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Abstract

Critical literacy skills are imperative for the overall development of the elementary school
learner in the 21% century. These skills incorporate analytical thinking, empathy, and the
ability to question therational efor the status quo. Through critical literacy, pupilscan respond
intelligently to various kinds of information that develop around them, processing them for
their own personal growth and that of the society in which they live. For critical literacy
skills to thrive, the classroom should be able to provide an environment for the children to
optimize their individualities as they incul cate creative thinking and questioning skills. With
sustained motivation from school proprietors, administrators, teachers, governments, and
other stakeholders, elementary school children may become the drivers of Africa’s attainment
of sustainable development goal number 4. To help African children to catch up with their
peersin the global space, this paper suggests that teachers need to regularly update their
knowledge and i mbibe 21st-century teaching and learning skills, so they can effectively teach
the children cutting-edge proficiencies. Suggestionsare also made for activitiesthat teachers
could useto help young learners develop critical literacy skills.

Keywords:. Critical literacy skills, Elementary education, Sustai nable development

Introduction

Literacy isan essential aspect of elementary education, indeed, every aspect of education, because
it hdpsanindividud to gather information and gain knowledge. Much emphasisisplaced onliteracy
at theelementary level becauseit isthe bedrock of educational foundation. Many international
organisationslikethe United Nations Educational , Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
and United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) now known as United
Nations Children’s Fund, put in a lot of effort to ensure that quality literacy education is provided for
children worldwide. A lot of progress has been made by these organi sations but despitethe great
progressmadein literacy worldwide, at least 771 million young people and adultstill cannot read
andwrite, and 250 million children arefailingto acquirebasic literacy skills(UNESCO, 2022). The
effect of covid-19 pandemic may have caused anincreaseinthesefigures. Literacy playsanimportant
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role inan individual’s life and society. Having literacy skills does not benefit the reader only, but
everyonewithinthe community regardless of age, race, gender, or background.

Asessentia asliteracy anditsskillsare, UNESCO (2022) affirmsthat literacy hasgone
beyond thetraditional concept of reading and writing skillsand it isnow concel ved asameans of
identification, understanding, interpretation, creation, and communication. Literacy hasbecomea
continuum of learning and proficiency inreading, writing and using numbersthroughout lifeandis
part of alarger set of skills, including education for sustai nable devel opment. Though literacy skills
may bethefocusinlanguage, they are equally necessary and cut across other subject areaslike
Mathematics, Science, Art, Music, and so on.

Elementary education, aso known asprimary educetion, isthefirst stagetraditionaly found
informa education. In Nigeria, the 2014 Nationa Policy on Educati on categorized basi c education
to cover early childcare and devel opment education (daycare), pre-primary education, primary
andjunior secondary education (Future Learn, 2021, Odeleye, 2010). Therefore, primary education
iscaptured under basi c education and theagerange of children at thisleve of education isbetween
610 12 yearsof age. Primary educationisthe bedrock of any formal education. Itisthefoundation
onwhich other educationd levelsarebuilt, that is, it isthebuilding block for other levelsof education.
Itisthereforeimportant for it to be of topmost quality. In abroader context, primary educationis
dsoadagetoinculcatecriticd literacy skillsinto pupils. Thiscan bebuilt up by cons stently familiarising
pupilswith literacy in el ementary school.

Theprocessof al agpectsof literacy startswith reading skillsand they arecritica to eventua
successfor most students. Theseskillsformthefoundationfor al other learning, Inthe 21% century,
however, itisnolonger enoughto be ableto read and write, thereisaneed to interact with thetext,
by anaysing, interpreting, understanding and making links between what iswrittenand what is
beingread. Thisisknown ascritical literacy. Jones (2006 in Norris, Lucas, and Prudhoe, 2012)
compared critical literacy to apair of eyeglassesthat alowsoneto see beyond thefamiliar and
comfortable. Norriset a (2012) posit that critical literacy encouragesreadersto question, explore,
or challengethe power relationshipsthat exist between authorsand readers. Critical literacy isa
person’s ability to critique a text and view it from various angles or through different lenses. Being
critically literate is about asking and understanding the “why’ of a text or why an author did something
(Green, 2021).
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For any meaningful development to occur inanation, education playsavita role. Education
iscrucia for socid transformation and sustainable devel opment. According to Ezekwesili (2022),
primary school enrolment in sub-Saharan Africahasreached an astounding 99.9%. Thisimplies
that international programmesl|ikethe millennium development goas (SDGs) and education for
(EFA) put in place by United Nationsand other international organisations haveyielded great
results. Unfortunately, accessto education alone has not guaranteed that children arelearning or
getting quality educationin schools. Ezekwesili (2022) further reved sthat nineinten children in
Africa cannot read and comprehend by the age of 10, a phenomenon she referred to as ‘learning
poverty’. Winthrop (2022) affirms that children in Africa find it difficult to master basic literacy and
numeracy skillswhich arevita for successin every educationa endeavour. Itisamostimpossibleto
explore and master various curricular subjects without strong reading abilities. Citing UNESCQO’s
recent Global Education Monitoring Report, Winthrop (2022) positsthat only 18 percent of all
primary school-age childrenin sub-Saharan Africaare proficient in reading. With these statistics,
littlewonder that Africastruggleswith devel opment and sustainability.

Development is a desirable phenomenon in every society, more importantly, such
developments need to be sustained. United Nations Genera Assembly, (1987 in Tomidav, 2018),
defines sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Tomislav (2018) views the
concept of sustainable development as one based on three other concepts namely, concept of
devel opment (soci o-economic devel opment in linewith ecol ogica congtraints), the concept of needs
(redistribution of resourcesto ensurethequality of lifefor al) and the concept of future generations
(the possibility of long-term usage of resourcesto ensurethe necessary quality of lifefor future
generations). Tomidav givesan explicit description of sustainable devel opment thus:

The essence of the concept of sustainable development derivesfrom the
Triplebottomlineconcept, whichimpliestheba ancebetweenthreepillars
of sustainability—environmental sustainability focused on maintaining the
qudlity of theenvironment whichisnecessary for conducting theeconomic
activitiesand qudity of lifeof people, socid sustainability which strivesto
ensurehuman rightsand equality, preservation of cultura identity, respect
for cultural diversity, race and religion, and economic sustainability
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necessary to maintainthe natura, socia and human capita required for
incomeand living standards (p.68).
To maintain the quality of the environment that would result inthe quality of life of the people,
preservation of cultural identity and economic sustainability necessary to maintainthenatural, socia
and human capita required for theliving standards, critica literacy isrequired.

Literacy isthefoundationd base of education. By theageof 10, achildin school should be
ableto read and have thefoundational skillsnecessary for further learning and the devel opment of
advanced skill sthat would promote sustai nable devel opment. Without these basic skills, many
African children are unprepared for thelearning that comes next and thus are not guaranteed the
ability to meaningfully learnin secondary or any further education (Ezekwesili, 2022; Odeleye,
2016). Thispaper, therefore, positsthat not only should importance be placed on qudity education
with an emphasison literacy and numeracy skills, but thereisan urgent need to devel op critical
literacy skills in elementary education for Africa’s sustainable development.

Concept of Critical Literacy

Critica literacy practiceswere made popular by Brazilian educator and theorist Paulo Freire. His
work in the late 1940s focused on critical consciousness and critical pedagogy. Freire’s work
included the notion that literacy education should highlight the critica consciousnessof learners
(Vasquez, 2017). According to Vasquez (2017), Freireand his colleague Macedo popul arised the
concept that readingisnot just about decoding words, but exposureto words simultaneoudy exposes
you totheworld. In other words, asyou read the words, you read theworld.

Varioustheoretica viewsand perspectives haveintuenced thedelinitions of criticd literacy.
According to Vasquez (2016), critical literacy is “viewed as a concept, a framework, or perspective
for teaching and learning, away of beingin the classroom, and astanceor attitudetoward literacy
work in schools.” No matter the perspective of a theorist the goal of critical literacy remains the
same- “understanding the relationship between texts, meaning-making and power to undertake
transformative social action that contributes to the achievement of a more equitable social order”
(Vasquez, 2016). Inthis paper, critica literacy shall be considered asaconcept.

Critical literacy asa concept isalearning approach that expects pupilstointeract with
different textsand criticaly andyseand evd uatetheir meanings asthey relateto severa topics. Itis
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areading and writing-based | earning processthat encourages pupilsto accept, rej ect or reconstruct
ideas presented in texts by authors (Tophat.com). Green (2021) describescritical literacy asa
person’s ability to deconstruct a text, pulling it apart to consider it from various angles. Critical
literacy helpsusasreadersto avoid being mided, influenced, or persuaded by authors. To buttress
this view, Green (2021) cited the example of journalists who may emphasise certain facts or
deliberately omit others. Critical literacy meansgoing beyond thewritten wordsand imagining the
author’s intentions, decisions, motives, contexts, and influences. To be critically literate, a pupil has
to bedetalledin hig’her thoughtswhileinteracting with atext and should beableto ask and understand
‘why” an author did something (Peterson, 2018; Green, 2021).

Comber (2013) describes critical literacy as ‘an evolving repertoire of analytical and
interrogative practicesthat move between the micro features of textsand the macro conditions of
institutions, focusing on how power relations operate through these practices’. An ‘evolving repertoire’
in Comber’s definition denotes the fact that several other views and perspectives will unfold in the near
futureconcerning thedefinition and practicesof criticd literacy. Thereisanunfolding of criticd literacy
inanever-changingworld. Though critical literacy skillsare often cons dered inthecontext of reading,
they arerdevant tod| typesof textscrested with theintention of sendingamessagefromoneindividud
to another (Green, 2021). Apart from encouraging pupilsto question, explore, actively analysethe
text andthink criticaly, criticd literacy d so enables pupilstofind waysto solve problemsand chad lenge
therelationshipsthat exist between authorsand readers (Rini, 2018; Norriset d, 2012).

Criticd literacy isdifferent from critical readingin that it introduces aconnection between
schooling, reading, and text understanding to democratic principlesof society and transformative
socid actionintheinterest of themost vulnerable and oppressed communities (Blixen & Pannell,
2020). Critical literacy, however, does not operate outside of reading. Reading is a ‘tool’ subject in
literacy and language devel opment. It isacomplex processthat providesabridge between speech
and writing and givesthe ability to construct meaning from written material s (Odeleye & Adetuyi,
2016). Severd researchers (Odeleye & Adetuyi, 2016; Wagner, 2016) consider reading as one of
themost important activitiesinthelives of pupilsto devel op vocabul ary and acquire knowl edgethat
is fundamental to intellectual growth. Odeleye & Adetuyi (2016) opined that a child’s educational
progressishinged ontheability toread. Themajor level for learning to read and writeisassumed
to beelementary school, usually the early years. Asimportant asreading isto literacy, however, it
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has been discovered that the ability toread isnolonger enough. Thereisaneedto andyse, interpret,
understand, and make links between what an individual reads and theworld in which heor she
exists. Therefore, theattention being giventoliteracy a theelementary level should beextendedto
criticd literacy.

Critical Literacy in Elementary School
Having adeep discussion on the establishment and application of critical literacy for pupilsin

elementary school s has become an important phenomenon (Rini, 2018; Norriset d, 2012). It has
become essential to examineand anaysethebest practicesthat would work to introducecritica
literacy for pupilsin eementary schools. Exposing pupilsto critical literacy skillsat an early stage
not only providesthemwith theahility to facetherapid devel opment of technol ogy and information
but al so encouragesthem to be active reci pients of information, who aways analyse and provethe
validity of every piece of information they receive. Rini (2018) opinesthat critical literacy can be
implemented s multaneoudy intheteaching and learning processaswel | astext-based learning. She
further suggeststhat critical literacy should beimplemented asearly aspossible, that isat the early
stages of education, so asto have anintelligent and cultured nation. Thisimpliesthat anintelligent
and cultured nation would be madeup of intelligent and cultured citizenswho would gladly pursue
sustainable development for their nation aswell asthe community they find themselves.

Literature (O’Brien, 2001; Vasquez, 2017) reveals that critical literacy work with younger
children began in the 1990s, specifically with the work of Barbara Comber and Jenny O’Brien
(1998) on creating spacesfor critica literacy in an dementary school classroom, using newspaper
and magazine advertisements. Vasquez (2017) further devel oped critical literacy with childrenin
her work with children between agesthreeto five. Her work opened thefield for explorationin
Settingsinvolving very young children by using their inquiriesabout theworld around themto question
issuesof socid justiceand equity, using every day astext (i.e., food packaging, mediaadvertisements,
popular culture), as well as children’s literature. Methods used to teach critical literacy at the earlier
stagein eementary school werecritically reading and deconstructing texts. Thesewereusedto help
studentsquestion versionsof redlity intheworld around them (Vasguez, 2017). Janks (2010) noted
that texts can be “deconstructed—unpicked, unmade, the positions produced for the reader laid
bare” because texts are constructed word by word and image by image. This would help pupils
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review and reconstruct textsfrom their own perspectives and understanding of written words,
adverts, andimages.

Critical literacy at the elementary level requires specific processing for effective
implementation. The curriculum needsto betaken into consideration and thelearning activities
designed. Critical literacy activitiesat thislevel should begradua andintegrated into theteaching
and learning process (Vasquez, 2017; Rini, 2018). To thisend, Rini (2018) suggeststhat critical
literacy at dementary school sbeintegrated with or separated from school educationd programmes.
Shehighlightsthe advantage of integrating criticd literacy into thelearning process; she opinesthat
it would give pupilsthe opportunity to have direct interaction with different types of sourceswhich
would developtheir critical thinking kills.

Accordingto Rini (2018), someessentid stagesto develop critical literacy at thee ementary
school includebut arenot limited to:

1. Critical Reading: A major requirement in critical literacy isthe ability toread. Readingisa
process that requires an interaction between the reader, the author/text and the use of the reader’s
cognitiveand metacognitiveability to decode and make meaning from thetext read. Reading can be
product-oriented (i.e. the text has meaning, aswell asfactorsthat determine meaning, init) or
process-oriented (i.e. meaning isderived asaresult of interaction between the reader and thetext)
(Oddeye, 2018). Rini (2018) affirmsthat readingisareceptivelanguageskill inthewrittenlanguage,
and studentswould haveto learn to usetheir schematato build up asolid background in creating
critical literacy by being dynamically involvedinreading activities. Thereading activity givesstudents
new insight and knowledge. Inlinewith reading, critical literacy impliesthat oneisableto think
about an author’s intentions, decisions, and literary choices (Green, 2021).

The process of critical reading activity focuses on understanding explicit and implicit
information with the ability to analyse, compare, and assess the content of thetext. The process
requires pupilstothink criticaly, actively giveresponsesto information received and avoid being
passive with such information. These are the basic requirements for developing pupilss’ critical
literacy skills(Rini, 2018).

2. Critical Thinking: Critica thinkingisanability to use complex thinking and reasoning skills. It
isthe process of thinking about ideas, issues and situationsin order to fully comprehend them,
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identify their implications, make ajudgement, and guide decision making. Critical thinkingincludes
skillssuch asquestioning, predicting, anaysing, synthesi zing, examining opinions, identifying va ues
and issues, detecting bias, and distinguishing between alternatives. Studentsarerequired to be
activein analyzing and evaluating the facts of information to obtain or make some conclusion.
Critical thinking can be devel oped from the e ementary agesin accordance with cognitive
development of each child. According to Rini (2018), smpleand sustainablecriticd thinking activities
are based on the stages and portion of students’ cognitive development. At primary school age,
pupilsthink concretely and begin to devel op their ability to associate eventsthat occur intheir lives.

Thisability isthemain tool that supportsthe development of thinking skillsin the cultivation of

critical literacy (Rini, 2018).

Vasquez (2017) highlights somekey aspectsof critical literacy which may act asaguideto
itsimplementation at the e ementary school:

i) Ciritica literacy should beaframework for teaching acrossthe curriculum and not atopicto be
covered or aunit to be studied.

ii) Diverse pupils’ cultural knowledge should be used to build the curriculum.

i) Critical literacy viewstheworld asasocially constructed text that can be read. Pupilsshould
therefore beintroduced to this perspective early so that they are able to understand what it
meansto be researchers of language, images, spaces, and objects.

iv) Critical literacy involvesmaking sense of thesociopolitica systemsthrough whichweliveour
livesand questioning these systems. Criticd literacy work at theelementary leve should focus
on social issues, such asrace, class, gender, or disability, and thewaysinwhichlanguageis
used to shape our understanding of theseissues.

V) Becausetextsaresocialy constructed and designed from particular perspectives, pupils
should betaught to andysetheir own readings of text and unpack the position(s) fromwhich
they engagein literacy work.

Introducing critical literacy at thed ementary school will bebeneficid to pupil sasit enhances
children’s critical thinking and understanding of different perspectives. It allows childrento be aware
of problemswithin their community and around theworld, exposing them to different culturesand
difficultissues(Norriset al., 2012). Strakovaand Cimermanova(2018) posit thet critical reflection,
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(whichisafunctiond part of critical literacy), asaskill needsto be devel oped fromtheearly years
of schooling, asit appearsto be anirreplaceabletool for understanding how peopleare conditioned
and confined by the socio-culturd structuresthey operatein. Itisimportant that the education given
a thedementary leve enablesyoung peopleto read both theword and theworld critically. Hopefully,
thiswould hel p them grow into adults (administrators, politicians, teechers, etc.) that would criticaly
read and writepaliciesthat would promoatesustainabledeve opment withinthe r communitiesand beyond.

Critical Literacy and Sustainable Development

Theability toread and writeare core competenciesthat are centrd to lifelonglearning and sustainable
development. Oneof themajor highlightsof the 2006 Education for All (EFA) Globa Monitoring
Report (UNESCO, 2006), dedicated to thetopic of literacy, isthat literacy iscrucial for economic,
socia, and political participation and devel opment, and key to enhancing human capabilities, with
wide-ranging benefitsincludingcritical thinking, improved hedlth and family planning, HIV/AIDS
prevention, children’s education, poverty reduction, and active citizenship. Trudell etal (2012)
affirmthat thereare multiplelinksbetween literacy and citizenship, culturd identity, socio-economic
devel opment, human rights, and equity. They further posit that wherever thegoal of developmentis
transformation among the popul ation, literacy enablesthat popul ation to understand, assess, and
ultimately act onthe new information and ideas givento them. Thereistherefore, no gainsayingthe
fact that literacy linksclosaly to sustainable devel opment aswell.

Literacy isfundamentd for meaningful development inanation becauseitisaninterconnection
of several fields education, health, agriculture, and more (Literacy promotes people’s ability and
potentia totake careof their needsand a so contributeto devel opment. Further, theability to read,
write and comprehend atext givesindividual sthe ability to understand their responsibilitiesand
obligations in society as good citizens. The exercise of one’s rights and duties in society as ingredients
of sustainabledeved opmentisimplicitintheir ability to read, writeand have bas c knowledge of the
reditiesintheir society. Literacy isatool for sustainabledevel opment, and it iscriticd to theattainment
of the 17-point Sustainable Devel opment Goals(SDGs). Accordingto UNESCO (2022), literacy
createsan enabling environment for sustai nable devel opment, enables greater participationinthe
labour market, improveschild and family health and nutrition, reduces poverty, and expandslife
opportunities.
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On the 25th of September, 2015, the United Nationslaunched a 17-point Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) which isexpected to yield results by the year 2030. Oghenekohwo
and Frank-Oputu (2017) speculate that the SDGswere put in place dueto the failure of most
countriesto achievetheir set millennium development goals(MDGs) targetsby 2015. Threemain
areas have been identified as needing sustai nabl e devel opment within acommunity or anation.
They aretheeconomic, thesocid, and the environmental . Wagner (2016) identifiestheseareasas
social sustainability, economic sustai nability and environmenta sustainability. He describes socia
sustainability, as maintaining thelocal and regional communitiesthat could betorn asunder by the
effectsof environmenta change. Hereferred to economic sustainability astheneedto maintaina
ba ance between natural resources and human consumption that can generate goods and services
without degradation of the bal ance between the two, and without increasing global economic
inequities. Thethird area, environmenta sugtainability, focuseson thelimitati onswithin theenvironment
weliveand how we can protect our planet (Wagner, 2016).

Criticdl literacy iscrucid for sustainability solutionsto thethree areasidentified asneeding
sustainability, and acrossall devel opment sectors. Thereisan absolute need to comprehend the
problemsexisting and needing sol utionsin the economic, socia and environment of acommunity/
nation. Solutionsto be propounded and preci sy executed must be thoroughly thought through.
Thereisthereforeneed to makeinnovativeadvancesto usecriticd literacy in e ementary education
asameansfor theformidabletransformationsin sustainability inNigeriaand inAfricaasawhole.

Conclusion

Developing critical literacy skillsat theelementary level of educationisamajor sepinthedirection
of attaining sustainabledevelopment inAfrica. Criticd literacy skillsarenot just connected to an
individual’s personal needs, they affect the needs and development of the whole society. This is
becausecritical literacy possessesthe potency required by society to maintain the quality of the
environment that would result inthequality of life of the people, preservation of culturd identity and
economic sustai nability necessary to maintain the natural, socia and human capital requiredfor the
living standards. Critical literacy should therefore not be atopicto be covered but aperspectivefor
teaching embedded in the e ementary curriculum of studly.
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Recommendations

Thefollowing suggestionsare madeto aid the promotion and implementation of critical literacy at

thedementary leve of educationinAfrica, especialy inNigeria

i)  Government and all stakehol ders should support enriched teaching and learning experiencesto
advancethe progressof critica literacy.

ii)  Thereshould bedifferentiated instruction andinteractive pedagogica methodstoimprovestudent
learning outcomes. Variation should be used on creating critical literacy inaccordancewith the
characterigtics of the e ementary school pupils.

iii) Teachersshould regularly updatetheir knowledgeandimbibe 21% century teaching and learning
skills. Teachers should betrained and retrained on eff ective pedagogy so they can effectively
teach thechildren cutting-edge proficiencies.

iv) Criticd literacy learning should besystematic sothat critica reading, critica thinking and writing
areseen as part of an ongoing process.

V) Thereshould beacurriculareform of dementary education that would delineatethe purpose
and functionof critical literacy for sustainable devel opment.
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