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Fact Sheet 39 - Critical literacy – an introduction for teachers and 

teacher aides 

‘Critical literacy’ is a vexed term particularly in relation to the purpose of education in 

the 21st century. It’s mainly relevant to high school students but you will come across 

various aspects of critical literacy even in the early primary school years. Critical 

literacy is a person’s ability to deconstruct a text – to pull it apart and to look at it from 

different angles and in different ways.  

When someone creates a text, he or she is trying to influence or persuade us in some 

way. For example, journalists might omit certain facts while emphasising others in 

order to persuade us of their beliefs and perspectives. Critical literacy is a person’s 

ability to combat these attempts by understanding how texts are constructed. 

In terms of reading, critical literacy means thinking about how an author’s intentions, 

decisions, motives, contexts, biases, influences, and literary and linguistic decisions 

influence our interpretation of the text.  

Many see critical literacy as a study of how authors attempt to influence our thinking 

in terms of political, social and other issues by using subtle cues and devices. For 

example, imagine that an author feels strongly about a certain social issue. 

Throughout the text, the author will subtly encourage the reader to see their 

perspective and to share his/her beliefs.  

Let’s look at another example. Imagine a government announcement about a new 

submarine that the military have purchased. One journalist believes the government 

should increase military spending to combat growing international threats, whereas a 

second journalist believes that the money is better spent on social causes like public 

housing. Both journalists report the same news, but from distinct perspectives. Which 

of the below headlines is ‘accurate’ is a matter of perspective – neither is technically 

incorrect but both have bias: 

Australia left defenceless due to underspend on military capabilities 

Billion dollar bonus for defence heavyweights while public houses crumble 
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To successfully interact and communicate in today’s complex society, students need 

to be able to analyse, interpret, decode and deconstruct; they need to be able to make 

links with other texts and to notice patterns, differences and similarities. Being critically 

literate is about asking and understanding ‘why’ an author or creator did something 

and it’s a key focus of high school English classrooms. Here are some questions that 

help students to critically engage with a text such as a news article: 

• Why did the author use that image? 

• Why did the author choose that title? 

• Why did the author use that word, sentence, punctuation or style? 

• Why did the author describe the scene in that way? 

• Why did the author choose that particular word? 

• Why did the author choose to repeat that word, message, idea or fact? 

• Why did the author include that character and describe him/her in that way? 

• Why was the character given those traits or attributes? 

• Why did the author choose that ending? 

• How does the author’s cultural, political or other beliefs influence his/her work? 

• Why did the author write the text in the first place? 

• Why did the author choose the central theme, sub-themes or world view? 

• Why did the author include a certain fact or statistic while omitting others? 

• What is the author trying to tell us or convince us of? 

• How could the same text be created from an opposing point of view? 

• What would others think about this article (such as the people mentioned in it)? 

• Could the journalist be lying or manipulating us in some way? Why? 

The foundation of critical literacy is the belief that authors have options, make choices 

and seek to influence and convince us in some way. Authors do this either consciously 

or subconsciously (or a bit of both) by using literacy and linguistic devices such as 

imagery. Imagery is the way something (an object, person, place, feeling, idea, etc.) 

is described to encourage the reader to imagine it in a certain way. 

It’s important to understand that authors are not always willing to show their hands. 

Their messages can be subtle, key facts or details may be missing, and language can 

be used strategically for persuasive purposes. This leads to an important aspect of 
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critical literacy: selection of detail – what the author is (and is not) telling us. Authors 

select certain information to be included in their texts. They also select information to 

purposefully leave out.  

Sometimes the reasons behind these decisions are innocent (e.g., limited space), 

while at other times it’s deceitful. For example, a news channel may claim to be 

unbiased but then chooses to only show negative stories about one politician and only 

positive stories about another. 

Suppose a newspaper article explains that a female teacher was fired for injuring a 

child with a disability. The headline of the article reads, ‘Violent assaults and 

intimidation terrorise vulnerable child’ and there are hundreds of online comments 

condemning the teacher.  

Many people wouldn’t stop to consider if this is the only way the story could have been 

reported. While it’s not technically incorrect per se, it’s only one of many perspectives 

and certainly not unbiased coverage.  

A critically literate person would think about what details might be missing from the 

article: was the student on any medications for behavioural reasons? Does the student 

have a history of violence? Has the same student attacked other teachers? How big 

was the student compared to the teacher? What happened before the attack? Was 

the teacher trained to restrain students and did she follow the correct procedure? Was 

the student armed and aggressive or quiet and relaxed? Did the student have a 

weapon? Who knows if the article included or left out any of these key facts? 

The point is not to take a side but to recognise that an event such as this is unlikely to 

be reported without a significant level of bias. The author is trying to convince us of 

his/her belief and has selected a set of emotive words to do so.  

Note that the article could have used a less emotive or neutral heading such as 

‘Violence in schools’ or ‘Student attacks teacher; teacher defends herself’ or even 

taken the side of the teacher with a heading such as, ‘Teachers under attack!’ or 

‘Teacher subdues violent attacker’. Any of these headings could have been chosen 

and all could be equally ‘accurate’. Critical literacy is all about identifying the ways that 

others try to influence and persuade us that their perspective is the most accurate. 


