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lessons and map onto the collective skill, will, and thrill of reading 
comprehension (see Figure 4.1).

The Right and the Responsibility of Criticism

Being critical is healthy. In the United States, being critical is a cor-
nerstone of our democratic government. As citizens we are allowed 
to assemble and to share our criticisms without fear of reproach. We 
are encouraged to notice things that need changing. As Winston 
Churchill noted, “Criticism may not be agreeable, but it is necessary. 
It fulfils the same function as pain in the human body. It calls atten-
tion to an unhealthy state of things.” And he was right. Criticism 
creates change. It’s about noticing things that could be better and 
taking action to improve the situation.

But being critical does not mean being mean. Students need help 
understanding this distinction. Healthy criticism is constructive and 
focuses on change and improvement. As Abraham Lincoln wisely 
suggested, “He has a right to criticize, who has a heart to help.”  
Lincoln’s words are worth paying attention to—if we’re going to 
teach students to be critical readers, we must teach them how learn 
from the gaps or flaws they might see in a text to envision and create 
something better. Being critical is not an end in itself, but rather the 
catalyst for taking action. Therein lies the thrill. 

Figure 4.1  Questions for teaching an equity model of literacy 
learning.

Reflective Questions for Teachers

Skill How will my instruction and text selection build students’ literacy 
skills and standards?

Intellect How will my instruction and text selection build students’ 
knowledge and mental powers?

Identity How will my instruction and text selection help students learn 
something about themselves and about others?

Criticality How will my instruction and text selection engage students’ 
thinking about power, equity, and the disruption of oppression?
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