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Abstract 

This paper describes a unit taken from a larger ethnographic study in which the author 

collaborated with an English teacher who used critical literacy and arts integration in her 

classroom. The lesson plan was guided by the theoretical perspective that knowledge is a social 

construction and diverse student groups should be a part of this process in an effort to legitimate 

various knowledge forms, nurture students’ creativity and critical thought, and provide students 

venues for creative expression and critical text production. This study contributes to the existing 

research on critical literacy and arts-based education. The lesson plan outlined in this paper 

provides just one way in which teachers can combine critical literacy and the arts in their 

classrooms.  
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Critical Literacy and the Arts: Using One-Act Plays to Promote Social Justice 

For several years, I taught English at an urban high school with a culturally and 

linguistically diverse (CLD) student population. The CLD students I taught were rarely presented 

with opportunities to evaluate academic knowledge and construct new knowledge as a result of 

the deficit thinking many people had about them (Delpit, 1995/2006). During this time, I had to 

find a balance between following a strict curriculum and cultivating an environment in which the 

learning process centered in students’ interests and built upon their existing knowledge. My 

students had so many different lived experiences and ways of knowing, it was often a challenge 

for me to adhere to a standardized curriculum that marginalized their funds of knowledge and 

positioned them as passive recipients of knowledge. I personally saw the classroom as a space 

where democracy could be practiced and social justice could be realized. As a result, it was 

crucial that my students read and discussed texts that centered around themes that were central to 

their lives. I define texts as anything with the “potential for meaning” (Smagorinsky, 2001, p. 

137), including but not limited to books, plays, stories, essays, music, art, and documentaries. 

Students collaboratively constructed meanings from these texts and, importantly, produced texts 

of their own. Through various art forms, students used their creativity to construct knowledge 

about themselves, others, and the external world. Critical literacy and arts-based instruction 

played pivotal roles in fostering an enjoyable learning environment that challenged students and 

cultivated a desire to learn more.  

In light of the inequities that exist in U.S. society and the injustices that historically 

marginalized groups still face (Hackman, 2005), it is crucial that teachers include the voices of 

all students in the learning process and employ classroom practices that equip students with the 

knowledge and skills to participate in a democratic society and effect positive change. Critical 
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literacy is a classroom practice that values multiple perspectives as the teacher and students 

evaluate texts, produce critical texts, and enact positive change in the world (hooks, 1994; Freire, 

1970/2000; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Morrell, 2008). Consistent with critical literacy practices, 

arts-based instruction also has the potential to support diverse ways of interpreting and creating 

texts (Dewey, 1934; Gadsden, 2008; Eisner, 2002). In this paper, I describe a unit that served as 

part of a larger ethnographic study, in which an English teacher and I combined both critical 

literacy and dramatic arts in an urban high school English classroom. Our lesson plans were 

guided by principles of critical literacy and arts-based education.  

Critical Literacy 

Traditional literacy instruction often presents meanings as fixed and objective, but fails to 

recognize that texts are shaped by cultural and political views. Critical literacy, on the other 

hand, centers around political awareness, and places the interpretive authority of a text in the 

hands of the students, which invariably allows them to use their own lived experiences and funds 

of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, Gonzalez, 1992) to analyze the underlying themes and 

cultural, political, and historical contexts of a piece of literature (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Luke, 

2012; Morrell, 2008).  

Lewison, Flint, and Van Sluys (2002) provided a conceptual framework for teachers who 

wish to incorporate critical literacy in their classrooms. Lewison et al. (2002) outlined four 

dimensions of critical literacy, which include: 1) disrupting the commonplace, 2) interrogating 

multiple perspectives, 3) focusing on sociopolitical issues, and 4) taking action and promoting 

social justice. I used this framework to guide critical dialogue and critical text production in the 

classroom.  



Gordon  CRITICAL LITERACY AND THE ARTS 

77 

 

Critical Dialogue 

Dialogue is an essential component of critical literacy classrooms. Shor and Freire (1987) 

described critical dialogue as a process in which the teacher presents knowledge to students and 

together the class examines, critiques, and reconstructs knowledge, which leads to individual 

transformation and potentially effects positive change within society. The dialogic classroom 

gives students a more active role in the learning process, and because of students’ increased 

involvement, teachers become more familiar with their students and can design instruction that is 

relevant to their interests and learning needs.  

Shor and Freire (1987) posited that “dialogic inquiry is situated in the culture, language, 

politics, and themes of the students” (p. 18). That is, topics of discussion center around students’ 

interests and, as students engage in dialogue, they use their lived experiences, personal 

knowledge, and cultural and linguistic repertories and skills to explore these topics. Although 

topics in the dialogic classroom may be familiar to teachers and students, through dialogue, class 

participants evaluate familiar topics in nuanced ways. They look at the object of study from 

various perspectives, broadening their own perspective of the object. Through critical dialogue, 

the teacher in this study positioned her students as critical agents in the knowledge construction 

process. For the unit described in this paper, students chose themes that were central to their 

lived experiences and produced narratives that promoted social action. 

Critical Text Production 

Critical literacy not only involves interpreting texts but also producing texts that advocate 

for social justice (Morrell, 2003). Critical text production shifts the focus of critical literacy from 

the consumption of texts to the production of texts that “challenge us to reconsider our world 

(Morrell, 2003, p. 7). Consistent with epistemologies that view knowledge as plural and 
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malleable, texts that students create may also take many shapes and forms. Critical text 

production might include debate (Morrell, 2008), poetry (Muhammad, 2015), visual art (Zoss, 

Smagorinsky, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2007), or other forms of literacy. Morrell described five 

tenets of critical text production that guided our lesson planning: 1) historicity, 2) problem-

posing, 3) dialogic, 4) emancipatory, and 5) praxis. We began by presenting the historical 

contexts of texts and students drew on their experiences and funds of knowledge to interpret the 

world. We engaged students in authentic dialogue about relevant social issues that impacted 

marginalized groups and encouraged students to think of solutions to real-world problems that 

they cared about. Finally, by writing and performing one-act plays, students participating in this 

study were given a platform to take action and present their solutions to a real audience.  

Arts-Based Education 

Broadly defined, the arts represent creative expressions of visual art, music, performance, 

and digital media. Dewey (1934) contended that works of art are not represented by the product 

but the creative process. With this view in mind, students in arts-based classrooms are positioned 

as active participants in the construction of knowledge and not merely recipients of academic 

knowledge. By integrating the arts into their instruction, teachers potentially shape the way that 

knowledge is constructed and represented in schools (Gadsden, 2008). Arts-based education has 

the potential to connect students from CLD backgrounds and to enhance the teaching and 

learning experience in the classroom.  

Nonetheless, the arts have yet to find a permanent home in U.S. public schools (Eisner, 

1997). Artistic ability is not always seen as academic achievement, and the process of creativity 

is not easily quantified. Schools also have a tendency to dichotomize the arts and sciences and 
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place them in opposition to one another rather than viewing both areas as equally valuable in 

education and research (Eisner, 2002). Gadsden (2008) argued:  

not offering students the opportunity to experience a broad array of thinking, social, and 

emotional dispositions through art—to reorder their habits of mind—is to deny them the 

full experience of learning and deny teachers the opportunity to understand the breadth of 

possible knowledge (p. 33).  

In other words, cognitive, social, and emotional dispositions are all integral to the learning 

experiences of students. Arts-based education draws on students’ experiences, enhances their 

understanding, promotes creativity, and provides opportunities for enjoyment. Arts integration 

extends the definition of what counts as knowledge, provides students from historically 

marginalized groups with opportunities to utilize their funds of knowledge, and advocates for 

equity and social justice in education (Ladson-Billings, 2009).  

Participants and Setting 

The high school in which this study took place, Southeast High School (all names are 

pseudonyms), was a large urban, Title I school. The teacher participating in this study, Ms. 

Cason, was purposefully selected based on her willingness to use critical literacy and the arts. In 

the Spring of 2017, I observed Ms. Cason’s fourth block Multicultural literature class of seniors 

fulfilling their final required English credit in their last semester of high school. There were 16 

students in the class—nine females and seven males. Among them were seven Hispanic/Latino/a 

students, eight Black students, and one multi-racial student. Almost half of the students in this 

class were in the English as Second or Other Language (ESOL) program at some point in their 

high school career. Several students spoke Spanish as their first language, one student spoke 

Mam as his first language, and one student spoke French as his first language. Because many 
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students were not born in the U.S., they offered international perspectives on critical issues in 

U.S. society. 

The school in which this study took place had been labeled as “underperforming” for 

several years. Even though her students were intelligent and talented in many different ways, 

their funds of knowledge were placed in the margins of classrooms that centered around 

standardized assessments mandated by the school district. Classroom instruction, designed to 

help them reach curricular standards aligned with these high-stakes assessments, often failed to 

hold students’ interest to develop their critical and independent thinking. I spoke with Ms. Cason 

about engaging her students in critical literacy practices and arts-based instruction, and she 

excitedly agreed. 

Writing the One-Act Plays  

Ms. Cason and I collaboratively planned lessons for the students in her multicultural 

literature class. The goal of instruction was to cultivate critical literacy in students’ reading, 

discussion, and production of texts. Another goal was to integrate the arts in order to enhance the 

knowledge construction process and to provide diverse student groups with multiple ways of 

representing knowledge. We designed two units for this study. Each unit focused on applying 

critical lenses and critical literacy in the reading and production of texts. The units were entitled, 

“Windows into the Soul” and Windows into Society.” For the unit themed, “Windows into the 

Soul,” Ms. Cason and I chose the play, Real Women Have Curves by Josefina Lopez (1996) as 

the anchor text. We chose this play because it is a multicultural text, Ms. Cason’s past students 

enjoyed reading the play, and it critiques social issues in which her students expressed interest, 

such as gender, race, and social class. Figure 1 outlines this unit plan.  

 



Gordon  CRITICAL LITERACY AND THE ARTS 

81 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

A. Mini autobiographies 

B. Picture puzzle activity 

II. CRITICAL LENSES 

A. Reader Response 

B. New Criticism 

C. Psychological 

D. Gender 

E. Biographical 

F. Social Class 

G. New Historicism 

H. Post-colonial 

I. Deconstruction 

J. Archetype 

III. CRITICAL LITERACY 

A. Critical Dialogue 

B. Critical Text Production 

IV. REAL WOMEN HAVE CURVES 

A. Historical Context – Chicano! 

B. Background  

C. Reader’s Theater  

D. Critical Dialogue  

E. ONE-ACT PLAYS 

 

Figure 1. Unit plan for “Windows into the Soul.” 

The first week of the unit, Ms. Cason and I planned for students to present mini-

autobiographies. The purpose of this activity was to understand students’ personal backgrounds 

and histories so that we could plan lessons that were culturally relevant and meaningful for 

students. We also shared our autobiographies with the class.  

During weeks 2 and 3, instruction focused on explaining the 10 critical lenses outlined by 

Appleman (2015): 1) reader response; 2) new criticism; 3) psychological, 4) biographical, 5) 

gender, 6) social class, 7) new historicism, 8) post-colonial, 9) deconstruction, and 10) 

archetypal. Each day, Ms. Cason planned to teach one of the critical lenses, modeled for the 

students how to apply the lens, and then guided students in applying the lens using culturally-

relevant texts. After introducing the lenses, Ms. Cason and I scaffolded the learning process from 

being structured by critical lenses to being less structured, encouraging students to employ 

critical literacy practices as they saw fit.  
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During weeks 4 and 5, we planned for students to read and analyze teacher-selected texts 

with the critical lenses taught in previous weeks. Students divided into groups of two or three, 

and each group had the responsibility of applying one lens to the text. We also encouraged 

students to employ the critical literacy principles described by Lewison et al. (2002). 

During weeks 6 through 8, we planned for students to read the anchor text for the unit 

themed, “Windows into the Soul.” As students read Real Women Have Curves, they would take 

notes, applying the critical lenses and critical literacy perspectives they deemed most 

appropriate. After they read the play, they discussed the text as a whole class while Ms. Cason 

and I probed them again to think deeply about issues and consider alternate viewpoints. Lastly, 

students chose a topic from the play that interested them and then wrote and performed their own 

one-act plays in small groups. Ms. Cason gave them one week to write their plays, two days to 

perform in front of the class and receive feedback, and two days to rehearse them. They 

performed the plays in front of students from three other classes and some of their parents.  

Student groups produced a total of four plays. The first student group chose the theme of 

mother-daughter relationships taken from the play, Real Women Have Curves. They drew upon 

their own experiences and decided to focus on the father-daughter relationship in their own play. 

A father abandoned his wife and three children, and when tragedy struck, he returned. However, 

it was too late and the family that he left could not forgive him. The second group took up the 

theme of gender roles. They reversed the gender of two males in their play to illustrate how 

women are sometimes objectified by men. In the end, the men decided to change the way they 

treated women. The third group wrote an untitled play about a group of people who immigrated 

to the United States from Mexico. The play was written and performed in both English and 

Spanish. This group drew from their personal experiences and funds of knowledge to explore the 
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topic of the immigrant experience. Many of the events in the play were based on true events, 

including the deaths of people who traveled with them to the United States and the arrest of 

undocumented family members. Lastly, the fourth group wrote a play that focused on the 

criminal justice system and law enforcement, especially as it related to minorities. When a Black 

teen was shot and killed by a police officer, his friend sought justice for him by going to court 

and testifying against the police officer. However, this group left the end of the play with the 

monologue, delivered by the slain teen’s friend, because they couldn’t agree on whether the 

policeman should have been convicted or not. 

By combining critical literacy and the arts, students explored social issues they felt 

passionately about, such as parent-child relationships, gender roles, immigration, and the 

criminal justice system and police brutality. The views they presented in their plays also 

reflected the opinions that they expressed in class dialogue. Several students took pride in their 

work because they were given an opportunity to share their stories with a wider audience. 

Critical dialogue helped students see the possibilities for change and also see themselves as a 

part of the solution.  

Discussion 

 By combining critical literacy and the arts, Ms. Cason created an environment for her 

students that honored their funds of knowledge and promoted the evaluation and co-construction 

of knowledge. She also moved away from “traditional stylistic thought” that positions the 

language practices of historically marginalized groups outside of the classroom context and treats 

them as “the word of no one in particular” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 276). Instead, she created a space 

in which students’ voices were removed from the margins and literally brought center stage.  
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Ms. Cason made space for diverse worldviews, values, and practices in her classroom. 

For instance, the group of students who wrote the untitled play about immigration initially 

performed their play entirely in Spanish. One group member, Messi, argued that the play “should 

be in Spanish” because “Mexicans speak Spanish.” For him it did not make sense to tell the story 

of Mexican immigrants in English because this did not reflect the reality of the characters in their 

play. Ms. Cason explained that if the members of Messi’s group wanted everyone in their 

audience to understand their message, they should at least make half of the play in English, and 

they agreed to change some of it. Several researchers have contended that when working with 

CLD students, teachers should legitimate the linguistic resources they bring into the classroom 

while finding ways to expand their language practices to understand and transform the broader 

society (Delpit, 1995/2006; Ladson-Billings, 2009). I saw Ms. Cason’s compromise with Messi’s 

group as doing just that.  

It was apparent that students considered themselves equal partners in the learning process 

as they discussed subject matter. Ms. Cason positioned her students as critical agents rather than 

just “depositories” of knowledge (Freire, 1970/2000). Ms. Cason expressed in an interview that 

her students were “so filled with other thoughts, it’d be wrong for me to stifle that, or suppress 

that.” She added, “Whatever you think, you’re not wrong.” She celebrated cultural diversity, 

encouraged students to examine historical and political contexts, and taught them to be vigilant 

of oppressive systems in society. Ms. Cason helped students see how dominant ideologies 

positioned them throughout history and in modern society, and students were then able to 

reimagine different subject positions for themselves in their plays. 

What is noteworthy about this lesson is that Ms. Cason fostered critical literacy in a high-

stakes environment with CLD students who had not previously been given many opportunities to 
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engage in extended dialogue about issues that were important to them, much less write powerful 

narratives and present them to an audience. The findings from this study underscore the 

importance of the teacher’s role in fostering a supportive environment and achieving critical 

literacy and arts-integration. She established a positive rapport with her students, and they were 

comfortable expressing their ideas, including ESOL students, like Messi, who were, at one point, 

reluctant to speak in class. At the beginning of the study, he commented, “immigrants like us, 

like me, we don’t want to tell our story because we’re scared.” However, after his group 

performed their play about immigration, he walked to the front of the stage and delivered a 

heartfelt, impromptu speech, explaining to the audience that immigrants like him were not here 

to take anything from anyone. He stated, “We just want a better life.” The audience responded 

with a standing ovation, and Messi walked off the stage with an expression of accomplishment 

and pride.  

Ms. Cason also felt a sense of accomplishment at the conclusion of the study. She 

believed that the support of a teacher-researcher played an important role in shaping her views 

on knowledge, the knowledge construction process, and the goals of schooling. After the study 

concluded, she wrote me the following email message:  

Thank you for helping me open my eyes to the truths of society. Through the lenses and 

conversations, I find myself questioning traditions, laws, cultures, and American values. I 

am a better person because of you. (Cason, personal communication, October 3, 2017) 

Teachers who wish to use this approach in the future would benefit from different types of 

support, whether it is a researcher, a university, another teacher, a team of teachers, or an entire 

school.    
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Conclusion 

In the end, Ms. Cason and I legitimated students lived experiences and cultivated their 

creativity throughout this learning unit. Members of the class presented diverse perspectives, and 

sometimes the result was a better understanding of an issue. Other times, they were led to more 

questions. Most importantly, their curiosity was piqued, they were engaged in meaningful 

learning, and they enjoyed the process. Critical literacy and the arts played an important role in 

broadening students’ perspectives, enhancing their understanding, nurturing creative thought, 

and promoting social action. From the critical texts the class read to inspire critical dialogue to 

the critical texts they produced to promote social action and justice, Ms. Cason’s class illustrates 

what critical literacy and the arts represented for one teacher and her students and offers 

possibilities for what it could be for others.  
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