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Critical Inquiry and Global Literature
Reading literature to gain understandings of global cultures involves reading to inquire into issues in children’s lives and in the broader society. These experiences support children in becoming critical and knowledgeable readers and thinkers.  Readers are encouraged to engage deeply with the story world of a text and then to step back to share their personal connections and to reflect critically with others about the text.  They engage in shared thinking about ideas based on critical inquiries that matter in their lives and world.  

Critical inquiry focuses on issues of power and on questioning oppression.  Readers are challenged to critique and question “what is” and “who benefits” as well as to hope and consider possibility by asking “what if” and taking action for social change.  Through critical literacy, children learn to problematize, question, and develop a critical consciousness that involves them in

· questioning the everyday world

· examining relationships between language and power
· analyzing popular culture and media
· understanding how power relationships are socially constructed
· considering actions to promote social justice  
This critical consciousness allows children to become problem-posers who critically analyze the way we exist in the world and view the world as in the process of transformation and becoming.  

Cultural authenticity is a critical issue for readers, both in identifying with and challenging the social worlds portrayed within literature.  Cultural authenticity goes beyond accuracy or the avoidance of stereotyping to include the cultural values and practices within a social group in order to examine whether a book is authentically reflecting the values and practices of particular cultures.  The issue of authenticity is complex, given the range of experiences within any cultural group and the unique interpretations that each reader creates from a book.  Reading literature from a critical perspective engages readers in questioning the meanings embedded within texts.  They “read against the grain” of texts to question dominant messages and uncover the different layers of meanings, beliefs and perspectives embedded in a book.  

Providing brief information about the background of authors and illustrators before reading aloud can raise children’s awareness about the significance of this frame in interpreting literature. Students realize that they need to know if an author is a cultural insider, has visited the country, or has engaged in research or some kind of experience related to the content of the book.  This context is important in considering an author’s perspective and how and why authors write about a particular topic as well as for readers to position themselves in critically discussing a book. 
Cultural authenticity is an analysis of the extent to which a book reflects the world view of beliefs and values and depicts the accurate details of everyday life and language for a specific cultural group. Given the diversity within any cultural group, there is never one image of life within any group, and so the themes and underlying ideologies are often more significant for analysis.  Readers from the culture of a book need to be able to identify and feel affirmed that what they are reading rings true in their lives, while readers from another culture need to be able to identity and learn something of value about cultural similarities and differences.  

See Stories Matter: The Complexity of Cultural Authenticity in Children’s Literature, edited by Dana Fox and Kathy G. Short (NCTE, 2003). 
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