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The impact of critical theory on students has sparked false accusations, leading to book banning and restrictive policies in the classroom. While some argue that
teachers are being radicalized, scholars advocate for integrating critical pedagogy in teacher education to address the influences of media messages on students’
thinking. Critical literacy involves recognizing and challenging societal power structures in media. To support diverse student perspectives, educators must
understand social and cultural forces. Digital literacy is crucial for critically evaluating digital content and ensures safety and privacy. The graduate programs
emphasize the application of critical pedagogy for infusing technology in schooling to prepare culturally diverse students. The importance of critical media
education is emphasized by the essential task of fostering intelligent, critical thinkers among students as they interact with media.

Fostering Critical Media Literacy in Education
False accusations regarding the presumed negative impact of critical theory on school students have emerged in response to culturally relevant, sustaining, and
transforming curricula (Burmester & Howard, 2022). These accusations resulted in book banning and other policies that negatively impact what teachers are allowed to do
in their classrooms. Some believe that teachers are being radicalized by their professors (Benson, 2021).

However, many scholars and teachers believe that the ubiquity of media messages that influence students’ thinking indicates a profound need for inclusion of critical
pedagogy in teacher education programs (Giroux, 2020). Educators need to know how to prepare students to be smart, critical thinkers as they consume media (Hostetler
& Luo, 2021). 

To be critically literate means that one is able to recognize, reveal, critique, and challenge societal and institutional power structures in media messages. Social structures
and cultural customs are at the root of social problems. In order to prepare educators to teach in schools, they need to understand social and cultural forces at play and be
prepared to support their students’ diverse perspectives. Lewison et al. (2002) describe four components of critical literacy: disrupting the commonplace, interrogating
multiple viewpoints, focusing on sociopolitical issues, and promoting social justice. Additionally, digital literacy skills keep people safe, maintain their privacy, and help
individuals evaluate digital content through a critical and analytical lens. Our Educational Design and Learning Technologies graduate programs require our culturally
diverse students to apply critical pedagogy for technology infusion in schooling.

Example 1: Explore a Topic
In a course entitled Critical Digital Literacy, students select a controversial topic in education. Topics of choice have included brain development and social media, self-
esteem and social media, evolution, gender and mathematics, vaccination, climate change, and the 1619 Project. Students explore perspectives, identify relevant evidence,
describe the impact of bias and power on people’s points of view, and discuss the relevance of the issue to social justice and literacy. They spend the first half of the
course identifying resources to inform themselves of the role that digital literacy plays in the controversy. They read about the importance of applying a critical lens to
digital materials (Allen-Brown, & Nichols, 2004; Choi, 2016; Goering & Thomas, 2018; Hinrichsen & Coombs,2014; Kellner & Share, 2019; Morris & Stommel, 2018; Pandya,
2019). They write and post their essays to their blog in the second half and produce an audio recording, an infographic, a Tweet, and several visualizations regarding their
topic. By sharing their productions with each other, they broaden their perspectives regarding digital literacy.

One student’s productions focused on the controversial 1619 Project. A common criticism is that the project revises American history and questions the accuracy of the
stories emerging from the contributors of the project (Magness, 2020). Proponents of the 1619 Project call into question the historical accuracies of certain events and
historical figures that our education system holds as absolute truths (Morel, 2020). Authors of the 1619 Project are asking readers to use their critical literacy skills to
disrupt common threads of historical ‘accuracies' by revisiting what they know as historical facts. Book banning, micromanaged classrooms, political attacks, funding tied
to student performance, and restrictive curricula are just some repercussions educators face. 

Example 2: Teamwork to Write a Strategic Plan
In another course, Technology, Society, and Education, students spend the term in small groups developing strategic plans for infusing the Internet of Things, immersive
technologies, games, social media, artificial intelligence, and data analytics in a school. They read works by scholars who espouse the importance of applying a critical
lens to digital materials (Benjamin, 2019; Eubanks, 2019; Greengard, 2021; Jenkins, 2009; Pangrazio & Selwyn, 2019; Rheingold, 2012; Woodley & Rice, 2022). Their
assignment is to embed critical approaches to technology adoption in their plans by exploring the potential of each technology to impact the user's agency, power, abuse
of power, or bias. They also investigate the extent to which the technology developer considered issues of equity, race, gender, representation, and authority in their
product development. Both plans described here were presented to schools. 
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First, the vision presented to a preschool that serves children with Down syndrome is to create an educational environment whereby students, families, and staff can learn,
access, and use best practices, research-based methods, and state-of-the-art technology within and across the educational environment and community. Parents can
learn how to use technologies to support their children’s development.

Second, a local charter school serves K-12 students and specializes in technology, multilingualism, acceptance for all, and restorative justice. To ensure success of the
students as future leaders, the commitments to students include interacting with multiple forms of technology. A central technology infrastructure ensures all students
have internet accessibility and have the best opportunities to succeed in an ever-changing tech-based society. 

Discussion
Students’ conceptions of digital literacy transformed into a combination of traditional and critical skills. Traditional conceptions of digital literacy consist of digital
citizenship, ethics, engagement, and safety. They include technical skills for locating and interpreting information and data. Using digital tools, including text, signs,
symbols, emoticons, slang, and pictures, to communicate meaning, feeling, and understanding is also an element of traditional digital literacies toolkits (Hobbs, 2017;
Talib, 2018). And, of course, the ability to create digital documents, audio/visual files, presentations, graphics, and social media literacies. For educators, abilities to learn
and teach using digital technologies are part of the definition of digital literacy (Dede and Richards, 2012).

Students in our graduate programs define digital literacy to include both traditional and critical elements. By exploring the relationship between digital literacy and
educational-issues from a critical lens and by embedding critical elements in plans to infuse emerging technologies in schools, educators in our graduate programs are
able to conduct meaningful and transformative experiences to positively impact society (see Figure 1).

Figure 1

Traditional and Critical Digital Literacy Elements Combined to Define Digital Literacy

Our discipline should focus beyond the traditional path to digital literacy to include lessons learned when educators apply critical theory and pedagogy. Given that focus,
students conduct meaningful activities for high impact. 
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