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INTRODUCTION
One of our school’s goals is to develop independent learners. To be an independent learner, one must be able to think critically. However, it had been observed that many of our pupils accept and believe everything they read or learn on the internet or in the books. They do not have the disposition to question the text on its truth, authenticity or source.  They accept a text even when there are obvious errors presented in the texts.  This makes them vulnerable superficial learners who can be easily influenced and manipulated. Besides being an independent learner, “learning to read the world” is another quality which the teachers would like to see being developed in their pupils. The concept of critical literacy is thus being explored and adopted as a focus in the action research being reported here.  

LITERATURE REVIEW
“Learning to read”, the traditional view of literacy, is no longer sufficient to prepare the young for the 21st century. With the advent of ICT in education, it has become necessary to adopt a broader conception of literacy. As mentioned in the report by the Education Technology Division, Ministry of Education of Singapore (2006), “It is incumbent on the teachers to engage students in critical literacy…” It has become increasingly important “to teach our pupils to be active readers who question the texts they encounter in relation to the world around them” (McDaniel, 2003).  Therefore, it is important to develop in our pupils the ability to read texts in an active, reflective manner. This ability is known as Critical Literacy.  

Critical literacy, as a concept, evolves from Paolo Freire’s (1970) political work with poor communities in South America. In his book, “Pedagogy of the Oppressed”, Paulo Freire proposed a system in school where students become more socially aware through critique of multiple forms of injustice. The development of critical literacy encourages students to “read the word”, to question the world, in order to “read the world” (Freire, 1970). According to Freire, reading should not be a passive linear act in which readers follow the author’s lead. Readers need to have more control than with the printed book. In other words, readers should make choices about which direction to go, paths to follow and which to ignore or put off until later. 

Critical literacy is about reading from a critical stance. It is an ability to understand the text’s purposes. With such an understanding, readers will not be manipulated by text (Freire, 1970). To read from a critical stance, readers need to engage in a cycle of reflection and action (Luke, 2004; McLaughlin & Devoogd, 2004). Besides, readers also need to analyse and evaluate the texts, the information sources, question their origin and purposes, as well as take action by representing alternative perspectives (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004). 

Analysis and evaluation, two of the aspects in critically literacy are also two of the cognitive dimensions in Bloom’s Taxonomy. According to the revised Bloom’s Taxonomy explained by Anderson, Krathwohl, Airasian, Cruikshank, Mayer, Pintrich, Raths & Wittrock (2001), the ability to analyse requires one to be able to deconstruct. One who is able to deconstruct is able to determine a point of view, bias, values, or intent underlying presented material.  Determining points of view, bias, values or intent is an aspect of being critically literate. 

According to Luke (2004), critical literacy is about “second guessing, reading against the grain, asking hard and harder questions, seeing underneath, behind, and beyond texts, trying to see and “call” how these texts establish and use power over us, over others, on whose behalf, in whole interests.” The ability to question is thus an important aspect in developing critical literacy.

Definitions of critical literacy usually consider “text” to be anything that can be “read”. (McDanial, 2004). Picture books are the most commonly used text in many of the critical literacy lessons conducted (Simpson A., 1996; Hanzl, A., 1993). Selection of books for critical literacy lessons is one important criterion for critical literacy lessons (Kempe, 1993; Lewison, Leland & Harste, 2003).  Kempe (1993) suggested grouping texts according to the objective of the lessons. Grouping of text allows different texts to be juxtaposed to illuminate critical theories and it also allows comparing and contrasting (Kempe, 1993).

Several scholars and practicing educators have proposed various strategies and framework for a critical literacy programme.  The framework developed by Walsch & Grant (2002) proposed several issues be discussed in critical literacy lessons. Two of which are position and stereotypes. The ability to consider different perspectives and multiple viewpoint in texts is an important aspect of literacy learning. (Walsch & Grant, 2002). 

There is a wide range of strategies proposed by various scholars. Questioning was the strategy Simpson (1996) used in her investigation of critical literacy lesson for 11-,12- and 13-year-olds.  She found that the teacher’s modeling of questioning had been influential to children’s posing and discussing their own questions. Kempe (1993) also stated that appropriate questions would determine the success of the programme. 

Critical literacy lesson has all along been given to more mature students in the middle school or college. Teachers have a common belief that tasks which require higher order thinking skills are appropriate only for high-achieving students, whereas low-achieving students, who can barely master the basic facts, are unable to deal with such tasks (Zohar, Degani & Vaaknin, 2001) ( as cited in Zohar & Dori, 2003). Another study done by Zohar & Dori (2003) found that though students with high academic achievement gained higher thinking scores than their peers with low academic achievement, students of all ability groups still made considerable progress. 

There are also a number of researches done in the western countries indicating young children are able to examine text with a critical stance (Chafel, Flint, Hammel & Pomeroy, 2007; Wood, 2005;  VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2006; Creighton, 1997; Bourke, 2008). Virelli’s research (2006) focused on fifteen kindergarten students in her study. The students were made up of various ethnic groups and of different economic status. After a series of critical literacy lessons, she found out the project groups advanced in higher order thinking skill better than their peers who did not go through the critical literacy lessons. 

The above studies affirm that facilitating the development of critical literacy is a way for our students, regardless of ability level, to be literate in a media-saturated, diverse world. 

This study investigates (1) whether the teaching of critical literacy lessons to Primary Three students in South View Primary School will help to advance them better in higher order thinking skills; (2) whether the impact of critical literacy is greater for high ability students than for the middle and low ability students; (3) the factors contributing to the success of the critical literacy lessons and issues arising from the implementation.

METHOD

A pre-test and post-test equivalent group design was adopted for this project. The study involved four intact Primary Three classes, with two serving as the comparison group (N=81) and the other two as the project group (N=79).  Both groups were heterogeneous in terms of socio-economic backgrounds and ethnicity. Neither group had ever been exposed to any lessons on critical literacy. 

Table 1: Project and Comparison Groups

	Project Group


	Mixed Ability Group
	N=39
	High Ability Group
	N=40

	Comparison Group
	
	N=39
	
	N=42


A comprehension test, served as a pre-test, to find out if the project and comparison groups were equivalent, was conducted.  The two classes in the project group were taught by two different teachers who were both involved in the planning of the lesson package.

Table 2 : Pre-test Result

	
	Project
	Comparison
	Difference
	SMD

	Mixed ability
	7.4

(2.34)
	7.0 

(2.55)
	0.4
	0.16

	High ability
	9.0

(1.20)
	8.7

(1.57)
	0.3
	0.19

	Combined
	8.2

(2.00)
	7.9

(2.23)
	0.3
	0.13


MEASURES
Mixed method was adopted for this study. Post-test was conducted to determine if the project group had greater advancement in higher order thinking skills than the comparison group. Understanding, analytical and evaluative questions on two different passages were crafted using the Bloom’s Taxonomy framework. The 29-item comprehension test was made up of both multiple choice and open-ended questions. The number of correct answers was used as a measure to compare the performance between the project and the comparison groups.

Another layer of comparison was also made within the project group. The performance of the high ability group was compared against the performance of the mixed ability group. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated to find out if there was inter-item consistency.

Four focus group discussions with pupils were conducted to find out the contributing factors to the success of the programme. Each focus group was made up of six pupils. Two focus groups were selected from the mixed ability class and two were from the high ability class.

PROCEDURES
Critical literacy lesson was the intervention in this study. The preparation for the intervention included training for the teachers involved, selection of books and lesson planning.The participating teachers were members of the action research team and both read up literatures on critical literacy and were actively involved in the planning of the curriculum and the design of the lessons. 
Books were specially selected to teach students about perspective taking and stereotyping. Books selected were grouped according to these two broad themes. Both picture and chapter books were selected for variety and to cater to the ability of the different groups of students. Unconventional books and books more related to students’ lives and experiences were two of the criteria for the selection.
An effort was also made to cater to the different learning styles of the pupils. There was a range of activities for the seven different lessons. Activities preferred by the kinesthetic learners, visual learners and auditory learners were brought into the lessons. The revised Bloom’s Taxonomy, the framework developed by Walsh C & Grant and the Four Resources Models by Luke and Freebody (1990) were adopted in the crafting of questions used in discussions. Perspective taking and understanding stereotyping were the learning objectives of the lessons. 

Each cycle started off with supported reading of a picture book which would be called the teaching book. While the books were being read together, teachers modeled questioning through thinking aloud. A total of four lesson plans were designed for the teaching of perspective taking. Graphic organizers were used to guide pupils in their thinking, leading them to identify the missing voices. Other texts like advertisement and poem were weaved into the subsequent lessons. Activity worksheets were used to help pupils to take alternative perspectives other than the ones presented in the text. Video clip and power point presentation were also used in lesson delivery.

A total of three lessons were designed for the teaching of stereotyping. Texts were juxtaposed and pupils were asked to compare and contrast the texts so as to bring about discussion on stereotypes. On the completion of each cycle, students were encouraged to select books from the cluster of books and complete related activity for every book. The activities were used to supplement the teaching in class with the objective of reinforcing students’ understanding through independent learning.  The activities were designed for pupils to apply their understanding of stereotyping and perspective taking.

The control group read the same teaching book with their teacher. They were not taught the concepts of stereotyping and perspective taking. Neither did they do the activities the project group did. Theirs were simply a reading cum comprehension lesson.

RESULTS
The post-test means are shown in Table 3 below, together with the corresponding Standardized Mean Differences. They were used to evaluate if Critical Literacy advanced Primary Three pupils’ higher order thinking.

Table 3. Mean Comparison on Comprehension Post-test

	
	Project
	Comparison
	Difference
	SMD

	Mixed Ability
	19.3

(3.18)
	17.3

(3.68)
	2.0
	0.54

	High Ability
	24.

(2.08)
	20.1

(2.65)
	4.2
	1.51

	Combined
	22.0

(2.66)
	19.0

(3.46)
	3.0
	0.87


The results show that the project group scored higher than the comparison group. In the comparison of the mixed ability group, the effect size is 0.54, which is medium by Cohen’s criterion. As for the high ability group, the effect size is very large by Cohen’s criterion. The effect size is large by Cohen’s criterion when the group is taken as a whole.

To find out if Critical Literacy had a greater impact on the high ability pupils, comparison was made within the project group. The result is shown below:

Table 4. Comparison within the Project Group

	
	High

(N=40)
	Mixed (N=39)
	Difference
	SMD

	Pre-Intervention
	9.0

(1.20)
	7.4

(2.34)
	1.6
	0.68

	Post-Intervention
	24.3

(2.08)
	19.3

(3.18)
	5.0
	1.57


Before the intervention, the mean difference between the mixed and the high ability groups was 1.6 in favour of the high ability group. The mean difference increased to 5 in favour of the high ability group after the intervention. According to Cohen’s criterion, the effect size was medium before the intervention and leveled up to very large after the intervention.

Focus group discussions were conducted to find out the contributing factors to the success of the programme. From the analysis of the pupils’ responses, it was clear that the pupils found the Critical Literacy lessons engaging and different from the normal reading lessons they used to have. One pupil commented, “…it (Critical Literacy lesson) let us have fun time and let us learn new things.” Another said, “…that reading programme (last year’s reading lessons) is what I already know but this year is so unique.” A few of them mentioned that “the lesson is very exciting and very fun” and one said that he “looked forward to another lesson” after each lesson.

There are three main factors that have contributed to the high level of pupils’ engagement. The first factor is the selection of the storybooks used in the lesson delivery and the supplementary activity. The teaching books were picture books which were relatively short and easy to understand. Most were unconventional books with colourful illustrations which captured the attention of the nine-year-olds. Books meant to supplement the lessons had also been specially selected so that they were relevant to the concepts taught and so that pupils could transfer their learning effectively. The followings are some comments made by the pupils regarding the storybooks: “(I like) The Paper Bag Princess (best).”; “(I like) Big Bad Wolf is Good (best)”; “…the books are quite interesting. The moment the teacher is going to flip the next page I was really excited what is going to be on the next page”; “All the books are interesting.”; “…the story is quite nice and I think the next year P3 should enjoy these books.”

The second factor is the range of activities that had been brought into the lessons. Video clips, drawing, graphic organizer, role-play, journal writing and power point presentation were used in the lessons. This was done in an effort to cater to the different learning styles of the pupils different. There was at least one activity which interests the pupils. Some of responses include: “I need the video because I want to watch the funny video.”; “I like the drawing activity in the booklet.”;  “I don’t like the journal writing.”; “I like…the acting.”

The third factor is the selection of Critical Literacy topics, which have been found to be within the grasp of the pupils, especially so for the high ability pupils. The framework developed by Walsh & Grant was adopted in the SCI and there are several topics covered in their framework. Only two of the six proposed topics had been chosen. From the pupils’ responses, it was found that both the high and mixed ability pupils understood the concept of perspective taking well. They were able to explain perspective taking clearly and correctly when a scenario was given to them to elicit their responses. This can be seen from the following responses: “ …after I read the paragraph I think about other characters’ perspectives.”; “I like learning about the perspective of others and how others feel.”; “…learn more about…what is people’s points of view”  High ability pupils seemed to have a clearer understanding of the concept on stereotype than the mixed ability pupils. 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION
The study intended to find out whether Critical Literacy lessons would advance Primary Three pupils in higher order thinking. Both the quantitative and qualitative results were encouraging. 

It was found that Critical Literacy lessons had advanced both the mixed and high ability pupils’ higher order thinking. This was concluded from the comprehension post-test mean scores and the effect sizes. The results also showed that Critical Literacy lessons had a greater impact on the higher ability pupils.

It was noted from the focus group discussion that there were a few factors contributing to the success of the programme. Firstly, the books used in the programme were interesting and appealed to pupils’ interests. Secondly, the range of activities brought into the lesson which was designed to cater to the different learning styles of pupils, had managed to engage the pupils and got them excited. There was at least one activity in the programme that the pupils found interesting. The third factor was the choice of topics, which were manageable for the pupils.

One limitation of this study is the tool used in measuring higher order thinking. Pen and paper was used to measure pupils’ higher order thinking. This might not be the best way to measure higher order thinking as pupils’ command of language would affect pupils’ performance. Interview as a tool for post-test may be a better way to measure higher order thinking.

In conclusion, noting the limitation discussed above, the results of this study show that Critical Literacy does have the potential to develop higher order thinking in Primary School pupils.
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The study discussed in this paper has a threefold purpose. The first of which was to investigate if critical literacy lessons could advance Primary Three students in South View Primary School in their higher order thinking skills. The investigation was extended to determine whether the impact of critical literacy would be greater for high ability students than the middle and low ability students. The factors contributing to the success of critical literacy lessons, and issues, if any, that might arise from such lessons, were also examined. There are 79 pupils in the project group and 81 pupils in the control group. The intervention, which spread over a period of six weeks, focused on the teaching of perspective taking and stereotyping. Picture books were used as the medium to deliver the lesson and questioning was the  main teaching strategy used.  Questions posted to pupils during the lessons were crafted using the Bloom’s Taxonomy framework. At the end of the intervention period, it was found that the project group did better in answering higher order thinking questions than the control group. It was also found that critical literacy had a greater impact on the high ability pupils.
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