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Critical literacies and critical pedagogies in L1 and L2 contexts 
 
 
Level:  11 
 
Credits: 20 
 
Semester: 2 
 
Open to outside students?  Yes 
 
Entry Requirements:  None 
 
 
 
Rationale 
This course develops students’ critical knowledge and understanding of the 
relationship between critical literacy theories, critical pedagogies and the impact 
of these in L1 and l2 learning contexts.  The course is centrally informed by 
sociocultural perspectives on language and literacy and development. It will 
consider the term ‘text’ in its broadest definition, and students will thus be 
engaged in the close, critical and fine-grained analysis of a wide range of print 
and non-print texts including moving images and multimodal texts.  The aims of 
the course are to: (a) develop further students’ awareness of texts as situated, 
political and powerful means of communication; (b) provide them with the 
critical and analytical tools required to become critically literate and, potentially, 
agents for change.  
 
Short description 
The course will be of interest to students with an interest in text and the 
languages used to create them; intercultural perspectives on texts and their 
purposes and audiences; and how language is used to establish power and 
manipulate readers and viewers.  Consequently, emphasis will be placed on:  

- developing students’ understanding of the ways in which literacy is 
embedded in particular sociocultural practices; 

- introducing them to important concepts within critical literacy theories 
such as power; marginalization; the dynamic, unstable and evolving 
nature of ‘texts’; and countertexting; 

- developing students’ understanding of the various metalanguages 
required to a rich and varied range of ‘texts’; 

- helping students to move between theoretical understandings of critical 
literacy and to consider how  such understandings can impact on their 
professional contexts.  

 
Learning objectives 
By the end of the course students will be able to:  

1. identify and discuss critically their own situated literacy practices;  
2. engage critically and analytically with the relevant academic literature;  



3. reflect critically on ‘literacy’ as a politically and culturally nuanced 
construct;  

4. analyse critically a wide range of texts to examine power and how this is 
situated in discourses of race, gender, sexual orientation, poverty, class 
etc.  

5. critically examine and use countertexting.  
 
Teaching mode 
This course is delivered in 9x3 hour sessions. Teaching is characterised by 
collaborative and dialogic practices.  Most sessions will begin with an interactive 
tutor-led lecture, and this will be followed by collaborative group work on tutor-
designed tasks and activities.  There will also be an opportunity in each session 
to discuss key readings.  Students will be asked to prepare and deliver 
collaborative presentations to the whole group.  
 
Delivery period 
9 weeks across Semester 2 – January to March.  
 
Indicative content 
Each session will have a key focus: 

1. What do we mean when we talk about literacy? This session examines the 
ways in which literacy is constructed in society across different cultures 
and considers who determines what ‘literacy’ is and what it means to be 
‘literate’.  Students will examine the ways in which literacy is constructed 
in their own cultures, and which aspects of literacy are valued, by 
analysing culturally-located test of literacy;  

2. Different theoretical understandings of critical literacy are introduced 
through tutor input on the historical development of critical literacy 
theory and a focus on seminal thinkers and theorists. In this way 
significant debates and contested areas will be introduced. These are 
revisited as part of ongoing seminar work and in tutor-designed tasks; 

3. Analysis of texts is introduced early in the course and revisited 
throughout. In looking closely at such texts students will learn about the 
dynamic and shifting nature of the definition of text in the 21st century. 
They will also learn how to use the different languages required to 
analyse such texts – the languages of conventional literary criticism, 
visual literacy and media literacy, framed through critical literacy theory; 

4. Representations of literacy in fiction and in life will be analysed and then 
compared and contrasted with its representation in students’ lived 
experiences;  

5. Countertexting and transformation are important and valuable responses 
to texts, and they are introduced and developed in relation to texts of the 
students’ own choosing; 

6. Learner autonomy and sharing power – tensions and risk. This session is 
based on a group reading of Ira Shor and looks at the complexity of 
critical pedagogy in practice. The text looks at the difficult experiences 
and the loss of hope Shor felt when the theory did not work.  The session 
then moves on to consider confronting controversial issues in order to 
manage risk/explore risk through critical literacy; 



7. Reading picturebooks/curiousity/creating space for critical literacy and 
critical thinking using Shaun Tan’s The Lost Thing with ‘poor readers’; 

8. Critical literacy and adult learners; this session will focus on adults who, 
for many and complex reasons, did not become literate in the accepted 
sense during their years of compulsory education, will examine the 
disempowerment and exclusion they have experienced because of this, 
and will explore how critical literacy can be used to empower. 

9. Application of theoretical perspectives on critical literacy and critical 
pedagogies in students’ own contexts/professional areas (this will be a 
formatively assessed task).  
 

Assessment 
Formative assessment  
 

1. Students must keep a weekly online learning log in which they discuss 
their reading and learning on this course strand. In particular they should 
reflect critically on how their own understanding of literacy and critical 
literacy develops over the course and how this has impacted on their 
practice. 

2. Students will work in groups, select texts from their professional areas, 
analyse these texts using a critical literacy framework, using appropriate 
metalanguages of criticism and analysis. These analyses will be presented 
to the whole group and peer feedback will be given.  

 
Summative assessment 
4000 word assignment 
In discussion with tutors, student will select their own area for the focus of the 
assignment. They will (a) select text(s) for analysis, (b) drawing on different 
bodies of literature, produce an analysis of the texts which demonstrate a secure 
theoretical understanding.  
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