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RESEARCH SKILLS 2

Critical Reading for Content and Context



WHAT IS CRITICAL READING?

Critical reading is an interactive reading process. It requires the reader to constantly ask

questions about what he or she is reading. We might think of critical reading as decoding a

message to determine what is being communicated and then evaluating how well the

information has been supported. Critical reading is both an analytical and a judgmental

process. Critical reading can accomplish the following:

v

v

v

v

v



It can help the reader understand what a writer actually said

It can help the reader understand what message the writer intended to convey

It can help the reader understand how the writer arrived at his or her conclusions

It can help the reader identify any illogical or unsupported arguments

It can help the reader determine what information has been left out of the

presentation

v It can help the reader fight against the lies and propaganda prevalent in

information warfare



WHY READ CRITICALLY?

As African people, we are bombarded with harmful messages everyday—sometimes in small

snippets and other times in massive doses. It can be difficult to sift through it all in order to

distinguish fact from fiction, myth from reality, and outright lie from truth. Complicating our

decisions is the deceptive way in which information may be presented: flashy websites, “official”

government statistics, captivating lectures, and beautifully written books.

When reading critically, we make two primary assumptions: (1) INFORMATION IS NOT

NEUTRAL and (2) WHITE PEOPLE LIE EFFORTLESSLY. Information is a byproduct of

socialization, and writers write with a specific purpose and audience in mind. They also

represent a particular worldview that is usually evident in their writing styles, their word choice,

their tone, and their assumptions. Critical readers carefully decipher information in order to

determine what exactly is being said, how and why it is being said, whether what is being said

has any value, and under what circumstances, if any, the information should be applied.
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APPROACH

The pages that follow are not comprehensive; they are intended only to supplement our

discussion of this subject along with our other texts. Critical reading is a skill that must be

practiced often, and as one reads critically, one usually develops one’s own methods of doing so.

There are many ways to read critically. This brief guide outlines one way of reading critically,

and it involves two major steps: (1) deconstruction plus (2) reconstruction.

First,

deconstruction is used to pick apart a message in order to interpret its meaning. Then,

reconstruction is used to understand its context. Below is an overview of what the process looks

like followed by a description of each step and its related processes.

Figure 1: Two-Step Critical Reading Process
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STEP #1: DECONSTRUCTION

Deconstruction is a method of critically analyzing a message in order to discover its content,

meaning, and significance. In a more general sense, it is the process of examining everything

we learn to find the flaws that may lead to our miseducation. Deconstruction helps us get to

the bottom of a message to fully understand what we are being told.

Deconstruction is an important first step in critical reading. It can be used to uncover what

books, articles, websites, music, television shows, movies, and all other forms of media are

putting into our minds at both the conscious and subconscious levels. Our focus here,

however, is on text.

When deconstructing, we might ask a series of questions that helps us to:

v Summarize

v Analyze

v Antagonize

v Strategize

Table 1: Explanation of the Deconstruction Step

Process

Summarize



Goal

After reading a text, it is important to re-state

what you think you read. While this can be a

mental summary, it may be best initially to write

down the main points that the author is

conveying. Summarizing helps you to discern

the major points from the reading and also

recognize those things that stood out to you.



Questions to Ask

1. What primary subject or

issue is the author

addressing?

2. What question is the

author answering?

3. What problem is the

author trying to solve?

4. What exactly is being said

or represented or

transmitted?
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Analyze



When analyzing text, we want to uncover the

actual meaning of it. This involves an

interpretation of the text beyond the actual

words presented. We will pay attention to

language, tone, and literary techniques such as

persuasion, argumentation, repetition, and

rhetoric. Our goal is to determine what is

obviously communicated and also what is less

obviously communicated.



1. What is the intended

message?

2. Why is this message being

transmitted? What is the

purpose? What is the

motive?

3. Who is the intended

audience? How do you

know?

4. Is the audience being asked

to do anything (e.g., accept

key assumptions, change

his or her mind about a

subject, take action or

change his or her course of

action)?

5. Who is giving the message?

What do you know about

him or her?

6. What is the author’s tone?

Casual? Formal? Angry?

Passionate? Distant?

Condescending? Other?

7. When was the text written?

Is it outdated?

8. Is the language familiar?

Does the author use trigger

words? Are there words I

don’t know? If so, take

time to define them and

then compare your

definition to the author’s

definition.
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Antagonize



Antagonizing the text (or in some instances the

author) forces us to examine the author’s

worldview to determine whether it is one we

share or whether we are familiar with opposing

worldviews and also to examine the author’s

major points to determine whether they are

adequately supported.



1. What are the author’s

assumptions?

2. Do the points and/or

arguments seem illogical or

unsupported?

3. What points have been left

out?

4. What has been exaggerated

or overly generalized?

5. What are the weaknesses in

the presentation?

6. Are there any

contradictions in the text?

7. What don’t I understand?

What needs clarification or

elaboration?



Strategize



Strategizing means to determine how you would 1. Do I share the author’s

respond to the author’s major assumptions,

assumptions and

worldview, and arguments.

worldview?

2. In what ways do I relate or

not relate to what is being

said?

3. If I were to debate this

author, what points would I

concede? What points

would I challenge? How

would I challenge those

points?
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The deconstruction process can be time-consuming, but it is well worth the effort. I’m often

surprised by the hidden meanings, incorrect assumptions, and inadequate evidence an author

presents. As African people living in an anti-African culture, we cannot afford to take for granted

the validity of the information we consume. Question everything that does not come from us

and most of what does come from us!



STEP #2: RECONSTRUCTION

Reconstruction allows us to put a message in its proper context by recalling what we already

know about the subject and by comparing the text to opposing views on the same subject. The

goals of reconstruction are to:

v Recognize the dominant narrative in the text (the dominant narrative is the White

perspective that is considered to be the “norm.” The dominant narrative is created when

information based in Eurocentric assumptions and worldviews goes unchallenged for long

periods of time and is repeated frequently.)

v Understand how we may have been mislead by the information presented in a text

v Correct the errors in the text

v Determine what is salvageable from the text and what must be discarded

v Process the information from an African worldview

When reconstructing, we might ask a series of questions that helps us to:

v Reflect

v Detect

v Reject

v Correct

After the text has been deconstructed, then it should be reconstructed.
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Table 2: Explanation of the Reconstruction Step



Process

Reflect



Goal

Questions to Ask

After reading a text, it is important to reflect on 1. How do I feel about the

what you’ve read. We might think about how

main points presented in

we feel about the message we received as well

the text?

the implications for us and our community.

2. Does what was written

cause any consequences for

me and my community?

3. Am I familiar with any

opposing views?

4. What do I need to know in

order to assess the value of

this information?



Detect



From the text, we can try to detect the flaws in

reasoning or the errors in the facts presented.

This may at times be difficult if one is not

already familiar with the subject matter. Still,

we should not just accept what is written, even

if we have little knowledge of the subject. It

simply means we must do more reading for

comparison and should also discuss the

information with other African-centered

thinkers to hear their perspectives.



1. What is the dominant

narrative? Have I seen this

narrative before? If so, then

where?

2. What errors did I notice

immediately? Do I suspect

more errors have been

made?

3. What additional writing

should I examine to

compare the conclusions?
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Reject



What, if anything can be salvaged from the text? 1. Based on my analysis, what

Are there any points or facts that we should

should be accepted?

accept or keep?

2. Based on my analysis, what

should be modified?

3. Based on my analysis, what

should be rejected?



Correct



Once we have rejected the information that is

incorrect, we can replace it with the correct

information, or at the very least have a sense of

the direction we should go in to be able to

correct the misinformation.



1. How do I replace the

misinformation with the

correct information?



Following the two-step process of deconstruction and reconstruction is one way of doing critical

reading. What other ideas do you have? What has worked for you? We’d love to hear your

ideas!



A NOTE ABOUT EVALUATING WEBSITES

The Internet is an easily accessible source of information for many people. Its fast pace, simple

navigation, and near-constant presence makes it the #1 means of gathering information for most

age groups. However, we must take the same care in evaluating websites and website documents

that we take with other forms of writing. Technology is seductive, and we can be led easily to

choose convenience over quality. Here are some additional points to consider when evaluating

the quality of information found on websites:

1. Is the website commercial? Are any products being sold? If the answer to either question

is yes, then you should proceed with caution. For example, suppose you want to do some

reading on treatment for heart disease. The information provided by Merck,
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Inc., a pharmaceutical company, will be heavily biased toward selling the company’s

medications.

2. If the source is not commercial, then who or what organization produced it? Fact checking

and editorial scrutiny are not requirements for Internet publishing. For the most part,

anyone can publish website content. Ironically, one of the most liberating aspects of the

Internet is also one of the biggest causes for concern. Undoubtedly, the Internet has

increased the democratic aspect of information dissemination, but that does not mean the

validity and reliability of that information has also increased. One way to determine

whether the information is valid and reliable is to carefully scrutinize the website’s author

and/or publisher and then determine why the website was published. For example, on the

Anti-Defamation League’s website (http://archive.adl.org/hate-patrol/racism.asp), you’ll

find the following definition of racism:

“Racism is the belief that a particular race is superior or inferior to another, that a person’s social

and moral traits are predetermined by his or her inborn biological characteristics.”

As we have learned, that’s not at all the definition of racism, but what about someone who

has not yet studied the subject or someone who is not familiar with the history and

purpose of the Anti-Defamation League? Would it not be easy to accept this definition

from an organization supposedly fighting discrimination? We must be very careful!

3. Is contact information available? Reputable websites provide contact information, typically

an email address or a telephone number. You should feel free to contact the person or the

organization if you have any questions about the content or how the content was

developed.



CONCLUSION

Reading critically is very important for African people who are under constant attack in print and

in other forms of media. Reading critically, then, is both a form of self-defense and a proactive
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offensive technique. Practicing critical reading daily not only helps us get better with this skill but

also increases our general knowledge base.

Happy Reading!



Questions and/or comments are welcomed at: info@kemetrise.org
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