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I am interested in how texts work and how they get 
used. I am particularly interested in how texts might be 
designed to enable or disable conversations about 
power, how our uses of texts might create conditions for 
more critical awareness of power and identity, about 
who belongs and who doesn’t, as well as provide us with 
the capacity to design texts, in the broadest sense 
possible, with the means to understand ourselves and 
participate the world around us in more equitable ways. 

This is about connecting big-P politics with our little-p 
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politics – the everyday moments and texts that make our 
lives. And, our abilities to see these as constructions that 
are tied to different value systems.  
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A 
short story about
A 
short story about

DIFFERENCEDIFFERENCE
2

So, if today I am to talk about how language and literacy 
– our practices, our ways of approaching and thinking 
about pedagogy, and the way we live these – then 
perhaps there is nothing more exemplary as a story 
about how we learn the rules of our social and cultural 
contexts. 

I’d like you to close your eyes and imagine the scene. 
We’re at a beach just off the west coast of South Africa. 
If you’ve never been, then think of listen carefully for 
clues in this extract that tell us about where and when 
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the story takes place. Think also of the ways in which you 
might have learned certain rules for thinking, being, and 
doing in your own childhood:

Read extract from novel (p.44-47) – 92 Queen Street by 
Dianne Case, Maskew Miller Longman.

Difference is itself not inherently problematic, but how 
we conceive of it is. For instance, Paris and Alim, building 
on the work of Gloria Ladson-Billings, advocate for the 
move toward an asset-based pedagogy. This is a 
fundamental shift in perspective as well as in practice 
and policy. Drawing on a history of research from critical 
literacies and critical pedagogies more broadly, the idea 
of an asset-based pedagogy seeks to overturn the 
dominance of neoliberal and standardised version of 
teaching and learning. Perhaps put simply, an asset-
based approach requires that we start not with what we 
expect students not to know (often indicated by long 
lists of outcomes that assume a lacking of some sort), 
but instead with what students bring with them to 
contexts of teaching and learning. What resources for 
reading, knowing, grappling, problematising, and 
designing do each of each bring into an educational 
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space, and what shapes can these take? 

This, I think, has important consequences for what 
teaching and learning looks like, and who is equitably 
invited to participate meaningfully. Like the character in 
this story, not only do we learn in the classroom, but also 
outside of it. In the in-between spaces of living, thinking, 
doing, and being. We learn  not only the rules of 
language, reading, writing, responding, of arithmetic, 
science, and history, but we also learn our place in social 
orders, the expectations placed upon us, and the 
possibilities for being both valuable and valued. 

So, let’s look at an example of what it might mean to 
start with what we know when we make sense of texts. 
Although we always do this, we are not always prompted 
to thinking out this process explicitly. 
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What do 
you see?
What do 
you see?

What does 
it say? How 

do you 
know?

What does 
it say? How 

do you 
know?

Where might 
you have 
seen this 
before?

Where might 
you have 
seen this 
before?

What 
language is 
this? How do 
you know?

What 
language is 
this? How do 
you know?

What’s 
familiar 

about this?

What’s 
familiar 

about this?

What do you 
need to know to 
make sense of 

this?

What do you 
need to know to 
make sense of 

this?
3

This is a text I use often with student teachers. Displayed 
just like this, I ask a series of questions: 

1. What do you see?
2. What’s familiar about this?
3. What does it say? How do you know?
4. What language is this? How do you know?
5. What do you think you need to know in order to 

make sense of this?
6. Where might you have seen this before?
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This is relatively simple exercise and you’re probably 
aware of where this is going. Perhaps, then, its disruptive 
force lies not only in the text itself but its location in a 
teacher education programme for secondary English 
teachers. 

Retrieved from: https://logos.fandom.com/wiki/Coca-Cola_(China)
Accessed: 15 June 2022
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“OJOOJ4”“OJOOJ4”
“Chinese?”
“Japanese?”

“Asian?”

“Chinese?”
“Japanese?”

“Asian?”

“Swish”“Swish”

“I thought 
this was an 

English 
class”

“I thought 
this was an 

English 
class”

“Red 
lettering, 

white 
background”

“Red 
lettering, 

white 
background”

Something 
about 007?
Something 
about 007?
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Over the years, these are some of the more common responses I tend to get (see 
slide). 

It is in fact the coca cola sign. 

In this image we can see the linguistic sign systems of 
English and Chinese Mandarin being matched up. Each 
character has a tonal sound, and together have a dual 
meaning function: 1) to sound like the coca cola 
company name (or as close as possible within the sound 
systems of the Chinese Mandarin language), and 2) to 
convey a relevant meaning that can be associated with 
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the brand or product, again as far as possible. 

The text, on its own, has a certain politics of sound, 
visual signs, consumerism, standardisation, and so on. 

The text, as we read it in the context of a teacher 
education programme that is perhaps underpinned by 
critical literacies (because… I am who I am), reveals 
further politics of reading and meaning-making. For 
instance, students’ responses help up to reveal the 
multiple resources they bring to the text through the 
connections they are able to make and the questions 
they ask:

- They apply the logic of English to the visual signs 
here, looking for English characters and transposing 
anglicised sounds onto the image. There is a 
mismatch, of course, as the characters and sounds 
don’t match. At first reading, the Chinese characters 
are pulled apart into some of its stroke-order parts. 

- There are cultural refences to literature, to 
perceptions of East Asia and the languages that find 
their origins there. There are varying degrees of 
knowledge or familiarity, sometimes making the 
identification of the language variety easier or more 
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difficult from different people. Typically, those who 
speak Chinese Mandarin and/or have spent time in 
Mandarin-speaking contexts have the semiotics 
resources to make more accurate sense of these 
words. 

- And then there the visuals. Sometimes the swish or 
the colour combination makes it easy to decode this 
to an extent, while at other times even identifying 
these visual features becomes muddied by how 
unrecognisable the other shapes and positions are. 

A simple task, but one that I think that helps to raise 
some fundamental questions about English as a 
discipline, the role of literacy and how it might be 
conceived, and English as a language of power. It also 
helps us begin our exploration of the semiotic and other 
resources we bring to texts and how these enable us to 
make different kinds of meanings – some more accurate 
or reasonable than others, some more detailed than 
others. We start with what we know and this becomes 
an important means for exploring what we don’t yet 
know. 

Retrieved from: https://logos.fandom.com/wiki/Coca-Cola_(China)
Accessed: 15 June 2022
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What are our 
starting points for 
making meaning?

What assumptions 
do these meanings 
reveal?

What limits of 
knowledge do 
these meanings 
reveal?

What textual 
features are we 

actually reading?

What 
texts/experiences/
knowledge are we 

referring to?

What might this 
reveal about the 

cultural relevance 
of other texts in 

the classroom?

5

Retrieved from: 
https://twitter.com/britishlibrary/status/1154331529377714176/photo/1 
Uploaded by: @britishlibrary (25 July 2019)
Accessed: 15 June 2022
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Who we are matters
Gender and 

sexual identity

Age and 
lifecourse

Race and 
ethnicity

Occupation

Family and 
community

Culture and 
tradition

Ability and 
neurodiversity

Socio-economic 
circumstance

Nationality, 
migration and 

citizenship

Language variety 
and accent

…
6

In this way, it becomes possible to begin to see how we 
are all semioticians. We interact with texts and their 
composite sign systems all the time. We bring a history 
of meanings with us, some given to us by our contexts 
and perhaps much more that we make for ourselves. The 
meanings we bring, and our capacity to continue making 
meaning, shifts and changes over time in relation to who 
we are, where we are, when we are, with whom we 
belong or feel we belong, and perhaps so much more.  
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This reminds me of Hilary Janks’ Critical Language 
Awareness series from 1993. Designed within the same 
apartheid state of our character earlier on, Janks’ work 
still has so much relevance to the ways in which literacy 
education might be understood and done. 

Specifically, her workbook on Language and Position 
helps to make these often taken-for-granted practices of 
approaching and making sense of texts explicit. Through 
simple critical questioning, Janks paves a way for us to 
think carefully about language and how its used in social 
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practice. 
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a frame of reference for building meaning

Is this familiar or unfamiliar to me?
How does this relate to my life?
How does it relate to what I already 
think I know?
How does it make me feel?
How does it relate to my sense of 
self or aspirations?

Is my perspective the dominant 
one?
How might others relate to this?
What do I still need to know to 
understand this differently?
How might this make someone 
else feel?
Who else values this?
Under what conditions am I 
making sense of this?

8

These social practices, over time, and from when we are born, help us build a frame 
of reference for understanding – for making sense of the world in particular ways. The 
questions that arise, then, is how our individual or communal frames of reference 
match broader contexts of culture, society, power, belonging, and ideology. 

On one hand, we might ask of ourselves – or consider how the responses to these 
questions reveal our own social positions in different contexts:
-
On the other hand, we might ask of ourselves whether or not, and how, we are 
located in those broader systems of power and ideology:
-
These questions are about difference, those social positions that are not our own and 
the range of possible meanings and consequences for the ways in which we do 
literacies (make meaning) in different ways. In many ways, this is about building 
capacities for knowing differently, for empathising and recognising differences, but it 
is perhaps also about the steps necessary for seeing the taken-for-grated and familiar 
anew. For this, we need to bring with us more than just ourselves… and we need 
constantly to rethink what we think we know now…
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Familiarity, ideology & powerFamiliarity, ideology & power
Is what is familiar also dominant? 

What do the patterns across texts tell us about whose 
perspectives, whose value systems, and whose lives matter, 
as well as how they matter?

How do we make the familiar unfamiliar? 
How do we make the unfamiliar familiar?

How do we imagine and act beyond the boundaries of 
dominance? 

9
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A 
short story about
A 
short story about

namesnames
10

Let’s consider an example. Here’s a story about names. 

It’s somewhere in 2013 and I’m teaching English as a 
Second Language to young children in Taiwan. I live in a 
small village called ShaLu, about 40 minutes from the 
closest city, TaiChung. While I run the ESL programme, I 
work in a private Bushiban school, and so using a 
business model it is run by a management team which 
includes people who are not necessarily educationalists. 
The school imports their curriculum, their resources, and 
their ideology (including accent!) from the US. After 
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years of correcting my own speech in this school, I leave 
Taiwan sounding more American. 

This is a language school for learners of school-going 
ages (from kindergarten to upper secondary). My 
programme is meant to serve younger children, primarily 
in grades 2-4. Keep in mind that I am a secondary English 
teacher, so already I am at a disadvantage! But, I 
obviously fall in love with the kids and we mostly enjoy 
working together. 
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柯聖凡

Navan Govender

நாவ  

윤
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I have a reading lesson planned for the next day, using a story that has 
been reproduced in the teaching and learning materials provided by 
the school. I use the story to plan some initial activities. The story is 
“My name is Yoon” by Helen Recorvits and Illustrated by Gabi 
Swatkowska. 

Yoon's name means Shining Wisdom, and when she writes it in Korean, it 
looks happy, like dancing figures. But her father tells her that she must 
learn to write it in English. In English, all the lines and circles stand alone, 
which is just how Yoon feels in the United States. Yoon isn't sure that she 
wants to be YOON. At her new school, she tries out different names –
maybe CAT or BIRD. Maybe CUPCAKE! 

I use this as a springboard to talk about names, write our names, and 
build stories about the names we are called (or that we call ourselves). 

Enter the lesson. 

Task one: We are going to write our names in all the ways we know. 
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I model this for my class before planning to move on to some talk 
about which ones they prefer, and when do they use each name (or 
version of their name). 

I start with my own name: First in English lettering, then in 
traditional Chinese, and then in Tamil (I had learnt how to write my 
name and nothing else, so please don’t be impressed by this!) It’s 
perhaps important to note that my so called English name here is 
actually from Sanskrit but written in English lettering. Oddly, it’s also 
a name in Irish Gaelic… But, that’s a different story and perhaps best 
left for a drama series about dysfunctional families and oddly 
convenient coincidences! It’s also important to know that because the 
linguistic systems of English and Chinese Mandarin don’t match up 
(from sounds, to scribing systems, and to structure or their 
underpinning cultural logics, learners entering an English school are 
given English names by their teachers (some might come with English 
names given to them by their families), and so teachers like me 
without Chinese names are also given one by teachers. Sometimes this 
naming ceremony is not a ceremony at all, and sometimes school staff 
will talk to you about the meaning of your name and help you find 
something that you could relate to. I was lucky to have the latter. My 
name in Tamil lettering is perhaps the closest to its form in Sanskrit, 
but having grown up in an English speaking household and school, I 
learnt how to write this very badly from the Hindu cultural and music 
school attended on the weekends growing up. It is the extent of my 
writing in Tamil.

Back to the story…

The moment the children in my class realised I was writing in Chinese 
in an English school, the lesson wa lost. They shouted, protested, 
exclaimed in horror and then proceeded to explain the rules to me: we 
can’t write that here. English only. 

I should have perhaps expected this reaction, but I didn’t. I certainly 
expect the depth with which our English only policy, although never 
written anywhere (at least not in English itself!), was so deeply 
embedded into their ways of knowing and doing. These not only 
constructed the languages as completely separate, but also raised 
questions about whether their lives were compartmentalised as well… 
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Re-reading this story now, I also see how the lesson it teaches perhaps 
reinforces English as a language of power but positioning, in this case, 
Korean, as not belonging. When so much of who we are is the language 
or languages we speak, the signs we use to script ourselves into texts, 
or the sounds we use to assert ourselves into spaces, then if a language 
does not belong, perhaps our bodies, our identities, our histories don’t 
belong either. 

Language, and how we use it, is both important and dangerous work. 

Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oc6li0jFTfI
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Meaning(-Making) happens in 
socio-cultural context

Meaning(-Making) happens in 
socio-cultural context

What influences 
the meanings that 

are possible?

What influences 
the meanings that 

are possible?

Why are these 
perspectives 
dominant?

Why are these 
perspectives 
dominant?

What are the 
consequences for 
thinking, doing, 
being, choosing 

differently?

What are the 
consequences for 
thinking, doing, 
being, choosing 

differently?

What choices can I 
make, and what 

choices do I want 
to make?

What choices can I 
make, and what 

choices do I want 
to make?

12

And so, placing language and literacy, medium and 
meanings, into lived, socio-cultural context helps us both 
to reveal multiple possible meanings as well as consider 
the social effects of our discursive choices. 
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The limits of an 

individual 
perspective

What do my own 
subject positions 

allow me to 
understand? In 

what way?

What do my own 
subject positions 

allow me to 
understand? In 

what way?

What do they NOT 
allow me to 
understand 
fully? Why?

What do they NOT 
allow me to 
understand 
fully? Why?

Who do I need to 
listen to? When? 

Why?

Who do I need to 
listen to? When? 

Why?

13

It may be a step toward moving beyond empathy with 
the other, toward our own humility in being able to 
recognise the limits of our own perspectives. The ‘us’ or 
the ‘our’ in this might be an individual, a community, 
and nationality, and socio-economic position, or any 
other social position that we occupy at a given time. 

It is at the precipice of these limits that we might be able 
to better understand the need for diversity and the 
power of difference as a productive resource. 

13



And so, part of my own journey is discovering my 
semiotician identity through critical literacies also means 
I come up against my own limits all the time. The 
productive force of this, however, lies in being able, I 
think, to recognise how new ways of speaking, reading, 
writing, designing, thinking, doing, and being are 
required in order to understand and confront particular 
issues of power.  
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Queer Critical literaciesQueer Critical literacies
Identification

What/who is represented?
Can the norm be named?

What are the conditions of production?

Deconstruction
What can ne known about the text?

What is the grammar of power?
What are the consequences?

Disruption
What is the grammar of subversion?

What designs are accessible?
What are the consequences?

Transformation
What counts as social action and transformation?

15

Enter Queer Critical Literacies. Given my own queer 
identities, critical literacies provided a means for me to 
explore how those questions about power, identity, 
inclusion and exclusion, belonging and resistance, have 
been forged by queer theorists, researchers, artists, 
activists, and everyday people. Because queer theory 
fundamentally seeks to interrupt heteronormative, 
cisnormative, and patriarchal systems of power, its 
various schools of study allow us to target how language 
and literacy work in particular spaces might reinforce, 
resist, or even transform certain norms. 
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Although some of this emerges from my own work with 
student teachers in South Africa, a colleague and I have 
since revisited the research on what Sandretto critical 
literacies with queer intent. Looking across the literature 
patterns of questioning emerge that are perhaps 
relevant for a range of identity categories, and not just 
those related to gender and sexuality. 

These five types of questioning are: 

(1.) questioning representation; 

(2.) questioning reading practices; 

(3.) questioning policing; 

(4.) questioning knowledge, assumptions and meaning-
making; and 

(5.) questioning self. 

My colleague, Grant Andrews from Wits university, and I 
tried to pull these patterns together into a framework 
that we think could be used for analysing texts from a 
critical and queer perspective. But, perhaps what is 
important here is that what constitutes a text for 
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analysis is in fact anything from a story, to a picture 
book, to a unit of work or even lesson plans, whole 
curriculums, school and classroom spaces, and so on. It 
is a framework for queering the discursive construction 
of teaching and learning itself. 

This involves making certain moves. It’s perhaps 
important to note that although these are presented 
here in quite a linear fashion, they are in fact more fluid 
than that. Sometimes we are taken by a social issue that 
we’re confronted by – especially if we keep seeing it 
come up in different ways again and again, or sometimes 
a particular text strikes us powerful or offensive, or we 
experience the intensity of our social norms through 
feelings of not belonging or fear. 

Identifying, deconstructing, disrupting, and transforming 
these relations as they emerge in the texts around us can 
have incredibly positive social, cultural, psychological 
effects on both individuals and communities. 

Let’s look at a couple examples. 
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The social, cultural, discursive, 
and political functions of 
pronouns

Language & Gender IdentityLanguage & Gender Identity

Pronouns 
name 

subjects and 
objects 

Pronouns 
name 

subjects and 
objects 

Affirmation 
of (a)gender 

identity

Affirmation 
of (a)gender 

identity

Unification, 
fragmentation, 
legitimation

Unification, 
fragmentation, 
legitimation

Uses reveal 
assumed 
gender 
norms

Uses reveal 
assumed 
gender 
norms

Pronoun uses 
are bound to 

naming 
practices

Pronoun uses 
are bound to 

naming 
practices

16

The pronoun debate. Wherever you stand with this, it is important to note how, 
again, language can be used to serve a range of social purposes with different 
consequences for different people and communities. These consequences are not 
equal or equitably experienced, and so unpacking how pronouns, for instance, work 
within these relations of power becomes mor than just a technical grammatical issue. 

Pronouns are bound to naming practices, hailing people and things as subjects or 
objects within English language sentences. That is, the may reinforce active or passive 
roles: what Janks, drawing on Halliday, calls doers and don-tos. And, so, they further 
contribute toward discourses of fragmentation (us-them, us-you, we-they), 
unification (we, us, our), or even legitimation if they appear in the right contexts, 
such as formal documents. But, more often than not, and because English is a 
gendered language, pronoun use reveals how some gendered norms work. 
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@alokvmenon (2021)
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Let’s take a look at a grammar lesson by Alok V Menon, a 
trans nonbinary activist and artist: 

Retrieved from: https://www.instagram.com/p/CTAXitbl_ee/ 
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@alokvmenon (2021)
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Language and literacy requires an 
intersectional approach to pick out 
the nuances of power as it plays 
out in the everyday

Language and literacy requires an 
intersectional approach to pick out 
the nuances of power as it plays 
out in the everyday

22

The challenge here, then, is perhaps to consider how 
research and pedagogy might contribute toward building 
these dispositions for critical engagement. What are the 
disruptive perspectives, voices, and designs that we 
need to bring into the fold? How might deconstructing 
norms and power as it is enable us to understand both 
who or what holds power in some spaces, and why that 
is the case. Across the moves of deconstruction and 
disruption, we can begin to see the complexities of 
power and ideology – how some perspectives take up 
more space, how marginalised perspectives and 
experiences actually offer us ways into better 
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understandings of the world, and how small moments of 
valuing each other’s identities, and stories can either be 
constrained by the dominant value systems of our time 
or can offer what James Scott calls “small openings” for 
transforming those value systems. 

22



Critical literacies and
The conditions of possibility

Critical literacies and
The conditions of possibility

Critical Discourse Analysis as a Research Tool - Janks (2010)23

Enter decoloniality. While much of my own work in 
teaching and research involves working with critical and 
critical multimodal discourse analysis as a means to do 
critical literacies. At the limits of critical and queer 
approaches which are still dominated by western 
worldviews and knowledge-bases, theories of 
decoloniality provide a means to grapple with 
intersectional power in language and literacy. This school 
of thought asks that we not only speak back to power, 
but that we shift our value systems altogether. Walter 
Mignolo, for instance, explains that while colonisation 
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(as a historical event) might be considered ended, both 
the consequences of that event and the logic of 
coloniality persist. Noxolo adds that 

the call to decolonise knowledge is a call to fully 
recognise that knowledge is not ‘universal and 
independent of context’, but is always deeply 
imbricated in power, and in the contingencies of its 
time, location and relations of production

But, how? What does this look like? How might it be 
revealed, especially given that it is a logic, a norm, an 
invisible value system that permeates so much? 

My interest now is how critical literacies might be used 
as a means to mobilise decolonial praxis – in teacher 
education, but with direct applicability to secondary 
schooling and other educational spaces. 

So, let’s look at a final example…
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What do you see?

Who is included/ 
excluded?

Whose 
interests are 

served?

Who gets to speak? 
Who gets spoken for?

How do you read with 
and against the text?

Can you name the 
social issue? Is there 

only one?

What are the limits 
of our perspectives?

24

It’s 2018 and I arrive in Glasgow for the first time. I still 
perhaps feel like a tourist, so my partner and I in that 
phase when we’re exploring the city, the country. On one 
such visit, we reach the Doulton Fountain. Many people 
will be sick of hearing me talk about this particular 
monument, but there’s a complexity to it and to the 
possible ways of interacting with it that lends itself to 
real critical engagement – a lived critical literacies – that 
attends to personal reflection, national narratives, 
international and transnational experiences, as well as 
local ways of thinking and doing. 
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1. Hierarchies
Stratification (form, size, sequencing)
Metaphor (metonymy, allegory, refrain)
Genre (purpose, audience, intended meanings)

2. Grandeur
Style (materiality, aesthetic tradition)

3. Hetero-patriarchalism
Gender roles (gender binaries, gendered actions)
Gender subordination (male gaze, objectification)
Sexual normalisation (opposite-gendered pairing, reproduction)

4. Racism
Erasure (white washing)
Orientalism
Objectification (white gaze)

5. Anthropo-centrism and the environment
Resource-mining 
Industrialisation (modernity)
Land (ownership)

6. Class divides
Space and place

7. Silence(s)
Omissions
Evasions

The Glasgow 
Story (2004)

The Victorian 
Web (2009)

Gazetteer 
for Scotland 
(2021)

25

In a longitudinal study that is embedded into the PGDE 
English programme that I work on, student teachers and 
I work to unravel the entangled discourses of coloniality. 
On one hand, this is conceptually complex and it is at 
times difficult to see how this relates to classroom 
practice. But, on the other hand, we find pedagogies in 
interesting ways: through the use of photographs as a 
means to explore the multiple positions one can take in 
order to make sense of a text, rethinking what counts as 
a text and how this enables the development of certain 
government-sanctioned literacy skills, and how perhaps 
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unexpected texts might work together in doing literacy 
education. 

For instance, in researching the monument further I 
have come across yet another text (and, actually there 
aren’t many) that tells us more. 

Read extract from short story (p.70-71 and p.75): 
There’s the bird that never flew by Zoe Wicomb 
(available in her anthology, The One The Got Away, The 
New Press) 
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TABLE 1: A MULTIMODAL GRAMMAR OF POWER
Textual features: Social issues: Extracts from the data:

Shape and 
size

Hierarchical relations of 
imperial power

 The first thing I noticed at the fountain was the statue of Queen Victoria at the very top and I would say the figures on the fountain are definitely the most prominent features
 My eye was immediately drawn to the large colonial figures within the fountain.
 Glasgow details are lowest and not prominent.
 Imposing. A demonstration of power and wealth. Protected by railings and CCTV – to prevent damage or again about protecting colonial view of ourselves?
 You are forced to look up to authority at the top of the fountain – a forced act of subservience – a reminder of our place. Between the queen and commoners, home-nation military men enforce 

order and power structures.
 The fountain is structured to represent a social and political hierarchy propped up at the bottom by Glasgow, second city of the Empire and surrounded by an iron fence

Space, place, 
and time

Contradictions  ‘Let Glasgow Flourish’ interesting in context of placing of the fountain and people’s palace in the East End – amongst poverty. Could be seen in lots of ways; A demonstration of power and wealth to 
maintain control, a way to inspire the proletariat to keep working hard, a reminder of where the city’s wealth and grand buildings come from, a Victorian signal of philanthropy and benevolence –
trying to improve living standards for the working classes? Doesn’t feel like that is what make’s Glasgow flourish anymore!

 Fountain is at the ‘Front’ of the palace which adds to it’s grandeur, but is actually tucked away, behind an embankment and away from the main walkway through Glasgow Green, hints at a vague 
apologetic embarrassment about it. A denial of what it says about our history as a nation and trading centre for colonial power.

 The fountain is surrounded by an iron fence and flanked by CCTV cameras. A further reminder of our place as subjects.
 Something that really stayed with us was a bunch of flowers left on the Doulton fountain that were left in memory of someone’s loved one, celebrating the good times they had shared in Glasgow 

Green. After that, we could see the same sentiment everywhere – people celebrating their personal highs on a backdrop of humanity’s lows.
 It has been positioned between the palace and the new housing estate just outside Glasgow Green. Between the palace of the people and the people

Human 
figures

Coloniality and 
race/ethnicity, culture, 
and nationality

 Only those serving the empire are represented here, but in stereotypical, generic ways.
 Colonies at the bottom – South Africa at the back. India at the front directly under Victoria. Australia and Canada. Interesting which colonies are picked as worthy of representation here.
 The fountain places natives and natural resources of commonwealth countries at the bottom of the statue, a military above them, women pouring jugs then Queen Victoria above them all.

Heterosexism and 
heteronormativity

 We notice the Australian statue differs from the other because the woman is standing while the man is sitting dow[n].
 Women are seated, men are standing apart from in Australia (make the Sheila’s work hard!). No Aboriginal representation.
 Westernised features. South African black lady only person not fully clothed or with deviation in the representation of her features (hair/height/nose etc.).
 The women pouring jugs are almost lost in the ornamental flourishes beside them. The fountain reinforces traditional ideas of masculinity and femininity.

Iconography Religion  Surrounded by a circle of Christian bishops. Giving weight to missionary role of colonialism and the idea that Victoria is acting in God’s name/with God’s power, protection and blessing.

Popular culture  This reminded us of movies that depict romanticised, idealistic visions of Empire and the exploration of the “exotic” e.g., “Out of Africa”, “Indiana Jones : Temple of Doom”, “Pocahontas.”

Animals, 
plants, and 
minerals

Relationship(s) with the 
environment

 Also there aren’t any specifically Australian animals or symbols depicted. India doesn’t have an animal instead is represented by cultural dress and religious symbols.
 The Moose head used to represent Canada reminded us of the stereotypical use of a kilt to represent Scotland. Does a moose = Canada?

Materiality Coloniality endures  It was probably once a deep red in colour but has fallen into slight disrepair with algae and weeds building up around it
 The fountain is made from Terracotta, donated from a British potter. A Chinese resource which is left unsaid.
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When we match what student teachers see with what I 
see, it becomes possible to understand how the 
entangled discourses of coloniality, those intersectional 
issues of power and meaning-making, become visible to 
different people in different ways. Having an 
underpinning grammar, of sorts, of power enables us to 
match the different things we see and understand to the 
particular configurations of power and identity 
instantiated in the text – in this case, the monument. 

We engage in imaginative writing, photography, 
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descriptive writing and other observational tasks, we 
analyse information texts
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…coloniality is maintained alive in
books, in the criteria for academic
performance, in cultural patterns, in
common sense, in the self-image of
peoples, in aspirations of self, and so
many other aspects of our modern
experience. In a way, as modern
subjects we breathe coloniality all
the time and everyday.

Maldonado-Torres, N. (2007). On the Coloniality of Being: 
Contributions to the Development of a Concept. Cultural Studies, 
21 (2–3): 240–270.

entanglemententanglementGender

Class
Race
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As a practice of multimodal critical discourse analysis
(Fairclough, 2001), critical literacies is a pedagogical approach
for unpacking the ways in which meaning and power are 
imprinted into texts through a series of choices, and how these 
choices “are tied to the conditions of possibility” (Janks, 1997, p. 
329). That is, the capacity to recognise, name, explain, disrupt, 
and transform relations of power through discursive 
consumption (i.e., critical reading) and production (i.e., critical 
design) is a means to raise the political-pedagogical power of
students, teachers, and young people as they engage with the
world around them.

Critical Literacies and the conditions of decolonial possibility - Govender (in press)28
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This fountain itself is a map. It portrays borders
as clear and uncontested. These borders are
geographical, relating to space and national
identity. They are social: gender as binary,
countries as resources, empire as something to
be defended. Each country is named by the
English tongue and carved by a Western hand.
The shape of each country is determined by its
resources, which then determines their subjects.
Country first, resources second, people third.
This fountain is a map because it is a thing
created by a person trying to explain
geopolitical relations but it is at the same time a
work of art, fully subjective and open to
interpretation. This fountain is a map because it
was made through stories, passed down and
turned into “fact.” This fountain is a map
because it tells truths and lies at once.
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Building vocabularies for naming issues of power, 
unpicking them, and anchoring them to example texts 
(including the monument itself) means we were able to 
use our different starting points as resources. We also 
worked hard to create brave spaces, something I have 
learned about in more detail being part of a collective 
called The Anti-Racist Educator and how acts of speaking 
must work with acts of real listening. Where we are able 
to offer each other both insights into how certain uses of 
language might have deeply problematic effects as well 
as how our differences actually allow us to offer each 
other alternative ways of speaking about each other. 
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This is also not to say that we do not experience 
resistance and other tensions. But, critical literacy is risky 
teaching… and only when we get things wrong, do the 
necessary work, and build an understanding that 
learning is always ongoing are we perhaps able to create 
brave spaces where so many different experiences can 
be valued. 
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Tapping into those important local and transnational socio-political events happening alongside our own 
educational processes within the PGDE English programme became necessary for creating those 
"conditions of possibility" (Janks, 1997) for valuing, recognising, or even activating our (student 
teachers' and mine) own political-pedagogical capacities through how we read and re-read, wrote and 
re-wrote, designed and re-designed identity, power, and meaning- making. For example, 
#BlackLivesMatter and Fallist movements provided strong impetus for asking critical questions about 
race, ethnicity, and the role of monuments across colonial and postcolonial contexts. Queer and feminist 
movements, on the other hand, provided a foundation for noticing how those issues of race, ethnicity, 
and coloniality are bound to certain representations of gender and sexuality. By tapping into those 
questions of power, representation, and social impact, we were able to use activist ways of making 
meaning in doing our own political-pedagogical work as teachers.

Activist literaciesActivist literacies
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criticalcritical DecolonialDecolonialqueerqueer
Language, literacy 
and power

Descriptivist

Multiple 
perspectives

Reading power; 
writing/designing 
back to power

Self-reflexive 

Interrupting and 
disrupting existing 
categories

Self-identification 
(naming) and 
language creation

Critical-creative

Entangled 
constructs of 
power

Plurality of 
perspectives, 
histories, 
experiences, etc.

Shifting the 
paradigm
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Political-pedagogical actionPolitical-pedagogical action

Involves noticing power and ideology in everyday texts and (inter)actions by 
problematising the commonsense

Includes assertions of self

Involves multimodality, critical imagination, and emotion 

Involves constructing and reconstructing the conditions for decolonial possibility 
in context through cycles of collecting and producing texts

Involves a constant awareness of the possible and actual social effects of 
pedagogical decision-making

Involves recognising the resources we bring (when to speak up) and our limitations 
(when to listen)
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An invitation to look and look again across the 
meaning-scape

Submit images, writing, or audio that reflect 
the kinds of meanings, experiences and 
interactions within the conference space. 

Thinking always:
Who gets to speak, and who gets spoken for?
Who gets represented and misrepresented?
Who is foregrounded, backgrounded, or silenced?
What patterns emerge across texts?
What social issues and assumptions are embedded in the text?
What value systems are being (re)produced, maintained, 
resisted, or transformed?

WHOSE INTERESTS ARE SERVED?
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