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Abstract 
In recent years teachers and researchers have begun exploring the possibilities for critical English as a 
foreign language (EFL) education in Taiwan and other societies. The focus has been on the feasibility 
of critical literacy, a family of approaches to literacy education that first came to prominence in 
societies where English is taught as a native or second/additional language or dialect. In general terms, 
the first generation of research has shown that critical EFL education is feasible. In this context, the 
present review looks at how issues relating to the emancipatory effects of programs of critical EFL 
literacy and the pedagogic means by which these effects are achieved might be investigated by 
researchers. The review is conducted within a framework drawn from (1) the political philosophy of 
Nancy Fraser that enables nuanced description of different forms of justice and (2) the sociological 
perspective of Pierre Bourdieu as developed by Allan Luke to describe literacy education. Illustrative 
analyses are presented of some college level English programs conducted in Taiwan. Implications are 
drawn for classroom-based research to assist educators to create pedagogies that expand and deepen 
the emancipatory effects of critical literacy in EFL and other settings. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Since the 2000s, there has been a flowering of research on the feasibility of critical 
literacy in Taiwan and other settings where English is taught as a foreign language (EFL). 
Typically, these empirical studies have advocated one or another approach to critical literacy, 
described the design and implementation of instructional activities and sequences, 
documented outcomes, and drawn implications for future development of the critical 
approach. A key finding of reviews of this and related literature is that English can indeed be 
taught critically to second language learners – in EFL settings such as Taiwan, as well as in 
English-dominant settings such as Australia, the UK or the US (Author, 2011; Fajardo, 2015). 
The review presented here is complementary; it focuses on critical literacy as an instrument 
of justice. 

Critical literacy is an act of cultural and political power dedicated to the pursuit of 
human freedom, equality and emancipation (Author, 2011). Many approaches to this project 
of literacy education have been developed; these are usefully viewed in terms of two broad 
types of practice: critical pedagogic and text analytic. Critical pedagogic approaches construe 
conventional literacy as a technology that produces passive learners in the interests of 
reproduction of dominant ideology. Staying relatively close to the instructional method of 
Paulo Freire (Freire, 1972; Freire & Macdeo, 1987), these approaches help students to re-
name the problems in their lives in social terms and to take action to redress these. In contrast, 
text analytic approaches to critical literacy, such as those advanced by Hilary Janks (2000, 
2014), engage students with the workings of text: grammatical structures, ideological and 
discursive contents, and ideological conditions of text production and consumption in given 
social fields. Through these approaches students learn how language and text are implicated 
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in relations of power, and may also take transformative action by producing their own texts. 
Justice is the proper measure of either approach to critical literacy. As yet, however, little 
research focuses squarely on this outcome. 

This review takes up where an earlier one left off, specifically, with a question about 
justice and the teaching of English to speakers of other languages (TESOL). The earlier 
review concluded that “the outstanding question” after more than thirty years of critical 
TESOL was “[w]hether and how critical approaches… make substantive differences in the 
cultural understandings, socioeconomic pathways and political engagement and agency of 
second language learners” (Author, 2011, p. X). In other words, it remained to be 
investigated whether the emancipatory promise of critical literacy was being realised – and if 
so, by what instructional means. The aim of this review is to make a contribution in this 
regard. 

The review is developed in three sections. First, a theoretical perspective on justice 
and critical literacy is presented to establish a framework for understanding the emancipatory 
effects and pedagogic means of critical literacy; then several programs of critical English 
literacy taught at college level in Taiwan are taken as illustrative examples; finally, 
implications are drawn for future research. While focused on research conducted in Taiwan in 
particular, the review might be of broader interest, not only in other EFL settings, but also in 
English-dominant western societies. Given the normative intent of critical literacy, the 
question of justice warrants research attention whenever and wherever English literacy is 
taught with critical intent. 
 
 
JUSTICE AND CRITICAL LITERACY 
 

The theoretical perspective presented here articulates a multi-dimensional 
conceptualisation of justice (Fraser, 2002, 2005, 2007) with a sociological conceptualisation 
of programs of critical literacy (Luke, 2003, 2008, 2009). This conceptual framework is 
useful for research into both the emancipatory effects of critical literacy as a normative 
project of justice, and the pedagogic means employed by programs of critical literacy to these 
ends. 
 
Conceptualising justice 

The multi-dimensional model developed by political philosopher Nancy Fraser (2002, 
2005, 2007) identifies at least three forms of justice: the distributive, the recognitive and the 
representative. Each form is understood in terms of parity of social participation. Distributive 
claims are made in pursuit of a fairer share of resources; they seek to redress the injustice of 
maldistribution. This injustice denies some the means and opportunity to interact on a par 
with others; for example, a person may not have the resources needed to stand up against 
better-resourced others. In the field of education, researchers have extended understanding of 
maldistribution beyond material resources (e.g., computers or books) to discursive resources 
(e.g., mastery of English language genres that enable one to act powerfully in a given context) 
(Cazden, 2012). Recognitive claims are made in pursuit of a world friendly to difference; they 
seek to redress the injustice of misrecognition. This injustice occurs when some are denied 
the status which would enable them to interact as a peer, when they are construed, for 
example, as not worth listening to. It is a form of injustice that is commonly targeted by 
programs of critical literacy, in particular, text analytic programs (Luke, 2009). 
Representative claims are made in pursuit of a hearing within the relevant polity; they seek to 
redress the injustice of misrepresentation. This injustice leaves the interests of some affected 
parties out of decision-making, for example, by excluding them from forums in which the 
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decisions that shape their lives are made. It is a form of injustice that is commonly targeted 
by critical pedagogic programs of critical literacy. 

The multi-dimensional model is especially useful for considering struggles over 
recognition – the dimension of justice that has been arguably the main object of programs of 
critical literacy (Luke, 2009). Critical literacy is often concerned with the ways that 
differences of culture, race, gender and so forth are construed. However, it is worth noting 
that justice is not necessarily at stake in all struggles over recognition: 

Some discourses kill people, take away their livelihood, others humiliate, others 
marginalize and shame. Some modes and plays of differance make a difference in 
people’s lives, others simply do not matter much (Luke, 2009, p. 293). 
 
To clarify, only some struggles for recognition can be understood as struggles against 

injustice. These are struggles over discourses that may deny some not only the status they 
need for parity of participation in social life, but sometimes even life itself. It is unfortunately 
easy to think of demeaning discourses on race, ethnicity, gender and sexuality that have 
worked in this way. Further, some struggles for recognition may also have implications for 
distributive and representative justice; they may rationalise the denial of livelihood and with 
this, the injustice of maldistribution; they may rationalise marginalisation, and with this, the 
injustice of misrepresentation. The multidimensional model makes it possible to keep the 
focus of programs of critical literacy on differences that are consequential for justice in these 
and other ways. 

The multi-dimensional model is also useful because it makes it possible to analyse the 
play of identity politics that may constrain the emancipatory impact of programs of critical 
literacy. Consider a study of a multicultural curriculum in an urban elementary school in 
California (Zacher, 2008). The population of the school was a mix of primarily working class 
African American, Latino/a and Asian children and primarily middle class White children. 
The curriculum embedded a civil rights agenda into language arts and social studies 
instruction; it was designed to enable both critique of inequalities and recognition of 
difference. In this setting, an identity politics emerged in which the sophisticated discourses 
on difference made available by the curriculum were used by students to try to secure 
powerful positions in the social hierarchy of friendship groups – sometimes successfully and 
sometimes not. 

Amongst the White students, middle class status seems to have enabled some to 
identify unproblematically as White irrespective of the value of that identity within the 
multicultural ethos of the school. That status also enabled one of the White girls to co-opt a 
Latina identity that cemented her membership in a powerful group of bilingual Latinas. In 
contrast, a working class White girl was both denigrated on account of her visible poverty 
and unable to claim the Latina identity that was so powerful in the multicultural classroom. 
This girl was silenced (literally) and denied participation rights in classroom talk, tellingly by 
the very same middle class White girl who had successfully claimed Latina identity herself. 
This led the researcher to speculate about implications for the working class girl’s 
educational trajectory and life chances. The point was that the identity politics enabled by the 
critical multicultural curriculum were wellsprings of at least some injustice in the classroom. 
The study concluded that identity politics itself should be subject to critical analysis, in 
particular, with attention to the exchange value of race, ethnicity and language in a given 
social field (Zacher, 2008). Although derived from research in an English-dominant society, 
this conclusion is cause for consideration in any setting where a program of critical literacy 
encourages students to explore vectors of difference that are part of their lives and social 
relationships. 
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The play of identity politics may also constrain the emancipatory effects of programs of 
critical literacy by locking students into the personal. When pedagogy becomes mired in the 
personal, it may simply “give space for, indulge, cultivate, and ultimately valorize the 
experience of Otherness and difference” (Luke, 2004, p. 27). In other words, identity politics 
may encourage students who have suffered oppression to bask in alterity rather than to take 
social action. Angel Lin’s (2004) analysis of the introduction of critical pedagogy into an in-
service MATESL course in Hong Kong illuminates this risk – and a resolutely critical 
response. Lin sought to raise the critical consciousness of practising teachers about classism, 
racism and sexism in English language instruction. But the working conditions of junior 
female teachers left the students almost too exhausted to reflect after a day of teaching, as did 
her own conditions as a junior female Chinese academic in a field where expatriate males 
enjoyed privileges. None the less, Lin did not allow her class to turn into a forum for 
wallowing in hopelessness and powerlessness; instead, she worked to secure publication of 
student assignments in a professional journal in order to have an impact within the local 
educational community. 

In summary, the multi-dimensional model of justice enables nuanced analysis of 
programs of critical literacy, making it possible to identify emancipatory effects in relation to 
injustices of maldistribution, misrecognition and misrepresentation. To understand the 
pedagogy by which such effects are achieved, a sociological conceptualisation of programs of 
critical literacy is useful. 
 
Conceptualising the sociological work of programs of critical literacy 

It is productive to look at programs of critical literacy in terms of concepts developed 
by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. From a Bourdieusian perspective, education may be 
viewed as a field within which the resources of language, knowledge, culture and so forth that 
students bring with them to the classroom are evaluated and exchanged for the resources that 
are the prize for competing successfully in the learning activities of the classroom (Luke, 
2008, 2009). In theoretical terms, the evaluation of students’ resources turns those resources 
into capital, that is, it bestows on them more or less worth in the field. That capital can be 
traded for schooled capital in the learning exchanges of the classroom. This sociological 
dynamic is illustrated by a study of English lessons in four Hong Kong classrooms (Lin, 
1999); the study shows how the linguistic resources the children brought to school were 
valued differentially in the learning exchanges of the classroom with implications for the 
distribution of the discursive resources of schooled English in the first instance, and possibly 
academic and workplace success beyond that. 

In one of the study classrooms, the children of professionals, business executives and 
university professors arrived in the classroom with considerable English resources acquired 
by interacting with English-speaking Filipino domestic helpers, viewing English language 
television news, and reading English print media outside of school. These resources were of 
great value in the English language learning activities of the classroom. As a result, the 
students were positioned to successfully compete for the schooled English on offer through 
reading, discussion and other learning practices of the classroom. The crucial point here is 
that it was not only English proficiency that was to the students’ advantage, but also the ways 
in which that proficiency was made to count in the learning exchanges of the classroom. This 
sociological dynamic becomes even more apparent from analyses of the learning exchanges 
of the other classrooms in the study (Lin, 1999). 

The other three classes were all made up of the children of manual or service workers. 
Cantonese was the language of these children’s extra-curricular activities but was valued 
differently in the three English classes. In one class, Cantonese was of no apparent value 
because reading activities were conducted entirely in English. In another, Cantonese was of 
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some value because the teacher code-switched into the language to repair miscommunication. 
In contrast, Cantonese was of great value in the remaining class. In that class the teacher 
made extensive use of Cantonese to engage students and develop their understanding before 
then helping them to reformulate their learning into English. As a result, Cantonese was a 
particularly valuable asset in competition in that class for the capital of schooled English (Lin, 
1999). 

The point here is that it is not simply the volume and configuration of a student’s 
linguistic resources that brings (dis)advantage in formal English language education; it is also 
the value bestowed on those resources in the classroom as a field for the exchange of students’ 
linguistic capital into the capital of schooled English – an especially valuable asset in these 
times of globalisation. It is therefore not surprising that some approaches to critical English 
literacy seek to alter the field of English language education (Luke, 2009). 

The concept of field is a complex one that Bourdieu developed over decades and in 
the course of several empirical projects. In general terms, the concept refers to a set of 
positions in social space that are inhabited by agents who share interests, activities and 
dispositions and hold the requisite capital (Hardy, 2012). Several metaphors shed light on the 
concept: like a football field, education is a space of competition and strategy where actors 
wield their resources in a struggle for the profits of the field; like the force field of science 
fiction, it is a little world of relatively autonomous belief and activity that distinguishes it 
from other fields; like the force field of physics, it is a space of opposing forces. But the 
metaphors should not be pushed too far. A point of difference between the force fields 
described by physicists and the fields described by sociologists is that the actors in a social 
field are not automatons governed by immutable laws; they are, rather, agents with more or 
less power to conserve or change the field (Thompson, 2012). 

Some approaches to critical literacy try to alter social fields through a self-reflexive 
pedagogy that makes the rules of recognition and exchange in the fields explicit (Luke, 2008, 
2009). This pedagogy is sometimes focused on the rules of the educational institutions within 
which ‘schooled’ skills and knowledge are acquired. Problematizing the exchange value of 
race, class and ethnicity in the literate practices of classrooms with a multicultural ethos 
(Zacher, 2008) would be an example of this kind of critical English literacy. So too is critical 
EFL instruction which invites students to interrogate the textual practices of academic 
communities. A course in reading and writing and language across the curriculum for 
Singaporean undergraduates (Kramer-Dahl, 2001) is illustrative. That text analytic program 
made available the tools of critical language awareness, thereby enabling the students to 
analyse academic literacy as a normative cultural technology, that is, as discourse about who 
should read and write academic texts; how, where and when they should do so; and to what 
ends. In a similar vein, other approaches to critical literacy try to alter the rules of the 
workplaces, communities and other fields in which educationally-acquired resources are 
deployed. 

In contrast, some other approaches to critical EFL literacy try to change individuals or 
groups of students rather than the field of education. In Bourdieusian terms, they seek to alter 
habitus (Luke, 2008, 2009). The concept of habitus refers to dispositions or habitual 
tendencies, propensities or inclinations to act in one or another way in the practices of a field. 
Dispositions are formed by past experience of the field; they are the product of a history in 
the struggles over capital in the field. Dispositions are durable over time and transferable 
across fields, for example, dispositions formed through experience in the field of the family 
endure and transfer into the field of education. However, the workings of the habitus are not 
automatic; they depend on interactions between the habitus of the individuals or groups and 
the current position of those actors in the field. In other words, a learner’s practice in the field 
of education at a particular moment depends on both the dispositions they bring to the field 
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and the position they inhabit in the field given their capital portfolio. Moreover, the habitus 
which helps make certain practices possible for certain actors in a field is not immutable; it 
can change with ongoing experience of the field (Maton, 2012). These understandings of 
habitus can be usefully applied to programs of critical literacy which seek to alter the learner 
(Luke, 2008). 

In some cases, critical literacy strives to create a disruptive normative habitus (Luke, 
2008). These programs take advantage of the durability and transferability of dispositions by 
producing habitus that will be inclined to disrupt inequitable power relations in the field of 
education and beyond. It is this project that is at the heart of critical pedagogic concern with 
‘voice’. A program of critical pedagogy conducted in South Korea (Shin & Crookes, 2005) is 
illustrative. Adapting Freire’s method for the contingencies of South Korean classrooms, that 
program enabled students to nominate aspects of culture for dialogic treatment (e.g., current 
social issues in Korea, cultural forms peculiar to Korea, contemporary youth culture in 
Korea). Students then conducted discussions on those generative topics, created and 
presented posters about them, and reflected and wrote about their work. To varying degrees, 
students were able to engage in dialogue that was both critical and conducted in English. The 
researchers concluded that while South Korean teachers of English may have little autonomy, 
it is possible none the less to incorporate small lessons on critical issues into the EFL 
curriculum in that country. 

Genre pedagogy, a text analytic approach to critical literacy, has been less interested 
in creating disruptive habitus than in resourcing such habitus. This approach seeks to 
redistribute conventional English literacy resources, sometimes with the aim of enabling 
resistant reading and critical writing (Hammond & Macken-Horarik, 1999). In the wake of 
debate about whether such an approach was even critical or not, an early proponent argued 
that the pedagogy was developed to “open up access to genres, especially those controlled by 
mainstream groups – with the faith… that this redistribution of discursive resources would 
involve recontextualizations by non-mainstream groups which would realign power” (Martin, 
1999, p. 124). To put this simply, proponents of genre pedagogy have tried to redress the 
maldistribution of the discursive resources by which the dominant have maintained social 
power, for example, the genre of explanation used in science. They have done so in the 
expectation that the dominated would be able to use their mastery of those resources to 
change inequitable relations of social power. 

In the course of genre pedagogy students enjoy explicit literacy and content 
instruction and may have opportunities to exercise criticality. Working with concepts from 
systemic-functional linguistics (SFL), students are taught about the characteristics of text 
types that are considered crucial for academic success. In science, for example, attention 
would be drawn to the social purpose, schematic structure and grammatical features of the 
explanation genre. Students would also be provided with instruction in the content they need 
in order to write a scientifically credible example of the genre (Hammond & Macken-Horarik, 
1999). In genre pedagogy, opportunities for reading resistantly and writing critically may be 
incorporated into a teaching sequence alongside explicit instruction in text type and content. 
Student uptake of these critical resources is considered to be ‘dependent’ on content 
knowledge and ‘facilitated’ by awareness that texts are constructed through authorial choices 
– and constrained by mastery of English language resources (Hammond & Macken-Horarik, 
1999). 

The SFL genre approach has excited some controversy. Much of this has turned on 
the claim that students’ exercise of criticality is constrained by their English language 
proficiency and that conventional language instruction should thereby be accorded priority. 
At the same time, however, one of the strengths of the SFL genre approach, like other text 
analytic forms of critical literacy, is that student learning is likely to be developmental. As the 
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critical work can be closely aligned with the developmental content of a given language 
syllabus, students have opportunities to build their critical capabilities cumulatively (Author, 
2011). 

While SFL genre pedagogy was initially developed for high diversity, high poverty 
settings in Australia, there has been some uptake of the approach in critical EFL education. 
For example, in Indonesia, a critical genre-based approach was developed to teach EFL at 
university level (Emilia, 2005). The program taught the structure and linguistic features of the 
discussion genre. It articulated these with three other sets of ideas about pedagogy. The first 
was an understanding of critical thinking as the inclination and ability to read arguments, 
write sound arguments, and think about one’s thinking. The second set of ideas was drawn 
from critical pedagogy with its emphasis on reading the word and the world and engaging in 
democratic dialogue in order to discover who benefits from existing social arrangements and 
how those arrangements might be made more just. The third set of ideas was drawn from 
critical language awareness, a text analytic approach to critical literacy that helps students 
discover what a text is about, the social position from which it has been written, and how it 
serves particular interests and might be rewritten to more just ends. Under this amalgam of 
influences a carefully planned 11-week ‘critical genre-based program’ was taught, 
culminating in students independently constructing a written text in the discussion genre 
(Emilia, 2005). 

The program utilised the teaching cycle developed by exponents of genre pedagogy to 
scaffold students’ mastery of genres. This cycle entails four phases: building a field of 
content knowledge, deconstructing model texts in the target genre, jointly constructing 
examples of that genre, and then independently constructing a text in the genre. These phases 
were used in the critical genre-based program to provide instruction in the critical thinking 
and critical language awareness capabilities the students required if they were to be able to 
read the word and the world. In other words, opportunities for acquiring resources for critical 
practices were systematically incorporated into the teaching cycle. It was for this reason that 
the program was described as a ‘critical genre-based’ approach (Emilia, 2005). The exercise 
of criticality was built into the classroom program; it was not left to chance. 

Fine-grained linguistic analyses of texts produced in the course of the critical genre-
based program found that students of all levels of achievement gained better mastery of 
discussion texts. This outcome was taken as an indication of enhanced critical thinking and 
critical language awareness. Notably, students at the lowest level of achievement made the 
greatest gains – an outcome consistent with the goal of redistributing the discursive goods of 
English literacy education. There was also evidence that students came to value the dialogue 
and participatory activity integral to critical pedagogy (Emilia, 2005). 

In summary, Fraser’s multidimensional model of justice and Bourdieu’s sociological 
theory can be articulated to conceptualise the emancipatory effects of programs of critical 
literacy. In these terms, critical literacy can be understood as an attempt to (1) redress 
injustices of maldistribution, misrecognition or misrepresentation by (2) altering the field of 
literacy education, creating a disruptive habitus or resourcing and giving reign to such a 
habitus. In what follows, we illustrate the utility of this framework for future research on the 
emancipatory effects of programs of critical literacy and the pedagogic means to those ends. 
Although focused on programs of critical literacy developed and taught in Taiwan, the review 
may be of broader interest in both EFL and English dominant settings where critical literacy 
is taught to second language learners. 
 
 
CRITICAL LITERACY IN ONE EFL SETTING: AN ILLUSTRATIVE REVIEW 
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Until quite recently, there were few studies of critical literacy in Taiwan (for early 
reviews, see Ko, 2007 and Huang, 2009). However, the electronic searches undertaken with 
the resources of a major university library for the purposes of this review revealed that in 
2016 there is a growing body of journal articles, conference papers and dissertations on 
critical literacy in Taiwan. While this literature includes studies of programs of critical 
literacy taught to students ranging in age from childhood to adulthood, many of the studies 
have been focused on undergraduate programs (Huang, 2009, 2011a,b, 2015; Ko, 2013a,b; 
Ko & Wang, 2013; Kuo, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2015). Given the size of this sub-set of the 
literature, and the ease of global access to it,  the college studies  are used for illustrative 
purposes here. 

In general terms, the college studies reported on small-scale empirical investigations 
of programs of critical literacy conducted for periods of up to a semester. The programs were 
taught variously to freshmen and older students and English and non-English majors across a 
range of English proficiency levels. They typically pursued critical literacy alongside 
conventional literacy, making use of activities such as reading, discussion, and oral or written 
text production. Reading materials sometimes included but were not limited to the prescribed 
class textbook. The studies were sometimes conducted by the class teacher and sometimes by 
a researcher who worked with the teacher in one or another capacity as classroom participant 
or observer. 

In what follows, the emancipatory intent and effects of the selected studies are 
examined, along with the pedagogic means to those ends. The aim of the review, it will be 
recalled, is to look at how future research might tackle ‘the outstanding question’ about 
critical second language literacy, specifically, the question of emancipatory effects and 
pedagogic means to these (Author, 2011). Given the flowering of critical literacy in Taiwan 
in recent years, studies by Taiwanese scholars are useful for this illustrative purpose. On the 
one hand, they provide insight into the particularities of critical literacy in a given EFL 
setting that may be especially salient for readers of this journal. On the other hand, they 
provide insight into issues of wider interest to critical English education, such as the priority 
accorded critical and conventional literate practices. To these ends, the review is guided by 
three questions, derived from earlier reviews of critical second language English education 
and informed by the theoretical perspective on justice and critical literacy presented earlier in 
this article: 

1. What forms of injustice did the programs of critical literacy tackle? Did they address 
maldistribution, misrecognition or misrepresentation? 

2. What emancipatory effects did the critical literacy programs have for individuals and 
groups, both developmentally and longitudinally? Did the programs generate 
unintended oppressive effects? 

3. What forms of pedagogy enabled emancipatory effects? What materials were used? 
Was critical literacy articulated with conventional literacy? If so, how? What was the 
format of lessons in critical literacy? 

Each of these three subsets of questions is now addressed in turn. 
 

 
Tackling forms of injustice 

The first question to ask of a program of critical literacy concerns the forms of 
injustice tackled: maldistribution of resources, misrecognition of difference or 
misrepresentation in decision-making forums. The illustrative studies all addressed 
maldistribution. The stated intention of the programs was to redistribute to EFL students the 
critical dispositions in English that have historically been most readily available to native and 
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second language learners of the language in societies where English is the dominant and 
majority language. 

To elaborate, one set of studies by Jun-min Kuo (2009, 2013, 2014, 2015) described 
programs designed to achieve a ‘critical stance’ on the part of students (see Lewison, Leland 
& Harste, 2015). This is a stance that entails: (1) conscious engagement through naming a 
problem and entering into dialogue and negotiation with others about it; (2) openness to 
alternative ways of being through new discourses and identities in relation to a problem; (3) 
taking responsibility for inquiry by asking questions about a problem and then doing the 
intellectual work of responding to these; and (4) reflexivity or awareness of one’s own 
complicity in injustices, including those that can arise within critical literacy classes 
themselves. 

A second set of studies by Shin-ying Huang (2009, 2011a,b, 2015) described 
programs which sought to develop in students dispositions to text analytic practices. These 
are dispositions that enable one to ‘talk back’ to text or to be ‘text critics’ by finding the 
silences in texts, identifying the ideological positioning of authors, viewing topics from 
alternative ideological perspectives, and asking questions of text. 

A third set of studies by Mei-yun Ko (2013, a,b; Ko & Wang, 2013) was focused on 
the development of ‘critical consciousness’, specifically, an active, challenging disposition to 
reading. As in the text analytic programs described by Huang (2009, 2011a,b), the students 
were expected to interrogate texts with questions that are grounded in the assumption that 
authors write from particular perspectives and serve particular interests: 

Whose viewpoint is expressed? What does the author want us to think? Whose voices 
are missing, silenced or discounted? How might alternative perspectives be 
represented? What material or economic interests were served in its production? How 
are the participants named and shaped? What does it exclude? How is the reader 
positioned? (Ko, 2013a, p. 94). 
In summary, then, the illustrative studies of critical literacy were all redistributive in 

intent. Specifically, they sought to make available to Taiwanese college students critical 
dispositions that have not always been the goal of EFL education. Given the power exercised 
in the domains of study, work and everyday life through English in this era of globalisation a 
disruptive English habitus is arguably a valuable asset. Questions about the effectiveness of 
critical programs of EFL literacy – the emancipatory effects of the programs – are therefore 
of particular interest. 
 
Emancipatory effects 

The second set of questions to ask of a program of critical literacy concerns 
emancipatory effects as distinct from intent. It is worth looking at these effects for both 
individuals and groups and both developmentally and longitudinally. In addition, unintended 
oppressive effects should also be examined. The illustrative studies all reported habitus-
related emancipatory effects; some also discussed constraints on these effects. 

Kuo reported that students assumed more socially conscious and active learner 
identities in the English classroom and exploration of some new ways of thinking about 
social issues. One program yielded evidence of new learner identity entailing conscious 
engagement with racial discrimination and other social issues, as well as student reflection on 
the imperative to inquire into social injustice (Kuo, 2009). Another program produced 
evidence of students taking on questioning and other inquiry behaviours and of openness to 
new discourses around issues of social class (Kuo, 2014). Two other programs generated 
evidence of students’ reflective uptake of inquiry behaviours and conscious engagement with 
body image and other identity issues, along with new discourses on these issues (Kuo, 2013, 
2015). Responses to critical literacy were generally positive, with students variously 
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reporting more interest, motivation and appreciation of the value of critical literacy practices 
(Kuo, 2009, 2013, 2014). However, some students worried that adding critical literacy to 
their courses denied them opportunities to learn examinable vocabulary, grammar and so 
forth (Kuo, 2013). This resistance was explained in terms of students’ prior socialisation 
within an examination-dominated education system. By way of redress, further change to the 
classroom field was suggested, specifically, teachers were encouraged to use responsive 
assessment of logs, scrapbooks, roleplays and so forth to change students’ perceptions of 
language learning. 

The programs described by Huang reportedly achieved some success in enabling 
students to take up dispositions to text analysis, although success was constrained when 
topics were distant from student experience, for instance, poverty alleviation in developing 
countries. Furthermore, some students in the study classes did not seem to read critically. 
Huang (2009) explained this finding in terms of (1) the effects of prior socialisation and the 
brevity of the courses; and (2) the reverence for textbooks and imperative to accumulate 
language that are so characteristic of EFL settings. To tackle these constraints on critical 
practice, Huang suggested that students be given more explicit instruction on critical literacy 
practices, with attention to the value of reading critically and passively. 

The programs described by Ko reportedly achieved some success in enabling students 
to question, deconstruct and reconstruct text. One of these studies (Ko, 2013c) is particularly 
interesting because it showed that students across the relatively wide range of proficiency in 
the class (from low intermediate to advanced) demonstrated some degree of critical 
consciousness in group discussion. However, students’ perceptions varied with proficiency 
level: the advanced students were more interested in the critical activities and preferred them 
over conventional activities whereas the less advanced students found the activities very 
demanding. Ko suggested that the students’ first language might have been used to enable the 
small group critical discussions. Furthermore, student beliefs about language and reading 
were something of a challenge for the teacher. In response, Ko (2013a) concluded that 
teachers should (1) help students understand that language use is ideological and interested 
and (2) balance critical with conventional language instruction. 

To summarise, the illustrative studies found that the emancipatory intent of the 
programs of critical literacy they reported was realised, to some extent at least. Students 
demonstrated some of the critical dispositions targeted by the programs. However, the 
effectiveness of the programs seems to have been constrained by the habitus of English-
learning dispositions built up over years of conventional EFL study and by low levels of 
English language proficiency. Pedagogic solutions to these constraints were suggested. It is to 
questions of pedagogy, then, that this review now turns. 
 
Pedagogic means to emancipatory effects 

The third set of questions to ask of programs of critical literacy is about pedagogy. 
The concern is with the forms of pedagogy that enable the emancipatory intent of critical 
literacy to be achieved. The choice of materials, the relationship between critical and 
conventional literacy, and the format of lessons are some of the phenomena of interest in this 
regard. In the illustrative studies, there was a tendency to use a diversity of materials and to 
articulate critical with conventional literacy. Lessons tended to be explicit and well-structured. 

Kuo made use of different types of English language materials including social issues 
picturebooks (Kuo, 2009, 2014, 2015) and self-discovery texts such as self-help books and 
quizzes for young people (Kuo, 2013). In accord with the critical instructional model of 
Lewison et al. (2015), these materials were selected to enable students’ personal and cultural 
resources to enter into the curriculum. The instructional practices used with the new English 
language materials can likewise be understood in terms of that model; they variously 
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disrupted the commonplace; considered multiple viewpoints; focused on the socio-political; 
and promoted action for social justice. These critical practices were added to the 
conventional literacy progam. Moreover, they were explicitly taught. In the picturebook 
lessons, for example, critical practice was supported by explicit instruction on the notion of 
multiple perspectives (Kuo, 2009, 2014, 2015). In the lessons around the self-discovery texts, 
instructional practices enabled students to engage in dialogue through which they brought 
multiple perspectives to bear on themselves (Kuo, 2013). 

A diversity of English language materials was used in the freshman programs 
described by Huang: (1) single textbook articles on education, urban development, and 
female poverty (Huang, 2009); (2) pairs of articles presenting opposing views on topics 
relating to commerce, environment, gender and language (Huang, 2011b); and (3) English 
textbooks and popular Taiwanese teen magazines (Huang, 2011a). With respect to pedagogy, 
students were variously provided with explicit instruction on critical reading, asked to 
respond to critical questions, guided to explore the world view of the texts, and given 
opportunities for reflection (Huang, 2009, 2011a,b). Critical treatment of textbooks and 
textbook articles enabled a self-reflexive awareness of the rules of recognition and exchange 
in the field of EFL education itself. Huang (2011a) suggested that further development of this 
ideological understanding of reading would be useful for tackling the highly conventional 
view of reading held by most of the students. 

Both conventional and critical aspects of literacy were addressed by the freshman 
programs. In the different programs various comprehension skills were developed, along with 
skills in constructing paragraphs and writing whole essays; attention was directed also to 
grammar (Huang, 2009, 2011b). Interestingly, students suggested that the critical activities 
enhanced their conventional comprehension. Huang invoked the four resources model of 
Peter Freebody and Allan Luke (1999) by way of explanation. According to this model, the 
so-called conventional practices of code-breaking, meaning-making and (often 
communicative) text use are interlinked with (critical) text analysis in many twenty first 
century literacies (e.g., Freebody & Luke, 1990). Being a text critic, Huang suggested, 
contributes to the EFL student’s capacity to crack the codes of a text, make sense from the 
meaning systems of the text, and use the text pragmatically. This insight, Huang went on to 
argue, should be shared with students so that they understand that critical instruction need not 
cruel their chances of conventional literacy success. 

The program described by Ko made use of the regular textbook and a structured 
lesson plan (Ko, 2010). The textbook was judged suitable for critical literacy instruction 
because it contained articles drawn from international English newspapers that were at an 
appropriate reading level for the students; later the teacher was to conclude that cultural 
relevance should have been better considered. The lesson plan began with an hour of 
conventional literacy instruction to develop reading comprehension through (1) a read aloud 
activity involving instruction in vocabulary, decoding, grammar, text factors or 
comprehension strategy instruction; or (2) student group presentation focused on vocabulary 
and comprehension strategies. Then there was an hour of critical literacy instruction through 
a literature circle activity followed by whole class sharing of the outcomes of the literature 
circle, and then whole class dialogue to bring different perspectives to bear on the text, 
deconstruct the commonplace thinking and stereotypes in the text, and reconstruct the texts 
with emancipatory discourses. 

In summary, the three illustrative studies all articulated critical literacy to established 
forms of conventional literacy instruction. While regular textbooks were sometimes used, so 
too were other English language materials likely to engage students. Given that the programs 
sought to change the dispositions to English learning and use built up by the students over 
many years of conventional EFL study, explicit instruction in critical practices was provided. 
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In this way, the teachers and researchers pursued their emancipatory intent of redistributing 
critical dispositions to EFL learners who had not historically had the access to these enjoyed 
by their native and second language learning peers in English dominant societies. The three 
sets of illustrative studies, then, tackled the disempowering effects of EFL study – and did so 
with some success through creative and explicit instruction in criticality. 
 

 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 

The aim of this article is to suggest ways that researchers might approach ‘the 
outstanding question’ confronting exponents of critical literacy: whether and how critical 
literacy programs achieve their emancipatory promise (Author, 2011). To develop a way of 
addressing this question, a multidimensional understanding of justice (Fraser, 2002, 2005, 
2007) was articulated with a sociological conceptualisation of critical literacy programs 
(Luke, 2003, 2008, 2009). This perspective made it possible to distinguish distributive from 
recognitive and representative dimensions of justice, and to identify the primary orientation 
of programs of critical literacy to changing either habitus or field or to providing 
conventional discursive resources with the intent of enabling those changes. Working within 
the framework, some college-level programs of critical literacy taught in Taiwan were 
reviewed, addressing questions about the forms of injustice tackled, the emancipatory effects 
of doing so, and the pedagogic means by which those effects were achieved. 

In general terms, the review found that the programs were broadly redistributive and 
primarily habitus-related; all had the stated intent of extending to EFL students dispositions 
more commonly made available to native and second language users and learners of English. 
The researchers reported some success in their pursuit of these emancipatory effects, but also 
that some students remained dubious about the value of critical as distinct from conventional 
practices of English literacy for them. The pedagogic means by which the programs achieved 
their emancipatory effects were documented in some detail. Although individual programs 
differed in pedagogic detail, some common features were apparent. Specifically, the 
programs were likely to provide explicit instruction in critical dispositions; they sought to 
balance critical with conventional English language and literacy learning; and they took up 
critique of ‘the textbook’ – sometimes by using alternative materials and sometimes by 
subjecting the textbook itself to critical appraisal. 

There is much in the emancipatory intent and pedagogic practice described in this 
review that is cause for reflection by teachers and researchers at all levels of the education 
system – and both within and beyond Taiwan and other societies where English is primarily a 
foreign language. The challenge of distributing critical capabilities equitably across the 
diversity of English language learners arises not only between EFL and English-dominant 
educational settings, but also within each type of setting. Contextual details vary, but there 
are recurring concerns wherever English is taught, be that as foreign, second/additional or 
native language or dialect – or even all at once as can be the case in some Australian 
classroom settings. Chief amongst these concerns are the constraining effects of one or 
another examination or testing regimen and of the drive to accumulate rather than to critique 
the capital of schooled English in a world that throws the individual as well as nations into 
global educational and economic competition. Yet, as the programs reviewed here show, 
critical EFL educators are not wallowing in despair at the identities and roles imposed on 
them in the global educational order, but are exercising ingenuity to find ways of nurturing 
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the critical capabilities that are arguably more important than ever given the role of English in 
the global economy. For researchers, the challenge is to support the efforts of those educators. 

The review presented here suggests that future research might productively look at 
how habitus-related effects can actually become part of learner habitus. It is one thing to 
enact the critical practices that a teacher has built into English lessons; it is another altogether 
for those practices to spring from a disposition to criticality that has become ‘second nature’ 
to the learner through repeated experience of critical English education. What is needed is 
research into the development of such a disposition across the ‘ages and stages’ of formal 
English education, that is, longitudinally. To this end, researchers might continue to develop 
the tradition of classroom-based study already established in settings like Taiwan. In doing so, 
they might make use of tools that some of the researchers who feature in this review have 
found useful. The review shows that the critical instructional model of Lewison et al. (2015) 
provides researchers and the teachers with whom they work with a set of critical practices 
from which to select those that are relevant to a given program (e.g., Ko, 2013a). It also 
shows that the four resources model of Freebody and Luke (1990) is helpful for balancing 
such practices with those of conventional literacy (Huang, 2011; see also, Author, 2014; Huh, 
2016). In taking up tools such as these to create programs of critical literacy the issue of 
justice should be to the fore: a program of critical literacy is properly judged in terms of its 
emancipatory effects, be those redistributive, recognitive or representative. 
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