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Abstract
This study examined which aspects of critical literacy are focused on in the
reading literacy assessment for the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) 2018 and what kinds of texts are related to the critical
literacy items in the test. Based on theory-oriented qualitative content
analysis, critical literacy items in PISA represented, for example,
determining the purpose of a text or separating fact and opinion. Most
of the items were related to genre approaches to critical literacy, yet they
ignored social justice aspects. Furthermore, the test consisted mostly of
informational texts and only a few fictional texts. The findings indicate a
need to develop a more comprehensive critical literacy assessment tool.
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Introduction

The importance of critical literacy has increased in modern society. Critical literacy skills are listed
as key competencies for lifelong learning and twenty-first-century skills (see Bellanca & Brandt,
2010; European Commission, 2019), and in many countries, educational aims include advancing
students’ critical thinking (Lombardi et al., 2021). The importance of critical literacy is emphasized
especially in an online environment, because of the increasing need for critical evaluation of the
quality and credibility of information sources with the spread of fake news and disinformation.
However, research shows that many adults and students have poor skills in evaluating information
(e.g., Hämäläinen et al., 2020; Kiili et al., 2018; Kiili et al., 2019; OECD, 2019b; OECD, 2021; Sul-
kunen & Malin, 2014). While several studies focus specifically on online reading and source
reliability, they ignore social justice or the political aspects of critical literacy.

In large-scale, comparative international reading literacy assessments, the importance of critical
reading literacy is acknowledged because one area of assessment is respondents’ ability to evaluate
information (see Mullis & Martin, 2019; OECD, 2019a). The Organisation for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development (OECD) created the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA) as a literacy assessment and education policy tool that evaluates the reading literacy skills
of 15-year-olds in several countries.1 In Finland, the national curricula have reflected the academic
debate (Kauppinen, 2010), and research has thus had an impact on education policy. For example,
in 2021, partly fueled by PISA results, Finland formed its first national literacy strategy that aims
toward a society in which the importance of literacy is widely recognized (Finnish National Agency

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an OpenAccess article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this
article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

CONTACT Marjo Sirén marjo.r.siren@jyu.fi Finnish Institute for Educational Research, University of Jyväskylä, P.O. Box 35,
FI-40014
1PISA assesses skills of 15-year-olds in reading literacy, mathematics, and science to meet real-life challenges. In addition to the
test tasks, PISA has background surveys that are used to gauge, for example, students’ attitudes to learning. See more about
PISA at https://www.oecd.org/pisa/aboutpisa/.

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2023.2287458

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2023.2287458&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-11-30
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2510-9910
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2790-8951
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:marjo.r.siren@jyu.fi
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/aboutpisa/
http://www.tandfonline.com


for Education, 2021). One of the goals of this strategy is to strengthen multiliteracy skills, which also
include critical literacy (see also Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014). In addition, the
national media education policy aims to develop everyone’s media literacy, including critical lit-
eracy, as media literacy skills are diversifying with the change and broadening of media (Ministry
of Education and Culture, 2019). It is recognized that media education can help with critically
reviewing representations of groups of people and producing more equal and diverse imagery
(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019).

Traditionally, PISA has approached reading literacy mostly as a functional skill for real-life pur-
poses (Kauppinen, 2010). It addresses different cognitive reading processes that reach beyond the
most basic reading skills (OECD, 2019a). Students’ proficiency is assessed in locating information
(i.e., accessing and retrieving information within a text and searching for and selecting relevant
text), understanding text (i.e., understanding the literal meaning and constructing an integrated rep-
resentation of text), and evaluating and reflecting on text. This third process contains aspects of
critical evaluation, such as assessing the quality and credibility of the text(s), reflecting on their con-
tent and form, and detecting and handling conflict between texts or sources (OECD, 2019a, pp. 34–
42). Each of the reading processes are assessed across different genres and text types.

However, although the PISA reading literacy assessment includes this critical stance on reading,
it is unclear whether the reading test covers all aspects of critical literacy and whether the process of
evaluating and reflecting on text is the only process with critical literacy items.2 Since critical lit-
eracy is such a crucial element of reading literacy in the current textual landscape, and PISA results
are used to inform literacy policies, it is important to determine how PISA covers critical literacy in
the reading literacy assessment. When considering students’ critical literacy skills in the context of
PISA, it is important to clarify what aspects of critical literacy PISA assesses and what aspects are
mastered by students. In addition, a comprehensive conceptualization of critical literacy is essential
for the development of valid assessment. Previous studies concerning the validity of PISA have
examined, to mention a few, text authenticity (Sulkunen, 2007), equivalence of translations
(Arffman, 2007), response-process-based evidence for PISA’s self-report questionnaire scales (Hop-
fenbeck & Maul, 2011), open-ended items (Arffman, 2016), and anchored scales (Stankov et al.,
2018). However, critical literacy has not yet been addressed in such studies. This study fills the
research gap by examining critical literacy in the PISA 2018 reading literacy test and how the critical
literacy aspect of PISA is related to a wider critical literacy framework by posing the following
research questions:

1. Which aspects of critical literacy do the reading literacy items in the PISA 2018 reading test focus
on?

2. What kinds of reading processes, text types, and genres are related to the critical literacy items in
the reading test?

Theoretical framework

Critical literacy

Theories and pedagogies present various definitions and approaches to critical literacy due to the
term’s diverse nature. The critical aspect of reading is most covered in sociocultural approaches,
which highlight the importance of power, agency, identity, communities and cultures, and desire
for change (Lewis et al., 2007; Perry, 2012), but due to evolving technologies and digital reading
practices, it is also often understood as part of multiliteracies, which include media and information
literacy, with an emphasis on critical evaluation (Anstey & Bull, 2006; New London Group, 1996).
In many definitions of literacy and reading, critical literacy is mentioned as a separate aspect, but it

2A test item is a specific question or task (multiple choice or open) test takers are asked to answer or perform.
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is difficult to distinguish it from other aspects of literacy or literacy as a whole (see e.g., Luke & Free-
body, 1999 for their four resources model). Thus, it is not relevant to compartmentalize critical lit-
eracy into one category as a separate process from other textual activities; instead, the interfaces and
interactions of critical literacy in all textual activities should be considered (see Frau-Meigs, 2013;
Kupiainen et al., 2015). Next, we introduce three possible approaches to critical literacy, i.e., social
justice approaches, genre approaches, and multiple literacy approaches (see Rogers, 2013; Table 1).

First, the critical literacy perspective, and the idea of linking reading the word to reading the
world, originates in Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy approach, which has its roots in Marxist
and phenomenological philosophies. Rogers (2013, 2014) introduces Freire’s notion of “critical”
as a means for the political and economic emancipation of marginalized groups through language
and literacy and as one of the social justice approaches to critical literacy. Janks (2013) adds that
the ethical commitment to equity and social justice is the essence of the critical literacy perspective.
Pitkänen-Huhta and Holm (2012) recognize that in addition to the Freirean approach, critical lit-
eracy relates to equality in education. This tradition emphasizing equality in education differs from
the Freirean approach, as it focuses on how to provide equal access to existing literacies in education
(Edelsky, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1992). In addition, critical literacy relates to power relations at
work in the classroom and focuses on literacy values and how they are produced and reproduced
in classroom practices (Martin-Jones, 2007).

Second, critical literacy can be closely linked to critical text analysis or critical discourse analyti-
cal approaches (Luke, 2014; Louloudi, 2022), whereas the Freirean approach lacks specificity on
how students can engage with complex structures of texts (Luke, 2014). Rogers (2013) introduces
genre approaches to critical literacy to consider genre, lexical, and grammatical choices (Luke,
2014). Genre approaches stem from a systemic linguistic theory by Halliday (1994) and focus on
“acquiring competence in the linguistic structures of dominant discourses through the analysis
of the patterns of texts and the way these structures carry out social functions” (Rogers, 2013,
p. 11). The presupposition is that all representation is mediated and affected by value systems in
language (Fowler, 1996). The aim of these approaches is to change the world by exposing misinter-
pretation and discrimination in a variety of modes of public discourse in genres such as newspapers,
propaganda, and interviews. Fowler (1996) also acknowledges that the topics examined are rather
sensitive by nature. These include inequality in education, racism, sexism, and several other social
and political issues. Hence, the social justice aspect and ideological functions of texts are apparent in
genre approaches (see Luke, 2014), but the emphasis is on the critical analysis of language and dis-
course, textual features, uses, purposes for use, and organization of genres (Perry, 2009, 2012;
Rogers, 2013, 2014).

Third, critical literacy can be approached with multiple literacy approaches (Rogers, 2013),
which are grounded in the concept of multiliteracies and are commonly attributed to a group of
researchers and theorists of the New London Group (1996). Multiliteracies refer to the skills of
receiving, evaluating, and producing different forms of spoken, written, audiovisual, and digital

Table 1. Approaches to critical literacy.

Social justice approaches Genre approaches Multiple literacy approaches

Critical
literacy

A means for emancipation and
social equity through language
and literacy; equal access to
existing literacies; reproducing
literacy values

Analysis of linguistic structures and
patterns of texts, exposing
misinterpretation and
discrimination in a variety of
genres

The use of the technologies of print
and other media of
communication to analyze,
critique, and transform the norms,
rule systems, and practices

Focus Cultural inclusion of marginalized
groups; emancipation and
empowerment of individuals

Structures of texts, genre, discourse,
lexical, and grammatical choices

Receiving, evaluating, and
producing different forms of
spoken, written, audiovisual, and
digital texts in different media

Proponents e.g., Freire, 1970 e.g., Halliday, 1994; Fowler, 1996 e.g., Leu et al., 2004; Luke, 2012

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 3



texts in different media. It is therefore an umbrella concept for many different skills, knowledge, and
strategies when working with texts (Kupiainen et al., 2015), for example, in cultural, media, and
internet literacy, including critical literacy. However, many studies using the multiliteracy frame-
work highlight critical literacy as a part of online reading comprehension (e.g., Hämäläinen
et al., 2020), which includes the ability to evaluate the level of accuracy, reliability, relevance, and
bias of information at all stages of comprehension, even predictively (Leu et al., 2004, 2017;
Rieh, 2002).

Many scholars who work within the theory of multiliteracies focus on the changing social, pol-
itical, and economic world (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000), but a critical stance is especially apparent in
implications for practice (Perry, 2012). Multiliteracies pedagogy and critical literacy intersect
through critical framing, which involves the process of denaturalizing, critiquing, and re-evaluating
(New London Group, 1996). This process leads to transformed practice through multiple or multi-
modal meaning-making—linguistic, audiovisual, digital, and spatial (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kim
et al., 2020; Kress, 2000; Perry, 2012)—relating to Freirean aims for empowerment. In this context,
critical literacy could be defined as “the use of the technologies of print and other media of com-
munication to analyze, critique, and transform the norms, rule systems, and practices governing the
social fields of everyday life” (Luke, 2012, p. 5).

In addition to intersections with Freirean social justice, the concept of critical literacy in multi-
literacies is related to critical thinking and evaluation skills and the acquisition of information (Bar-
ton, 2007; Leu et al., 2004). In fact, some scholars approach critical reading as an act of critical
thinking (Lewis, 1991), which also includes the ability to assess and present arguments (Facione,
1990; see also the argumentation theory by Walton, 2006).

From the perspective of our second research question, it is also relevant to consider the role of
texts in the three approaches. Social justice approaches do not seem to take a stand on the nature of
text. In genre approaches, the emphasis seems to be on linguistic texts, while multiple literacy
approaches seem to keep multimodal and digital texts separate from other texts, which appears
to be an outdated distinction, as language is one of the modalities used in the increasingly digital
textual landscape. For example, in Finland, all literacy education involves a wide selection of
texts that include print and digital texts (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014).

In the PISA reading assessment, texts included in the test have been categorized by genre and
text type. According to Bakhtin (1986, p. 60) genres are relatively stable thematical, compositional,
and stylistic types of expression. Genre is primarily characterized by the communicative purpose
(s) that it is intended to fill (Bhatia, 1993, p. 13), whereas text type refers to different kinds of
linguistic realizations in texts (Werlich, 1983). PISA’s classification of text types is based on the
work of Werlich (1983, pp. 39–41), whose text typology aims to describe universal text types
in terms of typical surface structure, i.e., sentence types and the relations between sentences in
the text: Descriptive text type is related to space and consists of phenomena-registering sentences.
Narrative text type deals with phenomena in time and consists of action-recording sentences.
Expository text type explains the relations of concepts and elements and phenomenon-linking sen-
tences are typical of this text type. Argumentative text type is related to the validity of relations
among concepts—it is also related to the cognitive process of judging—and consists of quality-
attributing sentences. Instructive text type consists of action-demanding sentences instructing
what to do. In PISA, text types have been complemented with transaction, which usually aims
to achieve a personal purpose, and transactional texts “build on the possibly private knowledge
and understanding common to those involved in the transaction” (OECD, 2019a, p. 48), for
example, through text message exchanges.

Assessing reading literacy in PISA 2018

Many countries participate in large-scale comparative reading literacy assessments to monitor stu-
dents’ progress in reading over time and to consider the factors associated with achievement. These
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studies may focus either on mastery of school curricula (Mullis &Martin, 2019), or the skills needed
in various situations in current and future everyday life (OECD, 2019a). PISA focuses on the latter.

For the 2018 assessment, the PISA reading literacy assessment framework was revised and
expanded to meet the needs of the digital age and digital reading. In PISA 2018, reading literacy
was defined as “understanding, using, evaluating, reflecting on and engaging with texts in order
to achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential and to participate in society”
(OECD, 2019a, p. 28). This definition of reading literacy includes the idea that readers may have
to take a critical stance toward the materials they read, as “evaluating” requires readers to assess
the veracity of arguments, the author’s point of view, and the relevance of a text (OECD, 2019a,
p. 29), which also corresponds to the broader critical literacy framework discussed earlier.

In addition, “reflecting” requires readers to relate the text’s content and form to their own
experience and knowledge and then to evaluate the text from that perspective (OECD, 2019a, p.
29). This also relates to the wider critical literacy framework, as one main characteristic of critical
literacy is the ability to assess and compare what one has read to previously acquired information
(Criscuolo, 1965), as well as the consideration of new ideas or information in light of one’s previous
beliefs (Harris & Sipay, 1990). The connection between genre approaches and critical literacy (see
Rogers, 2013) is also apparent, as “reflecting on texts can include weighing on author’s claim(s),
their use of rhetorical and other use of discourse, as well as inferring the author’s perspective”
(OECD, 2019a, p. 29).

Finally, “to participate in society” refers to the ability of literate people to fully take part in econ-
omic, political, communal, and cultural life (OECD, 2019a, p. 30). This aspect of reading literacy
and its goals in the assessment framework may suggest that participation also includes taking a criti-
cal stance and offering an opportunity for the emancipation and empowerment of individuals,
which is the original purpose of critical literacy (see Freire, 1970).

While the PISA assessment framework outlines and specifies what reading literacy is and how it
should be assessed, other factors also influence the actual reading literacy test (i.e., the texts and
items included in the assessment). In 2018, seventy-nine countries participated in PISA. In this
assessment, special attention was paid to the reading test’s comparability and acceptability across
countries and languages (OECD, 2019b). In practice, this meant ensuring the standardized
implementation of the test and quality assurance procedures for the translations of the text
(OECD, 2019b). More importantly, from the perspective of critical literacy, national experts
were invited to submit texts of various genres and text types, develop items for the reading test,
and review the reading test units and items in different stages of the test development (OECD,
n.d.). In the reviews, test materials were rated based on their relevance to 15-year-old students
and sensitivity issues related to cultural, gender, or other potential bias. As a result of the national
reviews, some units and items were excluded from the reading test based on different countries’
oppositions before the field trial (OECD, 2019b, n.d.). As a result, the PISA reading test is unlikely
to include texts with sensitive issues that might cause controversy in participating countries.

Method

As stated above, this qualitative study focuses on the following research questions:

1. Which aspects of critical literacy do the reading literacy items in the PISA 2018 reading test focus
on?

2. What kinds of reading processes, text types, and genres are related to the critical literacy items in
the reading test?

The data consists of the PISA 2018 reading literacy items in English. The number of literacy
items in PISA 2018 main survey was 247, and they were all included in the analysis.3 All the
PISA reading literacy items were analyzed because (a) in the authors’ experience, critical literacy
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items in PISA might be found in all cognitive reading processes, not only in the process of evaluat-
ing and reflecting on text, and PISA does not explicitly address all the different critical literacy
aspects used in the assessment, and (b) based on the literature review, critical literacy is a substantial
part of all reading literacy.

The analysis has utilized theory-oriented qualitative content analysis through the collaboration
of two researchers (Cornish et al., 2014; Mayring, 2015). In the first phase of the analysis, two
researchers first individually analyzed all the reading literacy items. The analysis was guided by
the three approaches to critical literacy presented in the theory section of this study and their rel-
evant features, i.e., analytical framework was constructed from the research literature and the PISA
reading literacy framework. Moreover, whenever it was necessary to determine what an individual
item measured, the PISA coding guide4 was used to support the analysis. Second, the two interpret-
ations of the data were discussed jointly to produce an agreed-upon interpretation about whether
the items correspond to a wider critical literacy framework. At this stage, some of the items were
excluded from the analysis. The final categorization of the critical literacy items was based on
the predominant characteristics of the items.

In the second phase of the analysis, critical literacy items identified in the first phase were cate-
gorized by cognitive reading process, text type and genre. Categorization of cognitive processes and
text types were based on PISA classification of items, and genre categories were determined based
on pre-dominant characteristics and communicative purposes of the texts by the two researchers.

The PISA reading literacy items are confidential, so we illustrate the critical literacy items with
items that have been released from the PISA 2018 field trial and main survey. For this reason, we
cannot present examples from all critical literacy categories in our findings. The released items are
from three different units: Chicken Forum, Cow’s Milk, and Rapa Nui. The first two were omitted
from the main study based on participating countries’ objections of the content (OECD, 2018) and
thus they were not part of the data analyzed in this study. The Rapa Nui unit, however, was admi-
nistered in the PISA 2018 main survey and was thus included in the data of the current study. While
all example units and items were not part of the data of the study, except for Rapa Nui, they do
represent typical PISA items across the reading processes measured, and thus are used to illustrate
the items analyzed.

Findings

Critical literacy categories

Based on the content analysis of all PISA 2018 reading items (247), 76 of these items represented
some aspect of critical literacy described in the theoretical framework of this study. The critical lit-
eracy items were classified into seven different categories, which are as follows (in order of the num-
ber of items per category):

1. Determining the purpose of a text or piece of text (28)
2. Argumentation (24)

a. Assessing argumentation in the text (11)
b. Arguing one’s own opinion (13)

3. Assessing relevance (9)
4. Assessing the reliability and fairness of a source (8)

3Please note that the number of reading literacy items presented here refers to the Finnish data, and it may vary slightly from
country to country.

4The PISA coding guide includes all units with at least one short-response or extended-response item and list of available codes
for the item (e.g., 0 1 9), followed by the cognitive process, which gives a general description of what the question is intended
to assess. A description of how to code the item follows with examples of possible answers for each coding category (see OECD,
2019 for released items and their coding guides).
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5. Identifying and evaluating the author’s attitude (3)
6. Defining the audience or target audience for the text (2)
7. Separating fact and opinion (2)

The first category included the majority of critical literacy items (28 items). In this category
items asked students to determine the purpose of a text or piece of text. This analysis required
knowledge of purposes of use of given genres and the ability to analyze different discourses
and means of influence (e.g., Perry, 2012; Rogers, 2013). A piece of text might be a single
detail, sentence, paragraph, or image that students were asked to analyze in relation to the
rest of the text. Items in this first category asked students to consider the (main) purpose
of the text, why something is described in detail, or why the author has said, referred to,
or described something. For example, in Chicken Forum Question 55 (OECD, 2018, p. 28), stu-
dents had to read a transactional online chat and answer a simple multiple-choice question:
“Why does Avian_Deals respond to Ivana_88’s post? (a) To promote a business, (b) To answer
Ivana_88’s question, (c) To add to Monie’s advice, (d) To demonstrate expertise with birds.”
Students relied on the information in the post to deduce that Avian_Deals was promoting
their business (a).

Other critical literacy items in this first category required students to analyze the difference
between a specified section of text and the rest of the text in terms of style or content. They also
had to identify the purpose of the formatting feature in relation to content. For example, students
had to identify the attempt to appeal to the audience through the title and use of illustration in a
text. They also had to recognize how the use of sources supports the author’s point of view and
strengthens the credibility of the author in creating a positive image.

The second critical literacy category on argumentation focused on (a) assessing argumentation
in the text (11 items), or (b) the students’ own argumentation (13 items). These were primarily
related to multiple literacy approaches, as students had to not only evaluate arguments but also
produce their own arguments and synthesize information across different sources (e.g., Leu
et al., 2004). In the first subcategory, students had to evaluate whether the author was successful
in their linguistic choices (for example, in the category of determining the purpose of a text, stu-
dents had to evaluate the author’s linguistic choices but not their appropriateness). In addition,
students were asked to analyze how claims were supported in the text. For example, in Rapa
Nui Question 5 (OECD, 2018, p. 17), students read an article and were expected to answer a
simple multiple-choice question to identify which element of the text could be used as evidence
to support a certain claim: “What evidence do Carl Lipo and Terry Hunt present to support their
theory of why the large trees of Rapa Nui disappeared? (a) The rats arrived on the island on set-
tler’s canoes, (b) The rats may have been brought by the settlers purposefully, (c) Rat populations
can double every 47 days, (d) The remains of palm nuts show gnaw marks made by rats” (the
correct answer).

In the second subcategory of argumentation, students had to demonstrate their own argumen-
tation. For example, they had to hypothesize about the probable change to information presented
in a text given a different context, relate information in a text to familiar personal experience, or
support an opinion by combining prior knowledge with information from the text. In Rapa Nui
Question 7 (OECD, 2018, p. 19), students were asked to produce an open response to the ques-
tion: “After reading the three sources, what do you think caused the disappearance of the large
trees on Rapa Nui? Provide specific information from the sources to support your answer.”
They could choose to support either theory or argue that there is a need for further research.
In this example, the response required specific information directly from the texts to support
an opinion.

5While Chicken Forum items were not analyzed in the current study as part of the data, they are used to illustrate typical items in
some categories.
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In Cow’s Milk Question 76 (OECD, 2018, p. 43), students read three stances from Anna, Chris-
topher and Sam who are talking about the two texts (“Farm to Market Dairy” and “Just Say ‘No’ to
Cow’s Milk”):

Christopher : No matter what the coffee shop owner does, I’m going to keep drinking milk every day. It’s
really good for you.

Anna : Not me! I’m going to drink a lot less milk from now on if it’s not good for you.
Sam : I don’t know, I think we need to know more before we make a conclusion.

Then students were asked to consider whose argument they agreed with. To receive credit, students
could choose any stance, but they had to provide a reason from at least one of the texts to support
their selection. In doing so, they demonstrated how to handle the conflict between the information
presented on the two webpages (OECD, 2018, p. 43). In this example, a critical aspect was to justify
one’s opinion by taking a position directly from the text that one believes in. However, students
were not necessarily required to present their own cogent arguments, as it was sufficient to refer
to information from the texts.

In the third category, which focuses on assessing relevance (nine items), students assessed either
the relevance of a search term or the relevance of a source. Consequently, this category was related
to multiple literacy approaches and online reading comprehension, as students were required to
analyze what to read to learn about a particular topic or issue, and conversely, which search
term, search result, or post was not relevant to the topic (e.g., Rieh, 2002). For example, in Chicken
Forum Question 3 (OECD, 2018, p. 26), students assessed whether each post was relevant to the
topic of giving aspirin to chickens by clicking on either “Yes” or “No” for each post. In this example,
students needed to evaluate the content more closely to determine whether each post was relevant
to Ivana_88’s question.

Continuing with multiple literacy approaches, in the fourth category, assessing the reliability and
fairness of a source (eight items), students had to consider whether something or someone was an
unbiased, biased, or reliable source of information. In this category, students had to analyze if any
sources were used, whether the source was reliable in handling a particular topic, and the interests
of the source. For example, in Chicken ForumQuestion 6 (OECD, 2018, p. 29), students were asked:
“Who posted the most reliable answer to Ivana_88’s question?” Any selection other than Avian_-
Deals was credited with a supporting explanation because students had to recognize that a source’s
reliability is compromised if it has commercial interests (OECD, 2018). Students had to consider the
marketing discourse in the answer by Avian_Deals, and then consider different aspects that make
the other answers more reliable. In this analysis, students checked the author’s credentials (see Har-
ris, 2020); one had personal experience, one suggested checking with a veterinarian, and one was a
veterinarian. According to Walton (2006, p. 87), in a more in-depth critical analysis, it is not
sufficient to rely merely on expert opinions, as they are also open to critical questioning. However,
in PISA scoring, relying on expert opinion and personal experience was sufficient.

In other items in this category, students had to identify provocation, persuasion, and instructive
case, and determine whether a text presented only one perspective. They also had to consider
whether a source was reliable if the release date was not recent or if the source relied only on mem-
ory (see Harris, 2020). The information was deemed reliable if it was based on research or an official
body.

In the fifth category, students were asked to identify and evaluate the author’s attitude (three
items). This category differs from the first category (determining the purpose of a text or piece
of text), as students had to analyze some linguistic aspects more closely to determine the author’s
view, attitude, appreciation, and position. This reflects genre approaches and Halliday’s (1994) sys-
temic-functional theory and its interpersonal metafunction and linguistic choices, which could

6While this Cow’s Milk item was not one of the items analyzed in the current study as part of the data, it is used to illustrate a
typical item in this category.
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express attitudes, values, and feelings. For example, students needed to evaluate adjectives and make
inferences about the author’s attitude (positive, negative, or neutral) toward something presented in
the text.

The sixth category, which involves defining the audience or target audience for the text, was a
small category with only two items. However, defining the audience or target audience is important
when reading critically, as one has to consider why the author has written for a specific audience
and who the text seeks to influence. This kind of analysis required once again genre knowledge
to define the uses and purposes for use of given genres (e.g., Perry, 2012).

Lastly, the seventh category, separating fact and opinion, also had only two items. Students had
to consider, for example, whether a claim was true or needed further research. In Rapa Nui Ques-
tion 3 (OECD, 2018, p. 14), students were given five statements from a book review:

1. In the book, the author describes several civilizations that collapsed because of the choices they
made and their impact on the environment.

2. One of the most disturbing examples in the book is Rapa Nui.
3. They carved the moai, the famous statues, and used the natural resources available to them to

move these huge moai to different locations around the island.
4. When the first Europeans landed on Easter Island in 1722, the moai were still there, but the trees

were gone.
5. The book is written well and deserves to be read by anyone who is concerned about the

environment.

Students were then asked to analyze whether the statements were factual or represented the per-
spective of the author by clicking on either “Fact” or “Opinion” for each statement. Students did this
by evaluating the lexical choices of the presented statements, so this category also related to genre
approaches (Luke, 2012). For example, “disturbing” and “written well” indicated that statements
two and five were opinions, and other statements were facts.

Reading processes and texts related to critical literacy items

Overall, there was no clear association between cognitive reading processes, text types, or genres and
the critical literacy item category identified in the content analysis (Table 2). In other words, PISA has
utilized different cognitive reading processes, text types, and genres in critical literacy items in a ver-
satile manner. However, there were some relevant details, which will be discussed next.

The majority of the critical literacy items were linked to the PISA cognitive process of evaluating
and reflecting on texts. Altogether, 51 items were included in this category, in which 34 items
involved reflecting on content and form, nine items involved corroborating and handling conflict,
and eight items involved assessing quality and credibility. This was expected because the PISA
assessment framework addresses critical literacy especially in these processes (see OECD, 2019a).
However, critical literacy items could also be found in other cognitive reading processes (i.e., locat-
ing information and understanding texts). The reading process of understanding the text included
14 items, of which 13 involved integrating and generating inferences and one involved representing
literal meaning. In addition, the process of locating information included 11 critical literacy items in
the subcategory of searching for and selecting relevant text.

When considering what kind of genres were related to the critical literacy items, it becomes
apparent that PISA has used a variety of informational genres, such as articles, brochures, webpage
information sheets, online chats, and search result lists. Fictional genres were rarely used; only four
critical literacy items utilized fables or stories.

An expositional text type dominated in all critical literacy categories (altogether 20 items). For
example, almost half of the critical literacy items in the argumentation category (11 items) were
related to an expositional text type, and only one used an argumentative text type. Altogether, 16
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critical literacy items used an argumentative text type in the form of, for example, persuasive or
opinionative texts.

Furthermore, determining the purpose of a text or piece of text was clearly related to the cogni-
tive reading process of reflecting on content and form in 24 out of 28 items. Assessing relevance
represented searching and selecting text in eight out of nine items and was also clearly related to
the online environment, as the critical literacy items in this category utilized genres such as search
result lists and online encyclopedias.

Conclusion and discussion

In this study, critical literacy in the PISA 2018 reading literacy test was examined. The authors have
presented the current theory on three major approaches to critical literacy: (1) social justice
approaches, (2) genre approaches, and (3) multiple literacy approaches. The perception of critical
literacy in the PISA assessment framework implicitly recognizes all these approaches.

Table 2. Reading processes, text types, and genres by critical literacy category.

Critical literacy
category Cognitive reading processes Text types Genres

1. Determining the
purpose of a text
or piece of
text (28)

Reflect on content and form (24)
Assess quality and credibility (2)
Represent literal meaning (1)
Corroborate and handle conflict (1)

Argumentative (7)
Exposition (6)
Narrative (5)
Instruction (5)
Description (4)
Transactional (1)

Information sheet (7)
Brochure (6)
Article (6)
Poster (2)
Flyer (1)
Fable (1)
Email (1)
Editorial (1)
Biography (1)
Blog text (1)
Volunteer agreement (1)

2. Argumentation
(24)

Integrate and generate inferences (11)
Reflect on content and form (6)
Corroborate and handle conflict (5)
Search and select relevant text (2)

Exposition (11)
Multiple (5)
Narrative (4)
Argumentative (1)
Description (2)
Transactional (1)

Multiple (7)
Article (6)
Information sheet (3)
Fable (2)
Story (1)
Online chat (1)
Brochure (1)
Graph (1)
Job advertisement (1)
Job application form (1)

3. Assessing
relevance (9)

Search and select relevant text (8)
Corroborate and handle conflict (1)

Description (5)
Multiple (1)
Argumentative (1)
Exposition (1)
Instruction (1)

Search result list (7)
Online encyclopedia (1)
Biography/article (1)

4. Assessing the
reliability and
fairness of a
source (8)

Assess quality and credibility (5)
Corroborate and handle conflict (2)
Search and select relevant text (1)

Argumentative (4)
Transactional (2)
Multiple (1)
Description (1)

Online chat (2)
Information sheet (2)
Flyer (1)
Article (1)
Blog text/volunteer agreement (1)
Search result list (1)

5. Identifying and
evaluating the
author’s
attitude (3)

Reflect on content and form (2)
Integrate and generate inferences (1)

Exposition (1)
Argumentative (1)
Multiple (1)

Article (3)

6. Determining the
audience or
target audience
for the text (2)

Integrate and interpret (1)
Reflect on content and form (1)

Exposition (1)
Argumentative (1)

Article (1)
Brochure (1)

7. Separating fact
and opinion (2)

Reflect on content and form (1)
Assess quality and credibility (1)

Argumentative (1)
Transactional (1)

Review (1)
Online chat (1)
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Among the reading literacy items, seven different categories representing critical literacy were
found. Four of these categories were linked to genre approaches: (1) determining the purpose of
a text or piece of text, (2) identifying and evaluating the author’s attitude, (3) defining the audience
or target audience for the text, and (4) separating facts and opinions. Altogether, these categories
included 35 items, which is almost half of all the critical literacy items. In these categories, students
require genre knowledge to analyze textual features, uses, purposes for use, and the organization of
given genres (Perry, 2012; Rogers, 2013, 2014). The other three categories—argumentation, asses-
sing relevance, and assessing quality and credibility—represented primarily multiple literacy
approaches. Assessing relevance was especially related to online reading comprehension, as items
in this category were situated mostly in digital environments where students assessed, for example,
the relevance of a search term (see e.g., Rieh, 2002).

The social justice aspect of critical literacy was absent from the PISA 2018 reading literacy items,
although personal liberation, emancipation, and empowerment are mentioned in the assessment
framework (see OECD, 2019a). This is a notable result in the context of the goals of functional lit-
eracy assessment, as PISA specifically seeks to measure the functional (i.e., practical literacy) skills
required in society (e.g., filling in a job application) with a purpose for (indirect) financial interest.
While functional literacy aims at providing individuals with the skills to function in society, social
justice perspectives emphasize emancipating and empowering individuals (Luke, 2012). Thus, PISA
may not find it necessary to include social justice aspects in the reading test, as they are not part of
the main goals of the survey.

Regarding the analysis of critical literacy items, it must be noted that the classification of items
into certain categories creates a simplified picture of interpretation, even though the categories par-
tially overlap. Also, to avoid a one-sided interpretation, two researchers first analyzed the data alone
and then discussed jointly to produce an agreed-upon interpretation of the categories and genres.

The critical literacy items were not based only on argumentative texts; instead, expositional texts
were frequently used. Critical literacy items can be formed from a variety of texts, and they do not
necessarily need to be highly ideological or provocative, as no text is neutral. However, in PISA,
ideological and provocative texts involving highly sensitive topics were absent, although such topics
are important from a critical literacy perspective (see Fowler, 1996). Although PISA has presented
some texts with sensitive topics, they have been omitted due to opposition from participating
countries. The released unit Cow’s Milk allowed for the formation of critical literacy tasks, such
as weighing up ethical choices related to, in this case, drinking milk. Some other texts also provided
an opportunity to test students’ critical stances, but this opportunity was not put into practice.

In addition, critical literacy for fictional texts was rarely assessed; the majority of the critical lit-
eracy tasks were formed on the basis of informative texts, and only a few fictional assignments were
found in the PISA 2018 assessment. However, utilizing fictional texts to measure critical literacy is
important because the need for critical evaluation is not limited to informational texts. For example,
the Finnish national matriculation examination for reading literacy assesses cultural and critical lit-
eracy, and since the examination includes also fictional texts, there is potential to approach them
critically (The Matriculation Examination Board, 2022). Moreover, some definitions of critical
reading skills include the analysis of literary elements such as setting, plot, and theme (e.g., King,
1968), not to mention the importance of the use of fictional books to encourage critical literacy
from multiple perspectives (Clarke & Whitney, 2009).

When considering the validity of the PISA reading test, the absence of some crucial aspects of
critical literacy demonstrates construct underrepresentation. Construct underrepresentation refers
to situations in which the test fails to include or capture all the important dimensions of the con-
struct (Messick, 1988, pp. 44–45; Bandalos, 2018, p. 151). Underrepresentation can result from, for
example, narrowing the content of a test (Bandalos, 2018, p. 151). Narrowing of the content of the
PISA 2018 reading literacy test, and more precisely critical literacy, is most likely due to the diversity
of the participating countries. As presented earlier in this study, the reading literacy test is a com-
promise between the participating countries to avoid cultural bias in testing. Due to the nature of
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the PISA test and the large population assessed, it is quite difficult to assess critical literacy from all
possible aspects.

As a whole, PISA has incorporated many critical literacy items, which were found in all cognitive
reading processes. For this reason, the process of evaluating and reflecting on texts does not measure
students’ critical literacy alone or unambiguously. Thus, critical literacy is difficult to distinguish from
other literacies, as discussed in the theory section of this study (see Frau-Meigs, 2013; Kupiainen et al.,
2015; Luke & Freebody, 1999). Furthermore, when generalizations are made about, for example, the
Finnish youth’s strong skills in searching for information compared to other areas assessed (see
OECD, 2019b), it is important to be aware of the critical evaluation needed in the process of locating
information, although critical interpretation in such items can remain somewhat superficial.

This superficiality of critical literacy items was also noticeable in tasks in which students had to
form their own arguments. Very often, it was sufficient to present the information directly pre-
sented in the text as an argument for the students’ own opinions. Moreover, students were not
necessarily expected to analyze certain aspects (e.g., the author’s credentials) very deeply, especially
in multiple-choice items. Even if students are required to do some deeper analysis, research has
shown that students’ critical literacy skills remain quite superficial (e.g., Hämäläinen et al., 2020).

In conclusion, this study suggests that there is a need to develop a more comprehensive critical
literacy assessment tool that recognizes all the crucial elements of critical literacy, at least to some
extent, by including topics and texts related to social justice. In addition, it would be advisable to use
more fictional texts alongside informational texts when assessing critical literacy. Furthermore, a
more in-depth analysis could be required from students, at least in some tasks. In terms of future
research, the findings of this study could be used quantitatively to operationalize and validate criti-
cal literacy in PISA.
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