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Empowerment(s) in practice: reading literature in a critical 
space
Elin Sundström Sjödin

Department of Education, Uppsala University, Uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article reports on an empirical study of a literature project at 
a special residential home for detained youth in Sweden. Informed 
by critical literacy, the study explored the ways in which versions of 
empowerment in relation to reading were performed in a ‘critical 
space’. The ethnographic study was analytically inspired by the 
actor-network theory. Observations and interviews with students 
and teachers were used to understand the ambiguous and at times 
contradictory ways that empowerment was enacted; aligning with 
or refusing to align with dominant literacies or institutionalised 
expectations of development and improvement. Two different ver-
sions of empowerment are explored; these exist in tension with 
each other and are enacted in the material. The paper concludes 
with a discussion of the reading project as a critical space, a specific 
site that offered more critical elements of reading to take part in 
education.
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Introduction

This study took place during a reading project at a school within a special residential 
home – a detention centre for in-care and detained youth in Sweden. The article is an 
empirical exploration of the critical transformative and empowering aspects of reading 
literature and the ways these can be enacted in classroom practice in this setting.

Historically though in different ways, literacy and literature education have been 
regarded as the key for individual prosperity and societal improvement (Graff 1979; 
Wilson 2007). However, scholars in literary didactics and research, including the critical 
literacy field, have increasingly highlighted marginalising risks to challenge the omnipotent 
claims of literary discourses that ascribe remedial and enlightening qualities to literature 
(Barton and Hamilton (1998 2012); Baynham 2004; Graff 1979; Janks 2010; Larson 2007; Luke 
2004; Sundström Sjödin 2019; Vasudevan and Campano 2009). This body of research has 
revealed how people are positioned in problematic ways in relation to highly valued, and 
consequently dominant, views of literacy (Barton 2007; Hamilton 2012a) and literature 
(Persson 2002, 2012). Specifically, critical literacy pedagogies and researchers have 
addressed and problematised the reproduction of oppressive and marginalising structures, 
especially those in which students become disempowered and alienated by curricula and 
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pedagogical practices (Morrell 2015; Janks 2010; Vasquez 2016). Simultaneously, there is an 
idea within this field that literacy education can function to transform the lives of students 
and empower them to stand up to oppressive structures (Freire (1970 1993); Janks 2010; 
Luke and Freebody 1997).

Drawing on the work of Freire (1970 1993); Freire 2001), critical literacy is a research 
field that interrogates power structures in education for the purpose of educational and 
social justice (Wallowitz 2008).

In order for the oppressed to be able to wage the struggle for their liberation, they must 
perceive the reality of oppression not as a closed world from which there is no exit but as 
a limiting situation which they can transform. (Freire (1970 1993), 31)

According to Freire, transformation and liberation are motivational forces for pedagogy, 
and within this pedagogy, reading becomes the politics of self-empowerment – reading 
the word and reading the world (Freire (1970 1993); Janks 2013). Additionally, Morrell 
(2008) addressed critical literacy as ‘necessary not only for the critical navigation of 
hegemonic discourses; it is also essential to the redefining of the self and the transforma-
tion of oppressive social structures’ (5). In this way, as well as learning about language 
usage, the content you read should empower you by providing insight and knowledge 
about power structures.

This study is therefore situated within a field that regards reading as an act of 
transformation – the transformation of a reading subject and also of society. I see inherent 
tension within the idea of transformation. On the one hand, reading is an act of resistance 
to hegemonic discourses and power structures, but on the other hand, the idea of reading 
as a transformative act also implies that reading subjects are to be changed. Hence, 
reading is both an empowering critical tool for reading subjects to understand and resist 
the power and something that is supposed to develop the reading subjects in a certain 
direction aligned to certain expectations. This article empirically explores the tension 
within the ways that reading works as a critical tool. The purpose of the article is twofold. 
First, using the concept of critical space, I explore the places and relationships that enact 
reading as a critical tool – where critical reading is made. Second, I show empirically how 
these enactments involve different versions of empowerment. Because empowerment is 
always created in relation to something, I will focus on how the reading subject’s 
empowerment is shaped by different actors in the assembly of reading and readers.

While literacy commonly refers to the actual abilities to read and write, drawing on 
a body of work from new literacy studies (NLS; Barton and Hamilton (1998 2012); Gee 
2000; Street, B 1984; Street 2003), in this article I use the concept of literacy to refer to the 
overarching social practices of reading and writing. In accordance with NLS, literature and 
the readers themselves are regarded as being constituted and situated within social 
literacy practices (Barton, Hamilton, and Ivanič 2000). However, the study also contributes 
empirically to the NLS field by providing a material-semiotic understanding of the way we 
can explore and analyse literacy and the activities involved in reading literature. In this 
move, I, therefore, regard ‘reading’ and ‘the reader’ as assemblies of heterogeneous 
matter within social practices, for example, bodies, minds, books, teachers, furniture, 
and experiences (Sundström Sjödin and Wahlström 2020). This localised, material and 
performative conception of literature and of the act of reading is separate from any innate 
quality of the book itself or, for that matter, the reader themselves (Sundström Sjödin 
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2019). Hence, a reader is not only a reading subject but situated and performed in 
a certain social and material space in relation to particular expectations, material condi-
tions and pedagogical ideas and practices.

There are a number of international studies on literacy and incarcerated or detained 
youth (e.g., Hurry, Brazier, and Wilson 2009; Krezmien and Mulcahy 2008; Tett et al. 
2012; Tan Poh Sim 2007), which are generally based on an improvement-driven idea 
about the direction of literacy development for this specific group of students. The 
present study does not take for granted any direction for development. Instead, I regard 
the special residential home as a place where critical issues of power are simultaneously 
brought to a head and become visibly and tangibly problematic. As Wilson (2007) 
critically demonstrates, there is an ‘educentric’ belief manifested in the discourse con-
cerned with imprisoned and marginalised people in which education and literacy can 
be linked to moral improvement or, conversely, poor literacy levels and fragmented 
attention to education are linked to ‘truancy, exclusion, and criminality’ (Wilson 2007, 
192). The students at the special residential homes in Sweden are expected to develop 
and become transformed and empowered in very specific ways and directions in 
a setting that simultaneously exercises tangible power over them. This paper aligns 
with research that challenges the remedial and educentric approach to literacy that risks 
defining one group of readers as normal and another as less successful, less moral and 
less valuable (Sundström Sjödin 2018, 2019; Hamilton 2016; Vasudevan and Campano 
2009; Wilson 2007). Therefore, I do not assume that empowerment has a specific 
direction or that it is of one of a specific kind or decided beforehand. Rather, I explore 
the ambiguous and at times contradictory practices, places and relations where empow-
erment takes place in reading practice.

Theoretical framework

The study was an empirical exploration of how two versions of empowerment connected 
to reading were enacted in a reading project, drawing on two important aspects of critical 
literacy: (1) a focus on the developing and transformative aspects of reading, implying 
that literacy empowers the individual as a participator and active agent in the world 
(Freire (1970 1993); Freire and Macedo 1987; Giroux 1989; Luke and Freebody 1997; Janks 
2010; Vasquez 2016), and (2) a critical perspective in which the importance of reading lies 
in the ability to both keep a critical attitude towards taken-for-granted aspects of literacy 
education and empower the individual to address and resist power (Alvermann and 
McLean 2007; Hagood 2002; Janks 2013).

Recently, several studies have expanded the concept of critical literacy to include 
performative aspects (Blackburn 2003; Camangian 2013) and artifactual critical literacy 
(Pahl and Rowsell 2011). For instance, Johnson and Vasudevan (2012) made the case that 
current definitions of critical literacy should also include a performance lens that recog-
nises more ways of performing critically, such as speaking and gesturing. This would allow 
youth to explore and be exposed to the ways that power circulates, even when this 
exploration of and resistance to power does not adhere to the norms of critical literacy. By 
including performative aspects, the present study has made way for a new kind of 
empirical exploration of the different and often ambiguous ways and components that 
constitute not one but several types of critical aspects of literacy.
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Criticality as performative enactments

To explore how critical empowerment is performed in practice in this specific reading 
project, the analysis was inspired by material-semiotics (Latour 2007; Law 2009; Mol 2002). 
Drawing particularly on Mol (2002, 2008; Law and Mol 2002), I made use of two central 
material-semiotic concepts: enactment and multiplicity. Enactment refers to the reciprocal 
performativity of human, discursive and material actors in the making of phenomena, 
such as reading and readers. Mol (2002) explains that ‘like (human) subjects, (natural) 
objects are framed as parts of events that occur and plays that are staged. If an object is 
real, this is because it is part of a practice. It is reality enacted’ (44, emphasis in original). 
Realities can thus be enacted in various ways, and an important feature of material- 
semiotics is its sensitivity to empirical messiness, multiplicity, ambiguity and other contra-
dictory aspects (Mol 2002; Woolgar and Lezaun 2013). This openness to the unexpected 
directions of enactments guided the empirical analysis of the reading project. Thus, 
inspired by Mol (2002), I explore the possibility of thinking about empowerment as 
multiplex. The various ways in which the empowering aspects of reading are enacted in 
practice are sometimes in conflict with each other. However, they are also intertwined and 
overlap.

Third space as a critical space

Within postcolonial theory, Bhaba’s (1994) conceptualisation of the ‘third space’ refers to 
the interaction between two (or more) cultures to form a space in which identity becomes 
hybrid and ambivalent. The third space has been used as a theoretical concept by various 
scholars within the field of critical literacy, sometimes interdependent of Bhaba’s con-
ceptualisations (Gutiérrez 2008; Moje et al. 2004). The present study draws on the third 
space to conceptualise a similar critical space in classrooms. Wilson’s (2005, 2007) ethno-
graphic studies on literacy in prisons are of importance here. Drawing on Bhaba (1994), 
Wilson (2005) has argued that prison education can act as a third space in which the 
students/imprisoned people can find a space for education that is not prison and 
simultaneously not schooling in the way they have experienced it before. In this third 
space, they might redefine themselves as students. Combined, the theories of the third 
space suggest a space in which the ways of working with texts enable new and possibly 
more relevant literacies to develop and strengthen students’ literacies, identities and 
agency without adhering to an educentric belief (Wilson 2007) that reading will auto-
matically lead to positive transformation. Rather than focusing on the literacies, however, 
this paper focuses on versions of critical empowerment; thus, the concept of critical space 
is used, referring to assemblages of actors that enact critical effects, such as student 
empowerment.

Setting: a reading project at a special residential home

Annually, around 1,000 children and young people between the ages of 12 and 21 with 
severe psychosocial problems and/or substance misuse and criminal behaviour are placed 
in custody or serve a sentence at special residential homes in Sweden, which vary in levels 
of security.1 The Swedish National Board of Institutional Care (SiS)2 runs individualised, 
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compulsory institutionalised care and treatment in accordance with various laws.3 The 
young people who stay there have been sentenced to serve a specific term, or they have 
been placed in custody there. To a large degree, the students at the homes have 
a complicated and problem-ridden school history.4 No matter their age, the young people 
in these homes all have a right to education. Hence, SiS runs a rather extensive school 
organisation at the special residential homes, and about 90% of the residents there take 
part in school, either part- or full time (Hugo 2010). The teachers working at the homes are 
fully qualified upper-secondary subject teachers, and the ambition for SiS schools is to be 
able to offer all compulsory school subjects.

At the school within the high-security special residential home in Sweden where this 
study was set, there have been reading projects for all students nearly every year since 
2011. During these projects, ordinary lessons are cancelled, and all the students and 
teachers take part in reading a book aloud in groups. The aims of the reading projects are 
primarily to enhance the students’ interest in books and reading and to compensate for 
the lack of reading experience that the teachers observe in this group of students.

The reading project in the present study took place over a period of two weeks in 
winter 2017. Thirty students and 13 teachers participated in five different reading groups, 
with 4–7 students and 2–3 teachers each. A novel called Starless Nights [Stjärnlösa Nätter] 
by the Swedish author Arkan Asaad (2012) was read aloud in the groups, and all students 
received a copy of the book as a gift. Everyone in the reading group was able to choose 
whether or not to read aloud, when, and for how long. In this way, the reading project can 
be viewed as both compulsory and voluntary for the students. If no students wanted to 
read aloud, the teachers did so instead. Starless Nights is a novel about a boy who wants to 
be able to choose and pursue his own dreams for the future, and also about being stuck 
between cultural traditions as a second-generation immigrant.

Methodological considerations: collecting and observing critical aspects of 
reading

Throughout the project, I conducted observations in four reading groups for a total of 
20 hours. The teachers and students allowed me to move freely between the groups; 
however, in daily morning meetings, the teachers and I roughly planned which groups 
I would observe that day. In the classrooms, I sometimes sat at the same table as the 
students and teachers, and other times, I sat at a separate Table 1.

In the months following the project, in-depth interviews with four students and six 
teachers were conducted, and an additional eight hours of in-class observations were 
carried out during lessons that focused on literature. Also, both during and after the 
reading project, I held informal conversations about books and literature with several 
students and teachers; these were documented as field notes. The interviewed teachers 
were chosen according to the subjects they taught and were primarily teachers of Swedish 
and Swedish as a second language. The interviewed students had agreed to being 
interviewed in addition to the discussions we had in and out of class during the project. 
The students and teachers who participated were all informed of and gave written consent 
for the study. They were also informed about their right to withdraw their participation 
from the study at any time before publication.5 Ethical considerations and re- 
considerations were a constant and very tangible part of the whole research project; 
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communication with teachers as well as awareness, sensitivity and flexibility regarding the 
students’ day-to-day form, were all crucial ethical aspects to consider throughout the study.

Analysis: studying critical aspects of reading

In collecting, transcribing and arranging the empirical material, I searched for 
instances where reading could be connected to theoretical assumptions drawn 
from critical literacy, primarily using the concepts of transformation and empower-
ment. In this way, the analysis could be said to be both theoretically and empirically 
driven. The instances in the data where such critical aspects of reading could be 
found were selected, marked and categorised into four groups: attitudes towards 
reading, curriculum, teaching, and limitations of reading. In the analysis, not only 
humans but also materialities were seen as actors who could create critical action or 
enact critical situations; these materialities included books, course plans, curricular 
issues, furniture and drawings. It soon became apparent that the material was not 
easily sorted into the didactic categories, it was messy, and the themes became 
increasingly intertwined. This problem, however, guided the analytical work; there-
fore, it became particularly interesting to make sense of things that seemed not to 
conform or that were contradictory.

Table 1. Overview of data.
Type Theme/Focus Data Participation

Observation Where is ‘the critical’?: 
Attitudes towards reading (student), 
Teaching strategies (teacher), 
Definitions or limitations of reading (subject 
matter), 
Curriculum.

Field notes 
Memory notes

Students 
Teachers 
Starless 
Nights 
Physical 
setting, etc.

Teacher interview Teaching experiences: taking risk, 
creating safe setting.

92 pages of transcribed 
material

6 teachers

Student interview Students’ reading experiences: being a reader, 
being a non-reader.

15 pages of transcribed 
material 
Expanded memory notes

4 students

Observation in staff 
meetings

Planning 
Policy

3 planning meetings prior to 
project 
5 morning meetings 
1 evaluation meeting 
after project 
Meeting minutes

Staff and 
teachers

Text material Information 
Policy 
Planning 
Staff experience

Starless Nights 
Meeting notes 
Information brochures 
about SiS 
Information about the 
reading project

Pictures and 
drawings

Physical surroundings 
Interacting materials 
Students’ experiences

Student drawings 
Photos of student 
drawings 
Photos of classrooms and 
materials

Physical 
settings, etc.

School’s 
questionnaire

Student opinion about reading project 15 questionnaires 15 students
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Results: empowerment(s) in practice

In the following sections, I present the results of the study, illustrated with empirical 
examples of moments and instances in which critical spaces were created, involving 
different versions of empowerment.

Empowerment one: development and growth

The first version of empowerment has been conceptualised from instances of reading in 
relation to student development, that is, in line with educational and societal expecta-
tions in which students change and transform. This version is primarily found in interviews 
with teachers but also in observation field notes and conversations with students. 
Empowerment one involves aspects such as students developing by taking risks, teachers 
creating a safe setting for students to develop, and students developing into readers.

Developing when taking risks
In the planning of the project and in several of the interviews, the teachers emphasised 
that the project aimed at making the students share a reading experience:

[Many] of our students have problems handling what you are afraid of and unfamiliar with (.) 
they don’t want to do that (.) and we have to help them to overcome and to break their 
pattern around that (.) because it concerns not only a reading project (.), but it concerns many 
things in life. [. . .]

I think we would do them a disservice by making this voluntary (.) because they would not 
know what they are missing (.)[. . .] their whole life experience is marked by having missed out 
on so many things [. . .] we have an obligation to challenge our students. (Teacher Palle, 
interview)6

Since it is a shared experience that is viewed as most important by the teachers, the 
project needs to be compulsory, all participants had to read the same book, preferably 
aloud. In this shared experience, students were expected to be challenged to do things 
that they were not used to and often feared. Several teachers stated that it was 
common for students never to have read a complete book before coming to the 
residential home:

This very group of students (.) are afraid to read aloud (.) many of them don’t have very good 
self-confidence (.) and then they haven’t read very many books at all. (Teacher Patrick, 
interview)

Lack of reading was said to have negative effects on students’ self-image and self- 
confidence; therefore, the reading project was partly aimed at transforming the students’ 
self-image, making them reformulate themselves not only as readers but also as students. 
However, a reformulation of the students’ self-image required them to be willing to take 
a risk involving exposure to something that was unfamiliar and potentially associated with 
bad experiences:

I also think that (.), perhaps more in this environment (.), you need to keep up a front [. . .] you 
measure your status with others (.) and to open up and expose yourself in a discussion like 
this where you don’t feel safe (.), which can also contribute to not taking part (.) the risks are 
too great. (Teacher Mats, interview)
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One of the project’s greatest difficulties seems to have been challenging the students to 
overcome their fears of failing or losing face. However, this was also said to offer high 
rewards:

(.) but then they come out of their shells (.) and expose parts of themselves and their 
background (.) in a way that they don’t in class (.), and it is fantastic when that happens. 
(Teacher Carrie, interview)

The teachers aimed to create a reading project where students could become empowered 
by overcoming obstacles caused by potential reading difficulties and a lack of reading 
experience. As they set up the project as a collective experience of reading aloud and 
opening up in book discussions, the teachers were aware that these aspects of exposure 
also involved high risks of losing face in front of other students and teachers. Sharing the 
reading experience by daring to read aloud and exposing oneself in discussions was 
nevertheless seen as empowering, as it transforms students. In all teacher interviews, the 
teachers said that the students learn and grow through these processes and students 
were described as developing better self-esteem and self-confidence both as readers and 
students. However, these empowering instances can be characterised by a duality, as they 
required the students’ initial resistance towards reading to be overcome. This can be 
interpreted as meaning that the students did not know their own best interests, and that 
the possible resistance they might feel can be viewed as irrational and something that can 
be overlooked or overcome.

Developing in a safe setting in the reading project

In close connection to the material analysed in the previous section, one of the issues 
most emphasised in the teacher interviews was how to create a setting in which students 
might feel comfortable, dare to read aloud, open up and take part in discussions. The way 
that teachers participated in the reading project – in the same manner as the students – 
was believed to ‘flatten’ the relationship between them during the project and contribute 
to an atmosphere in which the fear of failing was reduced. Because all teachers from all 
subjects participated in the reading project, it was pointed out more than once to the 
students during reading classes that some teachers were also inexperienced readers and 
that they too sometimes found it uncomfortable to read aloud. In the interviews, the 
teachers emphasised that they wanted the students to experience being part of some-
thing ‘larger’ than typical schoolwork.

Another way in which a comfortable reading environment was enacted was the 
way the classrooms and furniture were set up. Two of the teachers recalled earlier 
reading projects where they furnished the classrooms differently during the project or 
read at other places in the institution. In these previous projects, participants sat in 
more comfortable armchairs placed in a ring. This year, the teachers did not rearrange 
the classrooms, possibly because of a lack of planning or lack of time. The teachers 
and students sat around the ordinary working desks when they read. However, the 
teachers had brought fruit, coffee or tea, and there were materials on the desks for 
sketching and drawing during the reading and stress balls to handle. One of the 
teachers recalled how the previous year’s arrangements of furniture helped the 
students to relax:
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To read aloud (.) has always been kind of scary in school [. . .] I think that the students always 
have a feeling of being assessed and graded (.) [. . .] (.) I still think that when we sat in the 
yellow armchairs upstairs (.) they let go of some of that (.) it was better than sitting in the 
classroom (.) because there you immediately feel that it is (.) school (.) assessment (.) last time 
it was more relaxed (.) at least in my group (.) this time you noticed (.) well (.) they didn’t dare 
to participate (.) only two of them stuck it out. (Teacher Mats, interview)

The furniture arrangement contributed to the relaxed positions of students, which further 
created a distance from ordinary schoolwork by enacting a gathering of readers who were 
more than students at school. Although he had not taken part in previous years’ reading 
projects, Helge, a 17-year-old student, developed his thoughts on how the setting should 
be more relaxed than ordinary school, and just like the teacher Mats, he connected the 
reading environment to wanting or daring to read. He said:

You should make it a bit cosier when you read (.) candles (.) a bit nicer (.) make it less school- 
like (.) you would get more self-esteem that way [changes his voice] ‘This is really nice (.) I just 
might read. (Student Helge, interview)

Thus, in both examples above, materialities seem to be the actors that transform students 
into readers. The furniture contributes to a break from the ordinary school routine and 
might support a flattened power relationship between students and teachers.

According to the teacher Mats, more than in previous years, this year’s reading project 
resembled ordinary school; he drew the conclusion that this had resulted in more 
students being reluctant to take part. Moreover, when reading resembles ordinary school-
work in this manner, then assessment, grades and curricula seem to become strong 
actors, which might also have restrained students’ willingness to take part. Assessments 
and grades were made present several times during the reading project, and the project 
was continuously motivated through its connection to the national curriculum or the 
students’ individual course plans.

One student is the only one remaining in the group for the day. The others got tired and left 
during the break. The teacher said when he came back (to comfort him): ‘But what you do 
here counts as working in Swedish. I will tick off [he taps his forehead with his forefinger] 
while you read.’ (Field observation, 3 February 2017)

As in this excerpt and in several more instances, when reading was connected to assess-
ment and curricula, it was reduced to individual, assessable performance, and the work 
was predefined in a limiting way.

The teachers further described how they strove to create an atmosphere in which the 
students felt safe enough to want to take on the challenge of a new experience. The ways the 
teachers planned the reading project, changed the setting to better meet the students’ 
needs, and positioned and adjusted their own roles to create safety can be seen as empow-
ering in the sense that they gave the students opportunities to take part in new ways and 
thus redefine themselves as readers and students. It can also be seen as creating a critical 
space. The adjustments and changes were made to help the students to develop and grow in 
a certain direction, and at times, the direction was set by curricula or course plans.
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Developing by becoming a reader

As mentioned before, many of the students had had little experience with reading before 
being detained. However, both students and teachers confirmed that at the residential 
home, many students began to read more. In the student interviews, all four students 
stated that one of the primary benefits of reading is to develop one’s vocabulary. 
Seventeen-year-old Eric told me why he started to read more lately:

I talked to my brother (.) and he said that it is good to read a lot before taking the university 
test [national university aptitude test] since it contains a lot of word comprehension (.) that’s 
why I read so much now (.) I prepare for taking the university test (.) to develop my vocabulary 
(.) I will try to read as much as possible before then. (Student Eric, interview)

In this example, reading provided a measurable benefit for Eric, in alignment with 
educational and possibly familial expectations, it can be viewed as empowering Eric.

Another example of empowerment was provided by the student Robert. For him, 
reading had become a way to redefine himself as a student. He stated that he was very 
interested in literature, particularly in books he defined as ‘fine’ literature. Literature had 
grown from being ‘just’ teaching material to becoming his primary interest. During 
a Swedish lesson, Robert told me that he had made some ‘really nice finds’ at a book 
sale during his weekend parole, including Ulysses, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Around the World 
in 80 Days and The Heart of Darkness. Although the students worked with a different book 
in this lesson, the four books Robert bought at the sale were present throughout. He 
returned to them in conversation, to what he knew about them already and to the way 
they looked. He showed me the covers (both front and back) and said that they were 
‘really cool’, ‘beautiful’ and ‘good looking’ (Field observation, 6 March 2017).

The empowering aspect of reading in Robert’s case was his urge to change and expand 
his identity as a reader in a direction he found appealing, and the books were performa-
tive agents that empowered him in this way. There are several things at play in this 
assemblage. Robert bought the books himself – he owns them. They are regarded as 
classics, and their layout is stylish. These are all elements that contributed to Robert’s 
endorsement as a reader and as a person. Swedish lessons played an important part as 
well. While attending classes and discussing books, authors and literary epochs with his 
teachers, Robert was provided with opportunities to further define himself as a reader. 
One of Robert’s teachers addressed the importance of offering alternative identities for 
the students:

They are not only their criminal identity (.) in this case they are also readers [. . .] If you have 
general knowledge about literature (.) you may think of what you like about that (.) but then 
you have advantages in society (.) To know about writers (.) to be an educated reader (.) and 
I think it’s important to provide our students a chance to be a part of that. (Teacher Patrick, 
interview)

This was one of the very few times in the teacher interviews when problems related to 
reading were placed outside the student. The teacher, Patrick, recognised the hegemonic 
discourses of literacy and literature reading and acknowledged that there was a reading 
community that potentially marginalises these students. Despite this, he wanted to 
provide the students with opportunities to be part of that community and to share the 
potential advantages of being regarded as a reader. Transformation here is related to 

590 E. SUNDSTRÖM SJÖDIN



a dominant and hegemonic view of literature reading. In Robert’s case, the empowering 
effect involved in becoming a reader seemed to be the way he had redefined himself as 
a reader and also as a student. With the help of both the materiality of the books and his 
new experience and approach to being interested in reading, he seems to have gained 
more self-confidence and self-esteem.

In several ways, the teachers’ accounts of what is important about reading and the 
reading project aligned to the foundational aspects of critical literacy. The reading project 
was said to create a sense of community that extended from ordinary school – a critical 
space where the students could comment on the world, open up to share experiences 
and see things from other perspectives. These perspectives were believed to empower 
students’ personal development and growth. According to the teachers, students would 
thus be enabled to critically question themselves:

You might question your own values (.) you might question different opinions you have 
about things in society (.) or (.) you simply begin to question yourself (.) and can develop 
through that. (Teacher Patrick, interview)

However, in this version of empowerment, the focus of development is primarily on the 
students’ transformation of themselves and their place in the world and not on the way 
that they can contribute to and change society. Moreover, the limitations and deficiencies 
that need to be dealt with are mostly placed on the students, on their attitudes, their (lack 
of) experiences and their abilities. In the next section, I describe another type of empow-
erment – one that does not require the students to change.

Empowerment two: refusing to transform and talking back to power

The reading project also provided examples of situations where the students were 
empowered as they already are. This version of empowerment involves students taking 
part in the reading project in their own way – by identifying as non-readers or in their use 
of reading to explicitly resist power. The students did not have to change, develop or 
transform to be empowered. They chose to resist reading and thereby resisted the powers 
exerted by detention home and its school and, thus, everything that school might 
represent to them in their current position. This type of empowerment was primarily 
identified in the student-driven data – in their stories about reading and the way they 
positioned themselves as readers.

Empowerment through being a non-reader or resisting power

In a number of instances, reading was defined as non-reading, and students defined 
themselves as non-readers. This included students who did read but not the literature that 
they thought was expected of ‘a reader’. One example of this was Eric, who previously told 
me that he read a lot to prepare for higher studies. 

Eric: Books have never been my thing (.) though before eighth grade (.) I read the Bert- 
books7 (.) I read all of them (.) I read a great deal (.) I thought they were awesome (.) but 
I’ve never become a reader.
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Me: You say that you now read the Divergent series and that before eighth grade you read 
a great deal (.) but at the same time that you’re not a reader (.) what is a reader to you?

Eric: A reader is someone who constantly has a book to read [. . .] my father reads every 
night (.) he is a reader. (Student Eric, interview)

Thus, Eric did not define himself as a reader, although he seemed to enjoy reading and 
read quite a lot. On one hand, Eric’s example can be regarded as self-criticism and an 
underestimation of himself as well as the literature he reads. On the other hand, it can be 
understood as resistance against the dominant literacy of school or as making a choice to 
read literature that he identified with as a reader. In this example, empowerment can be 
seen as becoming empowered to reject an imposed image of what a reader is supposed 
to be.

Another student who defined himself as a non-reader was ‘afRareH’, who rejected 
reading in many ways. During the reading project, he only read aloud once and, then, only 
a few lines after a great deal of persistent asking from the teachers. However, he showed 
up every day and seemed to listen in a focused manner when others read. In an interview 
with him, afRareH was explicitly negative about reading: ‘All books are bad. They are only 
about shit things, bad things. Except gangsta books. They have a meaning’ (Student 
afRareH, interview). He affirmed and rejected reading simultaneously. He stated that all 
books were bad; however, he liked the books that he seemed to relate to and identify 
with: ‘Several in my family have lived that way’. When I ask him if he was reading anything 
at that moment, afRareH said: ‘No, I only read Swedish Criminal Law. It’s fun to be able to 
use it against the staff at the ward. If anyone denies me anything, I know things about 
that, and I can oppose’ (Student afRareH, interview).

It is evident that there is a duality and ambiguity in afRareH’s idea of reading. He 
acknowledged that reading can be a way to learn – to know things – and that he can use 
this knowledge in a way that is empowering to him. He desired knowledge and argu-
ments and control of his rights so that he could stand up for himself and address and talk 
back to power, represented by the staff on the ward. Simultaneously, he kept emphasising 
that he did not like reading or books and that he did not like the reading project. He also 
said that he did not like being read to as a child. However, when I ask him if he would read 
to his children when he grows up, he looked up at me and immediately answered ‘yes’. 
After a pause, he added with a shrug: ‘But only gangsta books’ (Student afRareH, 
interview).

The students enacted critical empowerment in their use of reading to resist power in 
different ways. In this account, empowerment was used in opposition to transformation. It 
could be a hegemonic view of literature that the students resisted or the way they 
perceived a reader. It could also be the very concrete way that afRareH used the law 
book as active resistance; afRareH rejected reading that he did not conceive as mean-
ingful, and reading became relevant only when it related to his own experiences. He did 
not desire transformation, and he became empowered when he turned the alleged 
purpose of reading around, making the purpose his own. What he read mirrored his 
own self and served his interests on the ward. In this way, he could influence the what and 
why of reading and take control of its meaning.
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Empowerment by taking part in one’s own way

On several occasions during the reading project, the students seemed to negotiate their 
participation in different ways. An example of this was the student, Simon. After a bullying 
incident at the start of a reading session, one of the boys left the group and went up to the 
ward. When everything had settled down again, the teacher, Tove, started reading from 
the book Starless Nights for the three students left in the group. Two of the students 
remaining in the room started to draw on paper while listening to Tove reading, but 
Simon brought his chair up to the whiteboard and started drawing on it with a green 
marker. He seemed sulky, perhaps because of the earlier incident. He did not want to read 
aloud. He drew a huge face on the whiteboard.

[Teacher] Tove has problems pronouncing the name of a city in Iraq, and the boy at the 
whiteboard [Simon] seems to know enough about Arabic pronunciation to help her 
pronounce it. A bit later, she has to pronounce the name of another Iraqi town and 
immediately asks him if he knows how it is pronounced. [Simon] leaves the whiteboard 
and looks down at the book over her shoulder. ‘I think it is pronounced [su:laimani:a] 
(Sulaymaniyya). [. . .]’ We all try to pronounce it, we laugh, it seems as if the atmosphere 
lightens a bit [. . .] ‘Now you read!’ [Teacher] Tove says to Robert. He takes the book and 
immediately starts to read. Both the other students continue drawing, one on paper and 
the other, Simon, on the whiteboard. With small hand movements, he works on the big 
green face. Eyebrows. A giant moustache. In the book, there is quite a lot about mous-
taches. Although Simon is seated a bit away from the rest of us, with his back turned 
toward us, it becomes obvious that he listens all the time since he provides brief comments 
about what is being read. And when difficult names of places turn up, he pronounces them. 
Above all, the giant green face he draws takes up a lot of space in the room. (Field 
observation, 3 February 2017)

This event can be understood as an assemblage of several elements with empowering 
potential. Simon’s drawing, posture, position in the room and the story in the book all 
contributed to Simon’s ability to participate in a way that empowered him. By his attitude 
and the way he turned his back on the rest of the room, Simon showed that he did not 
want to read. He seemed not to cooperate or take part in the reading. However, the giant 
green drawing on the whiteboard hovered over the small classroom, both contributing to 
the experience of reading Starless Nights and making Simon part of the reading. He did 
not read aloud, but his drawing was quite loud and made his presence tangible, in both 
an aligning and a provocative manner. This specific episode illustrates how resistance 
cannot always be separated from acceptance; at times, they intermingle and work 
together. Simon’s posture, the pen, the whiteboard and the ‘flattened’ pedagogical 
relationship that was enacted as he helped the teacher were elements that cooperated 
when performing his position in the room. With very small green pen movements, the 
room was filled with his accepting presence. By demonstrating resistance, Simon can also 
be understood as being empowered as he emphasised his own agency while subordinat-
ing himself.

In summary, Simon did not want to take part, but he still participated by taking control 
of the situation, the reading session, and of the story in his own way. He created his own 
critical space where he took control of the ways in which he participated and did not take 
part. In this example, empowerment was enacted in the students’ agency and autonomy 
in a setting where they had very little, if any, power.
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Discussion: the two versions of empowerment

The empirical examples reveal how empowerment in the reading project was relational 
and situated. In the following discussion, I will focus on the two different versions of 
empowerment that I saw enacted in the material and which, although not completely 
separate, are in tension with each other. Empowerment one involves instances of trans-
formation, development and growth. Empowerment two involves empowerment by 
resisting or rejecting transformation; however, this resistance does not prevent participa-
tion in the reading project. Following this discussion, I will move on to discuss how both 
versions contribute to enacting a critical space.

The versions of empowerment and my conceptualisation of them involve personal 
development and growth, risk-taking and being open to others by sharing oneself and 
becoming part of a reading community. These instances often seemed to connect to 
personal ‘challenges’ for the students: to discover, discuss, reflect, read aloud and under-
stand. In empowerment, there is a clear direction for the development and growth of the 
students; they were supposed to transform in a specific direction (growth) from a certain 
point of departure (limitations). This implies a view of their original point of departure as 
in need and deficient (Vasudevan and Campano 2009). In most cases, the students 
themselves neither determined what was lacking nor what the improvement might 
involve. An exception was the example of Robert. He wanted to change and empower 
himself with the help of books. It can, however, be problematised that he needed to 
change his reading habits to be acknowledged as a reader and align with a hegemonic 
view of reading and literature to develop, thus reproducing the marginalising structures 
(Janks 2010; Luke and Freebody 1997; Vasquez 2016).

While empowerment one has a distinct direction in transforming in certain ways and 
striving towards certain goals, empowerment two seems to have no direction. 
Empowerment two concerns being allowed to have a critical agency in one’s own 
individuality and peculiarity. This version emerged in the material when the reading 
had empowering effects without necessarily including the change or transformation of 
students. It was also evident in instances where students took control of reading situa-
tions in ways that were theirs and was critical to resisting or rejecting transformation. This 
involved moments when reading was used as a means to hold one’s ground or to address 
and talk back to power (Freire (1970 1993)). Transformation in empowerment two did not 
come directly from the student but from the surroundings. The rejecting manner in which 
Simon and afRareH executed critical aspects of literacy were examples of empowering 
performances that allowed them to explore how power worked as well as their own 
agency (see Johnson and Vasudevan 2012, 36), making use of books, their bodies and 
other actors.

There are several actors at play when creating a project in which both versions of 
empowerment can work together and mundane elements such as furniture become of 
critical importance. There are also actors that seem to reduce or remove empowering 
aspects of reading, such as course plans and curricular issues, which reduce reading to 
individual and assessable achievements, thereby predefining the outcomes of the project 
in limiting ways. Both empowerments became urgent and very personal at times. They 
related to family, to being read to, to future possibilities and to identification. However, 
empowerment can be enacted both in reading or non-reading, in taking part or in 
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resisting. It can be the way a student wants to be a reader to gain access to new rooms or 
fields or the way a student refuses to play along with the powers that define reading and 
readers or non-reading and non-readers.

Reading as a critical space

In this article, I have explored the ambiguous and messy practices, places and relations 
that enact critical literacy. The study specifically contributes, both theoretically and 
methodologically, to the fields of critical literacy and literature didactics by investigating 
what ‘critical’ and ‘empowering’ can be and in what relations they can be performed. 
There are lessons to be learnt here. In light of the results, I argue that a reading project, 
like that presented in this paper, can be thought of as a critical space. In this space, 
opposing and conflicting positions on education meet, and new ways of performing 
critical literacy become possible.

Accordingly, the ambiguous parts of both versions of empowerment are allowed to 
take place in such a space. Within a critical space, students are offered an opportunity to 
reformulate themselves autonomously as readers and their relation to reading. In this 
space, teachers need to cooperate with books and furniture as well as renegotiate 
curricular issues, assessments and learning outcomes. Here, the activity of reading is 
viewed as more than reading a book; it is the sharing of the reading that is emphasised 
as important. However, in this space, a student can be transformed into a reader, regard-
less of the ways he or she participates. The students and teachers participate more equally 
here, and empowerment can be connected to instances that move away from assessment 
and grades. This space urges the students (and the teachers) to open up to new 
experiences and expose themselves to risks of vulnerability and failure. Thus, the reading 
project made room for the students to transform themselves into new kinds of students 
and readers. It also made room for students who refused to transform by empowering 
them in their own right – a critical space where it was acceptable to reject others and to 
turn one’s back. One of the main ideas in critical literacy and other research that views 
literacy as situated and relational (Hamilton 2012b; Larson 2007; Sundström Sjödin 2019) 
is that ready-reading classes cannot alone set the standards and rationales of what literacy 
and literature reading is or can be for all students. In a reformulation of an educational, 
critical space, there is room for different kinds of readers to participate in reading in 
different ways, allowing more readers to be considered successful.
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Notes

1. https://www.stat-inst.se
2. The National Board of Institutional Care is translated as Statens Institutionsstyrelse (SiS) in 

Swedish and is referred to as SiS in the paper.
3. Care is provided under the terms of the Care of Young Persons (Special Provisions) Act (LVU), 

Secure Youth Care Act (LSU), and Care of Substance Abusers (Special Provisions) Act (LVM; 
http://www.stat-inst.se).

4. For example, 50% of the students have had continuous remedial instruction, 39% have been 
suspended from classes for long periods of time, 20–30% have been held back a year in 
school and most have incomplete grades (Hugo 2013, 8).

5. The Ethics Examination Board has approved the study.
6. All quotes from field notes and interviews are translated from Swedish.
7. The ‘Bert’ books are a series of popular children’s books, comprising 36 to date, written by 

Anders Jacobsson and Sören Olsson.
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