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CRITICAL LITERACY AND THE UN/DOING OF ACADEMIC

DISCOURSE

Catherine G. Taylor
Centre for Academic Writing, University of Winnipeg

Critical Literacy emphasizes reading and writing as activities for
personal empowerment and social transformation. Paolo Freire (1987),
the great Brazilian educator who founded the critical literacy movement,
described the critical use of language which he hoped his adult literacy
students would embrace as “reading the word and the world.” Like
others working in the field of critical literacy, he saw the process of
becoming literate as a consciousness-raising project in which one
becomes aware of how language powerfully structures our experience
of the world, enmeshing our every perception and feeling in pre-existing
value-laden systems of meaning that help to legitimize existing social
arrangements. People who are becoming “literate” in the ordinary sense
of the term are learning to recognize what words stand for, to look right
through words at the world. In contrast, people who are becoming
“critically literate” are also learning not to look through words at the
world; they are learning instead to see the words — Freire’s “word-
world” — themselves. They are coming to recognize that language is
not a neutral transmitter of reality, best wielded by those with the best
education, but a political arena where established practices and
conventions serve dominant members of society in an intimate clutch
described by Michel Foucault (1980) as “power/knowledge.”

Critical literacy, it could be said, means waking up to the status of
dominant language practices as the servant of power. It means
recognizing how texts participate in “discourses” in the Foucauldian
sense of dominant language systems that structure the forms and limits
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of possible thought, making it difficult for any text expressing non-
dominant views to be persuasive or appear rational (Foucault 1982).
Working with illiterate peasants in Brazil whom he saw as terribly
exploited by a wealthy landowning class, Freire saw that if literacy were
truly to make good on its promise of hope for a better life, learning to
decode the word would need to mean far more than learning to read
and write. Students would have to learn to decode the political nature
of language: exposing how injustice and vested interest are legitimized
in it, how it teaches marginalized people to feel inferior and hopeless. It
would mean struggling against the oppressive weight of dominant
discourses to articulate desires for a better world and communicate
them with potential allies (Gale and Dunsmore 2000).

Critical literacy has evolved from its roots as a politically-inflected
method of teaching basic reading and writing skills. The literature of
critical literacy has by now become well-developed in Canada, Australia,
the U.S., and Britain by scholars such as Barbara Comber, James Paul
Gee, Barbara Kamler, Henry Giroux, Colin Lankshear, Allan Luke,
Chris Searle, Ira Shor, and Wendy Morgan, to name some of the most
prominent. Critical educators currently use it across the curriculum
and throughout educational levels as a method of teaching already-
literate people how to think critically about language and perhaps spark
a passion for social change. However, critical literacy does not have
broad-based popularity among teachers except in media studies (where
students are taught to see the destructive social engineering at work in
such media representations as skeletal young women and logo-
emblazoned young men) and information technology studies (where
students are taught to scrutinize web texts for authority, accuracy, and
so on). Outside these areas, critical approaches to teaching remain
somewhat suspect not only politically but practically. Critical literacy
is not widely employed in the teaching of subjects such as literature or
history, for example, even though the canonical tendency of both these
subjects lends them easily to a critical approach. The common charge
is that critical approaches are not practical; that they ignore essential
skills to pursue a leftist social agenda at the expense of the students
who are entrusted to their teacher’s care. (The response made by critical
educators and myriad educational sociologists is that uncritical
approaches pursue a profoundly conservative one at the expense of
non-mainstream students. See, for example, Apple 1993, 1995.)
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In this paper I reflect on my own experience of using a critical
literacy approach to teach a course in Academic Writing that is charged
with the practical mandate of equipping socially marginalized students
with rocky educational histories to write university essays in a range of
subjects. I argue that my students became successful in doing this
precisely because of, not in spite of, the critical overlay of the course,
and I hope to provoke other teachers to consider the practical
advantages of a critical literacy approach in their own classrooms.
Although my focus in this article is on its pedagogical strength for socially
marginalized students, critical literacy is also an important approach to
teaching privileged students, both on the principle that developing
critical consciousness is personally liberating to all of us, and on the
one that the world needs more privileged people to develop a passion
for social change.

Critical literacy works in marginalized contexts because it is inspiring
to students who are weary of occupying abject positions in the education
system or struggling against poverty and prejudice. Instead of
disqualifying their life-experience as irrelevant to academic work, the
curriculum is designed to make direct use of their experiences of social
injustice and misrepresentation, and makes room for the expression of
critical insights that are genuinely impressive intellectual achievements
but seldom heard because seldom invited outside critical classrooms.
As Ira Shor has pointed out, critical literacy is grounded in the personal
and embraces the political in the interests of “remak[ing] our selves and
society, if we choose, through alternative words and dissident projects.
This is where critical literacy begins — words that question a world
that is not yet finished or humane” (1999: 1). The bold, affirming,
hopeful spirit of critical literacy can appeal strongly to a range of people,
whether personally disadvantaged or not, who find the world unjust,
and educators have applied the disruptive, rebuilding methods of critical
literacy to surface the voices and perspectives of people occupying a
wide range of subjugated social identities in what bell hooks (1997)
has called the “white supremacist capitalist patriarchy” of the Western
world: among them, people of colour, people living in poverty, girls
and women, and gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender/two-spirit/queer
people. If, as Shor hints, not everyone who is oppressed will want to
become a social activist, critical literacy can still function as a path to
becoming functionally literate so as to make one’s way in the world as it
is.
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Critical Teaching

In the summer of 2001, I prepared to teach a year-long Academic
Writing course in an access program where inner-city residents were
enrolled in a B.A./B.Ed. program designed to prepare them to teach in
inner-city schools. Here was a scene of critical teaching where the stakes
were very high: students who graduated from the program would become
teachers and important role models who brought experience of the
inner city to their work with children. The program is housed in an
unconverted elementary school building with child-height sinks,
fountains, and toilets; comically loud radiators and no air conditioning;
undrinkable water; and a tiny library, a long bus ride involving several
transfers to the nearest university library. Any critically literate person
accustomed to the surroundings of most mainstream university programs
might read this architectural text — as Pat Capponi observed of the
miserable waiting rooms in social assistance offices (Waite 2002) — as
signifying that those judged to be the least significant people had once
again been stuck into the least significant space. As the program’s
informational brochure describes, the “student body reflects the
demographic make-up of the core area (First Nations, visible minorities,
recent immigrants, and others),” where “others” includes, in a rare
lexical choice, able-bodied Canadian-born white people. The program
is

designed to provide a university opportunity for adults with inner
city experience who would not normally be able to enter and succeed
in university because of financial, academic, or social needs. Examples
of such needs include the following: low family income, single-parent
responsibilities, minority racial/ethnic status, and lack of prerequisite
academic qualifications (University of Winnipeg Education Centre/
UWEC Program brochure 2002).

All of my students turned out to be women, most of them single
mothers, many of them First Nations and Métis in an ethnically diverse
but white-dominant city where poverty is undeniably organized around
the Aboriginal “racial” axis. My own social location had acquainted
me thoroughly with forms of oppression specific to gender and sexuality,
but I am a white professor in a white-dominant culture, currently middle-
class and many years removed from financial hardship, and I have never
been targeted by racism. I expected that my students would be people
who knew at least as well as I that the “world is not yet finished or
humane,” as Ira Shor puts it (1999), and who had personal reason to
invest in critical literacy’s project of social transformation.
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But I also knew that my students would be people enrolled in an
educational institution who would need to develop functional academic
literacy to survive there. Whatever pedagogical approach I worked
from, critical or not, the course would need above all to introduce
students to the methods of academic writing that they are expected to
practise in their university courses. It would be crucial to cover the
main elements of academic argumentation: representing outside sources
through summary, paraphrase, and quotation; criticizing sources;
research methods and documentation; all of which are pulled together
in an argument-style research essay at the end.

Even for mainstream students with strong high school grades, the
first encounters with scholarly prose can be intimidating, boring, almost
physically repulsive: characterized often by long paragraphs, polysyllabic
Latinate language, fetishistic suppression of emotion, no illustrations
except unreadable graphs, produced by people with Ph.D.s, it is a word-
world that is not their own, and does not welcome outsiders. For most
of my students, many of them ten years out of high school, or having
finished their high school in adult education courses, academic writing
is unknown territory and a very unwelcoming one at that. They are the
least significant people in that territory in terms of authority and
expertise; the people who show up as subjects of academic studies, not
authors of them.

Knowing how academic prose can marginalize people occupying
my students’ social positions, teaching them that they are unqualified
to speak, I had considered downplaying the mastery of academic genres
as an end in itself, and instead emphasizing the development of a writing
voice in which to communicate with “real” audiences of one’s own
choosing about subjects of personal importance. At one point I
considered a life-writing and autobiography focus, and would happily
have facilitated writing in whatever form — journals, poetry, news and
opinion pieces, etc. — would afford the experience of writing as a
worthwhile activity that helps to accomplish something of value; the
mastery of academic methods could follow. I ultimately rejected these
indirect approaches because Academic Writing is a subject firmly
defined by its service to purposes beyond itself that constrain pedagogical
goals and choices: coming to love writing or see it as critical to oneself
is secondary to the goal of achieving the functional literacy needed
immediately to survive elsewhere in academia. A critical literacy
approach to the course could center academic prose yet offered an
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impertinent scrutiny of dominant culture and profound respect for
intellectual empowerment to counterbalance its oppressive effects.

As I planned the course, I chose a handbook that would cover the
main elements of academic writing, and then looked for a reader that
would offer a stimulating set of topics for class discussion and student
assignments. To do this, I tried to imagine who my students would be
and considered several quite promising books that I could predict would
be relevant to their present and future lives: collections on issues of
social diversity and social justice, collections related to Aboriginal
peoples in Canada, collections on progressive teaching methods.
Deciding against presuming to know my students before I’d met them,
and in keeping with Shor’s (1992) “generative” method of teaching
writing, I instead trusted my students as adults to chart their own learning
path. I began the course with a handbook but no reader and counted
on dialogic work with my students to generate topics of collective
concern grounded in their own lives, for which I could find and
photocopy readings or provide URLs. Our course began on September
12, 2001, the day after the terrorist attacks on New York and
Washington. Like thousands of other courses that began that September,
ours was dominated by those events, the bombing of Afghanistan that
ensued, and the changed world and word-worlds that were emerging in
their wake. If I had presumed to offer a fixed reading list, September
11th and its aftermath would surely have derailed it.

In the text that follows I reflect on how critical literacy worked in
our class to help my students develop sound academic writing abilities.
I focus most intensively on the work of one student, Chelsea Waite1, as
a way of demonstrating the developmental model we followed in the
course: not one of deficit-repair predicated on their lack of academic
experience, but one predicated on the critical abilities they had already
developed.

1. I wish to thank all my students for consenting to let me document our class
discussions and analyze our experience together. Their hard work and generous
spirits enriched my life and my experience as a teacher. I am especially grateful
to Chelsea Waite for agreeing to let me quote her work at length. I asked
Chelsea for permission to make more intense reference to her work because it
consistently demonstrates what was often found in all my students’ work: the
application of critical thinking and the struggle for academic voice that
characterized our work in this course.
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“Reading the News”

In our first class I distributed a set of news clippings and a list of
questions headed “Developing Critical Perspective by Getting Outside
the Box.” Such questions are commonly used in critical literacy courses
to draw attention to texts as constructs that frame reality in ways that
reflect the political biases of the speaker, and in so doing serve some
people’s interests and harm others’:

  Who benefits from the way this story is told?
  Who’s telling the story? What difference does that make?
  Whose voices are heard, and whose aren’t? What difference does

that make?
  What relevant factors are missing? What difference does that make?
  What kind of evidence is offered? What kind of evidence is not

offered?
  What is treated as a root cause? Who benefits from that?
  What is left until the end (when most readers have stopped reading)

or barely acknowledged?
  How else could this story have been told? What difference would

that make?

Answering such questions requires sophisticated skills in rhetorical
analysis that mainstream students even in senior years of university
study often struggle with. In using it to launch the course, I was working
from the premise that my students may not have had equitable
opportunities to develop the critical reading skills practised in academic
subjects such as literature, but that their marginalized social locations
as inner-city women would have provided ample opportunity to develop
skills in reading the word-world critically. Along with the questions I
distributed a set of news clippings that included a front-page Globe and
Mail article titled “Ottawa Pulls Plug on Native Junketeers,” a CP article
called “Researchers Seek Smelly Solution to Gas-Sniffing” that appeared
in the Winnipeg Free Press, and three articles from that newspaper: a
“Crime Stoppers” story featuring mug shots and bios of young Aboriginal
women wanted mainly for shoplifting offences but titled “Police Officers
Hurt on Woman’s Day of Rage,” a story about the lack of qualified
applicants in downtown Winnipeg: “Help Wanted — and Lots of It:
Stores Bemoan Slim Pickings at Mall Job Fair,” and “Special Teaching
Planned for Fetal Alcohol Sufferers” (Paul 2000).
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This last article described a pilot project being launched to support
teaching children with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), a condition
defined in the article as “profound learning disabilities caused by their
mothers drinking during pregnancy.” The article explains that the pilot
project would be run in inner-city Winnipeg schools and comments on
Manitoba’s high rate of FAS, especially in rural and northern areas. It
winds up with comments from elected officials who express a desire “to
ensure that teachers and aides have information on the best strategies
for teaching children with FAS” and reclaim students who would
otherwise likely become “young adults who have had serious run-ins
with the law.”

I excerpt parts of Chelsea Waite’s response below as representative
of the critical acumen and rhetorical skill this young woman brought to
our first class.

Who benefits from the way this story is told? What difference does this
make? I strongly feel that this article benefits the Winnipeg School
Division and the Government of Manitoba. It makes them out to be
heroes. When realistically steps should have been taken towards
resolving these problem years ago. The difference this makes is that
we direct our attention to the wrong people. Instead of concentrating
on the real heroes (the children with FAS), we’re concentrating on
our heroes the school system and the Government. Which I think is a
wasted effort!

Whose voices are and aren’t heard? What difference does that make? Again
I feel the school divisions voice is strongly heard. While the people it
affects, while their voices are mute! Also I’ve noticed a whole ethnic
group is also mute. The Aboriginal culture that is. This article seems
to be very repetitive in stating that the Aboriginal people are an
ethnic group, which has many cases of FAS. So it’s funny they didn’t
talk to a group of Aboriginal parents so they may voice their opinions.
Isn’t that ironic!

What is treated as a root cause? Who benefits from that? I feel that the
Aboriginal people are being treated as a root cause. Quotes “Rural
and Northern Manitoba is ten percent” and “Forty percent in the
Yukon and North West Territories.” Boy I didn’t realize that only
Aboriginal children only had FAS, Ha Ha! Throughout the article
they’ve made sure to mention that the highest percent of children
with FAS are in the Northern communities…
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What is left until the end (when most readers have stopped reading), or
barely acknowledged? They’ve left a very important fact to the end of
the article. What has been happening to these children before this
program? They casually mention I quote, “We know full well what
not being sensitive has resulted in with young adults who have had
serious run-ins with the law.” Well they certainly are trying to run that
bout of shame past us quickly. I want to know how much have these
children been suffering? How has having FAS affected their
adulthood? How much support was offered previously to them? How
much crime is committed because of children with FAS? How well
we tend to throw out serious facts so casually…

Chelsea and the other students who responded with similarly astute
observations had clearly arrived in class with the impressive critical
reading skills they displayed in this assignment; the critical-literacy
aspects of the assignment that drew on their experience of
marginalization instead of attempting to compensate for it only allowed
these skills to become visible in the classroom. My students were alert
to the precise moments at which textual omissions, elisions, and de-
emphases had the effects of silencing marginalized groups and shifting
much needed attention away from their concerns to get on with the
business of glorifying those already dominant in society. They identified
precisely the textual constructs that missed or misrepresented the actual
root causes of problems to shift blame from dominant culture to its
victims.

When I use this exercise in mainstream academic courses, and in
fourth year education courses, there is of course a range of performance,
but unless they had already developed critical alertness to what Ludwig
Wittgenstein (1967) called “language games” through prior social or
academic experience, students in those settings have tended to miss
the rhetorical dimensions of the texts under analysis. For example,
instead of noting the social power plays identified by Chelsea, they
might focus on the lack of specifics about how the grant money would
be spent, or wonder whether the information given in the article had
been fact-checked. In contrast, most of the students in my group of
inner-city adults demonstrated a high degree of textually alert, critically
astute analysis, though not always in acceptably academic grammatically
polished style. Because of their generally checkered, interrupted school
backgrounds, these same students might have seemed less accomplished
than their mainstream peers if asked to analyze Shakespeare. “Reading
the News” is an example of a “situated” approach to making room for
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marginalized people simply by drawing on their social context and life
experience, so that they can demonstrate their critical abilities, rather
than presenting them with textual territory that might be familiar to
mainstream students straight out of high school but quite alien to them.
Their performance on this assignment showed my students and me that
they were well situated to develop academic literacy.

Reading the University

A crucial distinction between the version of critical thinking
enshrined in traditionalist forms of the liberal arts on the one hand, and
that advocated in critical literacy (and more broadly in critical social
theory) on the other, is that academia speaks as the authoritative,
originary voice of critical thinking in the former and is subjected to
critical scrutiny as a politically invested institution of dominant culture
in the latter. In a second exercise in critical reading I asked students to
deconstruct a list of such statements as the following that had been
made and passionately defended as true by mainstream institutions,
often by academics:

  Interracial dating or marriage should not be allowed at Christian
colleges.

        Women should not be allowed to vote or hold political office
because they lack the rational capacities of men.

  It is acceptable to enslave people of other races because slavery
helps the white race to prosper and spread Christianity worldwide
in accordance with God’s plan.

  Women should not attend university because studying diverts
energy from the uterus.

  Parents should discourage gay or lesbian orientations in their
children to save them from a future of social discrimination.

My students already understood that a variety of mainstream
institutions such as the media, social services, and law enforcement
were biased against socially marginalized people, but some students
expressed shock that such blatantly oppressive beliefs had been defended
by academics. The exercise of identifying whose interests were served
by these beliefs provoked a discussion of how universities have
traditionally performed the roles not only of disinterested truth seeker
and fearless critical thinker, but also of guardian of civilization (Pelikan
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1992), and how the third role might exert brakes on the first two in a
civilization structured along lines of race, class, gender, and other social
differences. The practice of “self-subversive self-reflection,” in Shoshana
Felman’s (1987) term, has become axiomatic to anti-oppressive critical
thinking in a diverse world where we recognize that texts are always
partial, invested, and guilty of sacrificing something in the interests of
achieving something else (Foucault 1984). Knowing how much damage
has been done in the name of scholarship — damage to women, to
Aboriginal people and people of colour, to people living in poverty, to
name only the identities most prominent in my class — it becomes
ethically questionable to offer up any body of knowledge without careful
scrutiny of its “forms and limits.” At the same time, it is important to
acknowledge that important contributions can be made through
academic work. As the critical multicultural educator James A. Banks
reminds us,

[s]tudents can analyze the knowledge construction process in science
by studying how racism has been perpetuated in science by genetic
theories of intelligence, Darwinism, and eugenics… Although science
has supported and reinforced institutionalized racism at various times
and places, […] [b]iological theories and data that revealed the
characteristics that different racial and ethnic groups share, and
anthropological theory and research about the universals in human
cultures, have contributed greatly to the erosion of racist beliefs and
practices (1994: 10).

Our subversive but balanced discussion was empowering for my
students as they proceeded with their initiation into academic literacy.
Recognizing that scholars, despite their intimidating credentials, were
capable of grave error usefully demystified the infallible authority of
the institution for my students as people positioned at its lowest rank.
More importantly, recognizing that their voices were extremely rare in
academia, and that their continued under-representation in the
knowledge-production process was dangerous to marginalized people,
they had clear demonstration of the extreme importance of their attaining
academic literacy and contributing their voices to an institution still
badly in need of diversification.

Representing Others Accurately

A continuing theme running through students’ analyses of
mainstream institutions (the news industry and academia) was the
damaging real-world effects of misrepresentation and the wide range of
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social power-plays involved in who and what gets represented and
misrepresented. The intense indignation displayed in Chelsea’s
comments on the reporter’s failure to include the voices of people with
FAS proved pivotal to our next assignment, one that involved
summarizing short articles. Accurate representation of others’ work in
the form of summaries, paraphrasing, and quoting, is crucial to academic
literacy: scholars need to represent others’ ideas accurately in order to
draw solidly on the work of similarly fastidious colleagues and thus
contribute to the accumulation of scholarly knowledge. But because it
demands rigorous suppression of one’s own opinions, the work of
representation can be experienced by students as a dull, mechanical,
yet difficult activity. This is particularly the case if the material assigned
seems to be a mere schoolroom text irrelevant to their sense of what is
important. The decision not to adopt a reader and instead find articles
related to themes identified as important by the students proved useful
at this time. The attention of my students was riveted on the events of
and ensuing from September 11, 2001, and like many others they were
also interested in understanding the larger political context in which
the attacks occurred.

In order to provide a clearly meaningful exercise in representing
others accurately, I asked students to summarize a speech made by
Sunera Thobani (2001), former President of the National Action
Committee on the Status of Women and currently a University of British
Columbia professor of Women’s Studies. In her speech, Thobani
expressed compassion for the thousands murdered in the attacks, but
questioned why we in the West seem indifferent to the deaths of people
in the Middle East, and warned that the rhetoric of war being mobilized
by President Bush reflected a long racist history. Thobani had been
given a standing ovation for her speech at the Anti-Violence Conference
in Ottawa a few days after September 11, but she had also been bitterly
denounced across the country for having seemed to accuse the U.S. of
bringing the attacks on itself by racist behaviour. Here there was no
hint that the task of representation was dull or easy. With the smoldering
towers still dominating the news, and the rhetoric of war building,
students took the task of summarizing Thobani extremely seriously.
They worked hard, together, to suppress their own judgements on
American foreign policy and avoid second-guessing her motives so that
they could develop summaries that accurately and fairly represented
what she had actually said. At times twenty minutes would be spent in
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vigorous debate over the choice of a few adjectives as students strove
to ensure that Thobani’s voice, and not theirs, would be heard in their
work. In this assignment, representation, often experienced as the
humblest aspect of academic literacy, seemed “critical” indeed, invoking
the highest ethical ideals of respect, justice, and principled use of power.
The experience of life at the margins of society that surfaced so
powerfully in critical skill in these students’ first assignment to
deconstruct the news was equally evident in their ready commitment
to respecting the integrity of Thobani’s text as that of another soul in
struggle and in danger of misrepresentation.

My students went on to summarize many other texts related to our
emerging theme of “women and peace,” meeting each one with equal
responsibility and diligence. Far from being a distant shore from which
they had to swim in order to enter academic territory, their experience
of life at the margins was proving to be an extremely valuable resource
in the path towards academic literacy. When we turned from summarizing
texts to critiquing them, their work continued to show the skeptical
diligence appropriate to issues where lives were at stake: Does X get it
right? Would her approach help us to avoid another genocidal national
project? Is Y accurate in her prediction that supporting women’s
collectives in African countries would ultimately promote peace? Is Z’s
term “Two-Thirds World” a useful intervention in political studies? They
were not only thinking hard, but doing so less as novice students than
as concerned citizens whose experiences of marginalization had
enhanced their ability to contribute to dialogue about important social
issues.

Re/Searching for Peace

As the weeks went on, students kept calling attention to the silencing
of women, first by the sexist Taliban regime and then by virtually
complete exclusion from the post-9/11 response. Students often made
parallels to the situation of women in our own communities and more
broadly in Canadian government and other decision-making bodies,
and spoke of their own experience of women struggling to resolve
conflicts in their homes and communities. I had asked students early
on to work towards a theme worth devoting our collective intelligences
to investigating in research essays, and by November we recognized
that all our interests could be understood as aspects of “women’s
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contributions to making peace.” From that point we read many scholarly
articles written by women writing from marginalized locations around
the world. In keeping with the constructive aims of critical literacy, we
built on our deconstructive analysis of mainstream texts by reading
and writing texts from the margins that struggled to create grounds of
hope.

Dialogue in the class became continuously richer and more complex
as the course developed and students started to define individual
research topics within the broad theme we had generated of women
and peace. We agreed that individuals should try to find a topic related
to the theme, so that they could build on the thinking they had been
doing all year and benefit from interconnections with each other’s topics
as the process of research and writing continued. We also agreed that
individuals should be free to interpret the theme broadly rather than
restricting themselves to women’s involvement in anti-war efforts;
everyone, however, should be able to explain to the group how her
own topic related to the theme, and how researching it would contribute
to her development as a future inner-city teacher. They chose sexual
exploitation of children in inner-city Winnipeg, living in the burq’a,
living with FAE/FAS, surviving incest, the Battered-Women’s Syndrome
as a legal defence, homophobia experienced by the children of gay and
lesbian parents, women in the Holocaust, women’s roles in Métis culture
and history, and the overmedication of women for mental disorders. In
each case students had personal connections to their topic, either directly
or in their communities, and were committed to constructing rigorously
researched arguments in support of their various commitments to peace-
making. Most of them also did primary research by interviewing people
who were directly involved in the issue. When they submitted their
essays near the end of the course, I was deeply impressed by their success
at harnessing the conventions of academic literacy in the service of
intellectual projects of intense personal concern.

Chelsea decided to conduct research into the topic of “Women
and the Welfare System: the Struggle Through Poverty.” Throughout
the course Chelsea’s work had been consistently strong in every academic
sense — accurate representation, critical depth, scholarly research,
logical analysis — save one: her intense engagement with her work
often erupted into a highly conversational writing style that I always
enjoyed but that detracted from her scholarly effectiveness by seeming
to privilege sarcasm over careful explanation. I had worked with her
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on passages such as “Boy I didn’t realize that only Aboriginal children
only had FAS, Ha Ha!” and her writing had become much stronger
academically as she trained herself to see such interjections as candidates
for revision.

The essays of all the students had many strengths, yet I want to
quote Chelsea’s introduction in full before closing. It is, first, rhetorically
powerful, employing her conversational tone in a bold personal address
to the reader, and then authoritatively shifting to a sobre academic
style she sustains for the entire argument. It also exemplifies the quality
of work these students were able to achieve by working through a critical
literacy approach that never asked them to transcend themselves as a
condition of academic work.

Hi, my name is Chelsea Waite. I am twenty-one years old and a single
mother of a two-year-old daughter, named Hannah. I use the services
of Welfare; therefore I abuse the services of Welfare. Logically I am
lazy and I like to drink and do drugs with my welfare check. I neglect
my child; basically allowing her to run wild. I leave my child in a
filthy condition so that I do not miss any of the bingo games. My goal
is to have at least five more kids so that my elaborate welfare check
gets even bigger. I never intend to work, why should I? I am living
large. After all is that not what taxpayers are good for?

Although these are common misconceptions about the recipients of
welfare, my goal here is to dispel these disturbing myths. I intend to
concentrate on what are the real reasons women turn to the services of
the much hated welfare system. I would also like to focus on what we
can do as a society to end this cycle of poverty. It is not just out of
frustration that I will dispel these myths, but I know it is essential if we
are to understand the vicious cycle of poverty (McDermott 1). What
possibly could drive these women to a life of isolation, poverty, and
constant judgment from members of society? This topic is of extreme
importance to me, as I feel the voices of those struggling in poverty
need to be heard loud and clear. The solutions that are made available
to welfare recipients at this time are ineffective. In other words, I
know we as a society need to find these solutions before the cycle of
poverty consumes all of our future generation…

On the last day of the course, students shared with each other the
arguments they had made in their research essays. As they described
their results, they referred to appropriate scholarly support for their
claims, but one after another called for government and academics to
listen to the voices of women who felt trapped in the social assistance
program, of children taunted by homophobic insults, of adolescent girls
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who end up as street workers. In so doing they showed that they were
equipped with a critical approach to academic literacy that authorized
their own experience of the world and sharpened their insight into the
political biases of scholarship and other social institutions. These women
are going forward into their next courses with a well-developed
conviction that they can contribute what academia too often lacks:
the passionate expression of their own “subjugated voices” in the cause
of improving life for those who are oppressed by the existing power
arrangements of our society.

Conclusion

The learning path my students forged to take their place in academic
discourse was not invented by us; it can be traced back to John Dewey’s
(1916, 1938) theorizing of a democratic education system grounded in
and enlarging experience that would enable all to participate in a
common life, and W.E.B. DuBois’ (1902) struggle to develop curricula
for African-American students who were systematically degraded and
erased and consequently performed poorly in a school system that was
devoted to extolling the achievements of white culture. Huge efforts
have been made since the 1960s to understand the performance-
dampening effects of monocultural schooling and to develop alternate
approaches that would better facilitate the achievement of excellence
by students from non-dominant social locations. In these times of
renewed calls for a return to the basics, the empowerment-based
pedagogies that were developed in the interests of allowing more
students to achieve academic excellence are routinely lampooned as a
flaky and misguided modern trend. A false incompatibility is perniciously
asserted between the goals of empowerment and those of academic
literacy, as though in aspiring to the former one is blithely or even
perversely neglecting the latter. Exhortations for a return to the
standardized curriculum and standardized testing are made alongside
demands for career-long assessment of teachers’ competence, by which
is pointedly not meant pedagogical strength, but mere knowledge of
the content area and how to transmit it. Comments such as the following,
extracted from an op-ed piece arguing for abolishing the B.Ed. as a
requirement for teacher certification, are typical. Freed from that
requirement, the author argues,
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[S]chool boards and principals (…) would be hiring from a larger
pool of candidates, some of whom also have been spared the many
orothodoxies [sic] in teacher education programs, particularly the
obsession with moulding self-esteem instead of achieving academic
excellence (Holle 2002).

A critically literate reader of Peter Holle’s article might well ask,
“How are the interests of dominant culture served by defining
curriculum as standardized content? By asserting an antagonism between
pedagogy and curriculum? By reducing the attempt to foster respect for
ethnic, class, and gender diversity in student teachers, and reflect it in
the curriculum, to an obsession with ‘self-esteem’? At whose expense?
Who stands to gain, and who to lose, if we dismiss empowerment-based
pedagogies as ‘fluff ’?”

When the goal is academic literacy, there is no mistaking mere self-
esteem for empowerment, because empowerment in an academic
context requires the development of good reason for confidence in
one’s intellectual rigour, exercise of analytical faculties, and production
of compelling argumentation. For the students whom it has been my
great privilege and pleasure to teach, the pursuit of critical literacy has
served as an empowering path towards academic literacy, not an aberrant
course away from it. The educator charged with the responsibility of
preparing students to meet the demands of academic writing might
well take a critical look at the political interests behind the access versus
excellence rhetoric of current discourse, and feel academically entitled
to choose both: as so often is the case in the polarized debates, the best
course can be to choose “not between, but of,” to choose “the things
that in each other are included” (Stevens 1942). In the context of
academic writing for students who inhabit spaces outside the social
mainstream, that means choosing access and excellence, empowerment
and literacy. A critical approach to literacy that begins where students
live provides an effective and pedagogically coherent way of making
that context-respectful decision not to abandon one goal out of loyalty
to the other.
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