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Critical Literacy for Culturally Diverse Teenagers: “I’ve learnt something that is actually 

useful”   

 

Teaser Text 

Alex scaffolds a group of teenagers from a highly divisive multicultural community through a 

series of critical literacy activities to investigate how texts shape voice and identities. 

 

Abstract 

This article describes how one teacher scaffolds his 16 and 17-year old English 

Communications students to identify the subtle techniques of persuasion in a newsreport. 

Situated in an Australia public secondary school, these students are not following a tertiary 

entrance pathway, but the teacher still wants these students to develop critical literacy skills. 

The teaching focus is on increasing students’ understandings of the power of language used 

in a newsreport through the development of a technical metalanguage. We outline seven 

activities where the teacher helps his students to analyze exchanges in text and the social 

constructions of identity. Attention is drawn to the role of facilitated discussion, where the 

teacher has depth of knowledge of a functional model of language. This focus on critical 

literacy allowed the students to engage with substantive issues and complex texts and to also 

unite over a common issue.  

 

Exploring the Power in Media Texts 

This article explores the way Mr Alex Kazam (pseudonym) introduces his students to 

critical literacy practices by highlighting the subtle persuasive techniques used in media texts. 

We overview a series of seven activities that analyse how media texts work, with what 

consequences, and in whose interests (Luke, 2012). These activities can be adopted by 
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teachers and their students in a range of settings to highlight the power relations in the media 

(see Dooley, Exley & Poulus, 2016). 

Although there are various definitions of critical literacy, we adopt Luke and 

Dooley’s (2011) description, which views critical literacy as an approach that uses texts to 

analyse and transform relations of cultural, social and political power. Through critical 

literacy students learn to read against the grain so as not to accept as given the values inherent 

in texts (Janks, et. al., 2014) and to challenge the notion that a text’s position must be right 

(Dooley & Exley, 2015).  

The teaching strategies are the focus of this article rather than data collected from students, 

though some of the students’ verbal contributions are included.  Data were collected through 

field-notes collected by the researchers during observed lessons, artefacts of teaching 

resources and member checks with the teacher. The seven activities occur over two weeks 

with three 60 minute lessons per week at the beginning of a unit focused on bias in the media. 

This was the first time these students had been introduced to a critical approach of textual 

analysis.    

 

Introducing Alex and his Students   

Alex’s English Communications class is populated by a diverse cultural demographic 

of teenagers. The students have already decided, or had decided for them, that formal studies 

in English is not their ‘thing’. In the Australian context from which we write, English 

Communications is one subject of study for students not preparing for tertiary entrance 

qualifications but forced to remain at school under the Federal Government’s ‘learn or earn’ 

compact (Australian Government, 2009). Alex’s class is in a mainstream government 

secondary school in a low socio-economic area of an Australian city. The class consists of 12 

male and 8 female students from Pasifika (45%), Aboriginal (30%) and Anglo-Australian 
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(25%) backgrounds. One commonality is their commitment to their cultural identity, as 

evidenced by their in-class seating arrangements. The strongly bounded cultural groups rarely 

interact unless they are throwing insults at one another, either in jest or to enact power 

struggles. 

Alex identifies with what Luke (2012, p.5) describes as “an overtly political 

orientation to teaching and learning and to the cultural, ideological, and sociolinguistic 

content of the curriculum”.  Alex maintains that complex forms of raced voice and power, 

identity and subjectivity are at work in his classroom and in the greater public discourses in 

Australia, so these substantive topics should be part of his teaching. The authors selected 

Alex as a collaborator because of his interest in critical literacy and his eagerness to practice 

the theoretical concepts he learnt during his postgraduate studies. 

 

A Global Perspective: A Functional Orientation to Language  

To analyse the media text, Alex introduces students to techniques made available 

through a functional orientation to language (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). In functional 

grammar, language is understood to be an interwoven network of semiotic features combined 

in particular ways to produce meaning in social situations. Therefore, advocates of functional 

grammar pedagogy view language as creating meaning through semiotic choices. This is in 

contrast to traditional grammar instruction which tends to focus on aspects of language in 

isolation such as grammatical rules (Exley & Mills, 2014). Central to functional grammar is 

the idea of linguistic choices or options.  A functional orientation identifies how language 

makes meaning at the level of ideas and experiences, interpersonal relationships and defining 

the staging features and cohesion within texts (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004).  

Over the last decade, the form of grammar included in English Language Arts 

curricula in various nation states around the world has included the more contemporary 
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functional orientation. For example, researchers have explored the uptake of functional 

grammar in English Language Arts curricula in Australia (e.g. Exley, 2016; Macken-Horarik, 

Love, Sandiford & Unsworth, 2018), the United Kingdom (e.g. Clark, 2010; Myhill & 

Watson, 2014), the United States (e.g. Fang, 2016), New Zealand (Jeurissen, 2012), and 

Scotland (e.g. Trousdale, 2010). This move has not been without academic debate, some of it 

lamenting the absence of a rigorous and longitudinal evidence base (e.g. Myhill, Jones, Lines 

& Watson, 2012) and some of it exploring the professional learning made available to 

teachers (e.g. Love, et al., 2014).   

The following section details the activities Alex and his students worked through in a 

unit called ‘Is language leading us to Civil War?’. These activities can be adapted to other 

settings where teachers want to focus on identifying power relations and bias in media texts. 

The article concludes with a discussion about the importance of all students, irrespective of 

their course of study, learning the technical terms to talk about language and how 

grammatical choices construct realities.  

 

The Seven Activities: Making Subtle Techniques of Persuasion Visible 

The content for the media analysis is the Christian Broadcasting Network’s (CBN) 

four-and-a-half-minute television newsreport ‘Europe’s Multiculturalism Leading to Civil 

War?’ (Hurd, 2011). This text was selected because Alex thought the topic would interest this 

cohort’s strong sense of allegiance to one’s identity. He also thought the content was, 

metaphorically speaking, far enough from home that the students might put their differences 

aside and engage in discussion about the techniques of language use that shape voice and 

identity. The text is both substantive and complex, a point worth noting given the academic 

history of the students. The following link provides access to the newsreport (used with 

permission): http://www.cbn.com/tv/1396132008001?mobile=false  

http://www.cbn.com/tv/1396132008001?mobile=false
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Alex transcribed the TV newsreport and made two additions to the transcription to 

prepare it for classroom use. First, he separated the transcription into four sections and added 

subheadings to show the shifts in discussion. Second, each complete sentence was numbered 

for easy reference (See Table 1).  

 

Table 1 
Transcript of CBN’s Newsreport ‘Europe’s Multiculturalism Leading to Civil War?’ 
(transcribed from Christian Broadcast Network, 2011, used with permission) 
 
Section 1: Europe’s Multiculturalism Leading to Civil War? 
1.1 In a northern district of Paris, a brave shopkeeper named Marie-Neige Sardin 

guards her news stand like a military fort. 
1.2 As a white woman, she is a minority in the mostly Arab-speaking Muslim area. 
1.3 Sardin has been the victim of dozens of crimes – raped, robbed, and having acid 

thrown at her, as other residents try to get her to leave. 
1.4 Still, Sardin – the daughter of a French soldier – calls her little shop “a piece of 

French soil inside occupied territory” and says she will not leave. 
1.5 “I can’t bear to tell my future grandchildren that I have done nothing to preserve 

our French values. 
1.6 So staying here is marking our territory,” she explained. 
1.7 German Chancellor Angela Merkel recently admitted that multiculturalism has 

failed.  
1.8 British Prime Minister David Cameron also agreed. 
1.9 They were talking specifically about immigrants from the Muslim world. 
1.10 The left’s multicultural dream was to give Islam a special place in society, with no 

requirement to assimilate. 
1.11 But rather than bring social harmony, multiculturalism has encouraged radicalism 

and the spread of sharia law. 
1.12 And it’s creating a new tribalism with groups organizing along religious and ethnic 

lines. 
Section 2: ‘No Go’ Zones for Natives 
2.1 In cities across Europe, only a massive police presence prevents open street 

warfare between groups 
2.2 Paris police must keep a constant vigil like their counterparts in Sweden, Denmark 

and Britain. 
2.3 France has some 751 ‘No Go’ Zones. 
2.4 The French government has labelled these areas “sensitive urban zones” that are 

dangerous for whites and non-Muslims to enter. 
2.5 French writer Guy Milliere said even the local authorities stay out of these zones. 
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2.6 “It means that it’s the part of the country where the police don’t go”, he said.  
2.7 “The fireman don’t go and even doctors and ambulance don’t go, except if they 

have no other choice.” 
2.8 “And it’s like that because these parts of the country are in the hands of drug 

traffickers, gangs, and imams,” he continued. 
2.9 That has led to the formation of groups who want to oppose Islam and protect the 

white native French. 
2.10 In Nice, Pilippe Vardon leads one of those groups called Bloc Identitaire.  
2.11 He told CBN News, members are being trained in hand to hand combat. 
2.12 “Our government, our politics are leading us to war,” he said. 
2.13 Vardon said the government treats the majority in France like a minority.  
2.14 They have been marginalized politically and victimized by immigrant crime. 
2.15 “There is on one end, the political speech which says, ‘Oh everything is okay. It 

feels so good to feel the difference, to live together, everything is great. 
2.16 We live in harmony. 
2.17 It’s communion. 
2.18 It’s perfect,” Vardon explained. 
2.19 “And on the other hand, you got the truth of what people are feeling.  
2.20 They are feeling like foreigners in their own country,” he continued. 
Section 3: ‘Anti-Islamization’ Only for Show 
3.1 The French government has made high profile moves against Islamization, such as 

outlawing the veil. 
3.2 But in Marseille, CBN News witnessed Muslim women wearing full burqa in front 

of French police officers who did not respond to them. 
3.3 CBN News team also saw Muslims blocking the streets illegally for Friday 

prayers. 
3.4 Marseille is France’s second largest city and today, is about one quarter Muslim.  
3.5 But here are parts of Marseille that are completely Muslim.  
3.6 In reality, some of the ‘No Go’ Zones function like micro states that are governed 

by or under the influence of Islamic sharia law. 
Section 4: France’s Dark Future 
4.1 French journalist and author Alexandre del Valle says society is slowly dividing 

and faces a dark future. 
4.2 “We see that our society is dividing between those who are Muslim and those who 

are black and those who are white,” he said. 
4.3  “Instead of the state bringing people together, people are dividing.” 
4.4 “It’s civil war.  
4.5 It will not be a civil war like in Spain under Franco.  
4.6 It will be a kind of local civil war,” del Valle added. 
4.7 “In fact, I think one day it will be so unbearable that the state will be obliged to 

send in the army.” 
4.8 Today in Europe, there are many victims of multiculturalism like Sardin – people 
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without political voices who are afraid to leave their homes.  
4.9 But she vows not to surrender. 
4.10 “Do we want our daughters to wear veils in the future?  
4.11 Do we want them to live under sharia law? 
4.12 Do we want stoning to be practiced? 
4.13 No, it is not possible,” she said. 
4.14 “I want to be the symbol of ‘No’,” she added. 
4.15 “The symbol of ‘stop’.” 

 

Throughout the seven activities, Alex and his students kept returning to the 

transcribed text rather than the visual imagery, sound and other effects. Also, due to space 

limitations, we show only a sample of the discussion.  

 

Activity 1: Introduction and comprehension activity  

To open the unit, Alex showed the television newsreport to his students. Then, after 

some discussion about their initial reactions, Alex gave the students a written transcript of the 

first section of the newsreport with some words removed. Alex had identified key content 

words that he wanted the students to learn which he removed from the transcript, replacing 

the words with a blank line. Alex added the removed words to the bottom of the page and 

asked students to replace the missing words. Working independently, students read through 

the modified text, writing their suggestions in the blank spaces. Some of the words removed 

from Section 1 included “minority”, “victim”, “multiculturalism”, “immigrants”, “Islam” and 

“occupied”. The students then discussed possible responses. Alex informally evaluated the 

students’ reading comprehension skills, engagement with the topic and development of key 

vocabulary.  

 

Activity 2: Summarizing the two positions 

In another evaluation of the students’ listening/reading comprehension, Alex asked the 

students to identify the two main positions within the text. Alex pointed out “that the media 
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often create two sides to an issue” (Lesson 1). One side is often portrayed as the “aggressor 

and the other the victim”.  In the ensuing student discussion, with Alex serving as the scribe, 

the students settled on the following two positions: 

• Position One: The pro-Muslim group which includes Muslim people, government policies 

that support multiculturalism and Muslim areas of Europe and France. 

• Position Two: The anti-Muslim group which includes anti-Muslim people, anti-Muslim 

groups and non-Muslim areas of cities and towns in Europe and France. 

 

Activity 3: Textual meaning presented though the text’s organization 

Alex began to deconstruct the text’s persuasive techniques with his students, starting 

with an analysis of the newsreport’s structure. Alex provided students with a table with each 

clause of the written transcript of the newsreport split across two columns (see Table 2). The 

left-hand column consisted of the clause opening (theme) and the right-hand column 

consisted of what follows in the clause (rheme). Technically, the clause theme is identified by 

all the grammatical elements up to but not including the verb. The clause rheme is identified 

by the verb and the remainder of the clause. Theoretically speaking, the clause theme is the 

“point of departure of the message; it is that which locates and orients the clause within its 

context” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004, p.64). Identifying the clause theme provides a lens 

into the writer’s overall organizing principle. 

Alex then instructed students to colour code the table. Students used green when a 

proponent of the pro-Muslim group was in the theme position, and red when an anti-Muslim 

proponent was in the theme position. At a technical level, conjunctions (for example “as” in 

sentence 1.12) join clauses, so are presented in rounded brackets and not considered to be 

part of the theme or rheme. In situations where two or more adjoining clauses use the same 

subject, the second subject tends to be left out to avoid unnecessary repetition (for example 
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“she” in sentence 1.12). Instances where the subject is left out but are understood are shown 

in square brackets in Table 2. 

Table 2 
Textual meaning presented as Sentence opening for Section 1 and 4 

 Sentence opening (departure 
of the clause) 

What follows (remainder of the clause) 

Section 1. of the newsreport - opening 
1.10 In a northern district of Paris, a 

brave shopkeeper  
named Marie-Neige Sardin guards her 
news stand like a military fort.  

1.11 (As) a white woman, she  is a minority in the mostly Arab-speaking 
Muslim area. 

1.12 Sardin  has been the victim of dozens of crimes  
 [she] (has been) raped, 
 [she]  (has been) robbed, 
 (and)  having acid thrown at her 
 (as) other residents try to get her to leave 
1.13 Still, Sardin – the daughter of a 

French soldier  
calls her little shop “a piece of French soil 
inside occupied territory”  

 (and) [she] says 
 she will not leave. 
1.14 I  can’t bear to tell my future grandchildren  
 (that) I  have done nothing to preserve our French 

values.  
1.15 So (me)  staying here is marking our territory 
1.16 she explained. 

Section 4. of the newsreport - closing 
4.09 People without political voices 

who 
are afraid to leave their homes. 

4.10 “Do we want our daughters to wear veils in the 
future? 

4.11 Do we  want them to live under Sharia Law? 
4.12 Do we want stoning to be practiced? 
4.13 No, it  is not possible” she said.  
4.14 “I want to be the symbol of No” she added. 
4.15 The symbol of ‘stop’.”  

 
 

After colour-coding the text, Alex asked students to work with a partner to discuss (i) 

“what patterns emerge”, (ii) “how the sequencing affects the newsreport”, and (iii) “the 

writer’s purpose for structuring the text in this way” (Alex, Lesson 3). In the ensuing 

discussion, with Alex scribing students’ responses, students identified that the newsreport 
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started in Section 1 with 7 clauses that opened with the anti-Muslim position and drew to a 

conclusion in Section 4 with seven clauses that also opened with the anti-Muslim position. 

The students concluded that bookending the text with the anti-Muslim position privileged the 

anti-Muslim perspective. As one student summarised, “This article is not about two sides; it’s 

all about the Anti-Muslim’s opinion and that’s why the writer has put them first all the time.” 

One of the students took it upon themselves to find out more about the producer of the 

newsreport, the Christian Broadcasting Network (CBN). The discussion centred on the 

importance of learning about authorial identity. 

 

Activity 4: Interpersonal meanings presented as grammatical mood 

Once the students had identified that the newsreport was structured by deliberate 

choices made by the writer, Alex moved the discussion to another subtle yet persuasive 

technique. This time the focus was on the system of grammatical mood, a “resource for 

realizing an interactive move in dialogue” (Martin, et al. 1997, p. 57). According to Halliday 

and Matthiessen (2004), grammatical mood can be a statement, question or command. Alex 

explained to students that “switching between grammatical mood affects how the writer 

interacts with the audience”.  

Alex explained that newsreports are generally written as statements as they are 

“supposed to provide information”, such as “The left’s multicultural dream was to give Islam 

a special place in society, with no requirement to assimilate”. The students then considered 

the role of a question, such as “Do we want our daughters to wear veils in the future?”. To 

illustrate a command, Alex ordered students to “take notes”.  

Alex asked students to read through the transcript of the newsreport and in pairs to 

highlight only the sentences where the text varied from informative statements. Alex asked 

each pair to report their findings to the class.  The students recognised that the newsreport 
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was generally written as a set of statements, that is, acting to provide information. Such a 

realisation is unremarkable as a newsreport is supposed to be informative. The audience 

wants the information, which they can either accept or reject (Janks et. al., 2014).  

Some students in the class recognised an implicit persuasive element, construed via 

the use of questions towards the end of the newsreport. An anti-Muslim proponent in the text 

who was interviewed for the article, Neige Sardin, poses three questions. She then responds 

to her own questions with the final sentences of the newsreport. Sardin asks “Do we want our 

daughters to wear veils in the future? Do we want them to live under sharia law? Do we want 

stoning to be practiced?” Following these questions, Sardin responds to her own questions 

“No, it is not possible… “I want to be the symbol of No … “The symbol of ‘stop’.” Alex 

asked the students to discuss the effect of the questions and Sardin responding to her own 

questions. To help illustrate the effect, Alex asked students to re-write the three questions as 

statements. The students surmised that the shift in mood in the original text had more impact 

than statements alone. Students explained that questions followed by a statement seemed to 

inspire the reader into action and to increase tension. One student explained that the questions 

made the ending of the story really powerful: “It was like the reader was supposed to do 

something or to fight someone”. 

One student also noticed the question mark in the headline: Europe’s Multiculturalism 

Leading to Civil War? Discussion considered whether the headline was a question. After 

sharing their ideas, the students identified the headline as “loaded” with opinion and blame 

and noted: 

• “It’s not a question; it’s a statement and it states the author’s view.” 

• “This is the author’s opinion and the question mark at the end is there to make it look 

fair, but it’s not really, not at all.” 

• “If it was a question it would have been “Is Europe’s …” 
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The students realised that questions used sparingly in an information text constituted 

the subtle use of persuasion and they noted the powerful effect of the newsreport finishing in 

this way.  

 

Activity 5: Interpersonal meanings presented as ‘pronoun’ analysis 

By Activity 5, the students were familiar with the newsreport. The students noted that 

the newsreport hadn’t created a “fair representation of people and this understanding seemed 

to be uniting the class” (Alex, interview 2). Alex then moved into an analysis of voice. While 

writing on the board, Alex explained the difference between first, second and third person 

pronouns as well as singular, plural and possessive pronouns.  Alex told students “that most 

newsreports are written in third person”. Alex then instructed students “to skim read the 

article to locate any variations from third person to first or second”. He explained that an 

analysis of ‘person’ expresses the relationship between the author and the viewer.  

Students identified several examples of clauses written in first person singular and 

plural as well as one sentence in second person. Alex then asked students whether the change 

in ‘person’ makes the newsreport more personal and inclusive and if so for whom? Students 

pointed out that the newsreport began by introducing the anti-Muslim proponent, Neige-

Sardin, in Section 1, followed by Sardin using the first person singular “I” (sentence 1.14). 

The newsreport also concluded with Sardin using the first-person plural “we” on three 

occasions (sentences 4.10, 4.11 and 4.12) and “I” again on one occasion (sentence 4.14) in 

the second last sentence of the report. The students asserted that using the first-personal 

plural possessive “our” in “our French values” (sentence 1.14) and “marking our territory” 

(sentence 1.15) made the message more emotional.  

Alex instructed students to rewrite these two sentences using the third person, a 

technique students agreed would reduce the feeling of inclusiveness between the writer and 
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the audience. The students drew on understandings from Activity 3 to note that the sequences 

of clauses in Sections 1 and 4 were written in first person. Students decided that the writer 

wanted to make the two most important sections of the text, the opening (Section 1) and 

closing (Section 4), very personal with a hint of emotion in an attempt to persuade the viewer 

into accepting the anti-Muslim bias of the text.  

The students also reflected on the single use of the second person “you” by anti-

Muslim proponent Philip Vardonne. The students concluded that the use of the second person 

makes the viewer feel as though they should be actively involved in the discussion, a subtle 

persuasive technique to align a viewer with Vardonne’s position.  

Alex instructed students to “change the newsreport so that someone in the pro-Muslim 

group was given the first person”. It was at this point that many students realised that no 

individual pro-Muslim proponents were present. This was a powerful reckoning about the 

invisibility of power inherent in informative texts.  

 

Activity 6: Experiential meanings presented through descriptions  

After identifying the use of pronouns in the article, Alex encouraged students to focus 

on word choice. Alex explained that “the writer of the newsreport had carefully chosen these 

descriptions in order to make the audience feel a particular way”. Alex asked students to form 

pairs and to scan the newsreport in order to identify four ways the anti-Muslim and the pro-

Muslim proponents had been constructed. Students identified word choices to describe the 

anti-Muslim proponents:   

• “a brave shopkeeper” 

• “many victims of multiculturalism like Sardin” 

• “people without political voices who are afraid to leave their homes” 

• “Sardin – the daughter of a French soldier” 
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Students identified word choices to describe the pro-Muslim proponents:   

• “immigrants from the Muslim word”  

• “Muslims blocking the street illegally for Friday prayers” 

• “Muslim women wearing the full burqas in front of French police officers” 

• “The No Go zones” 

The students formed small groups and discussed how these descriptions positioned 

readers to react to the anti-Muslim and pro-Muslim groups. The students offered three 

observations about the lists which Alex scribed onto the board. Students noted that the choice 

of “brave” and “victims” constructs the anti-Muslims as the “underdogs and courageous” in 

their resistance. In contrast, the pro-Muslim proponents were described as “immigrants”, who 

“illegally” block the street and aggressively wear “burkas in front of French police officers” 

therefore creating “No Go zones”. The students noted that the proponents of the pro-Muslim 

group were never given personal descriptions or a personal identity, whereas the anti-Muslim 

proponents were given detailed personal descriptions. The students concluded that the anti-

Muslims were constructed as victims throughout the newsreport while the pro-Muslim 

proponents were constantly the aggressor. 

To emphasise the potential of language, Alex asked the students to re-write the 

descriptions for each group so the anti-Muslim proponents became the aggressors and the 

pro-Muslim proponents the victims.   

 

Activity 7: Verbs associated with the Participants 

The final activity focused on experiences, that is, “how much and what types of things 

the two main groups in the newsreport get to do, to say, think, feel and to be”.  Alex reported 

to the researchers (interview 3), that he was “genuinely surprised and excited about how 

interested students were to find out more about this newsreport”. He also noted that 
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“critically examining the newsreport has brought my class together”. Alex continued, “I think 

this is because the unit has created a common cause for students” (interview 3). As 

researchers, we also noted a significant shift in the classroom dynamics. Students still sat in 

cultural groups, but began to share ideas with other groups.   

Moving to the analysis of process types, Alex explained to his students that in the 

newsreport, verbs were aligned to participants “through careful selection of language”. Verbs 

indicate what and how much the writer allows of participants. In functional grammar, a 

‘process’ identifies the action around which each clause is structured. Martin et al. (1997, 

p.102) explain that “process type is the resource for sorting out all kinds of experiences of 

events into a small number of types” and is typically realised through the verb (single word) 

or verb group (multiple words).  

Alex provided students with a table of the verbs associated with the anti-Muslim 

proponents and those associated with the pro-Muslim proponents. He reconciled that 

identifying processes was hard intellectual work, often slow and laborious, and requiring a 

sophisticated knowledge of linguistics and complex clausal structures. So that the students 

could be more involved in the functional grammar activity, Alex taught the students about 

four process types:  

1. Relational processes built around the verb ‘to be’: For example “is a minority…” 

2. Mental processes that convey thinking/feeling verbs: For example “do we want...” 

3. Action processes made up of action verbs: For example “driven from…” 

4. Verbal processes made up of saying verbs: Example “Sardin explained…” 

Students compared the processes associated with the anti-Muslim and pro-Muslim 

groups. Through the ensuing class discussion, the students built their understandings then 

Alex summarised their positions with the following responses written on the board: 
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• The anti-Muslims were afforded opportunities to do, say, be and think far more often 

than the pro-Muslims. The pro-Muslim identity is created by what the anti-Muslim 

group says about them.  

• A similar number and distribution of action processes were noted for both 

participants.  

• The pro-Muslims’ actions have negative effects on the anti-Muslim group with 

processes such as “try to get (them) to leave”.  

• The use of action processes for the anti-Muslim proponents position them as the 

recipients of the pro-Muslim actions such as “has been raped” or “having had (acid) 

thrown.” 

• There was a lack of mental processes for the pro-Muslim participants, compared to 

almost three times as many for the anti-Muslim side.  

• The pro-Muslims’ thoughts and feeling are never mentioned, while the feelings and 

wants of the anti-Muslims are clear. 

• More relational processes are associated with the anti-Muslims and relational 

processes associated with the pro-Muslims are always negative. 

• The anti-Muslim participants speak 10 times more often than the anti-Muslim 

participants.  

 

Pulling it all Together 

 The ultimate objective of critical literacy is to empower students to recreate a more 

equal version of reality (Janks, et. al, 2014). The final part of the unit of learning involved 

students researching newsreports that they felt strongly about. For instance, the Indigenous 

students found newsreports where Indigenous people had been constructed negatively. 

Students then used their critical literacy skills to identify the power inherent in the texts they 
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had chosen. The final assessment involved students analysing their media texts using the 

analytical tools they had learnt during this unit and re-writing the persuasive elements of the 

text to create a more socially just representation of groups and events. Alex reported that 

students were able to identify elements that created bias in the texts and were able to re-

design these texts to create very different effects.  

 

Conclusion 

These activities provided students with a platform on which to contest unequal 

relations of power. Through these activities, students increased their knowledge of how 

language and grammatical choices construct reality and social identity. Doing so has the 

potential to give rise to a critical citizen “who will be able to construct a reflexive viewpoint 

about questions related to injustice and inequality” (Pessoa & Freitas, 2012, p. 757). We 

contend that all students, irrespective of their course of study, can ramp up their grammar 

knowledge, and they should be entitled to this knowledge. The significance of this work is 

the careful documentation of how Alex and his students cross the boundaries of the 

traditional understanding of grammar to one that turns English Communications into a more 

political achievement that will potentially serve students in their lives outside of school. 

Teachers can use these activities to enable their students to read critically, to determine 

whose interests are served by texts and ultimately to use language to redesign a world that 

they would like to see.      

 

Take Action! 

Teachers can adopt and adapt the activities described in this article so students can explore 

media topics that matter to them.  
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1. Focus students’ attention and develop technical vocabulary through a cloze activity modified 

from the original text. 

2. Summarize the two positions within the text highlighting the idea that the media often creates 

two sides to an issue. One side is often depicted as the victim and the other the aggressor. 

3. Examine the organization of the text through a focus on the organization and progression of 

theme and rheme throughout the text.  

4. Identify the grammatical mood shifts from statements to questions and commands. Discuss 

how this affects the message of the text.  

5. Analyze the pronouns used in the text, highlighting shifts between first and third person and 

vice-versa.  

6. Explore the way the author constructs the two main participant groups and re-write these to 

show the potential of language to create alternative versions of meaning.  

7. Compare the processes (verbs) allocated to each of the two groups of participants in the text 

to identify what participants get to do, say, think and how they have been compared.  

8. Encourage students to research newsreports connected to their lives and analyze these texts 

using the analytical model described in this article and to redesign texts to create an 

alternative reportage of reality.    
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