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ABSTRACT

Elementary teachers can help students develop a critical literacy lens and learn

how to question, analyze, and challenge assumptions. In turn, this can develop an

inclusive classroom. My teacher action research looks at how critical literacy impacts

both me, the teacher, and my fifth-grade students, in a predominantly White suburban

public school over a school year. I was interested in analyzing how my students

experience the critical literacy curriculum. The research was guided by the following

research questions: (1) On what topics did I and my students focus? (2) What was the

nature of my students’ engagement? (3) What positions did my students take up? Data

consist of my reflective journal entries, classroom discussions, student work, student

surveys, semistructured interviews with students, and discussions with two teacher

colleagues. The data was analyzed using three lenses: student and teacher focus, student

nature of engagement, and student positionality. A high level of student engagement with

the critical literacy work was seen throughout the year and community building was an

important part of this work. The reading and writing workshop approach supported the

critical literacy work in many ways, including allowing for text selection by students and

teachers and giving students time to collaborate, question, research, and take action.

Finally, there is a messiness to this work, for teachers and students, that needs to be

acknowledged, as well as an expectation to learn from mistakes and to listen to and learn

from each other. Developing a critical literacy lens is a lifelong endeavor.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

After teaching for over twenty years, first in New Orleans and currently in a

suburban public school outside of Philadelphia, I took a sabbatical over the 2017-18

school year and became a doctoral student at Temple University in the Literacy and

Learners program. This gave me time to study, reflect, and attend conferences. In a

keynote at the 2019 National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Conference in

Baltimore, I got to hear the author, Tommy Orange, speak. He described President Trump

as a cancer from which we will either die or be transformed. When I returned to teaching

fifth grade the following school year, I could no longer keep the events of the world, both

national and local, out of the classroom. Like so many White Americans, I realized I

could no longer continue to avoid questions of race, privilege, and justice, and I looked

for a way to work towards change in my own classroom.

Critical Literacy: Being the Change

I turned first to Ahmed’s (2018) book, Being the Change. Ahmed shares lessons

and strategies for elementary, middle, and high school teachers to more explicitly bring

identity into the classroom.  Ahmed reminds us to be relentless in the pursuit of truth,

while also de-centering our own truth, encouraging teachers to do their own identity web

alongside students and then to revisit these webs over weeks and months. To address bias

and stereotyping, students write down how others see them in ways that they do not

embrace and how they see other people. Through the visual webs and the discussions,

identities are shared, beliefs are analyzed, and biases are made explicit.
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In addition to Ahmed’s book, Vasquez’s (2004, 2005) work and research into

critical literacy, with three- to eight-year-olds, also guided my own teaching and research.

Since 2007, I have taught in an elementary school in an affluent, suburban district, with a

racial make-up of 74% White students, 9% black students, 8% Asian students, 5%

mixed-race students, and 3% Hispanic students. In addition to explicitly bringing identity

into the classroom, I am also learning how to adopt a critical literacy lens with my fifth

graders.

It’s crucial to remember that teaching is never neutral. A teacher may be

upholding the status quo, or she might be questioning the status quo. Either way, every

teacher operates on a belief, which may or may not be visible, even to the teacher herself.

Teachers often think that the classroom needs to be a neutral space where the mandated

curriculum is taught. Yet by choosing to teach the curriculum exactly as prescribed, the

teacher is also choosing not to bring other materials, texts, and pedagogy into the

classroom. Meanwhile, another teacher might be choosing to bring into the classroom

texts by particular authors and about certain topics in order to address issues that are not

covered in the curriculum. Both of these teachers are acting upon their beliefs around

what should and should not be taught in the classroom.

As a White middle-class woman living in predominantly White suburbs, teaching

at a predominantly White elementary school, I have the privilege to choose when I notice

race and when I don't. Becoming a graduate student, having a president who supports

White supremacism, and witnessing racist acts by students in my school district, two of

whom I had taught, helped me realize it was past time to bring race into the classroom.
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For teachers incorporating critical literacy with students, before we can lead our

classes in disrupting, questioning, and taking action, we have to be aware of the beliefs

and the ideologies we hold since these impact the literacies we choose to use and not use

in the classroom.

Text Choice

My own beliefs around race affect literacy in my classroom and the negotiation

that happens between my students and myself around literacy, including which texts are

available, which are chosen as read-alouds, which topics we discuss as a class, and how

much time is spent on each topic.

One of the books I chose to share with my fifth graders as a read-aloud was Ghost

Boys by Jewell Parker Rhodes. I almost reached out to the parents/guardians in my class

to let them know I had chosen this book because I was nervous about the topics in the

book, namely the history of racism in the United States and the reality that  the harming

of Black bodies is part of the foundation of this country and continues to occur. The main

character, a 12-year old Black boy, is murdered by a White police officer. Up until that

point, I had used my White privilege to decide I wasn’t ready to share books like Ghost

Boys with my mostly White students. They might not be ready. But my students of color

didn’t have this same choice about when they were ready to deal with police violence.

One of my students of color wrote passionately about the importance of addressing racial

violence. The choices we make as literacy teachers about the books we share with our

students impact our students’  learning, and these choices also impact each student

differently.

3



In my predominantly White classroom, I think about how book choices will

impact students of color, particularly a book like Ghost Boys that focuses on slavery and

police violence. Books celebrating the joy of Black boys and girls need to be shared. For

every book chosen, another book doesn’t get read, so the teacher has to negotiate all of

this - curricular choices, time spent on activities, and the  impact of these choices on each

student and the class as a whole.

In addition to teachers' beliefs and biases impacting curricular choices, teachers’

fears of being too political or upsetting administration or parents often deter them from

speaking up about an issue or including certain types of books in the classroom. For

years, for these reasons, I did not have any LGBTQ+ books in my classroom. Bolstered

by Ahmed’s Being the Change and learning how to bring student identity into the

classroom, I now made sure our classroom library had LGBTQ+ books so all children

had the opportunity to read books with LGBTQ+ characters. However, after a parent

complaint, and pressure from the parent and administration, I temporarily removed those

books from my classroom, until the school board and superintendent allowed them to be

returned to our classroom library. In response to the book removal, many families in the

community and two of my students wrote letters to the principal and superintendent,

sharing their sadness and shock that our school was not being supportive of the LGBTQ+

community by removing the books. This community outcry for the books to be returned

to my classroom is an example of how community involvement can impact the

negotiation of literacy in the classroom.
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If colleagues, administrators, parents, or even students complain about the critical

literacy work, remember, not only is it the right of students to question the single stories

of elementary school, it is also the responsibility of the teacher to uphold these students’

rights. Even if the innocence of students, most likely students from the dominant culture,

is held up as the reason to stop this work, it continues to be the teacher’s responsibility to

uphold students’ right to read and write.

The removal of books from classrooms is a battle playing out across the country

at school board meetings right now. As teachers, we need to remember, it is our

responsibility to create a classroom where students can read and write in a way that helps

them understand the past and dream the future, have conversations, experience the danger

of a single story, and celebrate all the multitudes of stories we read and share together as

a class. And as NCTE’s (2018) position paper reminds us, students should have “free

access to all texts.”

Kid Watching

In addition to making curricular choices that support students’ identities, it is also

important for teachers to give students opportunities to question, analyze, and challenge

assumptions so they can develop a critical literacy lens. Vasquez (2004) supported her

students in critiquing and questioning the way things were, analyzing and looking at

issues of power and control, and finally taking social action, showing how literacy is

negotiated within the everyday context of the school. Vasquez’s critical literacy approach

(disruption, interrogation, focus, and action) can help students of all ages to question,

analyze, and act on the world.
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First, though, teachers need to watch children and listen to their conversations to

learn what they are interested in and thinking about. Teachers need to get to know their

students, paying attention to how their students are engaging with the world around them;

when teachers listen to the questions their students are asking, they can support their

students’ questions that can lead to action. Bourdieu (as cited in Comber, 2000, p.39)

describes how children bring to school their “economic, cultural, social, symbolic,

linguistic capital and their habitus, sets of dispositions acquired in daily life, that incline

people to act in particular ways.” Building on this, Comber asks, “What if we designed

literacy curriculum and assessments around the cultural capital and habits of different

groups of children? What might it look like?” (2000, p. 47) These questions build on

Moll’s (1992) work on funds of knowledge in which teachers learn about and work with

children and their families. Critical literacy is built on teachers knowing their students

and all that their students bring to the classroom.

Identity

With critical literacy work, students need to see themselves in the work, notice

commonalities across their classroom of peers, and engage as a community to learn from

one another’s perspectives. The questioning, analysis, and action happening through our

critical literacy work can be grounded in identity work as students think about who they

are, how they see one another, how our community grows, and how we disrupt

stereotyping and marginalizing of one another’s identities.

My definition of identity is how one sees and defines oneself, how one is defined

by others, and how one defines others. Identity changes as we better understand how our
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families, our classroom community, our school community, the world around us, and we,

ourselves, define identities and one another and understand how biases and power

differentials impact identity. Identity can be based on so many aspects, including

personality, physical features, culture, religion, customs, food, gender, language, family,

traditions, race, ethnicity, immigration, job, school, age, passions, interests, what you

read, how you treat others, challenges, DNA/genetics, perspectives, opinions, and beliefs

(Ahmed, 2018, p.8).

I wanted to know more about how my students’ identities and my own identity

affect critical literacy work and how students respond to this work. Confronting my own

biases and learning about my own identity is challenging and ongoing. I seek support

from anti-racist social justice educators, social justice educator groups, trainings through

education conferences, and professional development, all of which help me learn about

my own biases and understand how deep rooted racism, homophobia, classism, and

ableism is in schools,society, and my own upbringing.  Given the amount of support I

need to learn about my identity, as an adult and as a motivated and experienced teacher,

how do I support each child in my class and their identities, questions, and concerns, as

together, we develop our critical literacy lenses?

Messiness

I wanted to continue to learn how critical literacy can be a part of the elementary

classroom and how teachers play a role in supporting children’s participation in the

classroom across gender, ability, race, sexuality, and class. Having incorporated critical

literacy into my classroom for a year and a half before this research, mainly through
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social studies, research projects, and read-alouds, I knew firsthand the messiness of it.

Whether it was the parent pushback around the choice of a book in the classroom, the

challenge of finding a balance of teacher-led and student-led projects, the unpredictable

emotional responses from students, or the struggles at times with how best to respond to

my students, there was not usually a clear cut path or next step. Instead, there was a lot of

collaboration,discussion, and learning together as a classroom as we confronted our

biases, learned history to help understand complexities that were not previously

understood, and made decisions individually or as a class about actions to take to address

inequities.

Additionally, I looked at choices I made as the teacher around critical literacy and

saw how these choices impacted each student and the class as a whole. I used my

experience with my class and critical literacy to show how activism can be an important

part of a classroom. Finally, I worked with other upper elementary school teachers who

also incorporated identity and a critical literacy lens into their classrooms by reflecting

together about how critical literacy was going in our classrooms, sharing questions and

frustrations about what was working and what was next.

I had many questions driving my research. How does a White teacher in a

predominantly White school bring critical literacy into the classroom in a way that

encourages all children to take the lead in learning, research, and activism? How is this

work impacting individual students? How does a student’s identity affect their

involvement with and experience of the work? Are some students learning more than

others? How do students’ families affect this identity work and critical literacy? How is
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my own understanding of how to be an anti-racist social justice teacher affecting the

critical literacy work my students do? How am I balancing the curriculum while also

including critical literacy and identity work? How am I fitting in kid watching with an

already packed curriculum? How do I choose which books to read and which to let go?

How does one curricular choice impact everything else? How does meeting with my

colleagues to share and reflect impact the work? These are some of the many questions

that led to my research.

Given the social distancing due to COVID-19 during the 2020-21 school year, this

research took place, in part, through distance learning. As a result, this research allowed

me to see how incorporating a critical literacy lens can happen online and how that is

experienced by my students and our class.

Research Purpose

In the beginning months of the Covid-19  pandemic, the deaths of Breonna

Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and George Floyd led to national protests of police brutality and

racism that were broadcast worldwide.  Howard (2020) points out that widespread

protests caused by the “mistreatment of Black people in America” are not new. Howard

(2020) has been:

encouraged to see the number of Whites engaging in peaceful protest,
declaring that ‘Black Lives Matter.’ It has long been said that racism will
not end until White people feel just as outraged and upset about racism as
people of color do. The recent protests seem to be a step in the right
direction. (Howard, para 3-4)

Howard encourages educators to be part of the collective action that is necessary to

dismantle racism
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But how exactly does that disruptive work happen, particularly in a school and

classroom that is predominantly White with a White teacher? Through teacher research, I

came to better understand the process of incorporating a critical literacy lens into my

classroom and looked at how identity impacts this work. I examined the choices I make

as a teacher and how these choices impacted my students and myself. By studying

student writing and analyzing classroom discussion and interview transcripts from

student and colleague discussion around critical literacy in the classroom, I was better

able to understand how my students and I experienced critical literacy.

My hope is that my research will be useful to teachers and teacher educators who

are considering making critical literacy part of their practice. An analysis of my own

experiences and my students' experiences will offer a glimpse into my class's successes,

failures, and all the messiness in between, and may help teachers understand some of

what they might face as they do this kind of work. Self-awareness and reflection around

the practice of critical literacy in the classroom led me to my research questions. This

research looks at how critical literacy is a part of my fifth-grade classroom and the

journey my students and I took together as we worked to understand how literacy is

situated and negotiated by analyzing, deconstructing, and reconstructing multimodal

texts, with an aim to question norms and reimagine.

Research Questions

My research was guided by the following overarching question:  How does

critical literacy in a fifth-grade classroom provide opportunities for students to question

societal norms and reimagine new ways of being?
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1. On what topics did I and my students focus?

2. What was the nature of my students’ engagement?

3. What positions did my students take up?
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Assuming + Framing Normal → Dangerous

Teachers, high school students, college students, and professors brainstormed

together for a series of workshops sponsored by Learning for Justice and organized

through Swarthmore College Department of Education. The workshops were for parents

and teachers of young children who wanted to talk with their children and students about

identity. We shared our ideas on chart papers that focused on different identities: race and

ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation, (dis)ability, family structure, religion, and class.

After thinking about common themes across elements of identity, one sticky note

read:  “Assuming + framing normal → dangerous.” Within classrooms, students can be

marginalized because of their race and ethnicity, gender, religion, family structure, class,

ability, or sexual orientation. If normal is assumed to be White, male, Christian,

heterosexual, two parents, middle and upper middle class, and able-bodied, everything

else can be thought of as outside of these norms and not represented in the classroom

curriculum.

This abuse of power and marginalization is dangerous in many ways, contributing

to terrible outcomes for students. Based on Office of Civil Rights Data from 2011-2016

school years, Black high school students are twice as likely to be suspended as White or

Hispanic high school students. Students with a disability are twice as likely to be

suspended as those without a disability. The Trevor Project (2020) explains that “each

episode of LGBT victimization, such as physical or verbal harassment or abuse, increases

the likelihood of self-harming behavior by 2.5 times on average”.
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In 2016, Learning for Justice reported that 90% of the thousands of educators

surveyed saw a negative effect in school climate during and after the presidential

election. During the fall of 2018, more than two-thirds of 2,776 educators witnessed a

hate or bias incident in their school. Of these, 33% were racial or ethnic, 25% were

anti-LGBTQ, 18% were anti-immigrant, 11% were antisemitic, 6% were anti-Muslim,

and 7% were other. Finally, most of the hate and bias incidents witnessed by educators

were not addressed by school leaders. Ninety percent of the time, “administrators failed

to denounce the bias or reaffirm school values” (Costello and Dillard, 2020).

I have been an elementary school teacher in Pennsylvania for the past fifteen

years in a predominantly White school district where only a quarter of the student body is

people of color. Currently at my school, about 93% of the teachers are White and 7% are

teachers of color. My first almost ten years of teaching was in New Orleans in public,

magnet, and private schools that included student populations with predominantly Black

students, predominantly White students, and about an equal number of White and Black

students at a school in a nearby suburb of New Orleans where bussing integrated the

school. In the state of Pennsylvania, only 5.6% of teachers are teachers of color, which

roughly correlates with the percentage of teachers who are teachers of color in my school

district.

School norms where I currently teach reflect the predominantly White student

body, staff, and community. For example, these norms have led to marginalizing of

minoritized groups at Thanksgiving Pow Wows with Indians and teepees. Classroom

libraries can be filled with mostly White authors and White characters. There is a
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disproportionately small percentage of Black children in the Gifted program and a

disproportionately large percentage of Black boys who face discipline consequences for

behavior. These are norms that need to be questioned and addressed so power is shifted.

Stories Matter

As elementary school teachers, we shape our students at the start of their

education, setting the stage for many years to come. Nonetheless, bringing identity and

issues of power into elementary school has generally been looked at as too political and

not something schools should do, instead leaving these issues to families. Protecting

children’s innocence has often been a reason families, as well as schools, have shied

away from this work.

But now, we are at an exciting moment. On July 3rd, 2020, a New York Times

headline read, “Black Lives Matter movement may be the largest movement in U.S.

history.” Buchanan, Bui, and Patel (2020) include the perspective of McAdam, an

emeritus professor at Stanford University who studies social movements:

It looks, for all the world, like these protests are achieving what very few
do: setting in motion a period of significant, sustained, and widespread
social, political change. We appear to be experiencing a social change
tipping point — that is as rare in society as it is potentially consequential.

Just as the election of President Trump made hate crimes more acceptable, the eight

minute and forty-six second public lynching of George Floyd on May 25, 2020 by police

officer Derek Chauvin in Minneapolis brought police violence towards Black people to

the forefront nationally and led to weeks of protesting around the country, with a call for
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defunding of police, amplification of the Black Lives Matter movement, and the

realization by many of the need for anti-racism to be taught in schools.

Within my own school district, elementary school teachers created a Google

document to share resources on how to teach with an anti-racist lens, how to de-center

Whiteness, and how to talk about race. Our school district organized a Learning for

Justice professional development for our school. In a report to the school board, our

superintendent at the time read from Learning for Justice literature on using an anti-bias

approach. Before May 25, 2020, teachers in my district were nervous to bring identity

into the classroom because they did not know if the administration would support this and

worried what parents would think. With the hiring of a new superintendent and an equity

audit wrapping up, it appears that changes will be happening around equity in my district.

And perhaps this will lead to more people questioning the danger of a single story

that comes from assuming and framing normal. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009)

explains in her TED Talk:

Stories matter. Many stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess
and to malign, but stories can also be used to empower and to humanize.
Stories can break the dignity of a people, but stories can also repair that
broken dignity.

Adichie focuses on the empowerment and humanity that can be found when many stories

are told and heard, in and out of the classroom. Otherwise, we risk the dangers of a single

story. And not only is learning about other perspectives not occurring when a single story

is told, but harm is often happening because students experience being stereotyped by a

single story.
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Souto-Manning et al. (2020) echo the need for teaching both humanity and

freedom, while also reminding us that teaching is “a political endeavor” (p. 110) and a

practice that is “contextualized and situated” (p. 110). Souto-Manning et al. (2020)

explain that “students need to see and hear themselves, their families, and their

communities in the materials they read--and they must see the diversities within the

society in which they live” (p. 110). Through a practice of critical literacy, students can

learn the power of many stories rather than experiencing the danger of a single story. And

this is especially  important when the communities in a school district are predominantly

White and within each classroom there might only be one or a few students of color.

White students need to develop perspectives beyond their own and develop empathy so

that they can begin to ask the questions about whose story is being told and whose is left

out.

Perhaps as a backlash to classrooms, teachers, and schools beginning to look at

equity particularly in the wake of the Black Lives movement, we see a rise in

nationally-organized book banning campaigns.  These campaigns have targeted two

specific categories of books: those focused on U.S. history that includes enslavement,

segregation, and all racial inequities, and thoseby and about people of color and the

LGBTQIA+ community. This past school year, a parent spoke at a school board meeting

in my district demanding that two books by a Black queer author be removed from the

school libraries because of content allegedly inappropriate for middle and high school

students, including sexual abuse, a sexual encounter, and statutory rape. Given this

national and local climate to restrict book choices, particularly based on race and gender,
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this research into critical literacy in an elementary classroom seems more relevant than

ever.

At this point, it’s important to note that Vasquez (2005), who is Filipino Canadian,

worked with preschool and primary students of diverse backgrounds. Now, more than

ever, there’s a need to think about White teachers doing critical literacy work, both in

predominantly White and more racially diverse classrooms.

In order to bring critical literacy into the elementary classroom, it’s important that

teachers, particularly White teachers, recognize the biases we bring to the classroom and

notice how these biases impact the choices we make as teachers. We can start this work

through reading, attending professional development, and partnering with colleagues. For

me, connecting with anti-racist, abolitionist educators on Twitter who are White, Black,

Brown, disabled, queer, and seasoned activists is an invaluable source of learning.

Participating in zoom meetings, webinars, and twitter chats around books and

documentaries, as well as more formal professional development with Learning for

Justice, NCTE conferences, and West Chester Writing Project fellows, helps me think

about my own identities and notice my own biases as I learn about anti-racist,

anti-colonist, abolitionist teaching. Finally, taking a sabbatical for a year as a doctoral

student and then continuing that work as an elementary school teacher has enabled me to

more deeply question the role of education and to become more knowledgeable about the

possibilities to enact change, starting with my own classroom, school, and district.

All of this work has helped me realize the need for critical literacy for all children

and all schools, including predominantly White schools. Having a critical literacy lens
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can help us notice the lack of characters of color and authors of color on our bookshelves,

and the lack of books with LGBTQ+ characters or characters with disabilities or

characters from working class families or struggling with poverty. We might start to

notice how a project our grade group has done for years, though entertaining to many

children and families, might also be othering an entire group. Perhaps we realize that the

Black history we are focusing on is filled with conflict and we are not including historical

people, as well as current local community members, who inspire us. Teachers need to

question the curriculum and see imbalances of power so we can then support our

students’ critical literacy work.

Literacy is Situated and Negotiated

A grounding theoretical framework for this research is the understanding that

literacy is situated and negotiated. From a critical literacy perspective, Vasquez, Janks,

and Comber (2019) explain that “the world is seen as a socially constructed text that can

be read” (p. 307) and “no text is ever neutral and all texts are created from a particular

perspective with the intention of conveying particular messages…to position readers in

certain ways” (p. 306). In other words, literacy is situated within ideologies.

Questioning, Analyzing, and Challenging Assumptions

If literacy is situated within ideologies, it is crucial that students, from the very

beginning of school, are invited to question, analyze, and challenge assumptions. Rather

than a text being given to a student by a teacher, a text is offered to a student to take it up,

to notice what is there, where it came from, how it might be otherwise. Or a student

might find a text from the world outside the classroom, such as a news item, graffiti, or a
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movie, and notice what is there, where it came from, how it might be otherwise.. For

example, Vasquez (2011) worked with her class to analyze an advertisement for Mounties

in Ottawa. She helped her students see how everyday texts reflect specific ideologies or

beliefs. The children’s discussion centered on the fact that there were no depictions of

women Mounties in the poster. These three- and four-year-olds were reading the world as

a socially constructed text in the form of an advertisement, asking why there were no

women Mounties in the poster and questioning the beliefs behind this decision that

seemed to fall along gender lines. They were seeing how this literacy (advertisement) was

reflecting (situated in) a certain ideology.

Vasquez (2010) encourages teachers to teach students to “question the perspective

of others” (p. 22) by asking questions such as “Whose voice is heard? Who is silenced?

Whose reality is presented? Whose reality is ignored? Who is advantaged? Who is

disadvantaged?” (p. 15). These questions can make explicit the ideologies or beliefs in

which the everyday text, or text of any kind, is situated. They were also the basis for

many of our classroom discussions around shared texts and topics students and I brought

into the classroom,  our community building as well as our critical perspective taking.

These questions can become part of the classroom culture if teachers and the

culture of the school have as a foundation that literacy is situated and negotiated.

However, school culture often doesn’t value or prioritize this framework. If the goal of

education is to cover a certain amount of curriculum in a period of time, and mainly to

teach academic skills, then students stopping to ask questions and think about

perspectives isn’t necessarily an efficient way to teach and learn. A teacher trying to
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bring a critical literacy lens in this kind of school context will likely struggle to find

acceptance, let alone support, of this work.

Literacy and Everyday Contexts

In addition, if literacy is ideological and ideology is shaped by society, how we

value, define, and do literacy both in and out of school contexts shapes literacy.

Therefore, literacy is negotiated in everyday contexts, including students' communities,

classroom communities, and school communities. Vasquez cites her colleague, Comber

(2016), who describes the importance of students’ researching their worlds and sharing

their findings to impact their local communities. If literacy is negotiated in everyday

contexts, it is the responsibility of the teacher to notice and support student questions

within everyday context. Vasquez (2010) also emphasizes the interdisciplinary aspect of

critical literacy and the importance of focusing on social issues, including class, race, or

gender, and how “we use language and images to shape our understanding of these

issues” (p. 22).

In a classroom with critical literacy, students need time and space to ask questions

based on the world they see around them – local, national, and international. They also

need time for research to begin to answer these questions, to notice and wonder, once

again, how it might be otherwise. And though this has become a contentious issue, it’s

important to bring identity into the classroom to build empathy and understanding around

the research. In my classroom, this time and space was supported by our reading and

writing workshop approach, particularly during our persuasive inquiry research unit,
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when students worked together to research to find evidence to support a claim and write a

piece to impact change around that claim.

In Evans (2005), Vasquez describes the connection between official and unofficial

curricula and how a critical literacy lens is used to build on a student’s cultural capital.

Vasquez describes how her preschoolers look at an aspect of toy packaging, part of the

unofficial curriculum, and this can lead to an understanding of how “texts are

constructed” and help them consider “redesigning texts for particular audiences with an

eye toward becoming critical readers of text” (p. 102), clearly part of the official

curriculum.

Each day and throughout the year, Vasquez (2004) negotiated curriculum with her

three, four, five, and six year-olds. Together, they created an audit trail that they could all

refer to and review, consisting of photos, posters, conversation transcripts, questions,

phrases, toys, and anything else that might remind children of their work. Vasquez and

her students framed what they did each day with a critical literacy lens, which shows how

much teachers can encourage, and also discourage, a negotiated curriculum. Critical

literacy, as Vasquez shows us, is daily and involves the whole classroom community. In

addition to the work with the unofficial curriculum, students are also reading and writing

while they are deconstructing and reconstructing.

Vasquez (2004) describes another example of how literacy is negotiated in her

responses to a student’s question. In one example, a student asks her why he cannot  go to

the newly opened French Cafe in their school (p. 98). Vasquez could have explained

which groups of students the cafe is for, but this would have  maintained the status quo.
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She also could have asked the student to analyze and question why he thought they were

not invited. Finally, she could have offered a critical challenge and asked, “What can we

do to change the situation?” Instead, Vasquez treated this student’s question as an

opportunity for taking social action and disrupting equity, what results are critical

literacies, as this student became “a researcher of his world asking why things are the

way they are” (p. 99) and how we can change them. Vasquez supported her students to

critique or question the way things are, analyze or look at issues of power and control,

and finally take social action, showing how literacy is negotiated within the everyday

context of the school.

Noticing and Disrupting

Vasquez (2004) emphasizes the importance of kid-watching –listen to students'

thoughts, observations, and questions – in order to get to know our students. With the

resulting knowledge, teachers can then help one student, a small group, or the whole class

focus on a question, gather more information, analyze data, and decide how to act on

what was learned. An assumption behind kid-watching is that the teacher is seeing what

the student is taking up rather than directing what the student should take up. Analyzing

my data around student positionality and looking at what my students took up gave me a

chance to do this type of kid watching, after the fact; kid watching can often be

challenging, in the moment while teaching, since there are always so many curricular

expectations on teachers, in addition to minute to minute student needs. With so much to

attend to, ironically, teachers may not be paying attention to their students in  ways that

are crucial to knowing and teaching them well. Perhaps, though, with practice and
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making this work of kid watching a valued part of how teachers approach their work, it

can become an explicit, regular part of the day to day routine of all elementary

classrooms, as it was for Vasquez.

Another way to negotiate literacy with students is by invitation. Vasquez, Tate,

and Harste (2013) describe how students can be invited to activity centers for

partnerships or small groups. Materials at the center might be a children’s book, a book

club order form, a magazine, a community flier, or other material students bring.  Luke

and Freebody (1997) recommend asking the following questions as tools to examine the

materials at the center: Who wrote this text? For what purpose? How would it be different

if someone different had written this text? How do these authors position their readers?

How might the text be constructed differently? What past experiences are informing your

reading of this text? These curricular invitations could also be helpful if extended to

teachers as they approach texts for the classroom to help them learn how to disrupt the

commonplace. The teacher and students, together, through noticing, questioning, sharing,

and taking action, make explicit how literacy is situated and negotiated.

Critical Literacy: A Social and Civic Practice

Given that literacy is situated and negotiated, literacy also must be a social

practice. Vasquez (2004) used social critique, social analysis, and social action as tools

with her students “to imagine that the social world could be otherwise” (p.139). When

analyzing my data for student positionality, one dimension fell along a continuum with

dreaming at one end and acceptance at the other end, clearly influenced by Vasquez’s
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encouraging students to imagine the world as it could be, and also, imagining this world

together, as a community.

Vasquez (2004) supported her students as they found and questioned injustices,

looked at issues of power and control, and “acted on [their] critique and analysis

reflexively in order to position [themselves] differently” (p.139). Teaching elementary

students to do this work together, in a classroom community, gives them the tools, at an

early age, to be empowered to question a single story rather than accepting norms that

perpetuate inequities. My data analysis also highlighted the importance of community as

a foundation for critical literacy.

In addition, Janks (2010) recognizes that literacy is seen as a social practice,

recognizing that “speaking and writing cannot be separated from embodied action

(doing), ways of thinking and understandings of truth (believing), and ethics (valuing)”

(p.58). Janks continues, “We bring who we are and where we come from to the processes

of production and reception of spoken, written, and visual texts” (p. 58). As teachers

recognize critical literacy as a social practice, this can help us remember we bring our

bias to our teaching, as do our students. We all bring our identities and our beliefs and all

of this is part of our classroom and our work together to build on and celebrate.

Critical literacy is an inquiry approach in which students gain critical perspective

through reading analysis and discussion that is based on students’ own questions and

curiosities. In Vasquez’s (2004) Negotiating Critical Literacies With Young Children,

Nieto describes how Vasquez, as a preschool teacher, enacts critical literacy as a way to

“a liberatory education based on the principles of democracy and fair play” (p.xi).
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Incorporating a critical literacy lens encourages teachers to share stories from many

different perspectives, celebrate many identities, listen to students’ questions, support

their analysis, and encourage their participation in civic engagement. Through critical

literacy work, courageous dialogue can happen within the classroom that interrupts

racism, sexism, homophobia, ableism, classism, and social inequities (Mirra, p.70-71).

This kind of dialogue can be seen in some of the classroom discussions and interviews

from my class data when looking at student focus, nature of engagement and student

positionality.

Similar to Vasquez’s approach with her preschoolers and kindergarteners, Mirra

describes how she has used and observed critical civic empathy developed with middle

and high school students. Like Vasquez, Mirra (2018) emphasizes a socially conscious

and justice-oriented education in which she thinks about “the kinds of citizens we want

our students to become” (p.16). Mirra (2018) describes how critical civic empathy

depends on the development of both students’ social action and mutual humanization.

Mirra (2018) explains “the idea that we cannot fully realize our own humanity unless and

until we recognize and honor the full humanity of those who differ from us” (p.10). Both

Vasquez and Mirra see critical literacy as a social practice, not simply a development of

technical skills. It is this social practice that needs to be developed beginning in preschool

and elementary school.

These different approaches to critical literacy all bring into question the purpose

of education and the need for students to question inequities and act. The 2018 position

statement from NCTE on a student’s right to read states, “Freedom of inquiry is essential
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to education in a democracy.” In Being the Change, Ahmed (2018) helps teachers to

support vulnerable student conversations that are essential for democracy. Ahmed (2018)

argues:

If we value identity and honor kids’ news, then strategize with them on
how to muddle through the self-exploration and collaborative dialogue
that incidentally occurs with all the questions they have, we will grow a
generation that honors a range of perspectives and flexibility of thought.
(p. 77)

Mirra (2018) agrees with this focus “to move our instruction toward goals of mutual

humanization and equitable justice-oriented social transformation” and reminds us to “be

intentional and rigorous in our work” (p. 89). Critical literacy is a social and civic

practice. Vasquez, Mirra, Janks, and Ahmed’s focus on social activism and

transformation influenced my data analysis to think about student positionality along a

dimension that moves from maintaining status quo to taking action.

Positionality and Critical Literacy

Since critical literacy is situated and negotiated within specific ideologies, it can

be helpful to think about how, when and why students might be taking up or not taking up

texts.  in their review of positioning in classroom discourse studies, Kayi-Aydar and

Miller (2018) point out the validation of some forms of knowledge and the

marginalization of other forms, and how this relates to positioning:

Positioning theory was used to show how rights, duties, obligations,
and opportunities are distributed among students and teachers in
classroom discourse. In paying attention to the dynamic and contingent
nature of positioning, scholars are better able to understand how particular
forms of knowledge are (de) legitimated. These studies further make it
possible to understand who can gain access to classroom talk, what
cultural resources are being used and what kinds of learning opportunities
are constructed. (p. 88)
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Kayi-Aydar and Miller (2018) further explain how a student’s access to knowledge, talk,

resources, and opportunity impacts their roles within the classroom and their ability to

engage either to “limit or enable possible actions and meanings to emerge as well as how

we assign rights, duties and responsibilities relative to shared cultural repertoires, which

in turn shape who we are.” (p. 82)

Choices the teacher makes can impact the access students have to texts, activities,

and opportunities in the classroom. As students’ access is restricted or empowered,

students can lose or gain power to choose, to critique, to question, to dream, and to take

action. Even the acknowledgement or not that literacy is situated and negotiated would

impact the student’s roles.

Harré and van Langenhove (1999) define positioning theory in two ways:

interactive (assigning positions to others) and reflexive (assigning positions to oneself).

My research looked at the positions or roles my students took up or assigned to

themselves along three dimensions (community roles, knowledge of social issues, and

social action) and also looked for a fluidity in this defining of positions.

Enciso (2010) explains:

The concept of ‘positioning’ provides a useful tool for understanding the ways
readers interpret the text, themselves, and others in the midst of school life …
Positioning is also associated with reading texts insofar as texts are viewed as sets
of grammatical and semantic constructs that portray a ‘possible world [that]
position[s] the reader to read or interpret that possible world in particular ways.’
(Luke & Freebody, 1997, p. 219)

Vasquez supports her students to interpret these possible worlds through

questioning, analysis, and action. For two of the three dimensions I used to analyze
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student positioning, I was also looking at how students were interpreting possible worlds,

specifically, social issues and responding or not responding with taking action.

Transformation and Reconstruction

Critical literacy and positionality are intimately related. Janks (2010) describes a

critical literacy teacher as someone who in addition to making meaning with or from

texts, also is:

Interested in what all kinds of texts (written, visual, and oral) do to
readers, viewers, and listeners and whose interests are served by what
these texts do. Texts also help students to rewrite themselves and their
local situations by helping them to post problems and to act, often in small
ways, to make the world a fairer place. Different orientations to working
with critical literacy help them to do so. (p. 19)

Underlying this description of a critical literacy teacher is the belief that all texts

are “positioned and positioning” (Janks, 2010, p. 61). My research focused on how

students were taking up roles and interacting with texts and with each other to question,

analyze, and act, often working towards a more just world.

Janks (2010) describes this varied positioning as “an engaged or an estranged

position” (p. 97), depending on if we share or do not share the positions and perspectives

of the text. I looked at how students were taking up social issues and social action. I was

offering opportunities for students to take these up, to engage, and “to read forms of

power and privilege… which sets out to help students understand how relations of power

are both produced and changed.” (Janks, 2010, p.104)

Returning to the danger of a single story, this analysis of power and privilege can

help make norms visible and fight against racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, and any
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other marginalizing force. In elementary school, this work can start with everyday texts

such as cereal boxes or greeting cards or Halloween costumes, all of which can teach

about textual power (Janks, 2010, p. 114).

As important as reading is to critical literacy, so is writing. Janks (2010) explains,

“Control over text production and the means of production are central to the critical

literacy project for a number of reasons” (p. 156). These reasons include the ability to

choose the meanings that are made within a text and create texts that allow us to “act on

the world,” the understanding of text construction across modes, and the ability to

combine and recombine symbolic forms and think about how we are positioning

ourselves and how readers are being positioned by our writing choices. Writing “enables

us to think about how to transform texts that we have deconstructed to remake the world”

(Janks, 2010, p.156). When paying attention to power and positionality with critical

literacy, the context is always important. Janks (2010) reminds us a specific world has

been created for the readers to enter and “always historically and politically specific”

(p. 180).

Figure 1

Janks’ Model: The Redesign Cycle
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Janks’ model (2010, p. 183), as seen in Figure 1, shows the relationship between

multimodal construction, deconstruction, and reconstruction. “Because literacy is at the

centre of the politics of text and identity we have a responsibility as educators to create

opportunities for students to reflect critically on their world in order to re-imagine and

redesign it” (p.180). In an updated model, Janks (2012) elaborates:

[D]econstruction looks backwards to the text and forwards to its re-design.
Critique enables participants to engage consciously with the ways in which
semiotic resources have been harnessed to serve the interests of the
producer and how different resources could be harnessed to re-design and
re-position the text. It is both backward- and forward-looking.

In my classroom, we took up this work of critique and deconstruction, looking both back

at the text and looking forward to reconstructing, redesigning, and repositioning the text.

We did this, for example, by watching and reading speeches by Dr. Martin Luther King

and Amanda Gorman listening to  read alouds including This Book is Anti-Racist by

Tiffany Jewell and Melissa by Alex Gino. I relied on discussions, as well as students’

written reflections, reconstructing and repositioning the texts.

Janks (2012) reminds us that “re-design, like design, can be used ethically or

unethically to advance the interests of some at the expense of others…What matters is

that critique is not the end-point; transformative and ethical re-construction and social

action are.” (p. 151). This focus on transformational reconstruction and social action is

also a foundation for abolitionist teaching.

Abolitionist Teaching

For abolitionist teaching, Love (2019) reminds us to imagine, demand, and fight

for students who are just surviving, which calls to mind statistics of hate crimes that are

30



much larger for minoritized groups. Love also reminds us of the overarching reason we

need to bring critical literacy into our classrooms–not just to question and analyze, but

also, to dream:

Abolitionist teaching is built on the creativity, imagination, boldness,
ingenuity, and rebellious spirit and methods of abolitionists to demand and
fight for an education system where all students are thriving, not simply
surviving. (Love, 2019, p.11)

In addition to dreaming of “spaces of love, solidarity, and resiliency,” Love (2020) also

urges teachers to “acknowledge and accept America and its policies as anti-Black, racist,

discriminatory, and unjust and to be in solidarity with dark folx and poor folx fighting for

their humanity and fighting to move beyond surviving” (p.12). Positioning themselves in

solidarity with marginalized people can set teachers up to embrace an intellectual stance

that enables critical literacy:

Teachers must embrace theories such as critical race theory, settler
colonialism, Black feminism, dis/ability, critical race studies, and other
critical theories that have the ability to interrogate anti-Blackness and
frame experiences with injustice, focusing the moral compass toward a
North Star that is ready for a long and dissenting fight for educational
justice. (Love, 2019, p.12)

Love (2019) widens the lens for us across space and time to remind us that we

have an educational system that is hurting so many people and a single story that needs to

be explicitly seen and questioned. The norms of the single story need to be rejected and

replaced with stories, histories, and contexts that are centered rather than marginalized. It

is important for teachers to have this wider view as they support their students with

critical literacy work in all classrooms, whether integrated or segregated, diverse or not;

teachers need ongoing training to learn about systematic marginalization of communities
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and the impact on students in their classroom. And this returns to the importance of

choice of texts that address issues such as settler colonialism, as in An Indigenous

Peoples’ History of the United States for Young People by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz

anddapted by Jean Mendoza and Debbie Reese (2019, Beacon Press), and systemic

racism, as in This Book is Anti-Racist by Tiffany Jewell.

Celebrating Identities

Our elementary classrooms can be places where identity is a part of everything we

do. We can discuss, share, and reflect on our identities, learning about ourselves and one

another. Reading and discussing books that teach us about the identities of ourselves and

others can be a foundational part of this work.

As a White teacher in a predominantly White classroom, I strive to provide space

and opportunity for students of color to express a connection to the curriculum if they so

choose.  As a teacher with many dominant identities, it’s important that I reflect on how

well I am building on the identities of my students of minoritized groups in ways that are

empowering to my minoritized students and look for my own blindspots. Muhammad’s

Historically Responsive Literacy theoretical framework helps me work towards these

goals.

Muhammad’s (2020) research aligns with culture-centered theories and models,

including the work of Ladson-Billings (1994, 1995), Gay (2001, 2010), Paris (2012),

Moll & Gonzalez (1994), and Lee (1995), but “is more pointedly centered on the literacy

histories of Black people and a practical framework that teachers can use to shape and

guide instruction” (p. 48). Based on Muhammad’s research of 19th century Black
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Literary Societies, Historically Responsive Literacy happens “when teaching, learning,

and leadership beliefs and practices authentically respond to: 1. Students’ cultural (and

other) identities 2. The cultural (and other) identities of others 3. The social times

(historical and current)” (p. 48). Muhammad (2020) describes Historically Responsive

Literacy:

As a theory teaches the whole child and is a framework for scaffolding
learning that was designed for people of color and all underserved
students. We must stop implementing curriculum and literacy models that
were not designed for or by people of color, expecting that these models
will advance the educational achievement of children of color. (p. 60)

Muhammad’s model isbased on 19th century Black literary communities’

understanding of literacy and responsive education as identity development, skills

development, intellect, and criticality. As a result, she encourages teachers to think of

these four pursuits and ask themselves the following questions:

Identity: How will my instruction help students to learn something about
themselves and/or about others?
Skills: How will my instruction build students’ skills for the content area?
Intellect: How will my instruction build students’ knowledge and mental
powers?
Criticality: How will my instruction engage students’ thinking about
power and equity and the disruption of oppression? (Muhammad, 2020, p.
58)

At all times, Muhammad (2020) emphasizes the importance of students’ first being

transformed by their learning and “seeing themselves in the curriculum designed for

them” (p. 78). Only when this has been established can skills or content-learning

standards be addressed.
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Identity work in the classroom is needed for different reasons, depending on each

student’s identities and if their identities are dominant or non-dominant:

Knowing self prepares young people to live joyfully in the world -- a
world that may tell them negative things about who they are. This is why
young people need to know themselves as well as others who may be
different from them. This knowledge will help prevent them from
oppressing people who are different from them in the future. It also
teaches young people how to love and live with differences as they grow
older. (p. 80)

Students with dominant identities, who are used to seeing themselves in the curriculum

and in the classroom,  need to see and learn about people with non-dominant identities,

while students with non-dominant identities need to see themselves in the curriculum. As

a teacher, it is my responsibility to incorporate identities into the classroom and

curriculum so all students see themselves and also see each others’ identities.

While Muhammad makes the case that students need identity work for different

reasons, depending on their identities, Mirra (2018) looks at how students of majority

groups need to do different work around identity than students of minoritized groups:

Members of majority groups need multiple, meaningful, and sustained
opportunities to deconstruct their own privileges and get to know
individuals from groups other than their own. Simply reading a text or two
by an author is not enough and actually can end up reinforcing rather than
breaking down stereotypes. Members of minoritized groups need
opportunities to process and share experiences of marginalization or
oppression and understand that they are not being asked to empathize with
those who question their humanity; instead, they need opportunities to
forge solidarity, bring their concerns into the public sphere to be taken
seriously, and strategize about how to respond to those seeking to
dehumanize them in public life. (p.105)

In other words, Mirra (2018) is reminding teachers of White students and students in

other dominant group identities such as male, heterosexual, middle class, able bodied,
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and English as a first language, to analyze privileges and learn about non-dominant

identities over time and repeatedly. For students in minoritized groups, Mirra (2018)

suggests giving them space to work together in affinity groups to share experiences and

gain confidence to address their concerns in the classroom and beyond.

The impact of students’ and teachers’ identities on critical literacy work needs to

be documented more in the research. How is the teacher making sure each student is

being supported and all students’ needs are being met? What challenge is the teacher

facing around this? What challenges are the students facing? How are these challenges

being addressed?

Civic Engagement

Developing a community within the classroom to support the critical literacy

work is so important. Ladson-Billings (2013) emphasizes that as part of being a culturally

responsive teacher, it is important for teachers to see themselves as part of the

community, bringing families into the classroom, participating in events, and visiting

families outside of school.

In addition, it is also important for critical literacy teachers to find community

with others, sharing resources and ideas, problem solving together, and sharing stories

from the classroom, which can help to sustain the critical literacy work. Muhammad

(2020) reminds us:

Transformation has to be collaborative...there needs to be a balance of
mentors and experts in teaching and learning. Your village must consist of
educators, communities, and partners who are committed to the goals of
equity, social justice, and transformation--educators who are ready to
move toward action. (p. 169)
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I felt the power of community that Muhammad describes this past year, working with

other teachers and community members in a newly created equity group, feeling

supported by community members who are also working to push the school district to

adopt an equity lens. Muhammad (2020) urges, “If teachers engage in the teaching of

criticality, it is necessary that they assume an active and critical stance in their own lives”

(p.131). Working with a community within a school district makes it much easier to take

an activist stance as a teacher and not simply incorporate critical literacy in a classroom

behind closed doors; I was working with colleagues, parents and guardians, and

administration to change curriculum, textbooks, and books in classroom libraries, and to

amend policies that need to be questioned and critiqued using an equity lens.I also shared

with colleagues who are also incorporating critical literacy into their classrooms as we

met regularly. Together, we supported and pushed one another as we also kept ourselves

accountable to holding our students’ rights at the forefront of what we do.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

In order to learn more about how critical literacy impacts both teachers and

students, I carried out action teacher research in my classroom over the 2020-2021 school

year. The research took place in my fifth grade classroom and during online teaching. In

addition, I met monthly with two teachers at my school who are also incorporating

critical literacy into their teaching, one White and one African-American, to share

reflections around our work.

As we continued to face the COVID-19 pandemic, the school district where I

work divided  students into two cohorts, with each cohort coming to school only twice a

week. On days when the students were at home, they participated in online learning,

provided by the teacher. At any time, in-person teaching could become online teaching, if

students became infected with or exposed to COVID-19. All of this–the flipped

classroom structure and the uncertainty–impacted my classroom and my research.

However, I was still able to study how incorporating critical literacy impacted me as a

teacher and my students, whether we were in the classroom or online together or a

combination. To get a richer portrait of my teaching and our daily classroom routine, I

describe a typical day in our classroom (Appendix A).

Rationale

The use of teacher action research allowed me to build on my practitioner

experience and focus on the needs of my specific context. Herr and Anderson (2005)

explain, “The goal of an action science, according to Argyris et al. (1985), is the

generation of ‘knowledge that is useful, valid, descriptive of the world, and informative

37



of how we might change it’” (p. x). Herr and Anderson (2005) explain that “language

arts teachers [such as Atwell (1982) and Graves (1981a, 1981b)] led the way in doing

teacher research and writing about it from an insider perspective.” This early teacher

research yielded unique insights:

Insider accounts generate important knowledge to be shared among practitioners,
just as case studies reported by academic researchers do. In fact, they begin to
build a knowledge base that can inform the research community about the actions
and beliefs of practitioners—a knowledge base that is otherwise unavailable (Herr
and Anderson, 2005, p. 34).

It is my hope that my research follows this tradition, as I write from an insider

perspective as a practitioner towards “emancipatory ends” (Herr and Anderson, 2005, p.

28) on critical literacy in my elementary classroom.

Herr and Anderson (2005) caution about the importance of teacher researchers

reflecting on themselves as insiders and outsiders: :

[Researchers] occupy positions where we are included as insiders while
simultaneously, in some dimensions, we identify as outsiders. In the latter case,
these dimensions often encompass one's race, social class, gender, or sexual
orientation in relationship to the site being studied. These dimensions extend into
the worldview that one brings to the institution, both in terms of political or
ideological beliefs as well as cultural assumptions. Each of these dimensions
enters into the construction of the reality we capture in our research. (Herr and
Anderson, 2005, p.44)

This brings me to reflect on the positions that I occupy as a teacher and as a researcher.

The positions that I occupy as a teacher and as a researcher that stand out and impact my

research the most include being Whiten, being part of the middle-upper socio-economic

class, being a cisgender heterosexual woman, and questioning the status quo of my

school that is predominantly guided by dominant culture norms. I began teaching after
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college in New Orleans with Teach for America, an organization that was originally

grounded in a white-savior mentality, placing mostly White recent college graduates into

urban and rural schools. Though I was a certified teacher, I was also a White, suburban

twenty year-old teaching mostly African American children in New Orleans public

schools. After teaching in New Orleans public schools for almost ten years, Hurricane

Katrina destroyed our mid-city home, and my family and I moved to a suburb of

Philadelphia. This is how I ended up teaching in a suburban elementary school, where I

have remained for the past fifteen years.

A number of experiences helped me realize the need for critical literacy in my

school, namely my doctoral studies, my reading of Vasquez’s critical literacy work with

preschool students, the election of Trump, some racist incidents in my school district, and

my work community with colleagues and families. I was also opening my eyes tohow

much the different parts of my identity impacted how I saw the world; I had brought a

savior mentality to my teaching in New Orleans and I looked through a very different

lens than my students of color, my students from a lower socio-economic background,

and my transgender or questioning students.

I also realized that this was also the case for my White students from upper

socio-economic backgrounds and who are cisgender. Just as I need to continue to educate

myself through reading and discussing and learning from people whose identities are

different from mine, the same is true for my students. Given the homogeneity of our

school, one of the most effective ways to do this learning is through the books we read

and discuss and the research we conduct.
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One data source was my daily reflective journal entries in which I used three

lenses: student focus, nature of student engagement, and student positionality. For student

focus, I was looking at what students were doing and paying attention to in the

classroom. With the nature of student engagement, I was looking at how engaged

students were with their work. Finally, for student positionality, I was looking at the roles

students were taking up within the classroom community. In all cases, I was always

returning to the impact of critical literacy in my classroom.

Almost a hundred years ago, Dewey (1933) described reflective practice as a

deliberate way to think about one’s actions. Keeping a teacher journal can support and

encourage this reflection. Gorman (1998) asserts, “The likelihood of change in

instructional decision making is greater because the teacher is more accountable for

actions” (p. 435). Gorman sees the teaching journal as not just a place for reflection, but

also, a place where reflection leads to action and is helpful to beginning and experienced

teachers. Further articulating the value of reflective teaching journals, Minor

shared in the Leading Equity Center Virtual Summit (January 2-7, 2020):

Everything worth having is gained through careful study and reflection
and attempt and trial and error… people want this idea of microwave
equity… this is work that grows out of our ability to study a thing, try a
thing, make mistakes, reflect on those mistakes, and try again.

Keeping a teaching journal gave me an opportunity to look at how my choices impacted

the critical literacy in my classroom, keeping track of my efforts, my mistakes, and my
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learning. The teaching journal gave me a place to study what was happening in my

classroom, to analyze my successes and my challenges.

As the teacher and the researcher, personal reflexivity was important so I could

stay aware of how my roles as teacher and researcher impacted each other. Singh (2019)

explains that “the journey starts with reflecting on what you, as a White person or a

person of color, have been taught to believe about the world and your own race” (p. 10).

Keeping a reflective journal helped me on this journey as I tried to see and

understand the biases I brought to my research, as a teacher with over twenty years of

experience, and as a White cis-gender, heterosexual, middle-class woman. This teacher

journal was a place I could reflect on my own privileges, in order to help me become a

more informed and reflective critical literacy teacher. In order to challenge privilege,

confront systemic racism, and engage in collective healing, My daily journaling also

allowed me to record and reflect on critical literacy work within my own classroom. I

wrote about conversations between students, among the whole class, and between me and

students. I reflected on the curricular choices I made and how these impacted critical

literacy in my class. I reflected on how negotiating the curriculum was going with my

students–what was working and what was not–and the social critique, social analysis, and

social action that was happening or not happening in the classroom.

In addition to keeping a reflective journal, each month, I recorded classroom

discussions, interviews with students, and discussions with colleagues. In total over the

eight months, I recorded:

41



● 7 discussions with colleagues, ranging from thirty to sixty minutes in length

● 21 class discussions, varying from one to six each a month, ranging from six to

thirty minutes in length

● 92 interviews, varying from three to twenty-eight each month, ranging from five

to thirty-three minutes in length

My final method of data collection involved student work each month including

poetry writing, persuasive writing, reflective writing, and book club presentations.

Collecting this extensive data over the school year allowed me to look for patterns across

the data to help me better understand my own experiences and my students’ experiences

with teaching critical literacy.

Setting

The school where I teach and where I conducted this research is located in a

predominantly White, upper-middle class suburb in a small college town, Oakville (all

names are pseudonyms), in Pennsylvania, with a population of about 10,000 people

(2018, “Delaware County, PA Demographics Data,”). The median household income is

about $96,000, significantly higher than the $72,000 median income in our county.

Similarly, 60% of adults in out town have earned a Bachelor’s degree or higher,

compared to only 38% in our county.Less than a mile from the elementary school, there

is a small downtown with a cooperative market, some restaurants and stores, as well as

the town borough hall with the police station, fire department, library, and meeting

spaces. Many students ride their bikes to school or walk along the tree-lined streets on the
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sidewalks, some passing through a pedestrian tunnel to cross the train tracks while others

are ushered across a busy road by a crossing guard.

The students in our elementary school are White (74%), Asian American (9%),

two or more races (9%), Black (6%), and Hispanic (3%) (“Common Core of Data,” n.d.).

Clearly, the population of Oakville School does not reflect our nation’s population when

it comes to race  (60% White, 19% Hispanic, 13% Black, 6% Asian, 3% two or more

races, 1% Indigenous ) (2019, “Quick Facts United States”). Instead, Oakville is a

segregated suburban school that is just under four miles away from a segregated urban

school in a small city nearby where the median household income is shockingly lower,

only $30,000. The racial make-up of this nearby urban elementary school is 94% Black, 4

% Hispanic, and 2% White (2020, “Public School Review”).

I share this demographic information because it contrasts with a trend around the

country in which suburban schools are becoming more integrated. “In the 50 largest

metropolitan areas... almost half of the suburban population lives in racially integrated

communities, defined as between 20% and 60% non-White” (Orfield, 2012). This is not

the case for Oakville School.

Participants

The participants in this research were students (all names are pseudonyms) in my

2020-2021 fifth grade class. All of my twenty-five students were invited to participate in

this research, and twenty-two students and their families opted in, so there was a lot of

support for this work. I did not include student work for those who did not opt in, nor did

I interview them or include their comments in recorded discussions. The three families
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who chose not to participatedid not question any of the texts or the work we did,

including discussions of slavery, racism, and gender, which currently are particularly

contentious topics in many elementary schools across the country.

The racial and economic make-up of my class reflected the school population,

which means my students were mostly White (74% White students, 9% black students,

8% Asian students, 5% mixed-race students, and 3% Hispanic students) and

upper-middle class. In addition to race and class, most of my students’ identities were

part of a dominant group (i.e., Christian, fully able-bodied, Native English speaking, U.S.

born, heterosexual, and cisgender). My students had different experiences at school

because of school histories; some students had a gifted individualized educational plan

while others had a diagnosed learning difference and an individualized education plan or

a 504 plan with accommodations. When my students and I were doing critical literacy

work, I took into account all the different identities of my students, remembering that the

majority of my students and I have many, if not all, dominant identities, which bring

power and privilege. Though not participants in the study, I met once a month and

reflected with my two colleagues in my school on the critical literacy work we were each

doing in our classrooms. One teacher is a fifth grade colleague on my team, and the other

is a third grade teacher who I work closely with on equity work in our school and district.

We honored the confidentiality of our students and did not share names of students.

Instead, our discussions focused on our experiences in the classroom, including what was

working well with our critical literacy work and what challenges we were facing. These
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colleagues provided input through a critical friend process, giving feedback to help make

sure my reflections on critical literacy in my classroom made sense and rang true.

Data Collection

I wanted to learn more about my experience, as a teacher, developing and

teaching a curriculum centered on critical literacy to my fifth-grade class. I also wanted

to learn how my students experienced this critical literacy curriculum and how my

students' identities and my own identity impacted these experiences.  Since I was

collecting a substantial amount of data over an eight month period, I used the following

three lenses to help stay focused on how my students and I were experiencing critical

literacy in our classroom: teacher and student focus, student nature of engagement, and

student positionality.

I used a variety of data collection methods including reflective journal entries,

fieldnotes, recording and transcriptions of classroom discussions, student and teacher

documents, semistructured interviews with students, recording and transcriptions of

discussions with teachers, and semistructured interviews with teachers. Using multiple

forms of data allowed me to triangulate data, which increased the trustworthiness of the

data and helped me find emerging patterns and themes from this data.

This brings up a limitation in my research because of the performative nature of

data I was gathering since I was the vehicle for collecting all of the data and I was the

teacher. My role as teacher would have impacted what my students said and how they

responded to questions in our interviews, in their work, in their surveys, and in our class

discussions. However, with that said, there is also a trust that develops between teacher
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and students over the year that could positively impact the data collection and, perhaps,

counteract the limitation described.

The reflective journal entries focused on critical literacy and identity, including

what I was noticing, what I was wondering, how critical literacy was impacting my

students, how it was impacting me and my teaching, and how the identities of my

students and myself impacted this work. I began writing thirty minute reflective journal

entries from January through March 2020. I also wrote these journal entries over the

summer of 2020. At the end of July, I participated in a week-long conference sponsored

by Heinemann, Virtual Institute for Racial Equity in Literacy: Interrogating Internalized

Racism in Ourselves and in Our Practice led by Dr. Sonja Cherry-Paul and Tricia

Ebarvia. Each day after participating, I wrote reflective entries. In addition, I wrote

journal entries as I prepared for the school year and planned how I would be

incorporating this research alongside my teaching. For just over the first month of school,

after I had a chance to begin to get to know my students and their families and share with

them about my research, I kept daily reflective journal entries. Starting in October, once I

received permission from families for children to participate in the research, I began

gathering all the other types of data. Our first day of school was August 24, 2020 and our

last day of school was June 18, 2021.

Here is an overview of the research beginning October 2020 through May 2021.

● I gave all students in class, including students participating in research, a Google

form survey (Appendix B) three times, inOctober, January, and April. The
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questions focused on the preliminary themes from my reflective journals from my

class this past year and the research questions (January - March 2020).

● I conducted semi-structured interviews (Appendix C) with each student,

one-on-one, audio-recorded and transcribed, using answers to the survey and

group discussions to guide questions. These interviews occurred from October

through May. I interviewed each student, in person, one at a time, at a time that

was convenient to that student, at least two times and not more than eight times.

Semi-structured interviews, by their very nature, depend on how participants

respond to the stimulus. I used reflective journals, surveys, collected student

writing, and transcripts of class discussion to guide when to do the interview and

with whom. I looked at the data along three dimensions: a) nature of engagement

b) focus and c) positionality

● I conducted semi-structured interviews with the persuasive writing inquiry

research groups to learn more about the research process. I had not planned to

include these small group interviews, but students were excited to talk about their

research and the research process.

● I recorded and transcribed class discussions which I chose based on my previous

experience with discussion/activity/read-aloud, surveys, and interviews (at least

once a month)

● I collected and scanned/copied written documents from students. The particular

documents were chosen based on an assignment/activity based on my previous
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experience with the assignment/activity, interviews, or discussions. (Once a

month)

● I recorded and transcribed monthly meetings with teachers in which we discussed

critical literacy work in our classrooms.

Hybrid Teaching

It is important to note that we transitioned from remote to hybrid teaching in

October 2020 and then returned to full in-person learning in March 2021. During the

initial period of remote teaching, I met with my students online over Zoom in large

groups, small groups, and one-on-one, as needed. The online platform was extremely

challenging, most obviously because we were no longer in a classroom together in one

space. I needed to make sure to be aware and respond to how each student was coping

with the many changes in their ways of life, the worry about getting COVID-19 when we

returned to school, the fact that students might have already faced loss of loved ones from

COVID-19, and the varying degree students and their families had access to the internet

and devices and comfort levels with using the online platform. Between October and

March, only half of the students at one time attended in-person classes, two days a week,

with remote learning also provided for the other days. While the structure of the

classroom, both in-person and online, differed dramatically from every other

non-pandemic year, there were opportunities for children to interact with one another and

with me. We were still able to share, whether in person or over zoom or through online

writing. We still read,analyzed,questioned, and responded. Kid-watching became more of

a challenge since I didn’t see my students as frequently as I normally would, but
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kid-watching is a challenge in the best of times, anyway. In some ways, the fact that I was

working with half as many students at one time when we were in the classroom made it

easier for me to get to know my students and observe them carefully. When we returned

to one classroom together in March 2021, plastic shields were placed on each child’s

desk, and we tried to maintain a distance of – feet between people, which made class

discussions more challenging, but still possible. Despite the many challenges of the

pandemic, teaching, learning, and researching went on. Although there was online

teaching occurring during hybrid teaching, data collection only took place during

in-person teaching and did not happen during online teaching.

Critical Literacy Curriculum

Ahmed (2018) encourages teachers to help students understand social issues by

developing skills and habits and being part of classroom conversations, reminding us that

“social comprehension, like academic comprehension, is how we make meaning from

and mediate our relationship with the world” (p.xxv). Students are encouraged to keep a

journal to reflect on their experiences and change over the year as teachers de-center

themselves, focusing on children.

Last summer, I worked with a colleague to create an overview of the reading and

writing workshop year using a critical literacy lens (Appendix D). Sandra and I

developed essential questions to guide each unit along a developmental trajectory around

identity across the year. Building on Ahmed’s framework, our questions included:

● Who am I? Starting with our identity webs, thinking, writing, and sharing about

ourselves, we aimed to also build our classroom community together. In addition,
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the teacher was observing students, getting to know them, and listening to their

questions to incorporate these into critical literacy work.

● How does my bias affect how I see others and how others see me? We learned

about what bias is and learned through activities how we all have biases.

Identifying our biases helped us look at our positioning as we respond to texts and

do research.

● How do our circles of responsibility grow? We reflected on our communities,

inquiring into how we build and grow a community. We studied activists and

social movements and imagined how the world can be different.

● How do we support one another? We learned about being an upstander instead of

a bystander and worked on a community project.

Analysis

I analyzed all sources of data along three dimensions: a) student and teacher

focus, b) student nature of engagement, and c) student positionality. For students’ written

work and survey responses, I analyzed each item along three dimensions (student focus,

student nature of engagement, student positioning) and compared data over time when

appropriate (e.g., survey responses at start of school, middle of school, end of school).

For the initial coding of the interviews, discussions, student work, and survey

responses, I looked at student focus to find what students focused on in our critical

literacy classroom. In addition, I coded my reflective journals looking at teacher focus. I

then coded for the nature of engagement for students, using a scale to categorize

engagement from low to high (1-3).
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After those two rounds of coding, I noticed two major themes, consistent with

Vasquez’s (2004) findings. One theme was along a dimension of knowledge of social

issues that students could move between the roles of naif and dreamer or the actions of

accepting and dreaming. Another dimension was based on social action, with students

moving between the roles of conformist and reformer or the actions of maintaining the

status quo and taking action. Both of these dimensions are fluid, meaning they can

change and reflect where students might be at any given time. Kayi-Aydar and Miller

(2018) connect students’ access to knowledge as either limiting or expanding

possibilities, which supports the idea of a dimension of knowledge or dimension of

action, along which students can fall, depending if their knowledge is being limited or

expanded.

Finally, the third dimension that emerged was informed by my practitioner

perspective. I have often noticed how students take up collaboration and leadership roles,

and this third dimension was based on the roles taken up by students: member and

non-member . By member, I mean a student participating with the class community,

sharing, listening, and working with their peers. By non-member, I mean a student

choosing to not participate within a small group or within our larger classroom

community.

Data analysis:

● Reflective Journal (daily, ~30 min. writing)
○ Preliminary themes

■ Teacher: a) focus
○ Revise initial thematic coding

● Survey (3x/school year)
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○ Analyze along three dimensions: a) nature of engagement b) focus c)
positioning

○ Compare over time

● Interviews with students (as needed)
○ Analyze along three dimensions: a) nature of engagement b) focus c)

positioning
○ Code transcript by turn

● Discussion with students (Each 1x/month)
○ Use themes for coding
○ Code transcript by episode

● Student written documents (1x/month)
○ Analyze along three dimensions: a) nature of engagement b) focus c)

positioning
○ Compare over time

I used Otter to turn the audio recordings from the classroom into easily searchable

notes. I used Dedoose, a web-based application, to upload my journals, student work, and

transcriptions of interviews and class discussions. I then coded these documents in

Dedoose, creating thematic categories and modifying these categories in response to the

data. I used code co-occurrence in Dedoose to help me analyze the data. I also used

Google sheets to help organize my data.

Validation Strategies

Given the nature of this long-term action teacher research, there were many

opportunities to incorporate validation strategies to check the accuracy, as I sought to

constantly “evaluate the quality of [this] qualitative research" (Creswell and Poth, 2018,

p. 253). By using multiple data sources, including data generated by my students

individually, by our classroom community collectively, and by me as the teacher,, , I was

able to triangulate across varied data sources.

52



My discussions with colleagues, as well as my reflection journal, were strategies

focused on the researcher’s lens. Monthly discussions with my teacher colleagues served

as an invaluable member check. My reflection journal and discussions with colleagues

helped me respond to the fact that, "not all evidence will fit the pattern of a code or a

theme. It is necessary then to report this negative analysis" (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p.

261), as I sought to "clarif[y] researcher bias [and] engag[e] in reflexivity…Participants

can play an important role in (additional) validation strategies." (Creswell and Poth,

2018, p.261) I included member checking, which asks for participant feedback around

data analysis and interpretation. I shared analysis with students during our interviews to

get their input and feedback. This happened at least two times during the eight months of

research through one-on-one interviews with each participant sharing input not impacted

by other participants.

Ethical Dilemmas

This literacy curriculum incorporated a critical literacy lens and encouraged

fifth-grade students to tap into their experiences and identities and share these with the

class through partnerships, small group and whole class discussions, and written pieces.

Discussing biases and experiences often can potentially cause students to feel upset,

especially if they share pain related to marginalization or oppression. In addition, I am a

White middle-class teacher with many privileges, so I needed to consider how much

support I can give to a student with non-dominant identities, particularly when we are

discussing experiences of bias.
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In order to address these issues, I made sure to never expect students to share

when we were discussing personal experiences, particularly around bias. Additionally,

when students have become upset after sharing, I offered the student one-on-one support

privately and if the student wanted to share, listened to how the student was feeling and

found out what the student needed. For example, an African-American student began

crying after we did an activity in which we added to our identity webs ways others see us

that is not who we are. She and I went into the hallway where it was more private, and

she showed me what she had written and explained negative ways other children have

seen her in the past based on her race and her size. I asked her to show me her identity

web and all the many positive ways she sees herself such as a leader, a friend, a pet

owner, a reader, and more. We returned to the classroom and during our class discussion

of the activity, the student volunteered to share with the class how she felt when people

didn’t see who she really is.

I share this as an example of how important it is to follow students’ leads,

particularly when discussing something that can potentially bring up hurtful past

experiences. When given a chance to share, one-on-one with the teacher, and then with

the whole class, this student was upset, but also chose to share her vulnerability with me

and the class. In addition, I reached out to her family later that day to let them know what

had happened so they could offer support that I, perhaps, was not able to offer. Our

school has a counselor available to support children, in addition to social workers who

meet with children in small groups, as needed. During the research, referral for

counseling services could have been made if it had been needed.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

I began this study because I sought to better understand what is actually

happening when critical literacy plays a central role in my classroom. I wanted to know

more about what students were doing and what I, the teacher, was doing. Answers to

these questions emerged when I analyzed the data (audio recordings of classroom

discussions, audio recordings of student interviews, samples of student work, and audio

recordings of meetings) using three lenses: student and teacher focus, nature of

engagement, and student positionality.

Student Focus

Over the course of eight months, I collected the data in my fifth-grade classroom

from twenty-two of my twenty-five students who participated in the study. I began with

89 initial codes for both student focus and teacher focus, more than 2,000 excerpts coded,

and more than 7,000 codes applied.

To answer the question, on what topics did my students and I focus on, I did open

coding that named 45 foci I found in student data, consisting of semi-structured

interviews, class discussions, survey responses, and student work coming from my

teacher and researcher perspective, an etic perspective. These 45 initial codes became 29

codes after removing codes that did not meet a cut-off of applying to 5% of the total

number of data excerpts. I felt this cut-off was needed to help me focus on what was

important across all of my data

I then grouped these initial codes into six larger categories (Table 1a) and then

three even larger categories (Table 1b) that helped me better understand the impact of
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critical literacy on my fifth-grade classroom based on student focus data. I used more

than one code for each piece of data, which impacts the overall percentages and the larger

categories. Because of the large amount of data I collected, using percentages of codes to

sort into larger groups or categories allowed me to then look at the individual pieces of

data through the lens of these larger categories. However, since I used multiple codes on

each piece of data and then used these codes to look at percentages, I assumed that each

code was equal in weight for each piece of data. This, in fact, might not have been true in

all cases. However, this coding process allowed me to code over 2,000 pieces of data

using over 7,000 codes and group these into larger categories when looking at student

and teacher focus.

Table 1a

Student Focus, Initial Coding and Categories

Initial Coding: Percentage of
codes applied to text excerpt
within each category

Total # of
codes
applied

Category and definition

-Reflections on community 27%
-Feelings 21%
-Bias 14%
-Friends 13%
-Empathy 9%
-Joy 8%

439 Building community through
sharing experiences: Students focus
on sharing experiences and feelings
which builds community

-Family 42%
-Favorites 20%
-Gender 19%
-Race/ethnicity 12%
-Privilege 5%

372 Building community through
exploring identities: Students focus
on sharing identities around family,
gender, race/ethnicity, and personal
favorites which builds community
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-BLM 24%
-Interest in research and impact
from research 24%;
-Racism 24%;
-LGBTQ+ 18%

348 Reading and Writing Workshop,
Doing research: Students focus on
research topics they have in common
and their own individual topics

-Poetry 38%
-American history/History 34%
-Writing workshop 20%
-Writing and reading goals 6%

245 Reading and Writing Workshop,
Evaluating curricular content:
Students reflect on how different
subjects, such as history and poetry,
have helped or not helped them
achieve learning goals

-Text response 27%
-Identity: Texts 23%
-What’s in my news 21%
-Questioning 16%
-Problem Solving 5%

295 Reading the world: Students respond
to texts that reflect current events

-Activism 50%
-Speaking up 31%
-Social justice 19%

319 Social action: Students focus on
social justice, activism, and
speaking up

Table 1b

Categories

Category I Percentage Category II Percentage

Building community through
sharing experiences

22% Building community 40%

Building community through
exploring identities

18%

Reading and Writing
workshop: Doing Research

17% Reading and
Writing workshop

29%

Reading and Writing
workshop: Evaluating
Curricular Content

12%

Reading the World 15% Reading the world
and social action
(critical literacy)

31%

Social Action 16%
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Community Building

In most elementary school classrooms, whether or not there is a focus on critical

literacy, community building is paramount. Students and teachers are together all day, so

we get to know one another and build community. We learn how to function and,

hopefully, thrive together, supporting one another as we grow. So how did my students

build our community, and what do I mean by community building in our classroom? Data

Table 1b shows two distinct ways community building (40%) happened, through sharing

experiences (22%) and through sharing identities (18%).

Community Building Through Sharing Experiences

My students shared experiences by reflecting on activities and texts, expressing

their feelings and building empathy. Each student participated in community building

activities in different ways.

For Elizabeth, discussions in the classroom provided a chance to practice

participating in a class discussion, which gave her an opportunity to participate in

community building with her peers. Without the class discussions, Elizabeth might not

have been able to have shared with her class:

I was a little more shy in October, so I guess I wasn't as comfortable
speaking out and stuff like that...like, probably everyone in the classroom,
when we've had one of those conversations. Most people speak and stuff
like that. So just experiencing doing that, and stuff like that and just
practicing talking helps a lot. (Interview, part 2 May 28)

Elizabeth pointed out how important it was for students, like herself, to get a chance to

practice talking with one another, and in this way, to build community, by increasing each

child’s confidence to speak and share with others. It was helpful to be reminded that time
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for classroom discussion was an important time to practice talking with peers, before

helping students develop criticality and practice questioning and analyzing together.

Without classroom discussion, sharing and community building could not happen as

easily.

Here is an excerpt from a class discussion about the main character from a read-

aloud book, Melissa by Alex Gino, about a transgender main character, which we read

later in the year when we were in school all together every day. Ingrid is comfortable

participating in classroom discussions, and as seen in this excerpt, she is responding to

other students’ ideas, another example of community building through sharing

experiences, by respectfully disagreeing with her peers and sharing with the class her

understanding of gender identity and why it is so important to support transgender youth:

Okay, so I'm responding to a couple of things. Definitely, um, I don't want
to be mean, but I definitely strongly disagree that she just feels like she's a
girl. If she, gender is, like, people think gender is what you are born as.
Gender is an identity. It's what you feel like. If you feel like you're a girl,
you're a girl and people should call you a girl. And also, I think she should
definitely tell someone… because there's a pretty high suicide rate among
transgender people who feel like they are not affirmed and not seen.
(Melissa discussion before reading, April 22, Ingrid)

Ingrid frequently responded to other students and taught the class, as she does here,

building on and sometimes correcting what other students had previously stated.

It is clear that Elizabeth and Ingrid participated in community building through

sharing experiences in different ways. Elizabeth was practicing sharing to increase her

own comfort level around discussions, while Ingrid was sharing her understanding of

gender and correcting other people’s misunderstandings. Ingrid was taking the

59



opportunity to teach her peers and correct misconceptions around gender that other

students had previously stated, disrupting normative thinking around gender and pointing

out the high-stakes nature of this misunderstanding as it impacts transgender youth and

referring to the transgender youth suicide rate. The fact that Ingrid was making these

corrections with her peers might reflect a comfort level she felt with the class and one

that only could have happened with the foundation of community building throughout the

year.

Perhaps students might fall along a spectrum of learning through discussion with

practicing speaking at one end (Elizabeth) and questioning, teaching, and disrupting

assumptions on the other end (Ingrid). Elizabeth is developing her ability to share and

discuss while Ingrid is using the discussion opportunity to teach and disrupt assumptions,

with the rest of the students falling somewhere in between these two end points

depending on their level of ability to share and discuss with the class as well as their

interest in and knowledge on the issue.

Community Building Through Exploring Identities

Since I am a White teacher, working in a predominantly White school, it is

especially important for me to carefully select texts that can act as a window or a mirror

for my students across racial, gender, immigration status, and class identities (Sims

Bishop, R. 1990). After another teacher and I received district approval to update our

book club books a few years ago, we chose books in which the main characters had many

different identities, including a Chinese immigrant, Mia, who has to juggle helping her

family manage a motel and school (Front Desk); an Indian immigrant, Ravi, who is
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learning about friendship (Save Me A Seat); a White girl, Aven, who was born without

arms and was adopted (Cactus); an African American boy, Jerome, who was shot and

killed by a White police officer (Ghost Boys); and an African American boy, Jordan,

trying to fit into his new school that is mostly White (New Kid).

By reading these titles and others that offered my students a window into

someone else’s life or a mirror reflecting their own life, they could then share in their

book clubs, responding to the identities they were seeing in the books. Students in small

groups of two to four met one to three times a week to discuss the book. The group,

together, planned what they would read. Students brought noticings and questions to the

book club meetings and ran these discussions together.

When I asked Tilly, a White student, about the most meaningful book she had

read, she talked about how the main character, Mia, in Front Desk wanted things to be

different, just as Tilly did. Tilly’s comparing herself to a character in the book club book

is an example of community building through exploring identities through books. In a

meeting with her book club group, Tilly reflected:

Mia like she, um, she, like, rich people she felt like she was on like a roller
coaster and how she wanted to get off the roller coaster, kind of like I
wanted to get off it when I wanted to be a fifth grader (make it fair on the
bus)… so nobody would be yelling and stuff (on the bus)... and Mia she
was like, like, the rich people weren’t nice, when she was finally rich, she
wouldn’t be mean about it. (Tilly, Interview Tilly)

Tilly compared her own feelings to Mia’s feelings, identifying strongly with that feeling

of wanting to be in control. For Tilly, this grew out of the chaos she felt riding on the bus.

As one of the oldest on the bus, Tilly wanted to bring fairness and kindness there, just as
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Mia wanted things to be fair when she became rich, determined she wouldn’t be like her

parents’ unkind boss. Despite the differences between Tilly and Mia in terms of

immigration status,class, and race, Tilly identified  similarities in how she and the main

character felt and shared these with her book club group, growing the book club

community, and consequently, our class community.

At times, these discussions also led to conflict, which is a crucial part of

community building. Book clubs were a great place to work through conflict. The student

group that read Ghost advocated for addressing racism, using their final project, a

slideshow, to get this message across to the class. They were certainly able to find

important common ground in their discussions about the novel, and the community

building in this group and in the class throughout the year became a foundation on which

I could help them work through a conflict that arose later.

All four members of this book club brought different life experiences to their

book club discussions. Two of the members were White, and two were students of color.

The White students shared that members had members in their families who were police

officers. Together, the four book club members shared their identities and, together, took

on an activist stance, as they pushed back against the racism in the book and in life,

another example of community building through sharing experiences:

Everyone should be treated fairly no matter what their religion, hair, clothes, and

most definitely skin color. Your race does not define who you are or what you do. What

can we do to help make our world better? (Ghost Boys, November, Ella, Deb, Anne,

Olive)The four students joined together in identifying and standing against the racial
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injustice portrayed in Ghost Boys. Deb, a White student who spoke and wrote

passionately about racism all year, never shied away from talking about race and racism,

as other White students sometimes did. Deb’s response to the book, Ghost Boys, was to

address the racism that led to the the murders of Jerome, the fictional character in the

story, and of Emmett Till, the boy in real life. Her response evidences community

building through exploring the racial identity of the fictional character, Jerome, with her

book club, and also noticing the continued racial violence towards Black boys from

Emmet Till in the past to Jerome today:

Jerome has a lot of different identities.  His main identity is that he is
Black and when he took the toy gun, he was not thinking that Black
people are not treated fairly where he lived, but the story would have
changed if someone that was White had the toy gun.  Like what happened
with Emmet Till, he did not do anything, he just smiled when he was in
the store. All it took was one smile to end his life.  And this is wrong. We
need to fix this now. (Ghost Boys, November, Deb)

In this instance and many others,Deb demonstrated community building through

exploring racial identities by asking questions, sharing her thoughts, and engaging her

peers in conversation to better understand how we are impacted by race and how we can

celebrate racial diversity.

However, this book club struggled when they were working on their final project,

a slideshow they shared with the class (Appendix E). At the time, we were using a hybrid

model, so the group met on Zoom in a breakout room to discuss the story and to plan

their Google slides presentation. The two girls of color, who were in one cohort, felt they

were more passionate and serious about the topic of racism and the trauma of police

brutality brought up in the book, compared to the two White members of their book club.
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They questioned why the two White girls in the book club were using colorful fonts on

the slides, even though it was such a serious topic. When confronted, theWhite girls felt

as though their work was being dismissed (Teacher journal, Oct. 29).

The girls in this book club had different understandings of racism, in part, because

of their different racial identities. However, they came together to advocate the need to

address racism, police brutality, and violence today. This focus on teaching the rest of the

class about the book and racism helped these students work through the conflict, and

build community, as evidenced from their sharing experiences.

As my class explored identities within their book clubs, each student engaged in

different ways with the text and with the social issues within the text. Whereas Deb, who

isWhite student, dove right into conversations around race,Tilly, also White, didn’t

address issues around race or class in New Kid, but instead connected with how the main

character was feeling. Olive, a mixed-race student, felt frustrated with the fact that, to her,

Deb and Ella, both White students, were not as engaged in the seriousness of the Ghost

Boys project as she and Anne, both students of color, were. Olive and Anne shared with

me their frustration and I encouraged them to talk with Deb and Ella about how they were

feeling which they did and this helped them move forward together with the project.

In addition to this book club work, students also researched and discussed topics

they were interested in. Some of these topics then began to appear on students’ identity

webs, which they added to and shared with one another throughout the year. Here is

Ingrid’s identity web from the start of the school year, September 2020:
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Figure 2

Student Identity Web

I have been told by administrators in my district that elementary kids are not ready to talk

about race or gender because they are so young. In fact, they’ve said, many elementary

students are still into rainbows and unicorns. Notice, Ingrid’s web includes Black Lives

Matter and unicorns. Throughout the year, Ingrid, a White student, appreciated the texts

we read about Black Lives Matter and the discussions we had based on these texts. She

also loved reading fantasy books with unicorns. As a class, we were tapping into interests

and identities to drive the discussion topics, texts, and research, building community by

exploring our identities, rather than limiting ourselves to only identities that were seen as

appropriate for an elementary school class. This approach allowed for more community

growth as different perspectives were read, discussed, and better understood.
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Reading and Writing Workshop

My school district uses a reading and writing workshop approach, which supports

critical literacy work. The student focus data (Table 1) shows there is a significant focus

on reading and writing workshop skills and standards (Doing Research, 17%, and

Evaluating Curricular Content, 12%). Doing Research, one of the six focus categories,

refers to the research students did on their own or in groups during our reading and

writing workshops. This research was built on whole-class read alouds, class discussions,

class activities, and small group inquiry circle research. Students had opportunities to

research topics in partnerships and small groups as well as independently. Evaluating

Curricular Content, another of the six focus categories, looks at which topics and genres

helped or hindered students’ reading and writing workshop work.

Reading and Writing Workshop: Doing Research

Within our reading and writing workshops, student research was often

collaborative. Students sometimes worked in a small group researching and writing

together, in partnerships as peer revisors, and as a whole class discussing a topic together

or giving each other feedback. At other times, students researched self-selected topics on

their own. Even families influenced students’ research topics.

Looking at survey answers, one fifth-grader, Lynn, shifted from feeling neutral

about collaborating with her peers in October to strongly liking collaborating with her

peers in May. It was important to know how students felt about collaborating since this

was a crucial part of the inquiry research process in which students worked in small

groups together to research a claim and then write a persuasive piece to a specific
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audience. During an interview in June, Lynn reflected, “I think I just gain my confidence

just because I know most of the people in our class.” Lynn’s response shows the value of

doing research within our reading and writing workshop because she is addressing how

her feelings changed around collaborating with her peers, an important research skill. For

much of the year, our classroom was separated into two smaller cohorts because of the

pandemic, with only eleven or twelve students in each cohort. This smaller in-person

classroom experience allowed for cohorts to become even closer than a regular classroom

of twenty or twenty-five students. Being more open to collaborating might also mean that

Lynn was also more comfortable with learning new information and researching within

our reading and writing workshops.

A student of color, Carter, reflected on how the topics he wanted to research

changed over the year, showing the impact research can have on students:

I guess we started talking about BLM in February … I started learning that
there's more things that are important than sports. And this may tear the
country apart. And I just think I've grown to think about things that are
different than sports and myself and see the whole big world. (Carter, part
2, May 25)

Carter continued to enjoy sports throughout the year and organized Among Us online

games for the class when we were online. And he also was an active participant in our

class discussions around what was happening in the world, including writing a poem

(Appendix F) that he shared with our school during our Black Lives Matter school-wide

celebration on Zoom. For Carter, learning content, specifically around Black Lives

Matter, led to sharing his own thoughts on fighting racism through empathy and

community, using poetry as the vehicle. In addition, Carter worked with two White
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classmates in the spring to research Black Lives Matter and Black History together. The

collaborative nature of our reading and writing workshop research allowed Carter and

other students to learn about topics they had not previously studied, learning with and

from one another as they opened their eyes to “the whole big world.”

In another example, Anne's informational research into wrongful convictions

allowed her to go deeper into a topic she had already learned about with her family,

giving yet another view into the various approaches to research in our reading and writing

workshop:

Well I think that like when a lot of stuff started happening, my parents
kind of wanted me to, like, watch that movie with them ... Just Mercy, and
they were like, I think you're ready, it's going to be, like, intense where
you can, like, you can, like, leave the room if you need to. And like, it's
okay we, like, because we're, like, here with you. So then we watched that
and that was really empowering because that was, like, definitely, like,
hard for me but it was definitely, like, I think it was good. I think that it's
good to, like, be exposed to some bad things when even when you're a
child, it can be, like, hard, but I think that it's important so we can be, like,
educated when we get older. (Anne, Jan. 28)

Anne’s family encouraged her to learn more about injustices in our criminal justice

system and supported her learning in a developmentally appropriate way. Like Carter,

Anne, a mixed-race student, appreciated learning about challenging issues, even though

this was hard. Whereas classroom research enabled Carter to build foundational

knowledge on a social justice topic that was new to him, it enabled Anne to deepen her

understanding of a topic she was introduced to at home.

The question of what topics are appropriate for an elementary school classroom

and what topics are appropriate is very much a part of a critical literacy classroom. It is

68



important to note that the students were deciding which topics to research, sometimes in

response to stories or real-world material shared by me, their teacher. Their choices with

research were influenced by their peers as they shared and learned from one another. And

as seen with Anne, their research was also influenced by their families. In this way, the

collaborations around research happened within the classroom and extended outside the

classroom to families, as well.

Reading and Writing Workshop: Evaluating Curricular Content

Evaluating Curricular Content is looking at specific parts of the curriculum,

including reading and writing workshops, science, and American history, and thinking

about why students are more or less interested in a topic or project. When asking students

to make these evaluations, each student might have different interests and reasons for a

variety of evaluations. A teacher can learn a lot from listening to them.

For example, I asked a group of students who were studying deforestation

(Deforestation, May 10) as part of our persuasive reading and writing unit based on

Writing for Change created by Jessica Lifshitz (Appendix G) what had made them more

interested in this topic than another. . The class had brainstormed ways they wanted to

impact the world. We also read letters, editorials, and speeches written by children. After

doing research on one topic and writing a persuasive piece on their own, students then

chose another topic and worked as a group. They researched the topic, decided on their

claim, found reasons and evidence to support their claim, and chose their format and

audience.

Looking at the variety of reasons these students found their research on
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deforestation interesting shows how each student evaluates the work differently and

appreciates different parts of the research process. Eli first answered the question about

what made him interested in this deforestation topic, saying, “I think it was the research,

the writing, that really helped me get more interested in it, but the research made me very

interested.” Then Sam shared that it was the whole process for him, explaining that, “...it

was basically working together, researching, writing - the whole thing. So yeah, there

wasn't really a specific thing that engaged me more.”  Finally, Hank answered:

I kind of feel like a mix of all, I enjoyed the research, a lot … and I enjoy
sort of enjoying the writing but I just feel like the research even more fun
because I was just learning, and then like the writings kind of just typing
facts but it was also fun like I'm working as a group on stuff. Yeah.

Eli then built on the idea of fun, explaining, “I think it was all fun but in terms of what, in

terms of learning stuff. I think I learned the most during the research just because that's

the only time we were learning stuff.” The group demonstrated how fifth-graders can

evaluate curriculum individually and as a collective group, sometimes agreeing with each

other, and sometimes disagreeing.

For Sam and Hank, the collaboration was as important as the research and

writing, while for Eli, “learning stuff” was the most important. This reflects what these

students prioritized year round. Sam and Hank enjoyed collaborating and socializing with

their peers, while Eli usually preferred to work and learn on his own. Yet all three

students talked about the fun they had and engagement they felt with this month-long

inquiry project, suggesting that the pleasure they experienced from working together was

as important to their learning as the specific content they learned and curricular skills
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they developed.

In addition to addressing an issue in the world that the students felt strongly

about, they were also developing skills related to research, collaboration, and persuasive

writing. Looking at version history on their Google Doc, it is clear the group collaborated

in their writing and revision of the letter they sent to the UN General Assembly to address

deforestation around the world. The level of participation and collaboration seen in this

research and writing on deforestation, an issue from the world, seems indicative of

successful curricular content. Both the topic and the inquiry research process seemed to

capture the students’ interest and to develop their knowledge and reading and writing

skills.

Perhaps because the workshop approach affords students time to read, explore,

question, discuss, collaborate, think, and write together and on their own, the content and

approach are inherently engaging. Students are given time to take ownership of the

research and writing process as they learn about a topic, having the authority to decide

what they are interested in and what they will teach others through their own authentic

writing.  Based on the student’s responses, all these parts of the research and writing

process seem to be helpful to them and also increasing their engagement in the process.

For the same unit, a different inquiry group chose to focus on gun violence (Gun

Violence, April 28), reflecting on how appreciative they were to have one another to talk

to about the topic and positively evaluating the writing workshop process, evidencing

evaluation of curricular content in the reading and writing workshop.. Ethan explained, “I

mean, it's, like, you're able to just talk to people about what you learned and like I said, so
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it's just better to talk to people about it.” Elizabeth added:

So, I feel more like an expert because I think we all, like, researched a lot
and I did focus on one topic, but we also read each other’s... it's such a sad
topic that it would honestly be really hard to, like, see all this information
by yourself, because it's easier to talk to people about it and stuff like that.
(Gun violence, April 28)

Ethan and Elizabeth both emphasized how important it is to talk to each other, not only

share research to give and receive emotional support with a challenging topic like gun

violence. This group brought up the importance of students emotionally processing what

they were learning. In doing so, the group demonstrated an evaluation of curricular

content of the reading and writing workshop.

Another student, Nancy, also weighed in on curricular content of the reading and

writing workshop, appreciating how the workshop approach allowed for each student to

become more of an expert on one particular section of the project. She explained:

We all had our interests or paragraphs that we worked on, we still, you
know, did the whole thing to understand what we what each other was
working on but we had, like, our own separate sections that we were really
good at, and I feel like that was the thing that we were most interested in,
of course that's just my opinion. (No Summer School, May 12)

In contrast to Ethan and Elizabeth, who appreciated the collaboration, Nancy reflected on

the delineated sections each member of the group worked on. This was consistent with

Nancy’s preferences, who throughout the year opted to work independently rather than

cooperatively. Yet the workshop approach afforded students like Nancy space to work

independently and students like Elizabeth and Ethan, who appreciated the collegiality and

sharing, the ability to collaborate. It is not surprising, then, that all three of these students

were appreciative of different aspects of the reading writing workshop approach.
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The inquiry group that researched women’s pay talked about their desire for

change around this issue, reflecting on curricular content and how they became more

interested in the topic. Olive explained:

So I think it was because of all the people who are working to make this
happen, and all the people who supported it, because that made me feel
like there was some hope that this would happen and that women would
get equal pay. So that made me kind of like, like, people are helping and
people are, are able to make this happen. So like, why can't I make it
happen? So that really drove me to, like, you know, work harder at it. And
like, focus on it a lot more. And get more interested. (Women’s pay, May
3, Olive)

Tilly, also in this group, wanted to know why there was unequal pay, pointing out “there’s

not really a reason behind it.” (Women’s pay, May 3, Tilly) This questioning is at the

heart of critical literacy. Just as Vasquez supported her preschoolers to ask why the world

can’t be otherwise, Tilly is doing this same questioning. I don’t think there can be a

bigger endorsement of curricular content, specifically a persuasive writing and reading

unit, than students talking about wanting change to happen around a cause they

researched in order to write and persuade a specific audience to affect this change.

By looking more closely at what was happening during research in my classroom,

I saw a number of different experiences and interests at play that led to students

positively evaluating curriculum, particularly the inquiry research approach we used as

part of our persuasive writing work. When thinking about inquiry research with a group,

one end of the spectrum can be developing a comfort level with peers and at the other end

might be enjoying learning together. Doing research seemed to involve so much of each

child socially, emotionally, and intellectually, and the reading and writing workshop
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approach can take all of these parts of each child into account. This could account for the

mostly positive curricular evaluations by students who enjoyed the workshop process.

The few negative curricular evaluations of the workshop process came from students who

did not like working with a group and would have preferred to have worked on their own

instead.

Inspiration From the World

A crucial part of critical literacy is that the events of the world are brought into

the elementary classroom. The student focus data (Reading the World, 15%, Table 1b)

affirms this to be the case in our classroom. Students were questioning and responding to

texts and topics from current events, including Indigenous People’s Day, Black Lives

Matter, issues around LGBTQ+, and the Presidential inauguration. Sometimes these

current events were related to read-aloud books, book club books, social studies topics, or

students’ interests and questions. Students wrote responses, discussed issues, and

researched topics. In addition to Reading the World, a classroom that incorporates critical

literacy also gives students opportunities for social action (Social Action, 16%, Table 1b).

Together, Reading the World and Social Action (31%, Table 1b) constitute  almost one

third of the student focus categories, clearly an integral part of critical literacy in our

elementary classroom.

Reading the World

The coding categories in Reading the World include: Text Response; Identity:

Texts; What’s In My News; Questioning; and Problem Solving. The largest percentage of

these was Text Response (27%). My students responded to texts by noticing, analyzing,
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and asking questions that helped them think more about the world and whose story was

being told and whose wasn’t. For example, as part of our Social Studies unit on American

History through an Indigenous perspective, we looked at and responded to photos of

Indigenous children at a boarding school, located in our state and just a couple of hours

from our school. After learning about the school, Ella, a White student, wrote, responding

to the text and in doing so, also responded to events that happened in the world outside

the classroom: “It was unfair that the kids had to go to boarding schools and that the

people there took away their culture and wouldn’t let them do things that was their

culture” (Sept. 10, student work).

Ella saw the inequities the children faced because the goal of the boarding school

was to assimilate Indigenous children. All year, she responded strongly whenever she

saw that something was unfair. Frequently, she wrote and talked about racial and gender

inequities in her book clubs, in her writing, in our interviews, and in our class

discussions. I saw this over and over again. Students became passionate about a topic, an

event, a book, or a cause and became a staunch ally or supporter, writing, researching,

discussing, and teaching their peers, often being inspired by events in the world, past and

present.

Another text my class responded to was a speech Dr. King gave in 1956 when he

spoke at the 47th annual NAACP convention about “the moral obligation to press on.”

The students responded to the text and also to one another. Eli, a White student,

responded to a question posed by his classmate Ron, a White student, and in turn, was

reflecting on the world outside of the classroom and in the past. “[Ron] was wondering
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why people did it [try to stop the civil rights movement]. I think it is because they wanted

power... People with a drive to get power can do terrible things.” (Eli, discussion, Jan. 15,

Dr. King speech 1956) Eli later in the discussion shared, “Segregation was... against the

Constitution because in part of the Constitution that said all men are created equal. So it's

unconstitutional and they need to try to uphold the Constitution and give themselves and

get themselves more rights”  (Eli, discussion, Jan. 15, Dr. King speech 1956). Eli, in

responding to his peer, was thinking about who has power and bringing up the hypocrisy

of segregation and the Constitution. He was thinking about power, race, and American

history, as he responded to Dr. King’s speech. Like many of my students, Eli easily

responded to issues from the world, such as race and power, that adults often shy away

from. In so doing, Eli and these students demonstrated how they read the world or

brought past and current events into the classroom.

Another text we read as part of our informational unit, This Book is Anti-Racist,

focuses on how some groups are marginalized. Like Eli, Susan, a White student, also

reflected on the use of power after reading and responding to a chapter in this book. Her

reflection is another example of a student reading the world, which in this case, involves

Susan thinking about the privileges that people in dominant cultures have:

I think this chapter is about how different races, genders, and sexual
orientations, trans people, religious beliefs, class, physical abilities and
even physical appearance are oppressed. And only those who fit in the
box, have power--power to oppress those who don't look and act the same
way as them. It is harder for a woman or a person of color to get a place in
power,  And even if they do, they would be paid less for the same work.
How Black boys have to be scared walking to school or going outside
their house. And that's because police officers are mostly White males--
The dominant culture has that power to oppress and scare other people.
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The dominant culture has privileges that others don’t. (Susan, Summary
Ch. 2, This Book is Anti-Racist)

Susan’s family sent some books to our class from the series, A Kids Book About...

(Systemic Racism, Empathy, Belonging…) Like many of my students, she talked with her

family about racism. As can be seen in her written reflection, Susan had a strong

understanding of how gender and race impact people’s lives, depending on whether or not

one’s identity is part of the dominant culture. This understanding allowed Susan to reflect

on current events, local, national and international news events and the role dominant

culture played. Susan taught the class through our discussions by participating and

sharing, and like she did here, often synthesizing ideas that other students were just

beginning to understand and in this way, Susan demonstrated both in her written

reflection and her class participation how she read the world.

Many students, though, probably did not talk with their families about racism at

home to the same extent that Susan did or Cathy, a White student, whose mother bought a

copy of This Book is Anti-Racist and read and discussed the book at home with Cathy.

Some of these texts were incredibly challenging to understand, even with the discussion

and reflection we had around them in the classroom. Students asked a lot of questions

about terminology and also wrote they didn’t understand when they didn’t understand a

question on a reflection sheet or Google doc. Support from families and administration to

read the world as an elementary classroom is invaluable.

In addition to being given opportunities to respond to texts, my students also were

given opportunities to question as they read the world. Questioning was 16% of the
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Reading the World category. For example, when four students learned more about the

LGBTQ+ community for their persuasive unit inquiry circle research, they then talked a

lot about the need to normalize LGBTQ+ and questioned why we didn’t read more books

with LGBTQ+ characters. This led me to read Melissa by Alex Gino aloud to our class, a

book with a transgender girl main character. These four students also spoke frequently

during our class discussions about Melissa and helped to educate the class on gender

identity. Consequently, the class enjoyed the read-aloud and learned a lot from our lively

discussions. By the end of the book, when Melissa was sharing with her family and

friends that she was a girl, the class was so happy for her and felt great empathy for what

she had gone through.

In this excerpt from a class discussion of Melissa, Anne talked about a picture

book we had read aloud, Red: A Crayon’s Story, as a comparison text. Ingrid and Anne

responded to comments from their peers on gender identity. This further evidences how

class discussion, questioning, and responding brought issues such as gender identity into

our classroom. Ingrid began:

What I want to talk about is what a lot of people are saying is that she is a
boy but she feels like a girl. I don't think that's true, I think it's, she is a girl
it’s not like that she is a boy but she feels like a girl. I feel like gender is an
identity, it’s not what you look like... Yeah, so I feel like gender is more of
an identity than what you look like and if you think you are one gender
then that is what you are, it’s not that you feel like this and you are this
other thing though, it’s whatever you feel like you want to be. (Ingrid,
George 1 discussion, 4/22)

Anne then built on what Ingrid had shared which continues to show how the classroom

discussion on gender identity developed:
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So I think that, like, I definitely agree with what Ingrid saying so your sex,
like, what you're born as is not gender. Your gender is, like, who you feel
like you want to be and like who you are and it’s, like, in terms of identity
and your sex is, like, you’re biologically born. And I think that like with
the crayon, they kind of portrayed it in a way that like, she was a red
crayon, but he felt like he wanted to be a blue crayon. But like, he didn't
know because everyone was saying he was a red crayon. (Anne, George 1
discussion, 4/22)

By questioning what was being said in the class discussions about Melissa and gender

identity, Ingrid and Anne helped our classroom, myself included, better understand

gender identity, as we read and discussed the book, Melissa, bringing the world into our

classroom.

Mirra (2018) describes how brave dialogue can happen within the classroom that

interrupts racism, sexism, homophobia, ableism, classism, and social inequities. Hannah

pointed out how Melissa was “a good first step towards raising awareness for LGBTQ,

but that is what the whole book is about.”  (p. 70-71)  Hannah recommended a book

“where being transgender, being LGBTQ+ was normal.” Hannah, a mixed-race student,

was pushing forward that brave dialogue, to not just read the world by bringing past and

current events into the classroom, but also to imagine how the world could be otherwise,

by bringing LGBTQ+ topics into our classroom and normalizing this.

Elizabeth, a White student, reminded us of how important the brave discussions

can be in a classroom where there is critical literacy:

Something tragic happened a couple of months ago. And what I'm talking
about is what happened to George Floyd, like, because nothing like that
should have happened ever. And it probably happened a lot in history that
we weren't, like, aware of or something. But like, like Marge said, it’s not
someone's fault, if they're born a certain way, and it's not someone's fault
that they look one way. So I think that some kids like, like second graders
you might, like, ask them, like, hey is racism still around today and
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they're, like, No, that happened a couple of years, a few years ago, like,
you know, like, a couple decades ago, with Martin Luther King, but, like,
he still really is a thing that we sort of need to fight. (Elizabeth,
Discussion Cohort B part 2 Dr. King speech NAACP 1956, Jan. 15)

Elizabeth was grappling with the history and continued impact of racism in this country.

Ingrid, a White student, echoed Elizabeth’s concern and desire for students in elementary

school to focus on what was happening currently, also, within the context of history.

During a discussion about Amanda Gorman’s inauguration poem, Ingrid answered a

question I posed to the class about one of the lines in the poem, “What do you think it

means by the phrase ‘quiet isn’t always peace’?” Ingrid, a White student responded:

A lot of times you think that if you have your voice heard and you
interrupt, that is just creating chaos and disrupting the peace, but really
there has to be some chaos to get to the peace. Martin Luther King, Jr
didn't just like walk up to the President and say, “Hey, can you end
segregation?” He wasn't, like, “Sure, fine.” They had to work for it.
(Ingrid,Discussion Jan 21 cohort B Amanda Gorman)

Ingrid was reminding the class of the active, messy, and disruptive work that was and still

is needed to get to peace, demonstrating how students brought to the classroom topics

such as racism using an historical lens to understand racism today

In an interview with Ingrid, she explained, “And so what I like about your class is

that you focus on… the whole history of racial inequality. And also you don't talk about it

like it's the past, because it isn't.” This returns to the focus on reading the world when

incorporating critical literacy into the classroom, both within the context of history and

present day events. As Ingrid pointed out, racial inequity is not just in the past. By

opening the door to reading the world, to understanding current events and connecting

them to historical events, by allowing students to learn about, share, question, analyze,
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act upon, and learn some more from the world, the teacher is giving students an

opportunity to learn and grow. As we have seen, my fifth grade students took this

opportunity in so many directions, growing as readers, writers, thinkers, and community

members.

Social Action

After reading the world, within a critical literacy classroom, students are often

given an opportunity to take action. Social Action (16%) includes three coding

categories: activism, social justice, and speaking up. By activism, I mean students were

identifying as activists for particular reasons and causes. I used the term social justice to

refer to learning about, identifying, and responding to injustices. Finally, speaking up in

our classroom includes when students speak up and inform others.

As we look at social action in our classroom, let’s start with activists and turn to

Olive, a mixed-race student. Throughout the year, Olive talked about how love was a

foundation for her, in terms of what she cared about, what she knew about, and what she

wanted to change. Olive is grappling with what issue to focus on by figuring out what she

cares about. This evidences her reflection on her own activism.  She explained to me in

an interview:

I just think that like you need you need to like emotionally care about it, to
try and make a change. That's where I'm starting, like, informing myself,
like, the facts first and then I can kind of like, see if I want to focus on
this. (Olive, interview Nov. 13)

This understanding of the transformational power of love at fifth grade stunned me. Olive

was able to connect how caring about something might be a necessary foundation for
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social action. She was thinking about what was needed for social action to happen and

concluded that caring was at the heart. In doing so, Olive demonstrated awareness of

social action through activism.

In addition, social justice, or the recognition of inequity with the aspiration to

correct it, was another reason for social action. Later in the year, in the spring, as part of

our persuasive unit, Olive and three White girls researched unequal pay for women in

sports and wrote a letter to FAFSA to encourage them to address the situation. This is

further evidence of students engaging in social justice by responding to injustice through

activism. Here is an excerpt from the letter that Olive wrote, spotlighting inequities:

Imagine having the same job as your male coworker or competitor, and
getting paid less because you are a woman. Sady, sexism manifests itself
every day in a woman's life. Even in her job! Women are denied
promotions or job interviews just because of their gender. And it even
comes to getting paid less in a consistent position you’ve had all your life.
This kind of unspeakable sexism is especially present in women's sports.
Even though female athletes work so hard, and train day and night they
constantly take the back seat to male athletes, this needs to change! (Letter
to FAFSA, April 2021)

Olive’s passion to address these gender inequities in sports with her peers came through

in this letter. Olive is asking her readers to empathize and she is expressing her outrage,

describing what she deems “unspeakable.” Writing the letter to urge FAFSA to address

the gender inequities within the soccer world was the activism that Olive and the inquiry

group chose to effect change. In doing so, this group demonstrated social action by

addressing social injustice.

Now let’s turn to Marge, a White student, in order to think about another part of

social action, speaking up. Marge explained the idea of collective caring as she reflected
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on the poem, The Hill We Climb, that Amanda Gorman wrote and recited at President

Biden’s inauguration:

But I think the fact that you need to, like, not only see it but be it, like, you
have to be the light and then recognize that you're being the light, or have
other people recognize that. So yeah, everybody needs to be, like, working
together, we're all on the same planet. We all need to be, like,
functioning… we all need to be, like, working together, as cheesy as that
may sound. Because, like, we're all going to be on the same planet for
quite a while, so, like, we're going to be able to, we're gonna need to be
able to work together, and, like, yeah, if we're all mad at each other for the
entire time. We're on Earth are, like, near each other, then that neither of us
is happy. (Marge Jan 28 interview)

Perhaps spurred on by this idea of collective caring, throughout the year, Marge created

posters that called for equity, fairness, and LGBTQ+ rights and she put these up around

the school. Marge’s informational research on bathroom policies in elementary schools

for transgender students then led to her doing persuasive inquiry research on LGBTQ+

rights with three other students. Marge was very outspoken about the need for books with

LGBTQ+ characters to be shared in elementary schools, including ours, which led to my

reading Melissa aloud to the class. Marge’s passion for LGBTQ+ equity impacted the

collective work she did with her persuasive inquiry group and effected change within our

classroom and my read aloud choice. Marge spoke up for social justice as an activist and

created change in our classroom and school communities. In doing so, Marge

demonstrated social action through speaking up.

Some may say that putting up posters, writing letters, and the like is merely

performative or a mere substitute for more overt political action; however, these actions

are an important part of the questioning, analyzing, and disrupting that Vasquez’s students
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took, as did mine, in order to gain a critical literacy lens. The actions themselves are not

as important as the transformational understanding students are gaining about power

structures and accepted norms.

In addition to our own activism and speaking up around social justice within our

classroom, we also appreciated the activists we read about and discussed in class. Deb, a

White student, in a different cohort from Marge, considered how Amanda Gorman spoke

up through her poetry:

So when she was talking about herself, like, where skinny black girls
descend from a phrase and raised by a single mother. I think that, and she
said dream of becoming president. I think that's exactly like her because
she was saying about becoming a president. And I love how she's like
relating it to her, but it still doesn't just seem like all about her like, like it
seems about everyone. (Deb, Discussion Cohort A AmandaGorman, Jan
25)

Deb loved how Amanda Gorman encouraged us all to speak up and be activists:

And I think it's really amazing that she wrote that and if I had to write that
that'll probably take me like five years to write. And that's just amazing
that she did that. And people keep writing poems to convey, make the
world a bit better if people keep really close to it, people keep writing
poems or like staying like that, maybe the world will be a bit better.  (Deb,
Amanda Gorman, Jan. 25)

Deb named writing, specifically poetry writing, as a form of social action. Throughout

the year, Deb was passionate about Black Lives Matter and women’s rights. She wrote a

poem honoring Black Women for our school’s Black Lives Matter day. In an interview,

Ingrid, a White student, explained:

You’ve done a lot more poetry writing with us than all my other teachers,
because before, we only did a little bit of poetry, and when we did, we
didn't use it as something to, like, get a message about, like, a problem in
the world across. It was just, like, haikus about nature and stuff like that.
(Ingrid May 28)
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Both Deb and Ingrid saw poetry as a form of social action and activism, as well as a way

to speak up, and valued invitations and guidance in the classroom for becoming poet

activists. All of this evidences prioritizing social action within the classroom by learning

about activists through their actions and writing, including poetry.

In an interview (Deb, Jan 26), Deb explained when talking about her research on

Jackie Robinson and the impact he made on baseball for African Americans, “I just like

knowing that there are some people that make a change, even if it's really hard to do. And

there's always, like, hope that you can, like, change them.” Deb wanted to know that

changemakers existed. It was important to offer students examples of social action in the

form of activists they could relate to, as well as opportunities to speak up and take action.

Teacher Focus

In addition to looking at the student focus data, I also looked at the teacher focus

data from the data I collected. Forty-three codes initially emerged (Appendix H, Coding

Focus Teacher) from the data which I grouped into six larger categories (Table 2).
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Table 2

Teacher Focus, Final Coding

Category Number of Codes Percentage

Reading the World 361 38%

Working Together 228 26%

Doing Research 138 16%

Preparing for teaching with
an equity lens

68 8%

Understanding the District
Stance on Equity

61 7%

Navigating Different
Educational Platforms

49 6%

Bringing critical literacy into my 5th grade classroom is something I am learning

to do, and therefore I am putting a lot of energy into learning how to help my students

read the world (38%, Table 2), how to plan with an equity lens (8%, Table 2), and how to

understand the district expectations around equity (7%, Table 2). These categories total

about half (53%) of the teacher focus data. These are three areas that I would not be

focusing on if critical literacy was not part of my fifth-grade classroom. The other three

categories–working together (26%), doing research (16%), and navigating different

educational platforms (6%)--are areas I would have incorporated into my classroom

whether or not critical literacy was a part of it. However, when looking at the research

topics my students studied, part of Doing Research, these topics would be different from

topics studied in most elementary classes not doing critical literacy. For example, since
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we were bringing the world into our classroom, our research topics included LGBTQ+

rights, Black Lives Matter, and women’s rights.

My learning curve as a teacher whose identities fall primarily in dominant

cultures (White, upper-middle class, cis gender, heterosexual, English speaking, graduate

level education) continues to be steepest around acknowledging these identities and

understanding how they impact my choices as a teacher. For example, as a White teacher,

it’s important for me to bring in books by authors of color to center Black authors’ and

authors of color’s perspectives. By doing this, I am learning to read the world and

understand multiple perspectives.

I also attend professional development sessions throughout the year that I mostly

find out about through educators I follow on Twitter. I follow many social justice

organizations including Teaching for Justice, Haymarket Books, Abolitionist Teaching

Network, as well as local organizations including Philly Children’s Movement and our

school community organization that works on equity issues in our school district. All of

these organizations help me continue to learn and grow and bring in resources and

perspectives to my classroom that are needed to help my students and I read the world

critically.

One example of a specific text pairing was my choice to use the Black Lives

Matter principles as a framework to understand books we were reading, such as the

picture book Mumbet’s Declaration of Independence. After reading the picture book, we

talked about which Black Lives Matter principles students could recognize in this story.

They talked about restorative justice - when Mumbet gained her independence, and the
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strength of the Black woman - seeing Mumbet’s strength as a mother to her daughter, as

well as her resistance and liberation from enslavement through her successful lawsuit

against her owners. (Teacher, reflection, 2/4)

Another example was my choice to use Tiffany Jewel’s book, This Book is

Anti-Racist ,as a read-aloud book with the class and mentor text for our informational

reading unit. It is a complex text explaining a lot of terminology around racism including

dominant culture and marginalized groups.  The writing activities at the end of each

chapter were a great way to help students reflect on the text personally and emotionally.

(Teacher, reflection, 11/30) In addition, a number of parents shared positive feedback and

were thankful we were reading it, even buying the book to read with their child at home.

Most kids were reading and responding thoughtfully, mostly through writing, as well as

discussion. (Teacher, reflection, 2/4)

And another paired text example was our fiction read aloud, The Season of Styx

Malone by Kekla Magoon, and the chapter titled “Ten” by Tracey Baptiste from the book,

The Talk. Baptiste describes needing to have the talk with her son about what to do when

a police officer pulls him over, explaining what she did when she was pulled over. My

mostly White students talked afterwards about their experiences with police officers and

family members who are police officers. We also talked about the impact of race on these

stops and statistics that show people of color being hurt and killed disproportionately

more than White people. Students connected this to Ghost Boys and The Season of Styx

Malone, better understanding why Caleb’s parents were so fearful for the boys. (Teacher,

reflection, 11/9)
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It’s so helpful for me as a White teacher to learn about authors of color whose

books I can bring into the classroom to bring perspectives that I do not have and cannot

share; I learn from these authors alongside my students. For my students of color, it’s

important to have authors of color whose perspective and life experience might be

recognizable to them so they feel seen and understood. All of this takes a commitment, as

a teacher, to reflecting on the books in the classroom, doing an equity audit to better

understand the books needed and the books not needed, and time to update and add to the

classroom library so there are no “single stories'' in the words of Adichie, but instead

multiple perspectives across many identities.

Nature of Engagement

After investigating what my students were focusing on within my classroom, I

then looked at the nature of student engagement: how interested and involved students

were with the critical literacy activities in the classroom. I coded the interviews,

discussions, and student work and rated each - 1 (low), 2 (medium), or 3 (high) - based

on the criteria described in Table 3.

Table 3

Coding for Nature of Engagement

1 (low): very short answers, few words, needed a lot of encouragement

2 (medium): student seemed not interested, not finishing sentences, needed coaxing to

explain more

3 (high): student was often leading conversation, shared and explained a lot, gave
examples
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High Level of Engagement

I noticed a high level of engagement when looking at what activities students

were doing related to critical literacy when I was coding for focus, and I was pleased to

see this supported in my coding for the nature of engagement. The mean was 2.8 out of 3

looking across student work, interviews and class discussions. This high student

engagement in my coding reflects what I saw during the school year. Students were

excited to discuss topics they had questions about and wanted to learn more. Often, they

had not talked about topics in school that we brought into our critical literacy classroom.

They enjoyed reading books together on immigration, race, class, gender, and disability.

Most participated in our lively class discussions, listening, arguing, and adding on to one

another’s thoughts. They readily shared what was in their news, from personal, to

community, to national, to international, from traumatic to triumphant. It was exciting to

see how interested and engaged they were, especially during such a challenging

pandemic year.

By way of illustration, let’s turn to an interview I had with Anne, a mixed-race

student. In May, she reflected on her written answers to the survey question, “What topic

do you care a lot about and why?” Anne wrote in October:

The issues I feel really strong about is the way people have to live, and the
unjust of how certain people were and still are treated - LGBTQ+
community, Black Lives, Indigenous Peoples, gender queer. These are the
topics that are really super powerful to me. Sometimes with these topics
though, since they are very serious, it's hard for me to find ways to really
spread my voice. (Anne, October)
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Anne came to my class with strong feelings about specific topics, yet she was having a

hard time finding a way to share her thoughts and passions around these topics. In May,

Anne wrote:

I care a lot about equality such as the BLM movement and #stopasianhate.
This is because I think in our society, we judge so much based on looks or
personality or skill or race, and the fact that people resort to violence
against those who are just being themselves. (Anne, May 27)

In reflecting, Anne explained:

In terms of like me saying, like, back then it’s hard finding ways to spread
my voice, I think now, especially with, like, the inquiry circle groups, we
could, like, publish them places and you kind of give us a lot of freedom
to, like, put our writing out there, and we can, like, spoke a lot about it in
the classroom, we had, like, discussions. So it's still not, like, spreading
word to, like, everyone but I got to, like, you all got to, like, see what we
thought about it, I suppose, when we were reading like George (Melissa),
because that, like, brought up a lot of, like, controversial conversations,
but, like, it was also, like, I thought it was good. (Anne, May 27)

Anne appreciated the ability to “spread her voice” in the classroom by sharing during

discussions of serious issues in the classroom and also having opportunities to write

about serious issues and publish writing for real audiences. Anne always participated so

insightfully in our class discussions and wrote passionately. Allowing time and space in

our classroom for critical literacy through questioning, analyzing, disrupting, and taking

action, based on the world around us, gave Anne a chance to “spread her voice” and

engage with others.

Students thoroughly enjoyed researching, discussing, and writing about topics that

teachers and administrators frequently shy away from, including issues around race and

gender. With topics that adults find difficult talking about, I saw my students discuss with
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each other, learn from, and teach one another respectfully and compassionately. And full

of engagement.

Low Level of Engagement

Despite this high level of engagement overall, I decided to look more closely at

the data coded as lower levels of engagement (1’s and 2’s) by looking at six out of the

eighteen students who had the most 1’s and 2’s to see if there were any patterns amongst

students who were not as engaged. I also looked to see if the type of activity impacted the

level of engagement by looking at the co-occurrence of nature of engagement (1s and 2s)

and activities (Table 4). The total percentage for lower levels of nature of engagement

(1&2) and activities is 18%, while the percentage for higher levels of nature of

engagement (3) and activities is 82%, indicating the high level of engagement of students

throughout the year across activities. However, it might be helpful to look at the 18% to

better understand what was happening for some students some of the time in the

classroom

Table 4

Nature of Engagement (1’s and 2’s) and Activities

Nature of engagement (2) and activities Nature of engagement (1) and activities

Student Focus: 593 Student Focus: 593

Nature of Engagement (2): 87 Nature of engagement (1): 16

15% of Focus data 3% of Focus data
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Low Level of Engagement and Students

First, I sought to identify which students were less engaged. I thought about their

nature of engagement along the following spectrum (Table 5): not connected (1) to more

connected and a desire to create change (3). Four students emerged amongst the most 1’s

and 2’s, and these were the students I looked at more closely.

Table 5

Nature of Engagement (1’s and 2’s) (Second coding)

1: Not connected

2: More connected

3: Connected and a desire to create change

Throughout the year, Nancy,a White student, often disengaged both online and

in-person. She talked about not liking much of the work we did in class. She didn’t

participate in group activities such as kickball or other outdoor games, when given the

chance to not participate or the opportunity to spend time by herself or with a friend away

from the group. At times, she was open to support from me, while at other times, she was

not. When asked about talking with people about summer school after researching this

topic with her inquiry group, she laughed, saying, “I feel like that’s the line you probably

shouldn’t cross unless you are like really confident.” She explained that she felt like she

had not learned anything from the research and that people knew way more than she
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knew. What other students talked about appreciating studying in our class, such as poetry

and community building, Nancy told me that she didn’t like those things.

Nancy seemed to have a great discomfort in our classroom and in school more

generally. On the other hand, she spoke very lovingly of life at home with her younger

brother and her family. Since so much of our classroom work relied on community

building and sharing, this, perhaps, made it hard for Nancy to be engaged when she

explained how those activities were ones she did not like to do. She was also in the more

competitive cohort, and she talked about not being a competitive person. Incorporating

critical literacy into my classroom meant a need for all students to feel a part of our

community building and be able to learn from and also teach others. For Nancy, all of this

seemed to be a challenge.

After Nancy, Eli, a White student, had the most 1’s and 2’s coded for nature of

engagement. He explained that at the start of the year, he didn’t feel the need to explain a

lot or think very much. “I am a know-it-all,” he wrote in his I Am poem in October. Yet

by May, when we were talking about his surveys and comparing his answers in May to

his answers in October, we saw the pattern of his answers going from lower engagement

to higher engagement, and showing a lot of growth, including an increasing enjoyment of

competing, collaborating, and writing. He explained that he was now appreciating

everything that he didn’t have when they were not in school because of COVID.

Eli, unlike Nancy, grew more connected to the classroom community during the

school year and appreciated being in-person again. Though he always was quick with

answers, he also was open to collaboration with his peers and our class. At one point, Eli
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shared about his frustration with being mistaken for a girl, making himself vulnerable to

our class, and also shared about fighting with his sister and loving his grandfather. Eli

began the year not connected, perhaps in part because of the circumstances of social

distancing and the pandemic. With time in school, Eli became a genuine participant in the

class community.

Susan, a White student with the most 1’s and 2’s coded for nature of engagement,

when asked in the October survey, didn’t think a lot about her answers to questions in

class. Over the school year, though, like Eli, she took more time, responding more

thoughtfully. Susan appreciated her book club book, Front Desk by Kelly Yang, as a

window into immigrants’ lives. She learned from her inquiry project on gun violence and

wanted to correct misinformation around this topic. Susan explained, in relation to gun

violence, “I mean, just because, like, if people are having questions or, like, are saying

things that aren't necessarily true, like, I don't want them to go around and say it.” She

also liked to write persuasive pieces that supported an argument, and she liked to win

arguments. Susan liked to talk a lot and be in control. She said this drove her to learn and

know more.

Susan was connected to current events through her family, as well as through our

class. After we listened to Amanda Gorman’s inauguration poem, Susan wrote, “When

you climb the hill, things get hard before easy, things go up and down.” In our interview,

Susan explained more, saying, “So, hill’s like a triangle thing. And things get hard,

sometimes harder, before they’re easier, like what things are, like in the world right now.”
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Similar to Eli, Susan seemed to think more deeply over time and became more connected

to her peers and the classroom community.

Finally, Mike, a White student, also had a number of 1’s and 2’s for nature of

engagement. He was often silent in the group interviews and during our classroom

discussions. During an interview with me, he said he liked working in a group because it

was more fun than working by himself. He also said he got to know more people in class,

which made him feel more comfortable talking in class more. Mike missed a lot of days

of school, however, often because of his family’s concern about COVID, which interfered

with him growing comfortable in our class. He also got into trouble in school, often

pushing boundaries and breaking rules. He did not fully buy into our classroom

community and was not always a supportive member, but he did enjoy being with his

peers, especially on his own terms.

Looking at these four students, who had the most 1’s and 2’s for the nature of

engagement coding, was illuminating for me. A clear pattern emerges across these

students: the more connected each student felt, the more engaged each student also

seemed to be. This was particularly evident with the students who became more

connected and more engaged over the school year, and it makes the case for relationship

building as an ongoing priority

Low Level of Engagement and Activity

Let’s turn to activities in which there were low levels of engagement, starting with

writing. Tilly explained that she was not interested in writing when it was a “school

topic,” but when any topic could be chosen, like women’s rights, the topic she researched
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with her inquiry group, she was more engaged. Similarly, another student, Nancy, found

research to be boring, which is problematic considering this is a foundational part of

informational and persuasive writing. Nancy especially didn’t appreciate being told

which research sites to go to. Both of these students seemed to be pushing back against

the kind of prescriptive writing and research that often happens in school.

Another student, Lynn, explained that she went from disliking writing to strongly

liking writing because she got to know her peers, which helped to increase her

confidence. For Tilly and Nancy, choice around writing topics seemed to be important to

their level of engagement, and for Lynn, having a certain level of confidence increased

her engagement with writing.

Let’s turn now to another activity, Speaking Up, which also had some lower level

engagement codings (1’s and 2’s).  There seemed to be a number of reasons students did

not speak up and a variety of conditions they needed in order to speak up. The inquiry

groups, who looked at a variety of topics such as mask wearing, gun violence,

deforestation, and LGBTQ+,  explained that speaking up depended on different factors.

Students talked about how their speaking up depended on how well they knew the people

they were talking to, for example, if they were talking to their family, friends, or people

they didn’t know. The group that studied deforestation said if they heard someone talking

about it, especially if they were in the woods, they would speak up, but they wouldn’t

bring it up themselves. Also, students said they would speak up in the future, though they

were not ready to speak up right away. They talked about needing to feel comfortable in

order to speak up and to have enough knowledge. There seemed to be parameters
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students had in their mind that they needed to meet before speaking up. These might

include comfort level with the audience, location of discussion, and time to practice

speaking up.

Behind all these reasons was the assumption that students, ultimately, were

working towards speaking up at some point in the future, even if they were not currently

speaking up. However, Nancy, a White student, when asked about speaking up, said, “I

don’t need my voice to be heard.” Nancy did not seem to be working towards speaking

up. She seemed to be rejecting the idea and the need for speaking up. Nancy infrequently

shared her thoughts with the class, perhaps just a few times over the year. In contrast,

another White student, Tilly, shared her frustration with things not being fair and her

voice not always being heard, but she also explained that she kept trying. Even looking at

the lower levels of engagement across students and activities, students were mostly

becoming more engaged with practice and support.

Positionality

Finally, after studying student focus and the nature of student engagement in my

fifth grade classroom, I turned to positionality. By positionality, I am referring to

positions or roles my students took on throughout the year. Three dimensions of roles

emerged from my coding for focus and nature of engagement  (Table 6). These roles

describe how students interacted within our classroom community, how they took up

knowledge around social issues, and how they responded to this knowledge.

The anchors for the community roles dimension are insider and outsider. By

insider, I mean someone participating with the class community, sharing, listening, and
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working with their peers. By outsider, I mean a student resisting participation within a

small group or within our larger classroom community. The knowledge (social issues)

dimension has naif and dreamer at either end. By naif, I mean a student who is

comfortable in their ignorance and a dreamer who is uncomfortable in their knowledge

and is dreaming how the social issue can be otherwise. Finally, the social action

dimension has conformist and reformer at either end. By conformist, I mean a student

who is accepting established behaviors and systems around social issues and a reformer is

a student who questions established behaviors and systems around social issues and takes

action to effect change.

Table 6

Dimension and Role

Dimension Roles

Community Roles Member ← → non-member

Knowledge (Social issues) Naif ← → Dreamer

Social action Conformist ← → Reformer

Each of these dimensions can be thought of as a spectrum with students’ roles

falling along that spectrum, at any point, and also changing at any time, over a day, a

week, a month, or a year. For example, within our classroom community, most students

took on member roles, participating with each other, sharing, listening, and working

together. A few students took on non-member roles, resisting participation within a small

group or within our larger classroom community. However, many of these students also

took on member roles, at different times, as well. The spectrum for knowledge on social
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issues moves between naif, someone without knowledge,  to dreamer, someone who

dreams how things could be, whether the social issue is racism or LGBTQ+ rights or any

other. Finally, with the dimension of social action, students might be a conformist,

maintaining the status quo or they might be a reformer, taking action, or they might be

somewhere in between. For example, students might gain knowledge around a topic,

moving from naif to dreamer and as a result, gain the  ability to talk about the topic to

their friends and family, but not to peers they don’t know well,t falling in the middle of

the social action spectrum between conformist and reformer. The positionality or roles

are fluid, dependent on the topic, the peer group, or even the time of the day, week, or

year.

Community Roles: Member / Non-member

In order to identify the member or non-member community roles, I looked at

interviews with students, class discussions, my teacher reflections, and student surveys.

From these, I saw what the student was doing and saying and how they were interacting

with others. I noticed how throughout the year, students took on various roles within our

classroom community, including being a memberor being a non-member. By member, I

mean a student would feel part of the classroom community and know the rules of the

group. By non-member, I mean a student would not feel part of the group or know the

rules of the group. Students who took on the member role might be a leader, a follower, a

helper, a creator, or an organizer. A non-member might be someone wanting to work by

themselves, someone who did not want to share with their peers or the class or, perhaps,
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not know how to share. Here are some examples of member and non-member roles

students took on within our classroom community.

Throughout the year, Nancy, a White student, seemed to mostly take on the role of

a non-member. In an interview about her survey answers, Nancy explained, “No, I really

don't need my voice to be heard but I'll just usually just be there and be like, Okay, bye.”

(Nancy, June 3) This captured what I saw with Nancy. She rarely shared her thoughts

with the class. When she sat by a close friend of hers in class, she would often focus her

attention on this friend rather than on the classroom activity or discussion.

In an interview I did with Nancy, a White student, in January, I asked about her

written response to Amanda Gorman’s inauguration poem we had watched and read

together. She was responding to a line in which Amanda Gorman had described herself as

a “young skinny Black girl being raised by a single mom” and Nancy had chosen that as

a powerful line. I explained that I had noticed that she had first included the word

“Black” which the poet, Amanda Gorman, had used. Nancy had crossed out the word

“Black.” She explained, “I just feel weird saying that for some reason.” We had been

reading and discussing This Book is Anti-Racist, listening to speeches by Dr. King,

reading poetry by Black poets, talking about the principles of Black Lives Matter, and

talking about race and racism, yet Nancy still wasn’t comfortable using the word Black or

talking about race. The fact that she was uncomfortable with using the word Black and

didn’t participate in discussions around race and racism indicated that Nancy was taking a

non-member stance during these discussions.
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Nancy was also uncomfortable with class discussions around current events,

including the presidential election that took place in November of that school year. A few

times a week, particularly once we had begun our informational reading and writing units

in November, we shared what was in our news, whether this news was personal, local,

national, or international (Ahmed, Being the Change). Nancy asked why we had to keep

talking about the election, either turning off her screen online or not participating when

we shared in-person. She also wrote to me, for teacher feedback that I had asked all my

students to give me, that “I could lose my job by bringing current events into the

classroom.” This could have been because her opinions on current events were different

from most students in the class or that she and her family believed that talking about an

event was political, but not talking about the event was not political, rather than seeing

both choices as political and thinking about which stories were being told and which

stories were not. Whatever the reason, all of these were ways Nancy was taking a

non-member stance within our classroom and resisting participation.

In contrast to Nancy’s non-member role and resisting class participation and

discussions, Carter, a student of color, took on a memberrole in the classroom. He was a

peer leader and worked to help his peers feel included. In one interview, I asked Carter

about his friendships and he explained, “After you become friends, you sort of have to

look out for one… you have to look out for each other and you have to balance them with

your other friends, so you just have to make room for them.” (Carter Mar 1) Carter was

aware of his role as a friend and how also he could be inclusive with his friendships so

everyone felt a sense of belonging. Throughout the school year, Carter made connections
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across the class, both online and in-person. He organized weekly Among Us games for

himself and his peers. He shared in our class discussions, often responding emotionally,

and explaining how he felt and why.

Marge, a White student, also took on a memberrole within our classroom. She,

like Carter, was very aware of her peers and worked hard to support them. She was very

interested and involved in our equity discussions, usually speaking up to share both her

ideas and her feelings. She often built on what other students had said, listening carefully

to the discussion and either agreeing or disagreeing, and always explaining her thinking.

Here is an example during a discussion in response to a speech Dr. King gave to the

NAACP in 1956:

I agree with what Sam said, like, dominant culture should not exist,
because it's pretty much just this diagram of what type of person you
should be. And that's just, like, terrible, like, no one should be telling you,
who you should be, especially if it means that if you're not that person,
then you don't get treated fairly, especially because some things you can't
change, you can't change your race, you can't change, things like that. So
why do people, like, tell you you can't do certain things, why do people
have to be separated because of their race if they can't change anything?
(Marge, Discussion Cohort B part 2 Dr King NAACP)

Sam, a White student, had brought up the idea of dominant culture and questioned if

there could be no dominant culture. Marge builds on this idea around race and equity.

This is a stark contrast to Nancy’s uncomfortableness with writing the word Black from

Amanda Gorman’s poem. Marge was fully involved in our class discussions and class

activities, often leading the discussions and frequently sharing her thoughts and feelings.

Elizabeth, another White student who took on a memberrole, appreciated working

with her peers, especially in smaller groups. She worked with her inquiry circle group to
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research and write a persuasive piece together about gun violence. In a group interview,

Elizabeth explains, “Because it's such a sad topic that it would honestly be really hard to,

like, see all this information by yourself, because it's easier to talk to people about it and

stuff like that.” (Elizabeth, Gun violence April 28) A few students talked about disliking

group work, but most, like Elizabeth, enjoyed working with their peers. Elizabeth

articulated the emotional support she felt from her peers, particularly when working on a

topic like gun violence. Elizabeth was embracing the small group collaboration within

our classroom and appreciated the support it gave her.

In contrast to Elizabeth’s appreciation for her inquiry circle group, Mark, a White

student, shared his feelings about collaborating:

Maybe collaborating, it was okay, but it was like, not my favorite
thing…Just with a group project, some of them just don't work out and
then I don't really like it as much. If it's with someone I know well, I can
do it well because I know what they are thinking and they're probably
thinking what I'm thinking, but it's harder to do with people that I don't
know since they want to do something different and it's hard to get on the
page with some people… I know practically everyone in this classroom
but I don't really know them that well. (Mark, Part 1, May 28)

Mark articulated something many students often feel when doing group work. He talked

about not liking it because he didn’t know his group members well enough. He also

indicated he and his group members thought differently about the topic. This is also what

I observed with their group. I spent more time supporting their small group meetings and

helping them listen to each other and respond to each other so they were able to agree on

how to narrow the focus of their research on African American history and Black Lives

Matter.
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This type of dynamic can lead to students taking on a non-member role, within

the classroom or within a small group, if they stop participating and let their peers do the

work. However, this group continued to work together on the research, the writing, and

the revising, for a variety of reasons. One important reason was that Carter, a student of

color who took on the role of member, worked hard to make sure his peers in the group

also contributed and collaborated.

However, Cait, a White student, who also struggled to work with this inquiry

group, frequently disagreed with the other group members, Mark and Carter. Cait also

had trouble compromising. She explained, “Like, I hadn’t worked with people (in

October), but now I’ve worked with people, and I really don’t like it. I don’t, I can’t work

with someone else. I just can’t.” I would imagine Cait’s struggle to work with Mark and

Carter impacted how Mark felt about the group process.

However, as a group, they were able to write a strong persuasive letter to our

principal to encourage her to incorporate more African American history and current

events into our elementary school curriculum (Appendix I). In fact, in the May survey,

Cait said that in order to get her voice to be heard, she speaks up and she also writes. In

October, she only said she spoke up. Cait explained, “Because I wrote my BLM thing and

now I’m starting to like to write more.” So despite the challenges the group faced

working together, they did complete the assignment together and Cait even came to see

writing as a way to get her voice to be heard. Mark and Cait might have taken on

non-member roles initially, but despite the conflict and challenges they faced, they
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continued to work with each other and completed the assignment together, remaining

committed to the group and the work.

Just as I previously described how Carter had worked to be inclusive with his

friends and peers in our classroom, he did the same with this inquiry group. He helped the

group get through the disagreements and helped the conversations, the research, and the

writing happen, collaboratively. During my interview with this group, they shared how

they all came at this topic, Black Lives Matter, differently. This might have also

contributed to the conflict Mark and Cait felt within the group around their research.

Mark was concerned about what was happening now with Black people being killed.

Carter was also interested in that, as well as African American history, going back to

slavery. Cait was bringing an activist lens wanting to change how Black people are being

treated. However, all three were interested and committed to the topic and I think this

helped them all stay committed to the group and remain members and part of the group,

rather than becoming non-members and leaving the group. All three learned a lot about

what is happening today with Black Lives Matter and responses to the murders of Black

people. Carter appreciated learning how Black Lives Matter relates to American history.

Cait became more aware of current events and watched the news more. Mark talked

about how their differing opinions during their research “seemed to give more ideas on

BLM.” (BLM April 28) Since all three remained committed to the group, despite the

challenges, no one became a non-member and they all remained members, the group was

successful in accomplishing their research goals and working together.
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Knowledge (Social Issues): Naif / Dreamer

An important part of critical literacy is learning about social issues, how these

issues impact people, who they impact, who has power, who does not and why. Let’s look

at how different students responded, along a spectrum, for each social issue, from naif or

someone naively accepting to dreamer and in between. Many factors influenced the roles

students took up when understanding social issues, including the student’s identity,

exposure to issues, discussions at home, interest in issues, and desire for justice around

the particular social issues. All of these students in the examples were in the same cohort

until March, when we became one class back at school together, in-person. This cohort

had livelier discussions around social issues than the other cohort. Even classroom

grouping, perhaps, influenced the roles students took up along this knowledge dimension.

Ron, a White student, was an active participant in our classroom throughout the

year. He and his family followed current events closely, discussed them at home and Ron

took on activist roles with his family, such as canvassing for elections. One of the books

we read together, This Book Is Anti-Racist by Tiffany Jewell, looked at the systemic

nature of racism. This was one of the more challenging texts we read as a class and one

that Ron particularly enjoyed. As Ron reflected on the March on Washington during a

class discussion of a speech Dr. King, Jr. made to the NAACP in 1956, Ron was also

reflecting on the power of the collective:

I think the power that, like, every, everybody working together is super,
like, it’s, like, a lot better than one person because if you think about the
March on Washington, there were, like, a bunch of people there, and it
actually helped a lot because there were a bunch of people there protesting
and, like, a lot of protests had some people, but you don't ever see any
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protests that have just one person, right? So, yeah. (Ron, Discussion
Cohort B part 2 Dr King NAACP)

Ron was thinking about an historic event, the March on Washington, and how collective

action, people working together, contributed to its powerful impact. Ron was much closer

on the knowledge spectrum to the role of dreaming than naively accepting, though he

wasn’t all the way along the spectrum to  dreaming. Instead, he was learning about and

noticing the power of collective action, a necessary step, one can argue, before dreaming

about collective action can occur.

Like Ron, Ingrid, a White student, also brought an historical context to our

discussions as seen in her response to our class discussion about the graffiti on our school

grounds and if it was ever okay to break the rules. “So I'd say that it is definitely

important to break the rules, not, like, whenever any little thing happens that upsets you.

But if you look at history, the world wouldn't be what it is today if people didn't break the

rules, like if you look at the civil rights movement.” (Ingrid, Graffiti discussion full

in-person)

108



Figure 3

Shed with Graffiti on School Grounds

She is suggesting it is important to break the rules and she’s reminding us that

breaking rules has led to change, such as the impact of the civil rights movement. Ingrid

has the knowledge of the civil rights movement and how protesting and breaking rules

has led to change. But she, like Ron, isn’t going so far as dreaming or giving an example

of when breaking the rules is needed, though she does believe rules should be broken.

The inquiry group of students who researched women’s pay gap seemed to fall

between naif and dreamer along the knowledge dimension. By researching, they gained

knowledge that led at least one of them to realize the need to solve the pay gap problem,

but without yet dreaming. Tilly explains, “Because at first, I didn't think it was that big
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until we actually did the research about it. And now, like, it's a lot, like, the pay’s a lot

bigger difference than I thought.” Deb explained she always knew it was a problem, but

also hadn’t realized how big the problem was until they researched. Olive adds, “I

realized that this is really, really important for, like, equality and, like, feminism. So yeah,

I guess I figured out how important it was, and how important it was to solve the

problem.” (Tilly, Deb, Olive Women’s pay May 3) Olive and Deb are moving closer to

dreaming as they realize how problematic gender equity is and how a solution is needed

to solve the gender equity problem. All of them have gained knowledge which has

allowed them to understand more about the social issue of the gender pay gap, moving

from naif towards dreamer on the knowledge dimension around social issues.

In contrast, Elizabeth, a White student, took on a role that is further along the

social issues knowledge dimension, closer to dreaming and farther from naively

accepting, when reflecting on whether or not standing up against racism and fighting

injustice was a moral obligation. Elizabeth shared, “I think it’s a moral obligation.

Because if you don't, if you don't fight racism, then you don't know who else will, and

you need to be the leader to lead other people to help (fight) racism.” (Elizabeth,

Discussion Cohort B part 2 Dr King NAACP)

Finally, I want to look at the LGBTQ+ inquiry group, who can be seen as taking

on the role of dreamers around the social issue of LGBTQ+ rights. In my interview with

them, they all talked about how their research helped them feel more comfortable talking

about LGBTQ+ rights and learning so much about the topic. They also talked about

wishing they had learned more sooner. Ingrid explained, “I've been watching videos
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about when we were doing our research about how kids quite as young as kindergarten

have been educated.” Anne reflected, “So I think especially in the last year, like we're all

getting older and we can understand more.” Anne pointed out, “So I think that that's

something that will like really help. And that's what's something that I think will help

kids that like, if anyone reads our thing.” This is an example of dreaming rather than

accepting. Anne explained her hope that they helped other kids understand more about

LGBTQ+ through their writing.

Marge also shared how years ago, she regretted accepting kids’ teasing a

transgender girl:

But something I really regret was, like, when I was in preschool, there was
this like transgender girl that, like, went to the preschool, and I'm pretty
sure, like, kids would, like, talk about her, and I literally didn't say
anything about it. And that's something I regret and I wish I would have
said something. But I didn't know anything about it, that's also kind of
why I didn't say anything. (LGBTQ 4/29)

Marge also points out she didn’t have the knowledge to speak up. I reminded Marge that

this year, she had made 5 LGBTQ+ posters and put them up around the school, to help

normalize LGBTQ+ issues. Hannah emphasized the importance of talking about it. “I

think if we talk about it. Yeah, it's slowly getting better, like change takes time. And

people need to go with that change. But people are too afraid to do that. Because what

they think others will think if they go along with that. So I think that's part of the

problem.” Hannah talking about normalizing LGBTQ+ is an example of dreaming on the

knowledge spectrum, dreaming of new norms.
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Like Hannah, Marge also talked about the importance of normalizing LGBTQ+

and dreams about changing this:

So, I'm not talking about LGBTQ is a social norm, what (I’m) talking
about having conversations about it is something you don't see the people
in power do a lot. Like, if you don't see people in power who are LGBTQ
a lot. You don't see books or movies a lot. And so that's just sort of
building up, like, all the time. While we see this underrepresentation of
that, becoming the normal as well as, as a normal, like the quote, unquote,
normal, that this is something different, and it shouldn't become about it's
like weird to talk about it, which is wrong that needs to be broken.
(LGBTQ 4/29)

Marge then made a specific suggestion and also took on the dreaming role, dreaming of a

way to normalize being part of the LGBTQ+ community for our whole school:

But, I, I'm pretty sure that, like, Pride Month is during the school year, and
if it is, like, how can we don't, like, do anything to worry. I always, like,
kind of just change you, or you hope that hopefully next year, I don't . . .
I'm not going to go into SRS anymore, but, like, I hope that there's going
to be, like, at least some change. …I think that hopefully, like, maybe,
because, like, I know the maybe, like, the first day of, like pride, like,
maybe like a poem on everyone's desk or something about it or something
like that. (LGBTQ 4/29)

Social Action

Tilly, a White student, wrote a poem for Black Lives Matter day at school. Here’s

an excerpt from it: “We have two options. 1: to keep this world going how it is. 2: to

make it better, end racism, and make sure everyone is welcome. We can change this

world.” (Tilly, Our poetry for BLM day)

The third dimension that emerged from the data runs along the lines of social

action moving between “two options,” from conformist to reformer. Vasquez gave her

students the opportunity to question and analyze and after that, many of her preschoolers
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took action. The same was true for my fifth graders. As students developed criticality,

they  also then frequently took action, moving from conformist to reformer, along the

social action dimension..

Described in chapter two, critical literacy gives students opportunities to begin to

become aware of how literacy is situated and negotiated, to notice whose story is being

told and whose is not, whose voice is being heard and whose is not. Students might then

also begin to notice power structures and systems that perpetuate the same stories and

voices while leaving others out. In addition, Ahmed (2018) reminds educators to help

students explore on their own and to also collaborate through discussions about their

identities and news, sharing perspectives and learning together. All of this can help

students gain a greater awareness of criticality and a desire to take action.

But the development of students’ criticality seemed to happen differently and at

different times for each child, depending on their own experiences, their identity, their

interests, their family influences, their understanding of history and current events, and

their sense of responsibility and fairness. And whether or not criticality led to a

development of certain skills or dispositions that led to taking action and taking on the

role of reformer often depended on each student as well. Let’s look at the data to see how

this played out.

Before fifth-grade, some students had already questioned social norms and

studied history around certain topics and brought that criticality to our classroom. When

we were discussing whether or not it’s ever okay to break a law, Hannah, a mixed-race

student, drew on her knowledge of Jim Crow laws and laws against LGBTQ+ community
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in the military to argue that breaking a law is okay when it’s helping people. (Hannah,

Graffiti discussion, full in-person) During that same discussion, Olive, a mixed-race

student, shared her understanding of civil disobedience and explained how Dr. King went

to jail many times “breaking the law or resisting to change people’s ideas and views and

to make the world a better place” and we see him as a hero and not a criminal (Olive,

Graffiti discussion, full in-person). These two students took on active roles in our

classroom with our critical literacy work. They frequently shared during discussions and

had a lot of understanding of topics such as Black Lives Matter and LGBTQ+.

Hannah worked with Ingrid and Marge, both White students, and Anne, a

mixed-race student, in an inquiry group to research and write a letter to explain why

elementary students should learn more about LGBTQ+ (Appendix J). They sent the letter

to our local newspaper and to our superintendent and in doing so, took on the role of

reformer. Olive worked with three students on writing a persuasive paper, Women’s pay

in sports (Appendix K). By using Version History on the Google Doc, I could see that

Olive had written, “Equality Matters because our world is like a scale. If one side has all

the power, the whole scale (world) will collapse.” Not only is Olive understanding

criticality, she is also understanding the importance of humanity that, as previously

explained in chapter two, Mirra (2018) urges educators to prioritize. All of these students

took on the reformer role. They had a well developed understanding of criticality and

were very involved in taking action whenever opportunities arose in and out of the

classroom through their art work, often sharing during our discussions, in addition to

writing letters to effect social change.

114



Three of these students were also all members of marginalized groups because of

their gender and/or race. In the Ghost Boys powerpoint, Anne, a mixed-race student,

wrote about the murder of Emmett Till: “It is beyond important to be educated on these

topics. Especially if you are someone who is not a person of color, who will most likely

never experience any of this kind of fear and pain that so many have to go through”

(Appendix E). Students of color, girls, students with disabilities, and students in any other

marginalized group are experiencing being marginalized on a daily basis while White

students are not experiencing that marginalization in our predominantly White school.

Students whose identities were marginalized were often very involved in social action,

taking on reformer roles.

In addition to lived experiences and knowledge of criticality, family experiences

also seemed to play a role in social action. Ron, who is a White boy, shared in an

interview about why he was so interested in current events and the news:

When my grandfather took me out canvassing for Joe Biden that helped
me, like, think about all that's happening. Another thing is my parents,
they helped me, like, see on things that are happening like he watched the
news a lot. So, especially we've been watching, like, CNN, and all these,
like, NBC during the election year. So I think those are some of the
reasons why I'm, like, really deep in this topic. Yeah. (Ron Nov 13)

These experiences of talking with his family about the news and canvassing with his

grandfather probably helped Ron understand more about criticality and taking action.

Similarly, Cathy, a White student, talked about how her mom had worked for the

Clean Air Force and they had gone to Harrisburg and Washington, DC together to talk to

people (Interview Cathy, Jan 26). This experience might have shown Cathy how
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important it is to take action and one way to do that was by lobbying. Both Cathy and

Ron would then be able to bring those experiences to school.

Not all students come to school with the same experiences, understanding of

criticality and understanding of how to take action or take on a reformer role, as we’ve

just seen. During one of our monthly teacher meetings in which we reflected about how

critical literacy was going in our classrooms, Julie, a Black teacher, shared about how

she, like Vasquez, always gives opportunities for her students to discuss their feelings and

ask questions after learning about a historical event that is challenging, such as slavery or

the civil rights movement. And there is always an opportunity for action that is led by her

students after they have shared and discussed and come up with ideas about how to

address the problem and felt empowered to take action and take on a reformer role.

Similarly, during a book club meeting, the members, Anne, a mixed race student,

Olive, a mixed-race student, Deb, a White student, and Ella, a White student, were

talking about how sad the book, Ghost Boys, and the topics were. The book is told from

the perspective of a Black boy who was shot and killed by a White police officer. We

talked about what the group could do, moving from their feelings to action, and they

decided to educate their peers about racism and worked hard together to create a Ghost

Boys powerpoint (Appendix F) that they shared with the class. Topics that solicited strong

feelings, along with more heightened awareness of criticality, seemed to lead to students

taking action to share what they had learned, taking on reformer roles.

Students eagerly took action after gaining more knowledge in the inquiry group

research projects, which was an opportunity to learn more about a topic in order to write
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a persuasive piece to an authentic audience. Cait, a White student,  explained why she

chose her topic. “What inspired me to do it was. I've heard about it so much and I never

really took action. I never really saw anyone taking action so I decided I could do it

now.” (Cait, BLM April 28)

Though Cait did not like to do group work and struggled to work with her peers,

she was inspired to take action with this inquiry group on this topic, Black Lives Matter.

Together, they wrote a letter to the principal, explaining that elementary students need to

study more African-American history and current events. Although Cait did not

contribute as much to the letter as her partners, she did contribute and was a part of the

action of writing and sending the letter with her group. Ron, a White student, also gained

knowledge from his inquiry circle research on mask wearing. He explained how he spoke

up after doing his research, reminding people to wear a mask and even teaching his

younger sister to remind others about wearing masks, taking on a reformer role.

Students learned how to speak up and take on a reformer role when finding

stereotypes in books. Carter, for example, wrote, “We have responsibilities as readers, to

tell people not to read books that have stereotypes, we can read and recommend books

that push against stereotypes.” (Student Work, Carter, 5 17 21) Carter, a student of color,

always worked hard on all assignments and he also had a strong sense of responsibility.

This activity gave Carter a way to both think about the messages coming from the book

and use that information to take action and help others. It was not a surprise to me that

Carter took this responsibility so seriously.
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Marge, a White student, was learning about taking responsibility and taking

action by taking on a reformer role. She talked about how she had been playing a video

game and comments in the chat were homophobic so she left the game. Marge explained

in an interview, “I’ve come to realize that there are some things I can't change. And I just

have to get used to, as opposed to things that, like, has to change, and shouldn't be

happening in the first place.” She explained that she learned the difference between “it's

just things about me just, like, complaining about things more than something that's, like,

genuinely wrong.” In the spring, Marge began speaking up more around LGBTQ issues,

asking our principal for the school to celebrate Pride month and asking for more LGBTQ

read aloud books that lead to my reading Melissa, aloud to the class.

Figure 4

Marge’s Letter to Dr. Grimes
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Learning about the LGBTQ+ community seemed to help Marge talk more easily

about the topic and do more social action. Marge always had a strong sense of fairness

and spoke up if she thought something happening was unfair. Marge explained, “Oh, I

think I've come to realize that there are some things I can't change. And I just have to get

used to, as opposed to things that like, has to change, shouldn't be happening in the first

place.” (Marge part 2 May 28) Marge talked about LGBTQ+ violence as one reason to

break laws during our graffiti discussion. (April 29, 2021 Marge)

Some students, once they realize the systemic nature of criticality, such as

inequities happening based on race or gender, also start to get concerned that the

reforming action they take would not be enough. Ella, a White student, was one of those

students. She had an awareness of the impact of history, of her own age, and of criticality

and wanted to make a difference. Ella and Mark, a White student, both had a growing

awareness of the systems of power and though this understanding inspired them to take

action, it also made them think about how their actions made only a small impact. Mark

pointed out in an interview that he didn’t think the article he and his inquiry group wrote

would be seen by a lot of people. (Mark April 8) With a greater understanding of

criticality and the systemic nature of the power imbalance, students might feel they don’t

have the power to make a change. In a response to a question from This Books Is

Anti-Racist, Ella wrote a reflection that captured those conflicting feelings of not

knowing and knowing, feeling powerless and powerful. Tiffany Jewel had given the

metaphor of swimming against a current and riding in a speedboat for students to use in

their response about how they felt (Jewell, 2020):
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I sometimes feel like I am swimming and a current is pulling me back
because sometimes I just think that I am too young to do anything. But
there are times when I feel like I am a speedboat faster than everyone
sharing my ideas and making signs and posters. And making a difference!
(Ella, 1/7/21)

Ella’s poster for the DEI contest in the district also reflected Ella’s understanding of the

systemic nature of racism, writing “Everyone is welcomed!” acknowledging that some do

not feel welcome.

Figure 5

Ella’s poster for DEI contest

Now returning to Mark. Despite Mark’s lack of hope that the inquiry group

research on Black Lives Matter would have any impact, Mark still dreamed big at the end

of the group’s letter to the principal. He wrote:

African Americans have been mistreated for hundreds of years. If we
teach elementary school kids about what has happened, they may be able
to help make a change. They could stop the killing of African Americans
or stand up for what is right. They also could help repay African
Americans. After all, they are the future. (April, BLM)
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Mark was addressing the need for systemic change as he pushed for social change

through the letter.

Another White student, Sam wrote, “I feel like if I do something, it will not

change much but it will make a crack to tear down a wall.” (Sam, This Book Is

Anti-Racist - Ch. 11, Take Action) Sam, like Ella and Mark, was concerned with the

impact of his action. But he also was acknowledging that the action will make an impact,

a crack, and that’s also something. Perhaps, a start, to taking on the reformer role.

Ethan, a mixed-race student, had different comfort levels with taking action

depending on who the people were he was sharing information with. He wrote:

I could tell some people how bad racism is. I feel comfortable telling my friends

about it. Something that is above my comfort level is writing something like an article

and sharing it with people that I don’t know. Maybe I could read some articles and

someone could go over them with me. (This Book Is Anti-Racist - Ch. 11 Take Action)

Ethan knew he needed practice as well as a supportive audience in order to get to the

point of taking action and continue to move from conformist to reformer.

Anne, a mixed-race student, however, had felt scared over the previous few

months, Fall to Winter 2020. Anne described:

A lot of darkness, and like, it’s like really scary. And like we're always
talking about like, like when we get older, like helping, and like, like
helping and like standing up to get like against like racial injustice like
that book we've read, but like the, the huge part of it is like how scary it is
like, go in the world and like raise your voice against like powerful people
who are saying things against you.  (Anne Jan 28)
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Anne was responding to This Book Is Anti-Racist and sharing her fear. But then she

referenced Amanda Gorman’s poem from President Biden’s inauguration:

So yeah, so I think it was cool how, if only we were brave enough to see it,
if only we were brave enough to take a close look at the world and
recognize that it's not like okay, and then like, then like, Take the chance
to like help. You know when you started. I think just recently, like during
COVID there was so much time just like think you know, you had nothing
to do. So like, here was like a whole new perspective on the world, or
people you can talk to as well. (Anne Jan 28)

Anne was getting much needed inspiration from Amanda Gorman, her poetry and the

class talking about poetry. All of this was helping Anne not stay in that place of darkness

she had described, but instead, learning, questioning, and taking action with others,

moving towards taking on the role of reformer.

Eli, a White student, offered some thoughts on taking action, why people didn't

take action, and the power of collective action, while he responded to Dr. King’s speech

to the NAACP (1956):

People need to work together because they're stronger together… I don't
care what happens, I just want to I don't care what if there's consequences I
just want to do this because it's the right thing. And if everyone decides to
do that, then it would be fixed very quickly, but since people are afraid to
start a cause or join a cause, that then people may be angry about and then
get, and then they may get hurt.. people do not want to be alone or with a
small group of people, against a giant group of people… (Discussion:
Cohort B part 2 Dr King speech NAACP 1956 Jan 15)

Though he could understand why people didn’t always take action, he understood the

power of collective action and the need for taking on the role of reformer.

Finally, we need to return to Dr. Love, freedom dreaming, and a letter Anne, a

mixed-race student, wrote to George Floyd:
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Dear George Floyd,
Can you breathe now? I hope so. I wanted to give you an update on the
world so here it is. Well, first of all, I want you to know your impact.
Throughout the whole country, beautiful pieces of artwork flood the
streets. Colors swirl and things are lit up, but in a sort of empowering way.
People say you can breathe now, is that true? Do you remember those 9
minutes? Oh yeah, and the protests. Cardboard signs are held up high.
Men, women, and children sing and chant for justice. Your story has been
told. I will keep telling it. Those nine minutes will be recognized and not
forgotten. So, now that you’re caught up, I will state my wish in honor of
you and every Black man,woman, and child that feared, hurt, protested,
marched, cried, and bled for equality. Especially those whose spirits rise
and are left to roam and spectate the chaos. (Anne, Feedback Friday, Nov.
6-Nov. 13)

In January, Anne responded to questions about a chapter in Tiffany Jewell’s book, This

Book Is Anti-Racist. She wrote, “I feel like I would love to start writing pieces like

Tiffany Jewell on some heavier topics, to get the word out.” She then writes, “I am

willing to speak out more publicly, but that can be scary to a kid based on some recent

events in the world.” (Anne, January, This Book Is Anti-Racist, Ch. 11 Take Action)

Anne’s knowledge of the physical risk involved with speaking out, as well as her

knowledge of the issues, led her to consider continuing to use writing as a way to take

action and take on the role of reformer.

Elizabeth, a White student, also loved to write and wrote a poem that she read for

our all school Black Lives Matter Zoom. Elizabeth was incredibly nervous to read her

poem on zoom for so many people, but she was also very committed to this social action

and taking on the role of reformer, sharing the poem and the message with the school.

Elizabeth was always committed to whatever she did, whether it was for the class, for an
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assignment, or for her friends. Committing to sharing her poem with the school for Black

Lives Matter day, Elizabeth accomplished this. Here’s her poem:

If only the storm was over

There is a big storm over us.
It's not over yet.
So it’s up to us to ask ourselves
if we want to stay inside and wait until it is over,
Or use an umbrella to fight it.
To use our voices as shields,
Just like Martin Harriet Ralph
And so many more once did.
Against the heavy raindrops of injustice.
And someday, the dawn will come with the sun
It will dry the tears and blood that have stained this land.
If only this storm was over (Our poetry for BLM day, Elizabeth)

Finally, let’s return to Nancy, a White student, who so frequently took on the

non-member role. On a spring morning, April 21st, we were outside sitting in a circle on

the blacktop, so we could have a morning meeting, safely facing each other during the

pandemic. Derek Chauvin, the White police officer who had murdered George Floyd, had

been found guilty on all three counts the day before. I wondered if anyone was going to

bring it up as we talked about what’s in our news. One student brought it up and talked

about knowing exactly where he was playing with his friends when he heard the news.

The class went around the circle talking about George Floyd’s murder by Derek Chauvin,

about how not all police officers are bad, about family members of students who are

police officers.

And Nancy, who usually does not participate, ended the conversation by offering

social action for her whole generation to follow, taking on a reformer role. She explained
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how Gen Z needs to solve these issues and problems (4/21 Nancy). On that spring

morning, Nancy went from taking on a role of non-member to one of member, naif to

dreamer, and conformist to reformer, imagining her whole generation taking action to

solve the issues and problems of older generations. This was an exciting change from the

less participatory roles Nancy usually took on to a role of sharing, dreaming, and taking

action.
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CHAPTER 5: IMPLICATIONS

I wanted to learn how critical literacy impacted my teaching and my students over

the course of a year. I used an action teacher research approach to learn more about my

own experience, developing and teaching a curriculum centered on critical literacy, and to

learn how my students experienced the critical literacy curriculum.

In order to better understand the classroom culture and the impact of a critical

literacy curriculum, I used the following three lenses to analyze the data I collected

during the school year for over eight months (October 2020-May 2021): student focus,

nature of student engagement, and student positionality. I kept a daily reflective journal,

monthly transcriptions of classroom discussions and collection of student work, as well

as monthly transcriptions of interviews with students. In addition, I met monthly with two

colleagues to reflect on how we were enacting critical literacy in our classrooms. For my

initial coding, I looked at student focus, and after coding over 2,000 pieces of data using

fifty-two initial codes for student focus based on what they were doing or focusing on, I

then grouped these codes into six categories.

Most of the data could be classified as Community Building (40%), a common

focus of most elementary classrooms. However, the categories Reading the World (15%)

and Social Action (16%) indicate a difference between an elementary classroom that is

incorporating critical literacy and one that is not, and about a third of the student focus

data accounts for that difference. The focus in the classroom on both past and current

events through teacher-led and student-led discussions and questioning of texts and

events was an important part of Reading the World and Social Action. In addition, having
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examples of changemakers to inspire students and foster hope also was important.

Finally, developing empathy through our critical literacy work was an important part of

Reading the World and Social Action student focus data. Students showed they cared

deeply about many topics and also, as a community, were developing criticality.

In contrast to the student focus data, much more of the teacher focus data, almost

half, focused on critical literacy (Reading the World 38%, Preparing for teaching with an

equity lens 8%, Understanding district stance on equity 7%). This makes sense since I am

at the beginning of my journey as a teacher incorporating critical literacy into my

fifth-grade classroom. I had to spend a lot more time researching topics, finding text

choices to bring a range of perspectives into our classroom beyond my own, and reaching

out to colleagues to get advice.

I did a second coding to look at the nature of engagement and scored each piece

of data 1 (low), 2 (medium), or 3 (high), depending on the student’s engagement level.

For low (1), I looked at if the student’s answers were short or if the student needed

encouragement. For high (3), I noticed if the student was giving a lot of examples and

was leading the conversation. It was exciting to see the mean for this coding was 2.8 out

of 3, indicating that across my data, most students most of the time seemed to be highly

engaged. Discussions in the form of the whole class and small groups –book clubs and

inquiry groups– seemed to be at the heart of this engagement.

In order to learn more about engagement from those students who were less

engaged, I looked at six students who had the lowest level of engagement (1’s and 2’s). I

also looked at lower engagement levels by activity (1’s and 2’s). Building community
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again seemed to impact engagement levels. Without feeling part of the community, the

student seemed to be less engaged and less interested in questioning, analyzing, and

taking action. However, a number of students seemed to become more engaged and more

part of the community across the year and across activities.

Finally, with the third lens, positionality, I looked at the roles students took across

the year, based on my interviews with them over the year. This led me to think about the

relationships across three dimensions: community roles (member/non-member),

knowledge of social issues (naif/dreamer) and social action (conformist/reformer).

Most students took on member roles most of the time, feeling part of the

community and understanding the expectations. When students took a non-member role,

they seemed to lack comfort with the classroom community or the content, while students

as members appreciated the collaboration and the social, emotional, and academic

support they received from one another.

Students fell along a spectrum of knowledge of social issues, moving from naif or

accepting to dreamer, and everywhere in between. These social issues included racism,

LGBTQ+ community, and women’s pay, to name a few. Depending where each student

was on the knowledge spectrum, they might have taken on a naif role not knowing or

questioning or taking on a dreamer role and dreaming how the world could be otherwise.

Finally, when looking at the social action spectrum, how much a student had

developed criticality seemed to directly impact how much action they took or how much

of a reformer role they took on. From taking on a conformist role or maintaining status

quo to reformer or taking action, students fell all along this spectrum, sometimes learning
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about a changemaker as a role model, sometimes discussing the possibility for change,

and sometimes, on their own or with a group, taking action to affect change.

Implications for Teaching

Kids Can Handle It: No Need to Worry

There are often fears about bringing critical literacy into elementary school

classrooms. These fears might stem from the teacher’s fear that they do not know enough,

that parents or administrators will react negatively, or that students aren’t ready to learn

about topics such as race or gender. My research, however, showed that not only did my

fifth-graders have the maturity needed to handle critical literacy, but they were also

highly engaged in the work and had a lot to teach and learn from one another.

First, the fact that Building Community (combination of Sharing Experiences and

Exploring Identities) was almost half of the data (40%) for student focus and Reading and

Writing Workshop (combination of Doing Research and Evaluating Curricular Content)

was almost a third (29%) might help to allay teacher, parent, and administration worries

about bringing critical literacy into the classroom since these are valued parts of many

elementary classrooms. In addition, the average level of engagement of students was 2.8

out of 3, measuring engagement from 1 to 3, and student engagement is highly valued by

all stakeholders.

When given a choice of topics for their persuasive inquiry group, students chose a

variety, including what some administrators and parents and teachers might consider

“mature” topics such as gun violence,racism, and LGBTQ+ community. After giving

each family a chance to decide if these topics were acceptable for their child to study, I
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supported my students’ research in inquiry groups, helping them narrow their focus,

gather information, decide on their claim, find evidence to support that claim, analyze

and discuss their arguments and research as a group, and use the information to write to

persuade an authentic audience.

Not only were students highly engaged, but they also collaborated, shared, taught,

and learned from one another. All of this afforded a lot of small group discussion,

collaboration, writing and revising together, as well as questioning, analyzing, disrupting,

and dreaming. Students talked about appreciating learning about issues around race,

gender, ability, and class including Black Lives Matter, LGBTQ+, immigration, and

disability, through their book club books and persuasive inquiry research.

Even when looking across students with lower levels of engagement (1’s and 2’s)

and across activities coded with 1’s and 2’s, I saw growing engagement over the year.

Let’s start with the student who seemed the most disengaged throughout the year and also

received the most 1’s and 2’s from coding level of engagement, Nancy. She talked about

not liking many of the classroom activities, and she was sometimes struggling

academically. Yet Nancy, in one of our spring discussions, called for her peers to take

action and make things better after a morning meeting discussion of the sentencing of

Derek Chauvin. Despite her hesitancy about being a part of the classroom community

throughout the year, here she was taking on a leadership role, addressing a very

challenging topic, police violence and murder of Black people. Nancy chose to

participate in a difficult discussion, despite choosing for many of the other discussions to
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stay silent. Even Nancy showed how she could handle this sensitive topic when she chose

to.

Building Community Is an Essential Prerequisite

The coded student focus data for community building (40%) highlighted the sheer

volume of community building that was happening in my classroom. Students built

community through peer collaboration. They shared experiences through discussion and

play. They opened up about their feelings and perspectives and developed friendships and

empathy. Students had opportunities to talk about issues, share their ideas, work with

their peers, question, disrupt, dream, and take action. Without building community,

critical literacy could not have happened.

In class discussions, some students appreciated this time to practice speaking

aloud and sharing with their peers while others responded. Some taught the class about

issues related to race and gender, often speaking from their knowledge and experiences.

This gave students a chance to disrupt some of the norms of elementary school including

not talking about race and privilege and gender and dominant cultures. The discussions

also allowed other students to learn from students who experience being in a

marginalized group or have family members who experience being in a marginalized

group or are interested in social justice issues while also being a member of dominant

cultures.

However, before this practicing, sharing and teaching can happen, the classroom

community needs to have been built. In order for book clubs to work through conflicts,

their members need to already feel close enough to each other that they can talk about the
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conflict and work towards a resolution. Students need to trust the teacher and each other

in order to do the critical literacy work of questioning, analyzing, disrupting, and working

towards change.

Working from Sara K. Ahmed’s Being the Change’s idea of circles of

responsibility, this became an important part of our community building. After talking

about our own identities, identities people put on us and pushing back on these,

recognizing and experiencing microaggressions, we talked about What’s In Our News

and noticed how what we think about as our news is impacted by our identities. We then

talked about our circles of responsibility and how these can change and grow as we feel

more responsibility for more people and groups of people, including our classmates. This

work also helped students feel both a sense of responsibility and also understand the

power we had to effect change, on our own and together, within our classroom

community.

Students built community through discussions. Sometimes these discussions were

with their book clubs, talking about main characters’ identities across race, class,

immigration, and disability. They enjoyed whole class discussions on topics they hadn’t

previously talked a lot about in elementary classrooms, including issues around gender

and race. As a class, we shared what was in our news, personal, local, national, and

international. Working in small inquiry groups on their persuasive writing, students were

given the opportunity to choose their topics. Most students were passionate about the

topic and had strong opinions about what needed to change and shared this with their

peers.. Anne spoke about how helpful it was to have authentic audiences to write for and
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time to discuss the topics with her peers. She also appreciated that we read and talked

about topics such as LGBTQ+ and Black Lives Matter which gave her and other students

the chance to discuss serious topics and “spread her voice” and share her opinions with

her peers.

All of this community building each day and across the school year supported our

inquiry research and persuasive writing unit in which students were looking at a way to

impact an issue they felt strongly about. These inquiry groups worked together to

research and write a persuasive piece to an authentic audience in order to address an

issue, such as the gender pay gap in sports, othering the LGBTQ+ community in

elementary schools, and the importance of wearing masks. Without the community

building all year, leading up to this spring project, critical literacy would have been much

more difficult, if not impossible.

Text Selection is Key

At the end of the year, Anne wrote in her feedback to me, “Keep reading diverse

books! This makes sure everyone feels safe. Also keep relating to the kids and letting

them share stories (sometimes just listening is all someone needs).” (June reflections) If

any teacher anywhere needed a reason to do an equity library audit, Anne has given us

that reason - to help foster a sense of safety for students. For White teachers, like myself

and 79% of U.S. elementary schools (nces.ed.gov), this idea of needing to feel safe in a

classroom, and in my case, in a classroom in a predominantly White school, might not

occur to us. Even doing this research and learning about critical literacy, the primary

reason I was including a variety of authors across racial, gender, immigration, and ability
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identities was so students could learn from many perspectives as well as see themselves

in the books we read. I was thinking about this helping them grow their circles of

responsibility and celebrate their own identities. I was thinking about helping to

normalize discussion around topics that were not discussed in elementary school and

hoped this would lead to more acceptance. I wasn’t explicitly thinking about helping

students to feel safe. But Anne’s feedback made me realize how important on a very basic

level text choice is for students whose identities are being marginalized on a daily basis.

This reminds me of Ingrid’s comment during our class discussion of Melissa

about the higher suicide rate of transgender students. The basic human need and right of

safety should be at the forefront of the mind of every teacher, family member, and

administrator when making decisions around text choice in elementary classrooms.

Students, at the very least, need to feel safe, as Anne pointed out.

Tilly also responded in an interview when asked if Melissa should be read aloud

to future 5th graders:

Yes. Kids need to know about this topic. Some kids don’t even know what
the word LGBTQ+ means. They need to know about it. They also need to
be comfortable about it. You don’t want them to grow up thinking it’s not
okay to be part of the LGBTQ community and when one of them is part of
the community, they need to celebrate it and be who they really are.
School should be a safe place. (5/10/21, Teacher reflection)

Tilly goes from advocating for the safety for all students at school to celebrating the

identities of all students. Hannah takes this one step further when thinking about text

selection and supporting students in marginalized communities. When she answers my

question if Melissa should be read to future 5th graders, she answers:
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I would not. Instead, I would recommend a book where being transgender,
being LGBTQ+ was normal. It was just there. This book is a good first
step towards raising awareness for LGBTQ, but that is what the whole
book is about. I would recommend a book where LGBTQ+ was normal.
(5/10/21, Teacher reflection)

As a fifth grader, Hannah identifies the ideal that teachers can work towards, when our

classroom libraries and read alouds reflect and represent all students’ identities,

particularly students in marginalized communities such as LGBTQ+, students of color,

Muslim students, and students with disabilities in my predominantly White, able bodied,

Christian school district.

I selected texts written by authors of color, knowing my students probably had

read and would go on to read mostly books by White authors. The books I chose included

The Season of Styx Malone by Kekla Magoon, a coming-of-age adventure with three

Black boys as the main characters; This Book is Anti-Racist by Tiffany Jewel to learn

about racism and how to disrupt it; Amanda Gorman’s The Hill We Climb, which inspired

a lot of discussion around activism; Christina Soontornva’s All Thirteen: The Incredible

Cave Rescue of the Thai Boys’ Soccer Team , a gripping informational mentor text;

Melissa by Alex Gino, a read aloud that led to many discussions about being transgender;

Milo Imagines the World by Matt de la Peña, a picture book that helped us see the

stereotypes we bring to books we read.

As Anne reminded me, text selection is key to critical literacy.

The Workshop Approach: Supporting Critical Literacy

This research shows how a reading and writing workshop curriculum can support

critical literacy work. The workshop approach allows for student and teacher book
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selections. The lively book club discussions can be attributed to the fact that students had

a variety of texts to choose to read. These books supported and encouraged discussions

around identities of the main characters including race, immigration status, class, and

ability. Students talked about the characters and how they did or did not share their own

identities and experiences and how they learned from these characters.

The teacher needs to be able to make choices around authors, texts, and topics that

support students’ understanding of criticality and also build on their interests and

questions. Like Vasquez, as a teacher, I need to afford opportunities for my students to

develop certain skills and dispositions to grow their awareness of criticality. A workshop

approach allows for these teacher choices.

All of the critical literacy work can help students gain skills and dispositions so

they are questioning, analyzing, and taking action. The inquiry groups, as well as the

texts and discussions, offered students a lot of support, and most students appreciated the

groups and the classroom as a place to share ,work ,plan,write, and question together. The

more students understand criticality, the more they will have reason to take action.

Students seemed to have varying degrees of experience sharing about different

topics with their peers, so time and opportunities to discuss were important, in order to

build community and increase students’ ability to collaborate. The workshop approach

gave students time to read, think, write, and share in partnerships, small groups, and

whole class discussions. It encouraged students to take an active role in their learning,

which is also important in critical literacy since students are expected to ask questions

and analyze, and, at times, effect change.
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Making Mistakes: Othering

Though I haven’t focused a lot on my own identity and the specific identities of

my students, in order to protect their identities, our identities made a huge impact in the

critical literacy work we did. Throughout the year, we talked about our own identities.

Sara K. Ahmed’s Being the Change helped us think about how our identities impacted

how we saw the world around us and how we were seen by others. Tiffany Jewel’s This

Book Is Anti-Racist helped us understand and talk about the differences between

dominant and marginalized groups and how this power differential impacts our identities.

We brought these understandings into our class discussions of texts and current events

and book club discussions. Generally, students talked about appreciating these open

discussions around identity, which they had rarely if ever experienced before in

elementary classrooms. They also reflected on how they felt ready for these discussions

now they were in fifth grade.

By the spring, students were frequently sharing with the class events from the

news. After the murder of eight Asian women, two students of color in our class talked

about that news as scary for themselves and their families. In response, I wanted to

celebrate the diversity of Asian-American cultures. I chose a heartwarming read aloud by

Marge Respicio, a Filipino-American author, Any Day With You, in which Kaia, the main

character, makes a movie with her friends that is inspired by the Filipino folktales her

Tatang, great grandfather, has shared with her. We also learned some Asian American

history, including the experiences of Chinese railroad workers in the United States and

the history of Chinatown. When I asked Asian-American and multi-racial students in my
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class if they would like to share about their Asian American family experiences, four of

the five students chose to share. One brought a piece of clothing from home. Another

wrote out what she planned to say to us after interviewing her mom. Another student

shared about her dad wanting to fit in and be seen as American. At the time, I thought the

kids who shared had enjoyed sharing and the class audience listened appreciatively,

asking questions and clapping after each share.

However, about a month or so later, at the end of the year, when I asked for

feedback from the class about what I had done that had been helpful and had not been

helpful, two  multi-racial students  both wrote they did not appreciate being asked to do

this. One student wrote that I should not have all the Asian American and multi-racial

kids share again next year and talk about their differences from White students.  The

other student wrote, “Please make sure you don’t single kids out! This puts everyone in a

position where they put up a wall and feel uncomfortable around you and their peers.”

(June reflections, students)

I had no idea of the impact of this activity on these students. I had been trying to

celebrate Asian American diversity, but instead I unknowingly caused these students to

feel othered. I only learned about my mistake because I asked for feedback much later.

Inviting students’ identities explicitly into the classroom is hard and messy work; even

with the best intentions, despite my thinking that sharing would be joyful, I put my Asian

American and multi-racial students in an uncomfortable position and caused harm.

In retrospect, I should have asked all my students to share. This could have been a

community building activity at the start of the year, to interview families and share
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something fun that’s special to each family. Making this a voluntary activity would also

allow students to choose to share or not. Reading Marge Respicio’s book, Any Day With

You, taught us about Filipino culture, and learning about Thai culture through

Soontornva’s book All Thirteen, was a more helpful response to my Asian-American and

multi-racial students’ fear and concern over Asian American hate and hate crimes.

Returning to Anne’s quote, “Keep reading diverse books! This makes sure

everyone feels safe. Also keep relating to the kids and letting them share stories

(sometimes just listening is all someone needs).” (June reflections) This could also have

been my response - to just listen to my students share their fear after hearing about the

murders of the eight Asian women.

Asking our students for feedback is essential in a classroom where critical literacy

is occurring. Teachers are bound to make some mistakes, but asking for feedback can

show your students that you are human and also give you a chance to repair relationships.

There has to be an acceptance of discomfort when doing this work and also an

acknowledgement of possible discomfort of children in marginalized groups. I hope my

mistakes will be fewer and the impact on my students will be more joyful and affirming

each day as, together, we bring critical literacy into our classroom.

Implications for Research

Larger Study of Critical Literacy: White Suburban Elementary Schools

Given how compatible the workshop approach is with critical literacy and the

high level of student engagement I found, I would love to see a larger study of critical

literacy in classrooms in predominantly White suburban elementary schools that are
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using a reading and writing workshop approach. Since it would be a larger study, I think

it would need to be more focused than my action teacher research. Instead, the study

across schools in elementary classrooms where teachers are already doing critical literacy

could focus on what is working in their classroom around one aspect.

This focus could be around students’ positionality and looking at the knowledge

spectrum around social issues from accepting to dreaming. The research questions could

be: 1) Where do your students fall on this spectrum? 2) What are you doing that impacts

where they are on this spectrum? 3) What challenges do the students face doing this

work? 4) What challenges does the teacher face? 5) What successes are the students

reaching? 6) What successes are the teachers reaching?

The collected data could be interviews with students and teachers, surveys, and

samples of student work. Given the large number of students and teachers participating,

identities would be much more easily hidden than they are in a study within one

classroom. As a result, demographics could also be studied to see the impacts of critical

literacy across predominantly White suburban elementary schools, including age, race,

class, gender, immigration status, and disability.

Critical Literacy During Non-Pandemic Time

It would be helpful to continue to research critical literacy within elementary

school classrooms in non-pandemic time. This research began just after my school

district began a hybrid model of teaching. My class was split into two cohorts, with each

cohort coming to school two days a week and learning online both synchronously and
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asynchronously the other three days a week. In March 2021, all students returned to

school so the two cohorts became one classroom.

All of this disruption impacted our critical literacy experience and my research,

particularly the social distancing requirements, the plastic desk shields, the need to go

outside in order to sit in a circle, and the inability to sit on a rug, in addition to my

exhaustion managing all of this. So much of what we do in an elementary classroom

involves close proximity to one another, and this was not how we were allowed to be in

the classroom last year. I expect that the Covid-19 restrictions limited community

building in my classroom, so it is remarkable that community building still proved a

foundational component of our work together.

Critical Literacy: Urban and Suburban Elementary Schools

It would also be fruitful to compare how critical literacy is taught and experienced

in an urban elementary school versus a suburban elementary school. Such a study could

explore how demographics such as a student’s race, class, language, ability, immigration

status, and gender impact how critical literacy works in the classroom. Using the same

three lenses I used–focus, nature of engagement, and positionality– could help to focus

the data collection while maintaining a wide enough lens to learn from the various

contexts and demographic groups.

It would be important to find an urban elementary school and a suburban

elementary school that is already incorporating critical literacy so the wider lenses of

focus, nature of engagement, and positionality could yield rich data around how critical

literacy looks in those two different school contexts. Since the research would be
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happening across multiple classrooms within each school, the demographic data could be

analyzed and identities of students would still be protected.

In addition, case studies of individual students that look at their progression over a

year’s worth of critical conversations would be another way to learn about critical literacy

in elementary classrooms across different school contexts.

Critical Literacy: Teacher Identities

In addition, it would be helpful to also look at how teachers’ identities impact

critical literacy in the elementary classroom and across schools and districts. My

African-American colleague, who I met with once a month along with a White colleague,

frequently taught my White colleague and me by sharing her experiences from her

elementary classroom. As a Black teacher in a predominantly White elementary school,

she brings her day-to-day experiences to her critical literacy work, particularly around

racial equity; she is also a fierce advocate for all children who are not feeling a sense of

belonging in the school. She founded a community group of teachers and community

members that works to address this marginalization based on identity within our school

and across the schools in the district. A lot of my own understanding of critical literacy

within my classroom and the need for change across our school district has come from

working with both of these colleagues.

As I continue to do this work, I would like to investigate in greater detail the

impact of Whiteness on the critical literacy work White teachers do in elementary

classrooms, particularly in predominantly White schools. This kind of investigation

would help teachers like me become more culturally proficient, particularly with my
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students of color. This understanding would be an important part of this study of teacher

identities and critical literacy.

This study could be a larger study across all types of elementary schools, urban,

suburban, private, public, large, small, that relies on data from teacher surveys to answer

the research question: how does a teacher’s identity impact critical literacy work in the

classroom? The demographic data of the teachers and the schools could be analyzed

along with the survey answers. The research would be based on teacher perceptions of

identity, but it could give a helpful overview of how these perceptions relate to critical

literacy work, as the teacher perceives it. Smaller follow up research could happen at

those schools where teachers are perceiving a positive impact of their identity on the

critical literacy work, to learn more about how this work looks in a school where there is

a perception of teacher identities having a positive impact on the critical literacy work.

Critical Literacy: How Change Happens

Research is needed to look at how change happens across a school district that is

doing critical literacy work in order to help address the systemic nature of the

marginalization of students because of their identities.

What supports can be in place for teachers as they adopt critical literacy

practices?  What can principals, curriculum supervisors, and superintendents do to

support teachers as they develop and implement curriculum? What are best practices to

help teachers who are reluctant to embrace critical literacy practices? How can all

stakeholders, including children, families and community members, work together to

support critical literacy?
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One way to identify these schools could be to reach out to school districts, urban

and suburban, that have worked with HILL Pedagogies, an educational consulting

company that Dr. Gholdy Muhammad leads using culturally and historically responsive

education for youth who have been underserved in schools. If the entire district has been

trained, this would indicate the district is fully committed to critical literacy across all

grades. The data could be gathered from teacher and student interviews and, if the study

is large enough, observations in classrooms, as well. Demographic data could be included

in the analysis.

Critical Literacy: Family Influence is Big

Finally, throughout my research, I noticed how much influence families have on

their children’s interests, passions, and views on social justice. Many students came to my

classroom already interested in social justice, while other students hadn’t thought much

about it. Although it didn’t happen during this year of research, in past years families

have questioned my book choices. For example, one parent was upset when his son chose

Ghost Boys for a book group, believing it was inappropriate for their eleven year-old

child to read about a child getting shot by a police officer. All across the United States

right now, families are questioning and demanding the removal of certain books from

classroom and school libraries because they are seen as inappropriate for school (ALA

News, 2021).

Future research around critical literacy that includes families would yield

invaluable information. This could be follow up research in my own school district or at

other school districts where critical literacy is being taught in elementary schools. A
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primary research question I have: Has any of the critical literacy work that your child has

done (reading and discussing a book, class discussion, research and writing, asking

questions, effecting change) changed their thinking or your thinking? If so, how?

Returning to my classroom

The work that I’ve begun here would certainly be enriched by other kinds of

research carried out by other researchers, but, in closing, what I’ve come to understand is

how the systematic observation of critical literacy in my classroom allowed me to hear,

listen to, and learn from my students’ voices in ways I have never before been able to,

despite my commitment to honoring students’ voices over my more than twenty year

teaching career. In the context of this study, I asked my students to reflect and explain

during interviews. I listened carefully to our class discussions and heard their voices

come together. In short, I attended to my students more deeply than I ever have before.

And, in turn, I attended to my own self more closely than I ever have before. In addition

to seeing my students connecting, questioning, teaching, and listening, I also saw my

assumptions and my mistakes and emerged with an even deeper commitment to

continuing this work with myself, my students, and my colleagues. We learn from one

another, if we are listening.
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APPENDIX A

TYPICAL DAY

Throughout the day, students leave for 30-45 minutes at a time to go to instrument

lessons, learning support, and guidance support. We spent more time than we usually do

outside because of the pandemic as a way to reduce chances of Covid spreading. This

outdoor time was weather dependent, but my class went outside most days throughout the

year.

During the hybrid model, there were 11 or 12 students in each cohort. When we came

back together in March, two students who had been learning online joined our class so we

had 25 students. I highlighted parts of the day in which we did critical literacy.

8:45 AM Welcome class (students unpack, Morning work, ie. gratitude journal,

reflection…)

9:00 AM Morning meeting (Responsive classroom morning meeting with a greeting, an

activity, and a share. This share was often “What’s in your news?” from Sara K. Ahmed’s

Being the Change. This would frequently lead to a discussion of current events in

addition to a sharing of personal news. )

9:20 AM Snack / Morning recess (Pre-pandemic, 5th graders did not have morning

recess, but in order to allow students to eat their snacks socially distanced, having a

morning recess worked out and contributed to class community building, as well,

throughout the year, both during our hybrid model and after all students had returned to

the classroom together.)
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9:45 AM Math (We use Math in Focus or Singapore Math and the fifth grade classes are

leveled so there is an on-level class and an enriched class that compacts the curriculum

and also does more higher level problem solving throughout the year. I teach the on-level

class. We focus on a few concepts within a topic. For example, in a unit on angles, the

concepts include: the sum of the angles on a line is 180 degrees; the sum of the angles

around a point is 360 degrees; vertical angles equal each other. Sometimes, we use

manipulatives and tools to help students understand the concept. The work is a

combination of hands-on activities, teacher modeling thinking, students practicing and

students applying. Students work on their own, with partners, and with small groups.

Students are tested after each unit. They have daily math homework to practice the skills

they learned in class that day.)

10:45 AM Reading Workshop (We follow Teachers College/Calkins Reading/Writing

workshop approach, focusing on three genres throughout the year: narrative,

informational and persuasive. Reading and writing workshops are often integrated. For

example, we are reading books during the reading workshop that are mentor texts for our

writing during the writing workshop. This might be a read aloud chapter book during our

narrative unit such as The Season of Styx Malone by Kekla Magoon in which, in addition

to looking at the elements of a narrative, including characters, setting, conflict, climax,

falling action, and resolution, we also talked about how the main characters, two African

American brothers, are protected by their father who grew up in a city and doesn’t want

his sons to face racist police violence. Or during our persuasive writing unit, we looked at

mentor texts children wrote addressing issues of race and gender and climate activism.
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Students also meet in book clubs reading books that look at issues around race, gender,

class, immigration, and ability. They write reflections and discuss their observations,

thoughts, and questions with their book clubs two to three times a week. In addition,

students read independent reading books that they choose. I do my best to include in my

classroom library books that reflect students’ identities and help them understand

identities that are different from their own, building empathy. Sometimes, I choose read

aloud books based on student requests which is what led me to read Melissa by Alex

Gino in response to students wanting more LGBTQ+ books read in elementary schools.

Also, we read picture books throughout the year to study different genres and also to

learn about specific people and historical and current events that support class

discussions. We also look at videos of speeches to study content or genre.

11:45AM Recess/Lunch

12:30 PM Special (Music, Library, Gym, or Art)

1:10 PM Science/Social Studies (We usually do a social studies unit and then a science

unit, going back and forth throughout the year. One social studies unit is based on The

Indigenous People’s History of the United States by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz. Another

looks at American history focusing on Civil Rights, Dr. King, and Black Lives Matter.

We watch videos, read texts together, discuss, and write poetry in response to what we are

learning. The science units include learning about the scientific method through units

such as floating and sinking, microworlds, and ecosystems. We do experiments, make

observations, gather data, and draw conclusions.
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1:45 PM Writing workshop (We focus on the writing process - brainstorming, drafting,

revising, editing, and publishing. Throughout the year, students use mentor texts from our

reading workshop to help them with their own writing as they learn how to develop the

genre specific writing skills. We have teacher conferences throughout the year. I meet

with each student about once a week to discuss their writing and help them work towards

their writing goals. We use writing checklists to support this work. We frequently share

writing weekly, doing Feedback Fridays, in which each of us puts out our writing and we

go around and read each other’s writing and leave written feedback: What’s working?

What to work on? Students choose topics throughout the year that are personal and of

interest to them. These topics can then become part of our discussions through our

morning meeting, What’s in our news?, share or through mentor text discussions.

2:45 PM Pack up / clean up / end of day share/check-in

3:00 PM Recess

3:20 PM Announcements

3:30 PM Dismissal
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APPENDIX B

SURVEY

1) Please rate the following, using a 1 to 7 scale:

(1=hate 2=strongly dislike 3=dislike 4=neutral 5=like 6=strongly like 7=love)

■ Reading

■ Writing

■ Talking

■ Arguing

■ Playing

■ Researching

■ Competing

■ Collaborating

2) Write a paragraph about something you think is unfair, what you did about it, and

what helped you respond that way.

3) What’s the most meaningful book you’ve read in the last couple of months?

Please explain why it was meaningful to you.

4) What topic do you care a lot about and why?

5) Think of a time when you were misunderstood. What happened? What did you do

in response?

6) How do you get your voice to be heard?

7) Choose the three most important parts of who you are and explain why.
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8) What do you do when something is unfair?
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APPENDIX C

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW

I will ask questions like the following, including additional follow-up questions as

needed:

1) If I saw a student questioning a topic or activity, I’d ask:

● What is drawing you to this (topic/activity)?

○ Tell me more about that.

● What made you think to ask that question?

○ Tell me more about that.

2) If I saw a student analyzing a topic or activity, I’d ask:

● Tell me what you are thinking about this (topic/activity) and how did you come to

think that?

○ Tell me more about that.

3) If I saw a student reflecting on an aspect of the student’s identity, I’d ask:

● What led you to reflect on your identity?

○ Tell me more about that.

158



APPENDIX D

5TH GRADE CRITICAL LITERACY THROUGH READING AND WRITING

WORKSHOP

Fall- Start of
School to
mid-October

Fall
(mid-October to
winter break)

Winter (winter
break to spring
break)

Spring (spring
break to end of
year)

Essential
Questions

1) Who am I? 2) How does my
bias affect how I
see others and
how others see
me?

3) How does my
circle of
responsibility
grow?

4) How do we
support each
other?

Genres Poetry Informational Persuasive Narrative

Community
building

Establishing
community
mission
statement,
routines

Exploring our
identities
One Green Apple;
The Day You
Begin; What
makes up a
person’s identity?

Identity Webs -
Being the Change

Identity Bags - J.
Lifshitz

Teacher
kid-watching /
Students’
questions →
1) social critique
2) social analysis
3) social action

Understanding
Bias
Assumptions
Stereotypes
Bias
Microaggression
s
Becoming Better
Informed

Helping Students
Confront and
Examine Their
Own Biases
Using the Images
on Covers of
Picture Books

Your name is not
a mistake

Systemic Racism

This Is Us Star

Circles of
responsibility
Finding humanity
in ourselves and
others
Progress with
compassion

In Her Words

Upstanders and
Bystanders
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4) imagining that
the social world
could be otherwise
(Create an audit
trail→ public
discussion)

Ask Students How
They See
Themselves -
p.71-72,
Muhammad

Who are you
(partner exercise) -
p.73, Muhammad

Tell our name
stories - p.74-76,
Muhammad

CNN Heroes:
Pueblo Ballerina

My identity is a
superpower -- not
an obstacle

Listening with
Love (BTC)

SOCIAL
JUSTICE
STANDARDS

Teaching
Tolerance training
last August 2019

How Should I Talk
about Race in My
Mostly White
Classroom?

Civil Discourse:
FOSTERING
CIVIL
DISCOURSE

10 Ways Youth

Lonnie Chavis,
12, Shares His
Experiences with
Racism:
'America Needs
to Change'

Equity, Identity,
and Art

BLM visuals
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Can Engage in
Activism

Woke
Kindergarten:
Home

Reading
and
Writing
Workshop

Books!
Introduce self
through critical
texts - p.127,
Muhammad
Textual lineages  -
p.147-149,
Muhammad

Identifyin
g themes (1)
empathy/
understanding
first; 2) critical
analysis

Make
connections
(similar/different):

-home/sc
hool/community/w
orld

read-alou
ds - chapter books:

The
Season of Styx
Malone
(read-aloud) →
identity, family,
friendship

Front
Desk (read-aloud)
→ identity, family,
class, immigrants

Indian No
More (historic
fiction, termination
era, family,
courage, survival)

Mini-less
ons:

Classroo
m Library
Questionnaire

Critical
Reading Process:

Research
(Choose a topic as a
class to focus on
together)

Helping Students
Make Sense of
News Stories about
Bias and Injustice

Statistics in schools

Bree Newsome, The
Woman Who Took
Down a Confederate
Flag

Black
Lives Matter May
Be the Largest
Movement in U.S.
History

An
8-year-old organized
his own Black Lives
Matter protest.
Hundreds marched
alongside him.

https://www.nytimes
.com/2018/03/14/ins
ider/women-obituari
es.html?action=click
&pgtype=Homepage
&module=timesinsi
der&region=c-colu
mn-bottom-span-reg
ion

Remarkable People
We Overlooked in
Our Obituaries

Persuasive
Texts and Inquiry
Circle research

15 demands
ofeducation -
p.130, Muhammad

Critical open
letters - p.130-131,
Muhammad

Critical Literacy in
Today's World: -
Jess Lifshitz

Research a social
justice issues →
claim / persuade /
take action

Judging books by
their covers-
uncovering our
bias as readers-
Jess’s book cover
lesson

Identifying prior
knowledge,
potential
misconceptions,
opinions and
biases - J. Lifshitz

Synthesizing
WITHIN a Text -

Community
project
(performance,
community
activism)

read-aloud:

-Wolf Hollow
(historical
fiction)-
bullying,
upstanders
(read-aloud)

-The Boy Who
Harnessed the
Wind (heroic
inventors/scien
ce connection)
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Images- J. Lifshitz

Critical
reading: gender - J.
Lifshitz

Observati
ons on Gender and
Messages it Sends
-- Pottery Barn

Observati
ons, Evidence and
Interpretations on
Bias Noticed in
Fairy Tales - J.
Lifshitz

How
books can either
reinforce or push
us beyond the
stereotypes we
hold - J. Lifshitz

https://pa
dlet.com/jlifshitz/
BeyondOurBiases
2018 - J. Lifshitz

Overlooked: The
Woman Who
Brought Tennis to
America | The
Takeaway

Research
Critical Literacy in
Today's World: -
Jess Lifshitz

Teaching kids to see
what isn't there:
Learning to Read
Critically About
History- J. Lifshitzz

A More Complete
Understanding of
Martin Luther King
Jr. - Jess Lifshitz

J. Lifshitz

Inquiry Circle
Note Taking
Document --
PHASE #2 - J.
Lifshitz

Claim Organizer -
J. Lifshitz

Mrs. Lifshitz's
Example: Claim
Organizer With
Research J.
Lifshitz

Book club
(sharing
including
blogs, book
trailers,
interactive
posters,
book
bistro,
vignettes)

Identity fiction
book clubs

Paired Book
clubs with
research

Biography book
clubs

Research
movements and
activism: disability
rights, civil rights,
LGBTQ+ rights,
women’s
rights,poor
people’s
movement

References: texts,
podcasts, videos,
articles, current
events, nonfiction
books

Book club:
Fantasy
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/19PYlfRhL-jx-dXGMpXZkLZTegCwQdnw_c9MCfeDhzPU/edit
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1QWP3__6RMl6hQNc6dWnzMtn_3sGNhQ4fQ4M-t09Wkvo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1QWP3__6RMl6hQNc6dWnzMtn_3sGNhQ4fQ4M-t09Wkvo/edit
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https://padlet.com/jlifshitz/BeyondOurBiases2018
https://padlet.com/jlifshitz/BeyondOurBiases2018
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https://padlet.com/jlifshitz/BeyondOurBiases2018
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1baNOpW5TIE2vcwkTN2uW826bG7qU3_ulsBacsZXFnPg/edit#slide=id.g5d17feb9fb_0_53
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1baNOpW5TIE2vcwkTN2uW826bG7qU3_ulsBacsZXFnPg/edit#slide=id.g5d17feb9fb_0_53
https://crawlingoutoftheclassroom.wordpress.com/2019/06/14/teaching-kids-to-see-what-isnt-there-learning-to-read-critically-about-history/
https://crawlingoutoftheclassroom.wordpress.com/2019/06/14/teaching-kids-to-see-what-isnt-there-learning-to-read-critically-about-history/
https://crawlingoutoftheclassroom.wordpress.com/2019/06/14/teaching-kids-to-see-what-isnt-there-learning-to-read-critically-about-history/
https://crawlingoutoftheclassroom.wordpress.com/2019/06/14/teaching-kids-to-see-what-isnt-there-learning-to-read-critically-about-history/
https://crawlingoutoftheclassroom.wordpress.com/2019/06/14/teaching-kids-to-see-what-isnt-there-learning-to-read-critically-about-history/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1B6D-ZX58QrT6kNESg2eP4Aw8WNoLxHqxCpEf4XC4jp0/edit
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1B6D-ZX58QrT6kNESg2eP4Aw8WNoLxHqxCpEf4XC4jp0/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1B6D-ZX58QrT6kNESg2eP4Aw8WNoLxHqxCpEf4XC4jp0/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1P6f_WkSUXDqBZ3qzJ7mA3yUoukAlChwswUhEL05lbMg/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1P6f_WkSUXDqBZ3qzJ7mA3yUoukAlChwswUhEL05lbMg/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1P6f_WkSUXDqBZ3qzJ7mA3yUoukAlChwswUhEL05lbMg/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1P6f_WkSUXDqBZ3qzJ7mA3yUoukAlChwswUhEL05lbMg/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1KLlZpO2CDTAy7bDIj5V3AugFww_z4Os8Dq1lfRn8HJg/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MZTVKa6THAyPw4tNvDt2nXTbHJxBqSAODu4nu_sLQ6c/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MZTVKa6THAyPw4tNvDt2nXTbHJxBqSAODu4nu_sLQ6c/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MZTVKa6THAyPw4tNvDt2nXTbHJxBqSAODu4nu_sLQ6c/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MZTVKa6THAyPw4tNvDt2nXTbHJxBqSAODu4nu_sLQ6c/edit


Writing
/Sharing

Poetry and
narrative
Read poetry
#own voices
Where I’m
From poem
Collective
poetry - who
are we?

Writing
groups and
partnerships

Persona
l Narrative--
small moment

Writer’s
circles

Underst
anding My
Family’s Story:

Underst
anding My
Family's
History

Nonfiction
Writing

Structure as
Mentor Text:
How Can We
Organize Ideas
Beyond the
5-Paragraph
Essay? - Tricia
Ebarvia

The urgency of
your pen -
p.91-94,
Muhammad

Persuasive writing
research projects
(Social Justice
issue and Protest
movement)

Helping Students
Recognize The
Role of Emotional
Response in
Research - Jess
Lifshitz

Persuade Ms.
Aaron
re: get more
books, different
books or books
removed from our
library, here’s
why...

Memoir-
reflecting on
our identities
Look back at
fall narrative
Who am I at
the end of 5th
grade? Where
am I headed?
Where are we
headed?

Social
Studies

Community
building - see
above

A History in
Which We Can
All See
Ourselves

What does it
mean to be
American?

Letter from
Jefferson to
Harrison, 1803
Frederick Douglass'
Descendants Deliver
His 'Fourth Of July'
Speech

-I Pledge Allegiance
by Pat Mora
-Her Right Foot
-Blue Sky, White
Stars
-We Came to
America

Social Justice
issues and
movements:
historic and
current

Disability
movement
Civil Rights
movement
Women’s
movement
LGBTQ+
movement
Internal resistance
against apartheid
Environmental
movement

Whose history?

Critical history
lens (looking
forward, taking
action) - J.
Lifshitzz

One great
resource is the
“Overlooked”
project through
NYTimes
(notable
women, people
of color, whose
contributions
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https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/understanding-my-familys-history
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/understanding-my-familys-history
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/understanding-my-familys-history
https://www.tolerance.org/classroom-resources/tolerance-lessons/understanding-my-familys-history
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https://crawlingoutoftheclassroom.wordpress.com/2019/03/27/helping-students-recognize-the-role-of-emotional-response-in-research/
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https://www.edutopia.org/article/history-which-we-can-all-see-ourselves
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https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0500
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0500
https://www.npr.org/2020/07/03/884832594/video-frederick-douglass-descendants-read-his-fourth-of-july-speech
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https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/obituaries/overlooked.html


Lesson Plan:
Exploring "The Idea
of America" by
Nikole
Hannah-Jones
Exploring Young
Immigrant Stories

Undocumented: A
Worker's Fight
- An Indigenous
Peoples' History of
the United States for
Young People
(ReVisioning
American History
for Young People)
Fred Korematsu
Speaks Up, Fighting
for Justice
Picture books about
slavery and
abolition:
The Bell Rang
Unspoken
The Escape of Ona
Judge
All Different Now:
Juneteenth, the first
day of freedom
Picture books about
refugee/migrant
experience:
Calling the Water
Drum L. Redding
The Journey F.
Ssanna
The Treasure Box
M. Wild
Marwan’s Journey.
Teacup
The Day the War
Came N. Davies
A Different Pond B.
Phi
Stepping Stones M.
Ruurs

“Overlooked”
project through
NYTimes (notable
women, people of
color, whose
contributions have
been overlooked
by mainstream
media.

https://www.swart
hmorean.com/artic
les/content/2020-3
-26/people-before-
profits-how-one-p
hone-call-launched
-a-movement-to-d
eprivatize-pennsyl
vanias-only-privat
e-prison

have been
overlooked by
mainstream
media.)

https://www.ny
times.com/201
8/03/14/insider
/women-obitua
ries.html?actio
n=click&pgtyp
e=Homepage&
module=timesi
nsider&region
=c-column-bott
om-span-regio
n

“The
Takeaway”
(NPR)’ story
on the
“Overlooked”
column:
https://www.w
nycstudios.org/
story/overlooke
d-woman-who-
brought-tennis-
america

I Am Malala
and/or film
“He Named
Me Malala”
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Stormy Seas: Stories
of Young Boat
Refugees (NF)
Dreamers Yuyi
Morales
Carmela Full of
Wishes
Mama’s Nightengale
Brothers in Hope
More here, with
some repeats
Dior accused of
racism, cultural
appropriation for
new 'Sauvage'

Guest
Speakers

Family
members
Community
members

Family members
Community
members

Family members
Community
members

Family
members
Community
members
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http://0-web.a.ebscohost.com.charlotte.delco.lib.pa.us/novelistk8/detail?vid=87&sid=5469ded4-e2eb-4852-9adf-18d158a1f840%40sessionmgr4007&bdata=JnNpdGU9bm92ZWxpc3RrOC1saXZl#UI=416533&db=nnh
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/dior-accused-racism-cultural-appropriation-new-sauvage-cologne-ad-n1048401
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https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/dior-accused-racism-cultural-appropriation-new-sauvage-cologne-ad-n1048401


APPENDIX E

GHOST BOYS BOOK CLUB SLIDESHOW, NOVEMBER 2021
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APPENDIX F

POETRY FOR BLM DAY AT WSSD, FEB. 26, 2021

Empathy

Empathy is something that fills someone up with
kindness, compassion, and caring.
It is the flow of life,

Empathy now has more value
than gold, silver, or any mineral.
And now is the time we mend the bridges and face the problems together.

We need to treat people with empathy.
Celebrate their race, identities, and culture.
This is the time we treat people with empathy.

Fighting racism alone, you will lose.
You have to inspire people like Amanda Gorman.
United we stand, divided we fall.

We have to treat people with respect, understand pains, and share the weight.
Nobody can survive without help, hope, justice, and most of all, empathy.

When we grow older, we will think of what we have done in life, are we satisfied with
what we did during our life?
For me, I will never be satisfied with myself until I show the true meaning of empathy.

171



APPENDIX G

WRITING FOR CHANGE UNIT (EXCERPT)

PERSUASIVE READING/WRITING UNIT BY JESS LIFSHITZ
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APPENDIX H

CODING: FOCUS, TEACHER

Category: Working together Total codes: 228

Behavior 32

Collaborating 37

Community 30

Community building 28

Getting to know students 19

Listening/learning 30

Book club 1

Family 36

Growth mindset (vs. fixed mindset) 4

Joy 6

Leader 5

X

Category: Reading the world with
students

Total codes: 361

Being a citizen in a multicultural world 8% 29

Bias 4% 16

Centering Whiteness 11% 39

Circles of responsibility 15% 53

Class 0% 1

Discussion 8% 28
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Identity: text 10% 36

Identity: who we are 5% 18

Race 5% 19

Religion 2% 5

Social Justice 25% 89

Windows and mirrors 28 8%

Category: Educational platforms Total codes: 49

Cohorts 4% 2

Hybrid teaching 51% 25

Online platform 45% 22

Category: Research Total codes: 138

Inquiry approach 15% 21

Space / time 17% 23

BLM 25% 34

LGBTQ+ 36% 50

Participating 7% 10

Research 0

Category: District stance Total codes: 61

Insubordinate 46% 28

Protecting students 34% 21

Professional development 20% 12
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Category: Mistakes Total codes: 29

Making decisions 5

Othering 21

Practicing to improve 3

Category: Preparing for teaching with
an equity lens

Total codes: 68

Planning 28% 19

Skills 26% 18

Supporting students 41% 28

Teacher’s Union 4% 3

Teaching expectations 0

Focus (Teachers)

Category: Working together Total codes: 228 (26%)

Category: Reading the world With
Students

Total codes: 331 (38%)

Category: Navigating Different
Educational platforms

Total codes: 49 (6%)

Category: Doing Research With
Students

Total codes: 138 (16%)
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Category: Understanding the District
stance on Equity

Total codes: 61 (7%)

Category: Preparing for teaching with
an equity lens

Total codes: 68 (8%)
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APPENDIX I

PERSUASIVE LETTER, INQUIRY CIRCLE GROUP

April 2021
Dear Dr. Grimes,

Schools and young people should know about African American
history and current day events so they can take action against racial
inequities and celebrate diversity. We need to know about what
African-Americans have done for the past hundreds of years. We are the
future of this country. We need to learn what amazing things
African-Americans have done.

Elementary school kids are the future so it’s important African
American history is taught in school. For example African-Americans were
slaves.They had to work in cotton fields and not get paid. Another way
African Americans were mistreated was through segregation with no rights,
drinking from different water fountains and eating in different restaurants.
African Americans were turned away by White businesses.

African Americans have contributed so much to the United States -
to the Civil War and working on cotton plantations, jobs that are
dangerous. African American people have been speaking the truth, fighting
for equality for all, contributing to sports, music, and politics. Michael
Jordan, Michael Jackson, Barack Obama, and Jackie Robinson spent all
their lives trying to make things better. They went through harassment and
sometimes death threats and they stood up to it. African Americans have
contributed for hundreds of years, been looked down on and treated as
second class citizens and not given as much credit as they should.

So many African Americans have been killed just in the past two
years including George Floyd. Many people are protesting for him. More
than 14,000 people were arrested. Nineteen people were killed. It seems
like everyday, there is a new death in the news. It is important that we stop

185



it NOW. Many people in the African American community are speaking for
equal rights. To them, it has more value than their life. So many African
American people are standing up for what is right and making Dr. King’s
dream come true.

African Americans have been mistreated for hundreds of years. If we
teach elementary school kids about what has happened, they may be able
to help make a change. They could stop the killing of African Americans or
stand up for what is right. They also could help repay African Americans.
After all, they are the future.

Sincerely,

Mark
Carter
Cait
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KIdS nEeD tO Be mORe EDucATed IN lGbTq+
BY: Hannah, Anne, Ingrid, Marge

Dear Superintendent
,

Imagine this: You fight hard for your rights. You are arrested several
times, and beaten because of peaceful protests, just to be forgotten about. You
learned about black lives matter activists. You learned about women's rights
activists. Everyone's stories need to be told, including lgbtq+ activists. Children
NEED to be educated more on lgbtq+, at school, AND at home.

One huge reason is that kids should always know and feel they belong.
This is so important for children's mental health growing up AND as an adult.
There was probably a time in your life when you didn’t know what LGBTQ+ is.
Now imagine living your whole life without knowing what it is. In a video
about ¨National Coming Out Day¨, there was a man who was about 80 who had
only come out three months ago! 3 out of 4 LGBTQ+ elders are still afraid of
support from their families if they come out. This is most likely because
growing up they felt like they didn’t belong. Don’t let this happen!

Connecting to the last point, kids NEED to grow up with a positive
mindset towards the LGBTQ community. If they grow up learning that LGBTQ
and being LGBTQ is “wrong” then if they see someone talking online about
LGBTQ they could attack them through comments or direct messaging.
Nobody should do anything of that sort! Or, if they see a gay or lesbian couple
in public,they may approach them and tell them not to hold hands, or anything
else like that in public. Nobody should think or have to hear that! Kids
shouldn’t do that, kids can’t do that. Kids need to be more educated in LGBTQ.
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Another reason that kids need to be more educated on LGBTQ+ is
because otherwise, they can hurt others because they don't understand. Or
more specifically, kids will bully. Most of the time this is because they were
never properly taught about the lgbtq+ community, resulting in them having
beliefs against them. Here is a quote from  highschool student Roddy Biggs
who was exposed to bullying such as death threats, and physical violence after
coming out as gay: “I didnt really do the best in school becasue of it, I had
depression and panic attacks and all that stuff along the way.” Researcher
Emelina Minero surveyed 2,500 teachers, which showed that educators  were
more comfortable intervening with bullying having to do with race and ability,
than sexuality and gender identity. Parents and teachers, please don't let this
happen any longer.

If you had kids and they came out as LGBTQ, what would you do? You
would help them, and you would support them! Kids need to be properly
educated in LGBTQ, and at the moment, schools are not doing that. If schools
don’t talk about LGBTQ, then parents have to. Kids have to know that being
LGBTQ is okay, and parents have to know how to help their kids. Kids rely on
parents. Parents show kids books and movies. The only problem is, that in
those books, the people are boys and girls, the people are straight. Parents need
to introduce their kids to more diverse characters. If schools and parents don’t
talk about LGBTQ, then kids will not have the proper education, and spend
their whole lives feeling like they don’t belong. Kids need to be more educated
in LGBTQ, and parents need to help them. Do Parents want to make their kids
happy, want to make sure their kid has a good life?  This is how they do it. Kids
rely on parents, so I ask you parents, will you make their trust in you worth it?

Parents, guardians, and teachers. I hope you take this into consideration.
You change lives every day, and we hope for the better. Lesbian. Gay. Bisexual.
Transgender. Queer. Kids can’t grow up fearing who they are. Thank you, and
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make sure you always support kids no matter who they love or who they want
to be. You are the difference that can change lives.

“No one should ever be afraid to walk down the street holding the hand
of the person they love.”- Barack Obama

Sincerely,
Hannah, Anne, Marge, Ingrid
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Dear Soccer Federation,

Imagine having the same job as your male coworker or
competitor, and getting paid less because you are a woman.
Sadly, sexism manifests itself every day in a woman's life.
Even in her job! Women are denied promotions or job
interviews just because of their gender. And it even comes to
getting paid less in a consistent position you’ve had all your
life. This kind of unspeakable sexism is especially present in
women's sports. Even though female athletes work so hard,
and train day after day  and night after night, they constantly
take the back seat to male athletes this needs to change!
For soccer men are being paid $410,730. Women are paid
$35,000. Is that fair? NO!!!!! They have the same talent and
more, as men. Just have a different gender. We need
equality!!!There is no reason they shouldn’t get equal pay to
them. Female athletes NEED equal pay, and they need it
NOW!!

Women always take the back seat

I turn on the TV for the 100th time and BAM another
man's sport. I've never seen a women's sport on TV. It's very
unlikely that you would see a women’s sport on main
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channels, or live broadcasts. Have you noticed that the men
are always the ones that are on TV?

For years and years, women have been taking the back
seat. The women's national team doesn’t have as many
viewers as the men's soccer team even though the women
have won more games. And the truth is, even though men’s
sports are glorified, female athletes have soared in
popularity and have become role models for millions of
people around the world. Meghan Rapinoe, Julie Eartz, Alex
Morgan to name a few. The women's games are more
entertaining and more interesting, and people love to cheer
and support them, so with all the support you are gaining
with female athletes, why not give the women equal pay?

The problem with the pay is that women get paid
$35,000 when the men get paid $410,730 and that's only if
the women's team is lucky. Although this may seem like a lot
of money, compared to the men, but the men get paid 10x
what the women get paid. And that's not just in soccer.
Women take the backseat in pay in every sport! This chart
just shows just that.

Sport Men's pay Women's pay

Basketball $8,321,937 $75,181

Golf $1,235,495 $48,993

Soccer $410,730 $35,000
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Softball/Baseball $4,031,549 $6,000

Tennis $335,946 $283,635

Although many women haven’t had enough power or
have been suppressed so that they can’t speak up about
sexism in sports, millions of women athletes or everyday
people have been upstanders to pay in-equality!

For example, Billie Jean King was one of the best
tennis players in the world. Then one day another tennis
player (male) named Bobby Riggs started talking about how
he thought women should only cook and clean,and how men
were better than women. Now we all know this is not true.
Bobby Riggs thought that he stood a chance because he
thought women were not capable of dominating tennis and
he thought that tennis was only for men.

But Billie Jean dominated him in a game known as the
Battle of the Sexes! She won the game Bobby challenged
her to and showed everyone women deserve equal pay. This
really boosted women's pay for tennis. Up on the chart you
can see that the tennis pay for men and women is a lot
closer than the other sports. The men get paid $335,946 and
the women get paid $283,635. The pay is a lot closer but still
not the same.
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Women work really hard/harder than men

The Women work harder than men yet they still get lower
pay than men. Women have won 4 world cups but the men
have won none. But of course the men get paid more. Both
genders are doing the exact same job,and the women are still
doing it better, but yet the pay isn't the same. It’s just the system,
a system run by men. How do you think women have won 4
world cups? They’ve trained, they’ve sweat, they’ve worked for
their moments. But still they don’t get the amount of reward they
deserve. They should be the ones in the spotlight not the men.

We need equality

This shows that we do not have equality in pay. Equality
matters because the men get paid 98 cents while the women
only get paid 82. This may not seem like a big deal but the
money will start adding up. For example, the men will have about
$1,000 while the women only have about $820. Now that's a
difference. Equality matters because our world is like a scale. If
one side has all the power, the whole scale (world) will collapse.
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Equality matters because it’s what we use to create a fair (and
present) future!

We will fight and work together in solidarity to achieve equal
pay rights. Do you understand the work, the sweat, the
dedication women athletes go through. Let's do this now,and
pay the women what they deserve!!!!

Sincerely,
Tilly
Cathy
Olive
Deb

Sources

The sources we used for the information in this letter are
Newsela; Scholastic News; kids.gov; CareerTrend (NPF);
ESPN (PGA & LPGA); Global Sports Salaries (MLB, MLS,
NBA, WNBA); NWSLSoccer.com (NWSL); Tennis.com (ATP;
WTA)
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