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Abstr act

Can EFL teachers teach critical reading in the classroom This paper examnes t wo strands of pivotal
know edge and practices in a reading pedagogical course offered in an advanced teacher professional
devel opnent programin Singapore Focusing on a pedagogy grounded in sociocultural theory and critical
discourse anal ysis | describe interpret and discussexcerpts of critical readinglessonsfor 35 EFLteachers and
present possibilitiesfor changein EFLreadi ng pedagogy | conclude by emphasizingtheintent of this paper to
raise awareness among|anguage teachers and to bring ashore challenges facing critical pedagogy for ESL EFL
reading teachersin classroonsin Asia

Key words
critical reading critical pedagogy EFLteacher training teacher professional devel op nment

1 The Casefor a Critical Pedagogy

This paper reports on astudy of 35 English Languageteacherstaking a one year teacher prof essional
devel opment programleadingto the award of a Postgraduate Diplomain ELT It makes an effort to
interpret and frame these teachers initial resistance to and final acceptance of some of the basic
principles of acritical pedagogy It also examnestheir nascent awareness of thesignificance of critically
approaching texts both as readers thenselves and reading teachers for the purpose of enhancing their
prof essional expertisein additiontoincreasingtheir Englishlanguage proficiency It analysesthe process
of their negotiating identities repositionings and ot her related issues Pennycook 1994 2000 Wil e
focusing on a pedagogy groundedinsociocultural theory of learning Block 2003 Bourdieu 1992 Norton
2000 andcritical discourse analysis Fairclough 1992 2001 wusing* communitytexts” Lukeet al 2001
inthisstudy wherethestep by step movements of critical readinglessons are described and discussed the
intent of this paper isto raise awareness among teachers as well asto bring ashore challenges facing
critical pedagogy for readingteachersin Asian ESL EFL.classroomns and discuss possibilities for changein
| anguage teachi ng pedagogy

| argue that although thereis atendency to neglect it in many ESL EFL programmes teaching
critical reading pedagogy to EFL teachers should be an i mportant part of teacher professional
devel op ment programmes where teachersintraining should be given chances to exercise agency in the
process as upon completion of thetraining they areto be agentsfor changein classroons Crookes
Lehner 1998 Norton 2001 WM lace 1999 2005  Various reasons are given for such neglect wththe
maj or one beingthat EFLIearners needto devel op decoding and vocabulary skillsin order toread better
Because of thiscommonly held view itis most oftenthe casethat the pedagogy of readingisreductionist
in orientation and a possibility that the teaching of language proficiency can be done si multaneously with
teaching critical reading and thinking skills is not considered Woth a sociocultural turn in teacher
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educationinrecent years Block 2003 Johnson 2006 Norton Toohey 2004 | also arguethat theti me
when they are on the training programme is an opportune platfor m where reflexivity reciprocity and
responsibility are crucial to their making further progressin their professional lives towards becomng

critical practitionersin and outsi del anguage classroons Zhang 2004 | emphasisethei mportance of the
critical pedagogy advocated in this paper against such a sociocultural context where reverence for
know edge and lack of inclinationto chall enge printed texts are commonplace Zhang 2001 | conclude

t he paper by discussing some wider i mplications of such pedagogy for other si mlar classroonsin Asia
2 The Study

By reporting a study of 35 EFL inservice teachers taking a one year teacher professional
devel op ment course leading to the award of the Postgraduate Diplomain ELT | make an effort to
interpret andframetheir responseto some of the basic principles of critical pedagogy | also examne
t heir nascent awareness of the significance of approachingtexts critically both as readersthensel ves and
reading teachers | also analyze the process of their negotiating identities repositionings and other
related issues Focusing on a pedagogy grounded in a sociocultural learning theory and critical discourse
analysis Fairclough 1992 Pennycook 1990 W lace 2005 using community texts | take as my
objectivesthe raising of awareness among teachers as well as bringing ashore challenges facing critical
pedagogy for ESL EFL reading teachersin Asian classroons | wouldliketo find outif critical reading
pedagogy is feasibl e as part of ateacher professional development program Specifically | addressedthe
foll ow ng research questi ons

2 1 Research Questions

1 Wat isthe Chinese EFLteachers responseto a critical readi ng pedagogy
2 Arethey aware of the utility of this critical reading pedagogy in EFL readi ng

Wat motivated this action research were the observed conundruns or problens in EFL reading
classesin Asia | felt that the teaching of reading could be moreinteractiveif acritical pedagogy were
adoptedin teacher professional development courses WM lace 2005 has observedthat in EFL reading
cl asses students usually do not have opportunity for performng higher order thinking tasks e g
applying hypothesizing analyzing synthesizing comparing and evaluating what they read
Consequently they wll not learnto read critically nor wll they reach evaluative understandi ng of the
text and develop their thinking ability Otenti mes students get demotivated in doing i ndependent
reading asthey areusedtolisteningtoteachers explanation Over the years students have devel oped
only one strong*“ reading strategy” that of listening to the teacher explaining the text sentence by
sentence Asteacher talk domnates classinteraction students are not actively engagedin the meaning
maki ng process or if any the processinvolvesreaders decoding of text at best Therefore the existing
know edge of studentsis not effectively drawn out for the benefit of the wholeclass Thereis alack of
richness or diversity inclassroomactivity Asthe over whel mng goal isto comprehend thetext reading
tendsto be isolated from know edge expansion as well as devel opment of other |anguage skills As a
result classroomdynamcsis weak

Wen | adopted critical reading pedagogy as a way of helping EFL teachers to become aware of
reading as a social process in addition to i mproving their language proficiency and methodol ogical
richness | focused on howthis could have been explored by referringto how critical readingis defined
To make thingssi mpler in additionto asking my studentsto definetheterm | took critical readingto
mean t hat readingis asocial process wherethesocial context social role of the author thetext andthe
reader identities of L2 readers the different schemata that readers and witers bringintothe reading
event and the way the text is responded interpreted and analyzed all have i mportant rolesto playin
hel ping t he readers understand t he t ext

3 Proceduresin dassroom Practice

| followed Wilacesrecommendation andtriedto encouragein serviceteacherstotake astancein
the spirit of resistance rather than opposition Thirty five EFL teachersfrom China participatedin this
action research Theseteachers had teaching experiencesranging fromthreeto five yearsintheir home
institutions but had seldomtal ked about critical reading |et alone a critical pedagogy The course was a

77



EFL Teacher Prof essional Development through Gitical Readi ng Pedagogy Lawr ence Jun Zhang

weekly 2 hour modul e that lasted for 12 weeks Qookes and Lehner 1998 work onteacher educati on
t hat advocates a critical lensin classroom practice and Wllaces Wirk 1999 2005 on critical reading
are both directly relevant to the present study \Wdlace has made an effort to have classified the
orientationsto critical pedagogy into three main strands 1 emancipatory empower ment 2
difference oriented distance oneself fromtext and 3 oppositional resistance fromthe margins

3 1 Collecting and classifyingtexts

The tools for text analysisin my study as well aslesson procedures included systemc functional
grammar and critical theory Preparation and delivery of such a pedagogy included classifying the
collected texts according to 1 audience 2 purpose 3 context and 4 culture and then
discussion followedinthisframework as explained below Atogether about 10texts of varioussorts were
collected Thesetextsinclude articles publishedin The Straits Ti nes Today Channel News Asia and The
New Paper all of which are Singapore based publishers or media busi nesses Al most all thetexts were of
general interest or specifically relevant to this group of EFL teachers from China One text of general
interest for example was a newspaper report on the rapid ageing societies we wll haveto facein 50
years ti me and another text titled® Wio Is a Singaporean ” forinstance discussed sportstalents such
as MsJing Junhong and Ms Li Jiawei from China who after being granted Singaporean citizenships
played for Singaporeininternational competitions and did Singapore proud but were debated by some
Singapore bor nreaders whet her or nott hey were Singaporeans |Inother words such agovernment policy

was contestedinthe report and nationalityinrelationto patriotism was redefi ned

3 2 I mplenenting critical reading pedagogy

M/ teaching of reading essentially centered around the following categories of critical reading
questions as adapted from the Qitical Reading Pedagogy Questions Tasmania Depart ment of
Education Tasmania Australia

1 Textual purpose s \VVMat doesthe witer want usto know

2 Textual structures and features WWat kind of structures and features doesthe text display

3 Construction of characters How arethe people constructed describedinthetext

4 @Gps andsilences Wo aresilenced or mssing Wat is silenced or mssing

5 Power andinterest Vo are privileged and who are excluded

6 \WWiose view and whosereality arerepresented \Mat social realitiesarerepresented bythetext
7 Interrogatingthe witer Isthetext fair WMy doesthe witer witethetext this way

8 Negotiating multiple meanings VMat ot her interpretations of thetext can readers make

In organizing the reading lessons | followed Willaces 1999 practice by spontaneously eliciting
responses from students organizing think pair share activities organizing group discussions prompting
brainstor mng and debates or assigning a witten essay in which they were expectedto reflect ontheir
own EFL professional practice

4 Results and Discussion

| present the results by answeringthe tworesearch questionsraised earlier 1 \Mat isthe Chinese
EFLteachers responseto acritical reading pedagogy and 2 Are Chinese EFL teachers aware of the
utility of this critical readi ng pedagogyin EFL reading

Results show that thein serviceteachers resistancetosuch acritical readi ng pedagogy was daunti ng
at the start of the course They felt a bit unexpected when | started teaching reading using critical
pedagogy a way wth which they were not very famliar Their understanding was that all texts were
intended to convey meaning objectively and the act of deriving meaning from printed texts entailed
reading Nothing was mentioned regarding how readers were positioned by witers and subjectivity and
identity were all intertwnedinreaders interpreting of texts However asthelessons progressed some
of the main principlesof critical pedagogy gradually sank in They learnedthat critical reading entailed
going beyond textual meaning to search contextualize compare contrast explain and evaluate the
hidden grammar including the author s purpose values and attitudes They also realized that they
needed to put thetextinits historical and cultural contexts taking astance duringreadi ng was essential as
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t hey became aware that no texts were neutral By comparing contrastingtheir own values and beliefs
with thoserepresentedinthetext and evaluating thelogic and strength of arguments they were ableto
draw anal ogy bet ween what they had read and thereal l[ife world around them Instead of resistingthe
critical pedagogy | adopted they showed more interest in the diversity of methodol ogical options
avail abl e for teaching EFL reading Due to space | present the folowng excerpt of an episode of a
critical reading pedagogy orientedlessontoillustratethe process

Excerpt 1

Text 2 Billion Senior CGtizensinthe Wirld By 2050

LZ \Mat comesto your mnd when you see“ senior citizens”

ST @Qey hair physical disabilityto move around for food inabilitytosurvive ontheir own cannot
contributetosociety because of old age

LZ Do you believethisisreally the case WMy do you think the report is wittenin such a way
Wat isthe purpose of the witer to doso

ST | believe so The witer wants to warn the general public of issues caused by the ageing
popul ati on

LZ Do you believethat the severityisreallythat much

ST Yes becausethat s howthetext saysit

ST WWat kind of value systens do youthink the witer has when youreadthis piece of witing

ST | am not sure

LZ Think of Chineseculture and howthe aged are taken care of and howthey contributeto society
insome other ways e g taking care of their grandchildren so that the working muns and
dads can keep wor king and earningincometo support the famly Dont youthink thisis also
one way of show ngthe value of being a senior citizen

ST Yes But somehow I did not realizethis point when | wasreadingit

LZ Look at the use of figures statistics “ 2 billion senior citizensin the world by 2050 " WWat
eff ect doesthe use of figures stats have on you

ST Striking amazingly fast ageing society we arein VM wll haveto face various chall enges such
as shortage of workforce

LZ Do you see any social equity in the text when senior citizens are described as a burden and a
challenge for society

ST Atthestart I didnt but I nowrealizethat expressions such as“ devel opi ng nations fear” give
readers strongi mpression t hat devel opi ng nations will have to face even worse problens In a
way itis an unfair statement on the social issue

Asis evident fromtheli mted data presented here students views of society also changed because
t he critical reading pedagogy I had adopted addressed social and political issues andit was commttedto
the pursuit of social justice as was in the case of Wllaces 1999 2005 The students views of
pedagogy changed because critical reading pedagogy wasinterventional andit was a dialogic processin
classroom procedure where interactivity domnated classroom teaching This gave the teacher ample
opportunityto makethereadinglessonalive seee g Zhang 2007 Their views of text changed because
they realizedthat 1 all texts were ideationally hiased 2 texts arose out of social relationships in
particular relationships based on power 3 textsrelatedto each otherintertextually and 4 texts had
a history as did the discourses embedded withinthem see Wil ace 2005 for detail ed discussi on

Students views of reading changed as well Reading was no | onger regarded purely as a cognitive
process The social nature of thelearning act became promnent Readingis doing As asocial process
in whi ch meaning negotiationinvolves ot her social issues and interpretations reading did not occur in a
vacuum rather meaning was negotiated within communities or communiti es of practice and know edge
construction occurredin acontext specific manner Thisis evidenced bythe waythelesson was conduct ed
and t he teacher student interactiontook placeinthe classroom asshown below
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Excerpt 2

Text Wo |s a Singaporean

LZ W canseetheinherent power relationsinthetext —everythingis manipulated by the witerto
serve his her purpose —either to sensationalise the phenomenon to promote the sale of the
newspaper to disadvantage a certain group of people in order to put another group at an
advantageous position

ST So readers arerepositioned by the witer andthe ageing senior citizens are* QG hered” by the
witer

ZJ Youareright VW needtorealisethat our feelings attitudes and valuesare all manipul ated by
language andits usein varioustextual and cultural contexts VM are ableto become agents of
social changein order toremoveinequalities andinjustice

ST Butisthisstill readingthat we are tal king about

ZJ \Mat don youthink \Mat s your definition of reading

ST Readingtolearn new words

Z) Yes youareright butif we only focusonthislevel our critical ability wll never devel op

ST  Letsthink about thisin our futureteaching

ZJ \Mere are you and where are your identitiesinthe text WMo are youin your reading of the
text Wat kind of schematic know edge cameto your mnd when words such as* devel oped”
and“ devel opi ng countries” surfacedinthe text

ST Poor shabby|ooking houses dirty streets and high rising skyscrapers

Z)J W yousee we all have stereotypical ideas These are used by the witers for their own
pur poses

ST |1 did not knowthat thetext had so muchfor ustolook at VW thoughtinreading atext aslong
as words meani ngs became clear andthatif syntactical difficulties weresolved textual meaning
would beco me clear as well

LZ In fact when we read and particularly when we teach EFL we have to help students
understand the text by asking three types of questions literal interpretive inferential and
evaluative critical reading | ooks at how readersinterpret and evaluate the text whichis
i mbued with ideol ogical positionings of particular groups of readers —favouring some and
short changi ng others

ST & This means infact we as readers were mani pulated and positioned by the witer

ZJ Yougotit That sreally what we have beentryingto analyzeintheselessons

As can beseenfrom what thein serviceteachers commented and refl ected on regarding the critical
reading lessons | conducted within the critical pedagogical framework reported above the issue of
teaching critical readingto Asian EFLstudents or practitionersalikeisani mportant one Any thinking of
Asian | earners especially Chineselearners based on old mental frameworks of them being Confucius
could be msleading This is because societies have been changing rapidly and the ideol ogical change
comes along with the socio economc change taking placein any given society The same appliestoin
service EFLteachersfrom China or possiblyin any placein Asia The key point tostrike homeisthe
induction of themto the ideas of developing critical reading abilities and teaching reading criticallyin
classroom practice nce the students and inservice teachers understand that a particular approach
benefitstheir EFLIearning and or teaching they arereadytotake upthe challenge

O ookes and Lehner 1998 recommend that the simultaneous development of English
communicative abilitiestogether withthe abilityto apply them betaken asjoint goalsin EFL ESL.critical
pedagogyin order to develop a critical awareness of the world and the ability to act onit to i mprove
matters Just like what one of myinserviceteachers said after the critical readinglesson “ most often
EFL readingteachers have no awareness of the social issuesin teaching foreign language readi ng skills
The default thinkingisthat learningtoreadin EFLis only a matter of linguisticissue” see Zhang Qu
Hu 2007 for discussion so most teachers focus on developing EFL pre service teachers students
| anguage skills only including word recognition skmmng scanning and so on The waythat readingis
taught in thiscritical reading course has offered me an option of how I can motivate my EFLin service
teachers students to read more actively as a way expanding their professional expertise know edge
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understand soci ety and do their own share to make the world a better placetolivein and meanwhile
increase their linguistic competence Thisis becausethrough EFLreadingthey alsolearn about the world
theylivein andthe various social issuesthat confront them

5 Concl usion

QG ookes and Lehner 1998 suggested that “ critical pedagogy should be seen as a social and
educational process rather than as a pedagogical method” p 326 becauseitis more concerned wth
how | anguage can effect personal and social change than it is with how to teach |anguage more
effectively \Wile | agree with what they say the way | conducted reading | essons wthin a critical
pedagogy framework further suggests that any intent to include elements of critical reading in ELF
readinglessons did enhance t he dynamcs of the reading class as well as students active participationin
t he dial ogic reading process Theinservice EFL teachers enjoyedit This suggeststhat it is possibleto
teach critical reading and devel op a critical pedagogyin Chinesein serviceteachers and Chinese EFLin
service teachers are opent o pedagogical i nnovations t hat woul d potentialy benefit them

I concur with Wil acethat the most common practicein readinginstruction has muchto do with how
teachers understandt he teaching of reading and readingitself |f theteacher and students alike are not
confinedtothe* her metic bounds of the text they wll not take whatever they read astrue” \Mllace
1999 109 Instead they should be encouraged to exploit the text as a means to devel opingintegrated
|anguage skills and critical thinking To this end critical reading can beintroduced not only as a new
di mensionin readinginstruction but also as a potential and possible solutionto the above problemns often
mentioned by EFL ESLreadingteachers as conundruns Wiilel acknow edgethat the criti cal pedagogy
reportedinthis paper was conductedin Singapore aforeignlandfor Chinese EFLin serviceteachersfor
prof essional devel op ment purposes | wouldliketorecommendthat teachersin Asian EFL.classroonstry
this pedagogy in the hope of diversifying their teaching met hods and enhancing classroom dynamcs and
interactivity for opti mal i nstructi onal outcomes
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