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ABSTRACT

READING AND WRITING THEIR WORLDS:
PORTRAYALS OF PRACTICE IN TEACHING FOR CRITICAL LITERACY

By

Michael J. Michell

There is a dearth in the general education and English education literature of rich
portrayals and analyses of secondary English teachers teaching for critical literacy. This
qualitative study investigates three secondary English teachers, critical educators,
working in diverse contexts (suburban, mid-size industrial, and urban) teaching for
critical literacy. As a participant observer employing a narrative inquiry approach, I
conducted in-depth interviews of the teachers, interviewed selected students, carried out
classroom observatidns, and analyzed written and creative work, developing a grounded
theory of teaching for critical literacy. A tree rooted in the world serves as a metaphorical
concept map to articulate a theoretical framework illuminating the complexities of
teaching for critical literacy as seen in the three classrooms presented. The “tap root” of
this metaphorical tree is Freire and Macedo’s (1988) conceptualization that critical
literacy involves learning to read and write the word and the world. Eight theoretical
roots grow out of the tap root that derive from the analysis of the teachers’ practices and
function as heuristics: cultivating learning communities, social constructivist
perspectives on learning, teaching practices reflective of critical pedagogies,
multicultural perspectives and curriculum, inquiry-oriented teaching, teaching writing as
a process, reader-response orientations to teaching literature, and a teacher'’s passion

Jor subject and work. These theoretical elements are interconnected facets of the three



teachers working to cultivate critical literacy. I assert in this study that “the personal”
influences “the pedagogical”; therefore, the author includes life stories of each teacher.
The lives and work of the three teachers inform the ways in which critical educators can
provide students opportunities to read and write their worlds in order to become more
than “literate” in the traditional sense, but also to become more socially conscious and
disposed to be agents for change in their own lives and the communities in which they
live. I have included my own life story in the Prologue and reflections on my own
teaching practice in order to situate myself within the study. The combination of life
stories, classroom stories, and analysis makes teaching for critical literacy vivid and

accessible.
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what 1 don't know now

I can still learn...

it 1learn I can teach others

if others learn first

1 must believe

they will come back and teach me...
what 1 don't know now

1 can still learn

Jran Winant

Of dates and facts
some think education Is.
Rather, it is the manner of use
by the heart and mind

of all knowledge.

Theta Burke

“This generation must break
Its neck in order that the next
may have smooth going.”

Virginia Woolf

When 1 speak
let not my words be all that is heard.
Listen also to the teeling which borns them
And allow that to correct any distortion
caused by the inaccuracy

of my speech.

Theta Burke
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PROLOGUE:
IN OUR OWN LIFE STORIES RARELY ARE WE STATIC CHARACTERS

Introduction

An educated person, first and foremost, understands that one's way of knowing,
thinking, and doing flow from who one is. (Aoki, as cited in Pinar, 1995, p. 404)

"We not only teach what we know, we teach who we are" (J. B. Burke, personal
communication, January 1993). I believe this strongly, passionately. Teaching is
personal. As Aoki says, "knowing, thinking, and doing flow from who one is." Teaching
flows from who we are. There is clearly a strong personal dimension to teaching. And
what is personal is complex. Hanisch says, "the personal is political” (as cited in Humm,
1990, p. 162), and Steinem says, "the political is personal" (1992, p. 17). I agree with
both observations. Therefore, teaching is also political. Feminist and critical social
theorists are in agreement that in our teaching and in our research we must make visible
what is "personal" (see Middleton, 1993; Grumet, 1988; Ellsworth, 1989; Hasbach, 1995;
McLaren, 1989; Sears, 1992). Through honest explorations and representations of who
we are as people, as teachers, as researchers, as intellectuals, we can better understand,
and help others understand, how "the personal” affects and is effected by "the
pedagogical" and "the political.” Hasbach has explored the relationship of the personal
and the political to teacher education. She writes, "as teacher educators with feminist
imaginations: the personal is the pedagogical and the pedagogical is the personal, the
political is pedagogical and the pedagogical is political" (1995, p. 37).

In Literacy: Reading the Word and the World (Freire & Macedo, 1987), Paulo

Freire chooses to examine his own early literacy development as a way to reach a "critical
understanding of the act of reading" (p. 29). Freire writes, "I began writing about the

1



importance of the act of reading...rereading essential moments in my own practice of
reading” (p. 29). In putting forth his "essential moments" in becoming literate, Freire
makes central "the personal” in his own practice of critical literacy and his work to help
others develop critical literacy.

Each of the authors quoted above helps me to see that when educational
researchers separate the pedagogical layer from "the personal" and "the political," much
is missed in understanding the work of teachers. It makes sense to try to uncover and
explore how the personal and political and pedagogical layers operate together in the
work of teachers. In this study I uncover and explore the lives of three critical educators
teaching for critical literacy in secondary English classrooms. I have attempted to
understand their work, taking into consideration that their ways of "knowing, thinking,
and doing flow from who [they are]," as Aoki says. I name the three teachers in this
study — Carol Lessing,' Alice Terry, and William Harrison — "critical educators.” This is
my characterization of them. I also identify myself as a critical educator. The way I use
the concept refers to teachers in primary through post-graduate situations who strive to

rmn

develop their students’ "critical literacy," a literacy that involves reading and writing both
the word and the world.2 The concepts of "critical educator” and "critical literacy” will be

addressed at length in Chapter 1, and throughout the study.

"The names of the three critical educators in this study, their students, the schools and cities in which
they teach, and any colleagues or guests that enter into the case studies are all pseudonyms. I have also
done my best to omit or alter any information that might reveal the identities of any of the above.

“The conception of "reading and writing the word and the world" is used much in contemporary
educational discourse. Although I heard it used by others first, I draw my meaning from what I believe to
be the original source, Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo's Literacy: Reading the Word and the World
(1987).



There has been much written about critical teachers. Yet, there is a “generic”
quality to the portrayals of these teachers. Ellsworth warns against presenting images of
"generic 'critical teachers'':

When educational researchers writing about critical pedagogy fail to examine the

implications for the gendered, raced, and classed teacher and students for the

theory of critical pedagogy, they reproduce by default, the category of generic

"critical teacher"—a specific form of the generic human that underlies classical

liberal thought. Like the generic human, the generic critical teacher is not, of

course, generic at all. Rather, the term defines a discursive category predicated on
the current mythical norm, namely: young, White, Christian, middle-class,
heterosexual, able-bodied, thin, rational man. Gender, race, class, and other
differences become only variations on or additions to the generic human

—"underneath we are all the same." (1989, p. 310)

In an attempt to counter the tendency toward generic portrayals, I have written life stories
of the three critical educators in this study. The life stories challenge any "mythical
norm" that may be implied by those who write about critical education. The life stories
presented in this study reveal similarities and differences between each individual. These
similarities and differences include age, gender, race, socioeconomics, family and
community backgrounds, religious roots, educational histories, and life and work
experiences. Carol, Alice, and William have lived unique lives. Their life stories support
an important reality. Critical educators share similarities and differences, as do
individuals within any sizable group of people who are drawn from far and wide. They
are women and men, they are young and old, they are from a range of racial, ethnic, and
national backgrounds. They have different sexual identities. Their roots are from all
socio-economic situations, communities, and family configurations. Their educational

and work histories vary. Their spiritual commitment and involvement with religious

institutions runs the gamut of possibility. They are involved in and driven by diverse



ideological and political currents. The life stories and classroom narratives in this study
illuminate uniqueness and diversity of those who are critical educators, and show that
critical educators change, as all people do, and have a great capacity to change. In our
own life stories, rarely are we static characters. We are dynamic characters.

Parker Palmer begins The Courage to Teach with the declaration "we teach who
we are" (1998, p. 1). Palmer challenges educators to investigate the personal, "Seldom, if
ever, do we ask the 'who' question—who is the self that teaches? How does the quality of
my selfhood form—or deform—the way I relate to my students, my subject, my colleagues,
my world?" (p. 4). In the following section, I present a collage of my own “coming to
literacy” memories to show how the personal affects, and is effected by, the political and
the pedagogical. The life stories of Carol, Alice, and William provide broader
background information, but are also concerned with their early coming to literacy
memories. The life stories, mine and theirs, are swatches from the fabric of our lives —
"essential moments" as Freire calls them — pertinent to understanding who this researcher
is, for key life experiences bring me to this study, and essential in understanding who the
selves are who teach in each of the three classrooms this study is concerned with. These

life stories ground the personal in the political and pedagogical. I begin with my own.

An Uncritical Beginning

(1972) Michael was told in sixth grade he did not know how to read. He spent
half the school day the next three years with the reading teacher. He used the
headphones and went through purple workbooks and green workbooks and yellow
workbooks... large print pages with lots of questions at the end to test his
"comprehension." In seventh grade he read his first novel, Mustang Man by
Louis L'Amour, a book he took off the shelf without permission in the reading
resource room. He was drawn to the Marlboro Man image on the cover. He was
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still in the purple workbook. Later that year he asked his mother to buy him Little
Big Man because he had liked the film, and the book had a picture from the film
on its cover. He carried the book to school each day, reading little bits whenever
he got a chance. When a bigger, older student knocked his book to the ground
and trampled it, Michael fought back tears. "What are you crying for?" the kid
taunted. "It's just a book." Michael was in the green workbook by then. By his
eighth grade year he was picking up the novels his mother and sister read and left
on the coffee table, books by Jacqueline Suzanne, Rosemary Rogers, and Joseph
Wambaugh. He finished eighth grade in the yellow workbook. (1975) Michael
was put into a basic English class when he entered ninth grade. He was given an
orange level McDougal/Littell grammar book. They did not read “literature” in
basic English. Occasionally the teacher read stories to them. They did a lot of
grammar exercises. Michael was put into basic English when he entered tenth
grade. He was given a blue level McDougal/Littell grammar book. He got to see
the movie To Kill A Mockingbird in the auditorium when it was shown for
regular and college bound tenth grade English classes after they had read the
novel. Basic English students did not read novels. They did grammar exercises
and vocabulary lists. By eleventh grade Michael had read everything by Joseph
Wambaugh and Herman Wouk and several other popular fiction authors. Over
Christmas vacation he read the entire Kent Family Chronicles by John Jakes, an
eight volume American fictory (fiction with a little history). Michael still had not
read a "book" for school, nor had he written a paper in an English class.

In the story above, told in the third person, I borrow stylistically from Victor

Villanueva's personal and professional autobiography Bootstraps: From an American

Academic of Color (1993) to portray dramatically how my own early literacy experiences

bear on my motivation to undertake this study of teaching for critical literacy, and to

underscore the need for cultivating critical literacy. My own path toward "literacy" was

full of challenges. I leamned to read, and became a reader. However, the substance of my

own English education in junior high and high school did little to help me make sense of

and negotiate the world I was living in and playing out. The grammar book exercises,

spelling and vocabulary lists, and comprehension questions at the end of infrequently

read textbook selections did help make me "functionally literate," but did little to help me

deal with the death of my father when I was thirteen, did little to help me confront and



deal with substance abuse problems that began in early adolescence and shadowed me
through my twenties, did little to help me understand how my efforts to be popular and
successful were intertwined with sexism and racism, violence and oppression.

The difficulties I experienced as a learner can be traced to the beginning of my
formal education. It was not until I began teaching that I knew what "learning gaps"
meant, however, I had lived through them and found ways to function in spite of them.
My family made major moves three times in my first five years of schooling.
Transferring from coast to coast, it wasn't until I was eleven years old that we settled
down. I will never forget the fall day when Mrs. Casaza, my sixth grade teacher, sent me
down to the school's basement during math time to see Mrs. Tachewa, the reading
teacher. After several visits to Mrs. Tachewa, and undergoing several tests, she arrived at
the conclusion that I could not read. It is amazing that neither my parents nor previous
teachers had discovered my illiteracy. Through an emphasis on remedial reading for the
next three years, and my own reading at home, that particular learning gap was bridged,
while others were created. In order to make room for the intensive reading instruction I
received, math and science classes were sacrificed.

There was another announcement when I was in sixth grade, one that had
considerable repercussions for everyone in my family. On a February afternoon in 1973,
my father came home and called my sister and me to the kitchen table where he and my
mother were already sitting. In an experience I remember almost ethereally, my father
explained that tests revealed he had cancer. He was scared and tried to be strong for his
family. He was uncertain of his future, yet he tried to comfort us with positive possible

outcomes that would not come true. Over the next several months he had radiation
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therapy, and then in May he had a surgery that involved the removal of his voice box.
His cancer was terminal. Day to day I watched my father deteriorate, unable to speak,
occasionally catching him in the garage sneaking a smoke through a hole in his throat. In
his last few months, his six foot three inch frame held the remains of a body that weighed
less than 100 pounds. In the last weeks he often could not recognize his visitors. He died
the August before I entered eighth grade, eighteen months after that first announcement.
By seventh grade I was already experimenting with marijuana and getting into the
family liquor cabinet. By eighth grade I was getting stoned every day, and drinking
heavily almost every weekend. By ninth grade I was drinking every day, overshadowing
my abuse of narcotics. Labor Day weekend 1975, two friends and I sat in the front of an
old Pontiac, driving home drunk over a mountain pass from our day at Lake Tahoe.
(During the day we had consumed a case of Schlitz Malt Liquor "tall boys.") Almost
passed out from intoxication, I grabbed the steering wheel of the car and caused an
accident in which my best friend's back was broken. School and learning were remote
concerns. In some classes I missed more days in a grading period than I attended. In the
first quarter of the fall semester of my tenth grade year I missed first hour P.E. twice and
sixth hour French forty times out of a possible forty-five class meetings. The pattern of
destructiveness to myself and others escalated, unabated, until spring of my tenth grade
year when I attended several evening meetings at a "House" for teenage runaways and
substance abusers. I didn't drink for a thirteen week period, until the pressures of social
life called again. From that point on I was aware, far in the back of my mind, that I had a

problem. It was only years later, after several critical interventions involving teachers,



coaches, friends, and family that I faced the impact alcohol and drugs had had on my
personal life, my academic life, and my professional life for almost twenty years.

It is not surprising that I barely graduated from high school. When I consider my
adolescent actions, I know I was fortunate to have lived through the experience and
received a diploma. I could have easily been a drop-out statistic. I could have easily
been one of a number of students who died in DUI related accidents while I was in high
school, or the classmate I did not know who left a pedestrian a quadriplegic, or the
classmate I did know who drowned in his own vomit on the football field one night after
adance. Icould have been a vital statistic. Sports kept me in school. I only had to pass
most of my classes with the bare minimum in order to participate. That I did, most
semesters. More importantly, there were a small number of teachers and coaches who
reached me, not as a student but as a person. Knowing that people cared and believed in
me was enough to keep me plodding ahead. By the time I was a senior I had just begun
to enjoy learning, realizing I was capable of more than dunking a basketball, winning a
track event, or draining a beer.

Going to the local university became the alternative to beginning a career in the
construction industry and moving toward owning my own home and beginning a family.
There were other advantages to continuing my schooling. I could continue receiving my
father's "death benefits" (the irony pains me) from Social Security and the Veterans
Administration; I could be with several friends who were going to school or had already
begun; and, I could have the time and space to figure out what I wanted to do with my

life.



The consequences of how I spent my time in high school surfaced immediately in
the university I attended. The second week of school my instructor in English 101W (the
lowest introductory class), Karen Hansen, called me in for a conference to discuss my
first essay. I knew something was wrong when she asked me, "Why haven't you broken
your essay into paragraphs?" Tears welled up in my eyes as the realization of not
knowing what I should know, something very basic, was put before me. I had done so
little writing in school I did not even have an understanding of why and how to organize
my thoughts into paragraphs. The few papers required of me in high school my mother
had typed and "fixed." I was in trouble. Karen Hansen worked closely with me in this
course and the required course following it, English 102. Through her understanding,
guidance, skill, and my own efforts to learn, I made great strides.

This was my first year of college. I had little sense of what I wanted to study. In
order to develop my skills as a writer, Karen Hansen advised me to take classes that
would require me to write, primarily English and history courses. The idea of taking
extra English and history classes was appealing. I had become a passionate reader, and
social studies was the one area I encountered success in my last two years of high school.
The recommendation paid off. I became competent as a writer and developed a love for
doing research. I experienced what it was like to read a novel and discuss it with other
people who had read it. My passion for learning thrived in these classes. For the first
time in my life I was feeling academically successful. As a result of this feeling of
success, I chose to major in history late in my second year of college, and add English as

a second major shortly after.



In hindsight, as I reflect upon my developing literacy, I have come to see this
education as "uncritical." I learned to "play the academic game" in college — having the
"right" answers to the questions in lectures, getting high scores on tests and quizzes,
writing essays and papers that would receive praise from the professor, and maintaining a
GPA above 3.5 in my major subject areas (history and English). Being a winner in the
college classroom was important to me, especially since I lived the labels "juvenile
delinquent" and "dumb jock" as a junior high and high school student. The classroom
became a competitive arena that filled the void left by the absence of organized high
school athletics.

I worked to pay for the opportunity to go to the local university. I wanted to do
well. Idid well. And in the process I reveled in my ability to learn, or at least the ability
to prove to myself and others that I possessed knowledge (always having an answer,
possessing a diploma, etc.). I went into teaching because of this learning/knowledge
acquisition passion. It was a career I could pursue and be a student forever. I wanted to
instill in students the same burning desire to "acquire" knowledge that I possessed.

Recall was rewarded in my university classrooms. I earned a B.A. in history and
English, and later an M. A. in English without ever developing a critical eye or critical
consciousness. I had to do little more than reiterate what I heard in lectures and read in
books. I do not blame the state university where I earned these diplomas, nor the
professors who taught me. I am thankful for the second chance to get an education in
spite of my abysmal high school performance and ACT scores. I am also thankful for
how far that institution and those professors took me. When I entered I was a student

who could not write a paragraph. When I entered I was a student who had read none of
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the core works that made up the substance of traditional secondary English education.
When I entered I was a student who thought only the body required exercise. When I left
I could write and communicate in academic discourse. When I left I had read novels by
Daniel Defoe, Gustav Flaubert, Jane Austen, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Edith Wharton, Charles
Dickens, Mark Twain, Henry James, James Joyce, Dashiell Hammett, Gore Vidal, and so
many others, including treasured works in the canon by Shakespeare, Chaucer, Milton,
Dante, and Cervantes. It was a Plato to Le Pere Goriot mostly White® male diet of
literature. My experience in the institution allowed me to acquire the "cultural capital”
(Delpit, 1988; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1992) that many argue should be every
EDUCATED person's (see Hirsch, 1987; Bloom, 1987). When I left I could say I was
"educated." I possessed the credentials to prove it.

As a college student I experienced the self-satisfaction of "banking" (Freire,
1968/1985) information, and learned that investing in the "right" information paid
dividends socially and professionally. It is understandable that in my junior year of
university, when I decided I might want to be a teacher, my vision of what the
educational enterprise is about was shaped by a banking approach to education, or the
"mimetic" tradition as Jackson (1986) calls it.

I have already named this education as "uncritical." It did not initiate me into the
process of critical literacy that Brannon describes, "a political act of naming the world for

oneself, an ability to think critically by using reading and writing as a means of

3As many “critical scholars” do, such as Ellsworth in the preceding excerpt and McIntosh following, I
choose to capitalize White and Black when referring to groups of people. It was Nieto who alerted me to
this practice, “You will notice that when the terms White and Black are used in this text they are
capitalized. I do so because they refer to groups of people, as do terms such as Latino, Asian, and African”
(1992, p. 26, italics in original), thus making them proper nouns.
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intervening in one's own social surroundings" (1991, p. 172). It was an apolitical
education. The world worked for me — a White male of middle class background. What
motivation could I have for changing it?

The notion that even as a diligent student I did not develop a critical eye — that
exegesis was only a tool for written and sacred texts and not a multiplicity of texts and
contexts — stood before me. Surveying my experiences I realize there were opportunities,
though few, for me to develop such a critical perspective. There was Michael Coray, one
of only three African American faculty members, whose courses U.S. History 102 and
"Black Experience in America" I took. This professor lectured on U.S. history from a
perspective that I had never heard before. Unfortunately, I did not come away from those
lecture courses questioning, wondering why there was a side(s) I did not know before. 1
did not come away with an understanding of power relationships in society. I came away
with a knowledge of racism and oppression in history, but did not learn to see racism in
my immediate surroundings or in my own life. I came away with an impression that the
"unheard" stories were important for me to have been exposed to, yet they were
supplemental, peripheral to the traditional versions of “real” U.S. history. I came away
not seeing how these individual and institutional acts of racism in the past had anything
to do with me.

There was Elizabeth Francis, the White feminist, whose Victorian Literature and
British Novel II courses I took. I loved the literature, however, I dropped the latter class
following our first writing assignment. After having written analytical essays on
Thackeray's Vanity Fair, students were asked to rewrite the essays. This time we were to

assume a perspective, different from our own. Feminist and Marxist perspectives were
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suggested as possibilities. I did not know what it meant to "assume a perspective." I had
learned descriptions of theoretical perspectives, characterizations that reflected the
dominant paradigm, but I had never learned to apply a theoretical perspective to the texts
I read or the world I lived. Worst of all, I did not know how to admit I did not know. I
dropped the course because I simply did not understand what this professor was trying to
teach.

In the British Novel II course, I did not know that I perceived literature and the
world through a White male perspective. Mclntosh's discussion of White privilege
speaks closely to my own experiences. She writes,

My schooling gave me no training in seeing myself as an oppressor as an unfairly

advantaged person, or as a participant in a damaged culture. I was taught to see

myself as an individual whose moral state depended on her individual moral
will.... (p. 4) I was taught to recognize racism only in individual acts of meanness
by members of my [White] group, never in invisible systems conferring unsought
racial dominance on my group from birth...the obliviousness of White
advantage...is kept strongly enculturated in the United States so as to maintain the

myth of meritocracy. (1988, pp. 18-19)

My schooling did not help me to see how my race and gender gave me certain unearned
advantages. It did not help me to see that racism goes beyond individual acts of
meanness. It did not help me link my life and world to the "unheard" stories I
encountered in Michael Coray's history classes. It did not help me step in the shoes of
another and read texts or the world from another's experiences. My schooling did not
help me develop the skills for critically reading the word and the world, nor my own life.

It is not my intention to make a sweeping statement that "schooling failed me." I

know that there were forces at work in my life that undermined much of the curriculum

and thoughtful teaching I was exposed to. I know that several high school and university
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coaches and teachers reached me in significant ways, ways that only years later began to
make sense and help me to grow. The efforts of individuals like Karen Hansen were
vital. The curriculum of Michael Coray's history classes was vital. The pedagogical
moves of Elizabeth Francis were vital. The kind of transformative teaching that will help
students learn to read and write the word and the world takes more than a single teacher,
or a change in curriculum content, or an innovative assignment. (The teaching I allude to
here, teaching for critical literacy, will be discussed in Chapter 1.) A single frame from a
film reel will present a static image; run 100 consecutive frames from the sequence and
movement can be seen. In order for schooling experiences to be transformative,
transformative approaches to teaching must become pervasive, must provide students
with many experiences over time that engage them in the hearing, seeing, and practice of
critical literacy.

The uncritical education I experienced — a high school education that gave me
grammar exercises I never learned and required of me little reading, writing, discussing,
and thinking; a university education that rewarded my ability to remember and regurgitate

- "endangered" my self and the selves of students that I would eventually teach. Maxine

Greene writes:

If [teachers] undergo a purely technical training or a simplified "competency-
based" approach, they are likely to see themselves as mere transmission belts—or
clerks. The question of the freedom of those they try to teach, the question of
their students' endangered selves; these recede before a tide of demands for
"basics," "discipline," and preparation for the "world of work." Teachers
(artlessly, wearily) become accomplices in mystification. They have neither the
time, nor energy, nor inclination to urge their students to critical reflection; they,
themselves, have suppressed the questions and avoided backward
looks....Learning involves a futuring, a going beyond. (Greene, 1978, p. 38-39,
emphasis added)
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I do not know what the educations of my teachers and professors were like, but I know
that I was the student and teacher of a "technical" approach to education. I was "tracked,"
low. After receiving my B.A. from the College of Arts and Science in history and
English, I spent a year taking education classes and doing an eight week student teaching
experience. In that experience, I was "trained" to teach "skills." In my early years of
teaching, I reproduced the uncritical apolitical education I experienced myself. We can
only teach who we are. It was not until I began pursuing my own personal transformation

that a different kind of teacher could walk into the classroom.

Conclusion: The Importance of Life Stories

I began this prologue by making an argument that understanding the personal
lives of teachers is relevant, in many ways necessary, in understanding their work. David
Thomas, who uses teacher narratives and life histories in educational research and teacher
education, writes “we might say that invitations to teachers to relate the rarely related is,
simultaneously, to give us a window on their world and to solicit them to disclose that
which has been guarded and privileged” (1995, p. 14). Thomas draws upon the work of
Woods, who he believes provides, “one of the clearest statements of the value of personal
narrative” in understanding teaching: ‘““...to understand the event fully it was necessary
to see how that self had come into being, developed, resisted attack, been mortified,
survived, and at times prospered. His philosophy of teaching was rooted in these

2

childhood experiences...””” (p. xii).* I agree with Thomas. I believe understanding how

%See Peter J. Woods (1993) “Keys to the past — and to the future: the Empirical Author replies” British
Educational Research Journal 19(5), 475-488.
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critical educators’ life histories and work are connected is particularly relevant. Teaching
others through multiple texts to understand their own lives and the lives of others, to
understand the world close to home and the larger world their community is a part of, is
at the core of critical education. That makes such a pedagogy personal. That makes such
a pedagogy political. The educational community — teachers, teacher educators, and
theorists — need to understand how teachers who teach for critical literacy came to see the
world in critical ways, what motivates them to teach others for critical literacy, and what
influences their pedagogical and curricular choices.’

The life stories of Carol Lessing, Alice Terry, and William Harrison will help
deconstruct the myth of generic critical educators that Ellsworth warned against. The
diversity of critical educators is important to acknowledge and uncover so that we realize
the potential for many different people to teach for critical literacy, even people whose
roots are conservative, patriarchal, or racist. This is especially important for teacher
educators who seek to help their students read their own lives and worlds, and cultivate
dispositions to teach for critical literacy. Life stories allow us to see the great capacity for
change. Lives are not static. Our histories are not necessarily our destinies. We teach
who we are, but we do not necessarily have to teach who we have been. And the lives of
the critical educators in this study have already changed from who they were in the

captured moments presented in this study.

5The intended audience for this study is teachers, teacher educators, and theorists interested in critical
education. Throughout this document I will refer to the “educational community” rather than list these
groups separately. Additionally, there are two points I wish to clarify. First, when I refer to “theorists” I
am thinking of educational researchers and writers of educational literature. Second, I do not intend to
narrowly define roles within the educational community, for I know that many are simultaneously teachers
and teacher educators and theorists.
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I came from a functionally illiterate background, became functionally literate,
reproduced many of the same goals and practices of teaching for functional literacy in my
early teaching career, and eventually moved toward the practice of critical literacy and
being a critical educator. My belief in the desire and ability of teachers to grow motivates
this study. I think teachers can learn to teach in ways different from what they
experienced as students, ways different from what they were "trained" to do in teacher
preparation programs, ways different from what they might have settled into over time.
Professional development initiatives like the National Writing Project have shown this.
The national/international Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity (SEED) project has
shown this. The work of a single author, such as Nancie Atwell's In the Middle (1987;
1998), is hailed by many teachers of writing as the starting point of their
"transformation," as are the works of Paulo Freire hailed by many critical educators.
There is hope for all to change and grow.

In many ways this study is about hope. Hope for education to transform lives and
the society in which those lives are situated. I believe that through exploring the life
stories of Carol Lessing, Alice Terry, and William Harrison, in conjunction with the
classroom stories and analysis of each teacher’s work, readers will be better prepared to
shape a contextualized vision of teaching for critical literacy, and find ways to transform

their own work with students.
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INTRODUCTION:
MAPPING THE TERRAIN

In the Prologue, I make a case for the importance of understanding the person
behind the researcher and behind the teacher in order to understand each individual's
work more fully, and then I shared a rendering of my own life story, focusing upon
critical moments in my learning to read, write, and teach. Sharing my own life story is
both an extension of the argument for exploring the personal, and a precursor to sharing
the life stories of Carol Lessing, Alice Terry, and William Harrison in the case study
chapters.

In Chapter 1, Theorizing Teaching for Critical Literacy, 1 begin by discussing the
nature of "theory" and "theorizing," and then follow this with an exploration of my past,
present, and still developing understandings of the literature which speaks of and informs
teaching for critical literacy. It is in this chapter that I introduce the tap root metaphor
and the rooted tree-in-the-world concept map of my developing theory of teaching for
critical literacy, both of which I revisit and build upon throughout the study. Chapter 1
ends with readers hearing for the first time the voices of Carol Lessing, Alice Terry, and
William Harrison, in this instance speaking to their own conceptions of the "literacy" they
teach for.

In Chapter 2, Overview and Design of a Narrative Inquiry, 1 discuss the nature
and motivations behind this study, why such an inquiry is relevant to those interested in
critical education and literacy, and the decisions I made concerning design, analysis, and
dissemination of the study. This is a qualitative study, framed more specifically as a

narrative inquiry. Narrative inquiry is concerned with the gathering and sharing of the
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"stories" people tell, and re-constructing experiences from multiple data sources into
"narratives" (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). This chapter also introduces eight theoretical
themes concerning teaching for critical literacy which grew out of data analysis.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are case studies of Carol Lessing, Alice Terry, and William
Harrison respectively. Each of the case study chapters is made up of five sections. In An
Introduction 1 make several assertions about salient characteristics of the teacher. 1
provide an overview of the sections in the chapter. And I provide brief introductions to
the teacher, school, students, and course focused upon in the case study. In 4 Life Story 1
present a selection of memories and reflections taken from life history interviews. These
selections are followed by analysis which serves to link early life experiences to how and
what they teach, illuminating “that we teach who we are.” In 4 Context I provide a brief
“entering image” portrait of the community and school which will help readers develop a
sense of place. In A Classroom Story I draw upon one or more classroom events that
illuminates and raises questions about teaching for critical literacy. The classroom stories
are constructed from multiple data sources (field notes, transcripts and notes made from
audio and videotapes, interviews with teachers and students, various classroom
documents, and other sources which shed light upon the narrative). Assertions, key
arguments, highlighted themes, and interpretations are interwoven throughout the
classroom story. In the final section of the case study chapters, An Analysis, 1 discuss in
depth the classroom story and other evidence relevant to understanding teaching for
critical literacy.

In Chapter 6, An Expanded Theory of Teaching for Critical Literacy, I discuss the
evolution of my theory of teaching for critical literacy. I return to the rap root metaphor
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and the rooted tree-in-the-world concept map to discuss the eight theoretical themes,
introduced in Chapter 2 and used for purposes of analysis in the case studies, as “roots”
of the expanded theory. Each root is discussed in light of selected literature, its relevance
to teaching for critical literacy, and in relation to aspects of teaching seen and discussed
in the case studies.

In Chapter 7, Implications for the Educational Community, 1 discuss a number of
“lessons learned” through this study. In the section for teacher educators I draw upon
suggestions for teacher preparation given by Carol Lessing, Alice Terry, and William

Harrison. I also look at future paths for my own research.
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CHAPTER 1
THEORIZING TEACHING FOR CRITICAL LITERACY

Introduction

I see the work of theorizing as being multilayered, and necessitating various
depths and levels of formality. Surveying the Oxford English Dictionary, one can see
that "theory" has held many meanings over time, both broad and specific, from its Greek
origins "looking, contemplation, speculation" to meanings spanning the 16th century
through the present:

(3) a conception or mental scheme of...a method; a systematic statement of rules

or principles to be followed; (4) a statement of what are held to be general laws,

principles, or causes of something known or observed; (5) abstract knowledge, of

the formulation of it, often used as implying more or less unsupported hypothesis

and distinguished from or opposed to practice; (6) a hypothesis proposed as an

explanation...speculation, conjecture...an individual view or notion. (1971/198S,

p. 3284)
I would argue, by definition, that theory can be many things, from a fluid individual view
to a rigid set of laws, from something practical to something abstract. And I would argue
that there is a necessity for such a range of theoretical forms. The theorizing I do in this
study grows out of systematic action, yet it is based upon looking, contemplation, and
speculation,; it strives to be fluid and evolving, rather than seek rules and principles,
stating laws, or formulating abstract knowledge. It is highly contextualized theorizing,
grounded in the particulars of the lives and work of three teachers and their students. The
literature on critical theory, critical education, and critical literacy has pushed my

thinking and practice considerably; however, I find it leans more toward formulating

abstract knowledge, while de-emphasizing practice.
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This study is about looking into classrooms and going beyond where the literature
has taken me in understanding what it means to teach for critical literacy. This study is a
search for what it looks like, and what it means, to help students learn to read and write
the word and the world. This study is not about coming up with a “new and improved”
universal theory of teaching for critical literacy. It is about entering the worlds of three
teachers' classrooms and theorizing what it means in those sites to teach for critical
literacy. Making sense of other people’s theories, whether those theories come from a
book or the words and acts of a classroom teacher, is an act of theorizing. I have invested
years in making sense of theories in books, written by people who have thought deeply
about critical education but do not occupy the world of the classroom, writing about the
world they think generic critical teachers occupy. Here I want to explore the theories
embedded in the words and practices of classroom teachers, classroom teachers who are
critical educators, adding to the field of critical education knowledge. Classroom
teachers talk about the worlds they occupy, the day-to-day world of the classroom, a
world that is messy and uncertain, a world that is not easily ordered or rationalized. May
Stevens, writing about how theory is too often separated from feeling and experience,
declares "theory cuts off its roots, loses its connection to reality” (1980, p. 41). I am in
search of a rooted theory, one grounded in the lives and work of real people teaching for
and engaging in critical literacy. It has been theory of various shapes and sizes that has
led me to this investigation, that has driven me to frame this study with the following
research questions:

o What does teaching for critical literacy look like in the secondary English

classroom? What does it mean to teach for critical literacy, to help
students learn to read and write the word and the world?
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o What is the relationship between “who we are’”” and how we teach? How can
life stories illuminate this relationship?

In this chapter I do three things. First, I explain the origins of my own developing
critical literacy, paying particular attention to several authors and experiences that were
especially inspiring and influential. Second, I introduce my developing theory of
teaching for critical literacy as it was when I entered this study. In the final section of
this chapter I make space for the voices of Carol Lessing, Alice Terry, and William
Harrison who describe the literacy they try to cultivate in their students. I will argue in

Chapter 2 for the necessity of this study, and provide an overview of the study.

The Origins of My Own Critical Literacy

Proponents of subjective literary criticism, such as David Bleich, have argued that
"interpretations make more sense when critics take the trouble to explain the growth and
origin of their views" (Selden, 1985, p. 124). Articulating and making visible one's
beliefs, values, and background experiences is also a principle act of feminist and critical
theorists. Exploring and making visible my own experiences as a learner and how they
affected me as I entered the teaching profession is what I sought to do in the Prologue.
This study is personal, it is political, it is pedagogical. By uncovering my own struggles
to practice critical literacy, I reveal one of my motivations for undertaking this study:
there is great need for critical educators in the education profession. And part of being a
critical educator is to take an inquiring stance. The explanations of my own struggles, as

a young learmer and a teacher, inform the interpretations I make in this study.
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When I began my career as a teacher in 1985 I worked to achieve the goals of
functional literacy and cultural literacy (Hirsch, 1987). I labored hard to help my students
achieve reading comprehension and knowledge acquisition. As I gained experience as a
teacher I developed an awareness of the need to create opportunities for critical reflection,
however, I did not know how to cultivate critical reflection in my students. It is one thing
to resonate to a statement like Greene's — "learning involves a futuring, a going beyond"
(1978, p. 39) — and yet another thing to put such an ideal into action as a teacher. Given
that my own education — an education that led to a Masters degree — had not prepared me
to engage in the practice of critical literacy, it is understandable that I would have

difficulty helping my students engage in this practice.

The Critical Tun
I taught high school English and social studies in several contexts for six years,
between 1985-1991. In the three schools I taught in during that time, I worked with
students who possessed a great range of physical and intellectual abilities, as well as
representing great economic, racial, and cultural diversity. At the point in my career
when I encountered critical education literature (McIntosh, 1983, 1988, 1990; Weiler,
1988, 1991; McLaren, 1989; Giroux, 1988; Freire, 1968/1985, 1987; hooks, 1984,
1989; Freire & Macedo, 1987) — literature which has been described as taking a "critical
view of the existing society, arguing that the society is both exploitive and
oppressive...more critical and utopian than traditional educational theory" (Weiler, 1988,
p- 5) — I was struggling with several issues, issues that challenged notions of teaching for

functional and cultural literacy. I was moving toward critical literacy objectives: How
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can I educate all my students? How can I facilitate a heightened social awareness in my
students? How can I make the curriculum and learning process in my classes more
equitable? How can I make the curriculum more relevant and meaningful for my
students? These questions grew out of my felt needs as a teacher. The authors I read
helped me grapple with these questions.

Much of the critical education literature cited above spoke to these questions, but
in a language that I had not yet come to understand in concrete terms. As an experienced
educator, I used this literature as a tool for envisioning new ways of teaching and shaping
curriculum. For example, McIntosh's "White Privilege, Male Privilege: A Personal
Account of Coming to See Correspondences through Work in Women's Studies” (1988)
pushed me to reflect upon the unearned advantages 1 benefit from because I am White
and male. This reflection led me to consider the relevance of power and privilege as
issues necessary to inform the texts, materials, and sources that made up the English and
social studies curriculum I would teach; this reflection also pushed me to rethink my role
as a teacher of young men and women. MclIntosh's "Interactive Phases of Curricular
Revision: A Feminist Perspective" (1983) and "Interactive Phases of Curricular and
Personal Re-vision with Regard to Race" (1990) pushed me to examine closely the
balance and bias of the various English and social studies curricula I taught, and to
question my own K-12, undergraduate, and graduate educations in English and history.
Exposure to new language — unearned advantages, power, privilege, balance, bias —
provoked new thinking and ways of being. Concepts that were once strange and
disconcerting, became a part of who I am. I did not run from them as I did in my
undergraduate days in Elizabeth Francis' British Novel II course.
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Two books provided a deeper initiation into the critical education literature, and
were significant in helping me rethink my overall pedagogical approach. Books by
Kathleen Weiler and Peter McLaren introduced me to feminist and critical pedagogies.
Each spoke to my needs because I heard the voices of teachers in their work.

Weiler, a former student of Henry Giroux's and an ideological disciple of Freire's,
provided me with my first general introduction to critical education theory in Women
Teaching for Change: Gender, Class and Power (1988). I was inspired by Weiler's
articulation of “feminist pedagogy,” an approach to teaching I had never encountered
before. Weiler provided me with a starting point to begin thinking about this new kind of
teaching philosophy: teaching that is human and caring; teaching that makes space for
the experiences of teachers and students to be part of the curriculum; teaching that
“instigates dialogue” with students about important issues; teaching that helps students
confront issues of gender and race and class; teaching that examines the way oppressions
are linked; teaching that does not avoid conflict but makes room for it, emphasizes it;
teaching that pushes students to question their own perspectives and consciousness, and;
teaching that helps students raise their consciousness. To someone who was accustomed
to reading curriculum objectives put out by a state department of education, this was
radical and revolutionary.

Weiler’s book was the product of ethnographic qualitative research that examined

thee link between theory and practice of several secondary school feminist teachers and
administrators, drawing heavily upon interview data and selected classroom incidents.
Integrating the voices and perspectives of teachers, administrators, and students was an

important element to me as a new reader of critical education theory. Weiler's vision of
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"teaching for change" and her belief, shared by Freire and other critical educators, that
individuals have the "power... to come to a critical consciousness of their own being in
the world" (p. 17), were powerful notions to me.

I knew from reading Weiler's work that I wanted to read what other critical
theorists, such as Freire, had to say. The contributions of many others are clear in
Weiler's vision of critical education, yet, in her essay "Freire and a Feminist Pedagogy of
Difference" (1991), Weiler highlights an important difference between Freire's work and
her own and other feminist educators:

The role of the teacher in [Freire's process of conscientization]...is to instigate a

dialogue between teacher and student, based on their common ability to know the

world and to act as subjects in the world. But the question of the authority and
power of the teacher, particularly those forms of power based on the teacher's
subject position as raced, classed, gendered, and so on, is not addressed by Freire.

(1991, p. 454)

The recognition of a teacher's authority and power in relation to elements of race, class,
and gender has remained a significant issue for me as a teacher, teacher educator, and

theorist.

In Women Teaching for Change, Weiler helps make a large body of theoretical

literature accessible through her own synthesis of it, and her entering into the work of
several feminist teachers and administrators. The many voices that surface in this work
strike me as sage advice — words from teachers (Weiler among them) to other teachers. I
was able to begin constructing a comprehensive and relevant vision of pedagogy sensitive
to dominance and difference. However, even though Weiler's work brings to the fore the
voices of many teachers and administrators who work from a critical perspective, I was

left wanting more from them. I wanted to see more than the glimpse of classroom life
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readers are provided in one chapter. I still puzzled over what teaching looks and feels
like when teachers "instigate a dialogue" with students that is truly consciousness raising.
I came to Weiler as fertile ground, and she had planted seeds that would sprout.

My second substantial encounter with critical education theory came through the
writing of Peter McLaren. In Life in Schools: An Introduction to Critical Pedagogy in
the Foundations of Education (1989), McLaren draws on his own teaching journal from
four years of work in an inner-city Toronto elementary school to illustrate the experiences
that pushed him to seek a teaching method that would best address the needs of children
being oppressed, living in an oppressive society. For example, in the following journal
entry McLaren writes of his struggle against the “conditioning” he came away with from
his teacher preparation and the theorizing he did as a teacher:

Friday, March 10

I constantly had to fight the conditioning I had received in my teacher training and

in my first year of teaching. But more and more I was recognizing the incidental

questions and conversations of the kids as a learning process. I saw that some of
the most effective lessons took place spontaneously: what I often thought was
disorder was, in fact, kids interacting in another form of learning.

For example, in the Fall T.J. used to bring snakes in from the creek. The
kids often crowded around his desk, excited, watching the snake writhe, touching
its skin, exclaiming over its colors. It would take me a long time to get them back
to their seats and settled down. I decided that what the kids were learning from
T.J. was probably as real as any lesson I could have dreamed up. (p. 92)

The journal entries ring sincere and true. Most people who have taught full time can
resonate to the frustrations, doubts, characterizations of students, reflections, and so much
more McLaren puts forward. McLaren sought theoretical tools which would enable him
to understand issues of dominance and difference, and to provide him with possible
methods for dealing with these issues in a classroom setting, tools that could assist him in

bringing these issues to the forefront of the curriculum to be dealt with in a productive
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manner. He posed a question that became central for me: "What is the relationship
between what we do in the classroom and our effort to build a better society?" (p. x).
Through McLaren’s eyes, I was able to see how he “read” the oppressive conditions his
students lived in; through his eyes I was able to better understand how as a White male I
might be able to teach and "instigate a dialogue" about oppression. Reading Life in
Schools, I felt I was walking in McLaren's footsteps.

McLaren recognized that schools and teachers are bound tightly to the system of
inequity, are participants in the reproduction of inequity. If teachers practiced and
worked from a critical perspective, the<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>