future studies and classroom instruction may need to include multiple 

social media platforms. 

According to the New London Group (1996), this is particularly important for 

contemporary literacy learning classrooms. Such a pedagogy, they argue, must take into account 

the ever-increasing diversity of our student populations. To that point, they ask, “what is 

appropriate for all in the context of the ever more critical factors of local diversity and global 

connectedness” (p. 62)? These two points, that modes of communication are rapidly multiplying 

and such multimodalities represent the ever-increasing importance “of cultural and linguistic 
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diversity” (p. 63), suggest that today’s literacy pedagogy must be a pedagogy of multiliteracies. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

In the Methods section of this study, I acknowledged certain limitations of my own 

subjective position as a white male and member of the middle class. In recognizing their 

persistence, I noted how I sought to minimize such limitations (Anderson, 1989). By employing 

member checks and collaborative coding (Smagorinsky, 2008), for example, I sought to identify 

the specific instances in which my gender, class, and race shaped my interpretations. This kind 

of critical reflexivity helped to illuminate my own biases and, thus, complicity in perpetuating 

status quo perspectives (Anderson, 1989; Tracy, 2010). 

While data analysis of Thomas’ literacy practices showed how a student might engage in 

praxis across contexts, what it did not show is how a student might also engage in reflexivity. 

One specific example lay in Thomas’ journal entry described in the Findings section above, in 

which I noted that his use of the pronoun “we” suggests he understands that stereotypes are 

widespread. What it also suggests, however, is that Thomas may have an underdeveloped 

understanding of the complexities associated with the ways various individuals might (or might 

not) recognize and experience cultural stereotypes. Lewison et al. (2015) note that to engage in 

critical reflexivity means to examine both the social and the personal. In other words, it involves 

not only challenging social injustices, but also one’s “own complicity in maintaining the status 

quo” (Lewison et al., 2015, p. 18) associated with such injustices. For Thomas, a white middle 

class student and, thus, member of a particular dominant Discourse, engaging in reflexivity 

might mean exploring the ways his consumer practices perpetuate the stereotypes he intended to 

challenge. Or, it might mean analyzing how his social media usage reflects a specific 

worldview. 
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For teachers, providing opportunities to direct critical stance both inwardly and 

outwardly might encourage students to problematize their critical perspectives and, ultimately, 

“outgrow [them]selves” (Lewison, et al., 2015, p. 18). While Thomas may have directed his 

critical stance toward his own literacy practices, such actions are not reflected in the data 

collected for this study, and, thus, the findings are limited in their scope. Data analysis also 

indicated that Thomas’ in-school literacy practices associated with taking action and promoting 

social justice were limited. One reason for this limitation, perhaps, was the lack of teacher (and 

student) access to digital tools such as whole class sets of laptops and/or computer laboratories. 

As resources dedicated to one-to-one or blended learning strategies continue to grow, teachers 

and researchers may learn more about how students with full access to online resources and 

audiences engage in critical digital praxis within the school context (Ávila & Pandya, 2013). 

Readings such as Lewison et al.’s Creating Critical Classrooms: Reading and Writing 

with an Edge (2015) suggest strategies for teachers who wish to foster student critical literacy 

practices across contexts. Supplemental digital resources 

(http://routledgetextbooks.com/textbooks/_author/lewison/2) provide critical literacy lessons that 

apply across content areas (i.e., drama, art, and math) and grade levels. A particularly useful 

resource is their sets of text analysis and discourse analysis questions, which may be used to 

conduct whole class discussions related to one’s content area. 

Limitations associated with participant reflexivity highlight potential directions for 

future research. In particular, while the intrinsic case study design allowed me to explore what 

was unique about Thomas, it was also bounded by a single participant’s specific and unique 

social practices and, thus, its findings are not intended as generalizations (Stake, 1995). As a 

result, future studies that examine student critical literacy practices across contexts might be 

http://routledgetextbooks.com/textbooks/_author/lewison/
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designed as collective case studies that take instrumental approaches. Because such studies 

focus on “phenomenon, population, or general condition” (Stake, 1994, p. 237) they may aid in 

understanding how students engage (or do not engage) in reflexivity while in small group 

settings. 

After the completion of this two-year research project, I often wonder if Thomas 

continues to reflect and act on social justice issues he finds personally and socially relevant. It 

was Thomas who initiated critical conversations about a children’s cereal box, about a 

videogame-based playing card, and about joining student support organizations others might 

find inappropriate. To what extent does he remain critically active? To what extent does he 

engage (Lewison et al., 2015) others in praxis? In moving forward, I hope to address such 

questions by conducting research that examines how students not only enact a cross-contextual 

critical stance but also how that stance might get maintained as they matriculate. Conducting 

longitudinal collective case studies focused on cross-contextual critical literacy practices would 

extend the breadth of this study’s findings and, perhaps, illustrate how students might become 

lifelong readers of the word and the world. 
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Appendix 
 

Table 1 Contextual Details Associated with Thomas’ Critical Literacy Practices 

 

Context Practice Content Associated Critical 

Literacy Dimension 

In-class: Journal entries; Exploration of racial and Disruption of the 

Within the written assignments. gender stereotypes critiqued commonplace; focus on 

school day,  by popular culture texts; the socio-political; 

during daily  Critique of school interrogation of multiple 

instructional  administration. perspectives. 

class sessions.    

Out-of-class: Critical conversations Critique of racial and gender Disruption of the 

Within school with author stereotypes reproduced by commonplace; 

day, before and  popular culture texts and interrogation of multiple 

between daily  institutional practices within perspectives. 

instructional  the school.  

class sessions.    

Digital/Online: Yahoo mail sent to Critique of racial Disruption of the 

Outside of American food stereotypes reproduced by commonplace; 

school conglomerate popular culture texts; call to interrogation of multiple 

contexts. (including Thomas’ action of American food perspectives; focus on the 
 commentary); conglomerate; reflection on socio-political; taking 
 Amazon seller that call to action; critique action and promoting 
 feedback; Facebook of online business practices. social justice. 
 posts   
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Table 2  

 

Critical Literacy Descriptors Influenced by Lewison et al. (2002) and Vasquez et al. (2013) 

 

Disrupts the 

commonplace 

Analyzes/challenges 

multiple viewpoints 

Focuses on 

socio-political issues 

Takes action/ 

promotes social 

justice 
 

 Understands knowledge is 

socially and historically 

constructed. 

 

 Asks how texts position the 

reader (and vice versa) as 

well as others. 

 

 Emphasizes critique as 

well as hope (deconstructs 

and reconstructs) 

 

 Disrupts taken for 

granted/systems of 

meaning 

 

 Asks whose culture gets 

defined as common sense? 

 

 Understands that no text is 

ideologically neutral 

 
 Analyzes multiple and 

contradictory perspectives. 

 

 Asks of texts and their 

creators: whose voices are 

privileged and whose are 

not? 

 

 Focuses on those whose 

voices are marginalized. 

 

 Constructs 

counternarratives to 

dominant Discourses. 

 

 Acts as critical inquirer – is 

collaborative, examines 

what one knows from 

multiple perspectives. 

 

 Acknowledges that 

knowledge is understood 

differently from different 

perspectives. 

 

 Analyzes relationship 

between the local and the 

societal, especially in terms 

of sociopolitical systems. 

 

 Challenges the status quo of 

unequal power relations 

 

 Uses literacy as a means to 

engage in the politics of the 

everyday. 

 
 Sees literacy as a tool for 

civic participation. 

 

 Demonstrates a conscious 

awareness of language and 

how it works in powerful 

ways. 

 

 Engages in praxis – 

reflection and action on 

the word and the world. 

 

 Engages in crossing 

cultural borders in order to 

understand others. 

 

 Acts rather than spectates. 

 

 Uses critical text 

production to promote 

social change. 

 

 Searches for answers to 

real-world problems. 

 

 Uses critical social 

practices to (re)write 

identities as social 

activists. 

 

 Involves reflexivity - 

recognizes one’s personal 

complicity in maintaining 

the status quo 
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Table 3 

 

In-class Assignments Collected for Data Analysis 

 
Assignment Description 

Synectics Activity This activity used the synectics strategy to 

foster student creativity through the 

construction of personally meaningful 

metaphors and/or similes 

Stereotyping in Song Lyrics In pairs, students selected and analyzed 

popular song lyrics to determine their relation 

to stereotyping. 

Personal Narrative Students wrote personal narrative essays 

focused on individuality. 

Written reaction to in-class 

Paideia seminar on popular culture 

texts. 

The reaction focused on what was learned 

about the nature of popular culture texts 

through student-led in-class discussions. 

In-class Paideia seminar on 

universal concepts found in the 

novel Things Fall Apart. 

In this seminar, students discussed how power 

and conflict in Things Fall Apart are related to 

the contemporary world. 
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Table 4 

 

Phase III Data Collection and Analysis Associated with Thomas’s Critical Literacy Practices 

 

Context Practice Content Associated Critical 

Literacy Dimension 

Digital/Online: 

Outside of school 

contexts. 

Facebook posts. Critique of sitting US 

Senator; perpetuation of 

gender stereotype. 

Focus on the socio- 

political; Perpetuation 

(rather than disruption) of 

status quo thinking. 

Critique of Canadian 

English dialect/cultural 

practices; perpetuation of 

cultural stereotypes 

Perpetuation (rather than 

disruption) of status quo 

thinking. 

Critique of Millennial 

generation for the 

“gullible” nature of its 

facebook posts – related to 

social causes; perpetuation 

of generational stereotypes. 

Perpetuation (rather than 

disruption) of status quo 

thinking; perpetuation of 

dominant (rather than 

consideration of multiple) 

perspectives. 
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Table 5 

 

Phase II and III Data Analysis Coding Chart (excerpt) 

 
 Disrupting the 

commonplace 

Interrogating Multiple 

Viewpoints 

Focusing on sociopolitical 

issues 

Taking action and 

promoting social justice 

RQ1: In 
 

Phase III (Perpetuation of status quo thinking – Facebook posts): 

 
“I think I'm going to convert my religion to Canadien (Spelled the French way :D), just to try it out...”  “Michele 

Bachmann is the dumbest whore in the entire world. I swear there is no one worse than this bimbo. If she 

becomes the president, I will quit the United States.” 

what ways 

does a 

student 

engage in 

critical 

literacy 

practices 
while in 

school? 

Source: Reflection on in- 

class discussion of 

stereotypes in popular 

Source: Journal entry. 

 
I agree that stereotyping has 

Source: Essay on 

individuality. 

Source: Critical 

conversation 

 culture. a big influence on We tend to think of Text: Conversation 

RQ2: In 

what ways 

does a 

student 

engage in 

critical 

literacy 

practices 

while outside 

of school? 

 
In our discussion 

yesterday, someone 

mentioned stereotypes 

presented on television. 

For me, it is most notable 

in cartoons or other 

animated shows. While 

you could point out the 

obvious, South Park, 

Family Guy, Drawn 

Together (which is 

advertising. Stereotypes are 

commonly used to sell a 

product to a specific type of 

people. For example, a lot of 

commercials for computers 

stereotype nerdy people . . . 

I already know a lot about 

stereotypes. I don’t believe 

them myself, but they are 

still commonly used. You 

just have to pay attention to 

find them. I 

ourselves as individuals, but 

we are hardly ever thought 

of that way by others. Right 

now as I sit in my desk, the 

school system does not  

view me as an individual. 

While teachers may be the 

exception, there are still 

many more who aren’t. The 

office does not know me as 

“Thomas, the shy kid who 

enjoys computers.” Instead, 

focused on the reflection 

aspect of praxis in that he 

discussed with me his 

desire to join the Gay- 

Straight Alliance club at the 

school. 

 

Text: 

 horribly racist), and a few define stereotyping as I am viewed as “student  
 others. These are not the assigning definitive, #1686183.”  
 only examples of negative   
 stereotypical cartoons. traits/characteristics to a Source: Facebook post  
 Stereotypes can be found certain type of people. I   
 in nearly any television 

show. 

 
Source: Email message 

to Quaker foods 

 

You are slowly, but surely 

would like to know why 

most people think 

stereotyping is acceptable 

and even funny. They think 

it’s ok, unless they are the 

ones being stereotyped. 

“Boy, we lost a lot in 2011; 

Osama bin Laden, 

Muammar Gaddafi, and 

Kim Jong Il. AND 

NOTHING OF VALUE 

WAS LOST.” 

 

 affecting the minds of the Source: Stereotyping in   
 young children that view Song Lyrics assignment.   
 this box. Surely there is a    
 better way for you to Text: (note that this is both   
 "entertain" children via a set of questions focused   
 the back of the box. We on a song I provided and   
 don't need children these questions focused on songs   
 days growing up thinking the students located)   
 that this is an accurate    
 depiction of these people. The conflict is between the   
 We don't need children character and society.   
 who use stereotypes to Society is labeling him, but   
 identify any group of he doesn’t want to be   
 people. labeled.   
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Stereotyping in Song Lyrics 

 

Directions: Answer the following questions in complete sentences. 

 

1. Do these lyrics perpetuate a stereotype? What does the word “perpetuate mean?” 

 

2. Provide specific lines as proof for your answer to the firs part of question one. 

 

3. How does your proof support your answer for number one? 

 

4. Do you like the lyrics? Why or why not? 

 

5. What is a hairshirt? What literary device is the hairshirt an example of? 

 

6. Which group(s) of people does the stereotyping in this song focus on? Provide a line as an 

example. 

 

7. How could the lyrics be changed to focus on another group of people? 

 

8. For homework, locate song lyrics that either: 1) stereotype certain groups of people; or 2) 

comment on stereotyping certain groups of people. Print out the lyrics and bring to class. 

 

 
Figure 1. “Stereotyping in Song Lyrics” activity.
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I typed up and sent my complaint to the [name of cereal company’s] website. The following quote is exactly what I said to 

them: 

 

"Recently, upon viewing the back of your [name of cereal] box, I noticed some points of concern. I was immediately struck by 

the image of you "Canadian." Or, rather, your stereotypical portrayal of a Canadian. For some reason, he is the only one 

missing teeth, as well as wearing a fur togue. Not every Canadian is missing teeth, or wears funny hats. Unfortunately, you 

are beginning to teach children this not-so-subtle stereotype. A child should not come up with this image when picturing a 

Canadian, but they will if they grow up with this image. Another thing that strikes me is your portrayal of Asians, specifically 

Japan. Why does she have such a scrunched up nose that isn't featured on any of the other children? Again, this is not 

accurate, nor clever. The third stereotype on the box is of your "French" child. I have to question why he is wearing a beret, 

which is a common stereotype of the French. 

 

You are slowly, but surely affecting the minds of the young children that view this box. Surely there is a better way for you to 

"entertain" children via the back of the box. We don't need children these days growing up thinking that this is an accurate 

depiction of these people. We don't need children who use stereotypes to identify  any group of people. 

 

My suggestion is that instead of using your own depictions of a nation's people to represent that nation, you could instead use 

the nation itself. Use locations and monument, anything that is a fact, not a biased opinion. You could educate children as to 

what these countries really stand for. 

 

Thank you for your time. Please, do change the box." 

 

Figure 2. Thomas’ email message. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subject: 

 

 

 

 

 
Note: this comment was added by Thomas 

before he forwarded his original Yahoo mail 

message to me. 
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Figure 3. Company’s email response to Thomas (forwarded). 
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Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

 

Opening script: Hi Thomas thank you for agreeing to this interview. One of my goals is to 

learn about the things you do with reading and writing. So, that’s what we’ll be discussing 

today. Is it ok if I record the interview? Keep in mind that there are no wrong answers. I’m just 

looking to hear as much as you can tell me about what you do with reading and writing. 

 

1. How would you describe the kinds of things you like to read? Do you ever do this online? 

 

2. How would you describe the kinds of things you like to write? Do you ever do this online? 

 

3. How often do you read/write these kinds of things? Where do you read or write these kinds 

of things? 
 

4. What are the reasons that you read and/or write? If you don’t read or write, please describe 

why. 

 

5. Do you ever read or write with others (like collaborating)? If so, what kinds of things do you 

read or write together? 
 

6. Some people use writing as a way to comment on things in our society or community. For 

example, they might write about certain kinds of discrimination. Do you ever read these kinds 

of writings? Do you ever write these kinds of things yourself? 

 

7. Describe how what you read or write in school is different from what you read or write 

outside of school? How is it similar? 

 

8. How would you describe the classroom discussions in your classes? 

 

9. Describe the kinds of things related to reading and writing that you and your classmates do 

in your classes. 
 

10. Which of these things are most meaningful to you? Why? 

 

11. In what ways do these things connect with the reading and writing you do outside of 

school? 

 

 

Figure 4. Interview protocol.
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