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Lewison et al. (2002) presented four interrelated dimensions of critical literacy. Below are ideas about how teachers might account for those 

four dimensions when examining with students the phenomenon of athletes taking a knee to protest police violence against people of color. 
 

 

 Focusing on Sociopolitical Issues  

Athletes taking a knee to protest police violence against people of color have moved to the center of wide-ranging conversations addressing 

multiple sociopolitical issues (e.g., racism, patriotism). Intentionally exploring such protests in the English language arts (ELA) classroom 

stands to (a) appeal to many students’ interests in sports culture, (b) foster critical literacy practices, and (c) support traditional curricular aims.     
 

Disrupting the Commonplace Interrogating Multiple Perspectives Taking Action & Promoting Social Justice 
 

Athletes taking a knee to protest police 

violence against people of color is commonly 

misrepresented as an “anthem protest.” 

Address that misrepresentation when sharing 

screenshots of headlines like the following: 
 

- “National Anthem Protest: Dismissed 

Player Won’t Rejoin Team after 

Reinstatement” (Kercheval, 2017) 

- “Athletes, Activists Spar on Kneeling 

National Anthem Protests” (Tatum, 

2017) 

- “Seattle Seahawks Wide Receiver is 

‘Quietly’ Involved in Anthem Protest” 

(Goldman, 2017) 

- “From Anthem Protests to Our Hair, Our 

Bodies Can be Symbols of Revolution” 

(Rivers, 2017). 
 

Then, to reaffirm the actual focus of the 

athletes’ protests, juxtapose those headlines 

with images of Black men and adolescents who 

have died at the hands of police officers in 

recent years, including the following: 
 

- Philando Castile 

- Freddie Gray 

- Michael Brown 

- Tamir Rice. 

 

Students can interrogate a range of views by 

reading a variety of texts about athletes taking 

a knee to protest police violence against 

people of color, including the following: 
 

- “Trump: I Wish NFL Owners 

Respected US Flag” (CNN, 2017) 

- “Hansen Unplugged: Anthem Protests 

Not About Disrespecting the Flag” 

(WFAA, 2017) 
 

- “This is What the Flag Stands for, Mr. 

President” (The Washington Post 

Editorial Board, 2017) 

- “Why Colin Kaepernick and I Decided 

to Take a Knee” (Reid, 2017) 

- “What Can Black Americans Protest?” 

(Young, 2017) 
 

- America’s Not Great (Davies, 2016)  

- That’s Offensive! (Sheneman, 2016)  

- Which is More American? (Zyglis, 

2016) 
 

-  “I Just Wish NFL Players Could Find a 

Way to Protest without Starting a  

National Dialogue” (2016) 

- “Veteran Told What Offends Him” 

(2017). 

 

Invite students to take action and promote 

social justice in various ways, including the 

following: 
 

Conducting and Publishing Inquiry Projects 

- Explore responses to the protest (i.e., 

locally, regionally, nationally)  

- Investigate other protests tied to 

sports culture 

- Research the lives of athletes who 

have fought for social justice 

- Examine protests beyond sports 

culture, both contemporary (e.g., 

protest of SB43) and historical (e.g., 

Flint Sit-In, 1936) 
 

Drawing and Publishing Political Cartoons 

- Use a political cartoonist’s tools (e.g., 

symbols, labels, exaggeration) to 

create original political cartoons and 

make a statement about related issues  
 

Writing and Publishing Satires 

- Write social commentaries using 

various satiric techniques (e.g., 

exaggeration, understatement, parody)   

- Remix online content to create satires 

via Mozilla’s X-Ray Goggles 

<https://goggles.mozilla.org>. 
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Considering Historical Protests through Sports 

Muhammad Ali (1966-1971) 

 

“Muhammad Ali and Vietnam” (Calamur, 2016) 

 

“On March 9, 1966, at the height of the war, Ali’s draft status was revised to make him eligible to fight in 

Vietnam, leading him to say that as a black Muslim he was a conscientious objector, and would not enter the 

U.S. military. ‘My conscience won’t let me go shoot my brother, or some darker people, or some poor hungry 

people in the mud for big powerful America,’ he said at the time.” 

 

 

 Tommie Smith and John Carlos (1968) 

 

“They Didn’t #TakeTheKnee: The Black Power Protest Salute that Shook the World in 1968” (Brown, 2017) 

 

“U.S. Olympians Tommie Smith and John Carlos — who’d won gold and bronze respectively in the 200-meter sprint — 

raising black-gloved fists during the medal ceremony at the 1968 Olympic Games in Mexico City became one of the most 

iconic sports images of the 20th century. The protest had been something the two athletes carefully planned. As Smith and 

Carlos walked to the podium, they took off their shoes to protest poverty. They wore beads and a scarf to protest 

lynchings. And when the national anthem was played, they lowered their heads in defiance and raised their fists in a Black 

Power salute that rocked the world.” 

 

 

 Billie Jean King (1973) 

 

“Equal Pay for Equal Play. What the Sport of Tennis Got Right” (Barajas, 2017) 

 

“[Billie Jean] King said she decided at age 12 that she wanted to fight for equal rights for girls and women. 

And she used the tennis court as her platform. ‘Everyone thinks women should be thrilled when we get 

crumbs, and I want women to have the cake, the icing and the cherry on top too,’ said King at the Miami 

Open tennis tournament in March. The athlete has won 12 grand slams. After King threatened to boycott the 

U.S. Open in 1973 over pay disparity, it became the first major tournament to award equal prize money to 

its male and female champions.” 
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 Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf (1996) 

 

“Still No Anthem, Still No Regrets for Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf” (Washington, 2016) 

 

“[Former NBA player Mahmoud] Abdul-Rauf said he viewed the American flag as a symbol of 

oppression and racism. Abdul-Rauf also said standing for the anthem would conflict with his Muslim 

faith. ‘You can’t be for God and for oppression. It’s clear in the Quran, Islam is the only way,’ he said at 

the time. ‘I don’t criticize those who stand, so don’t criticize me for sitting.’” 

 

 

 Ibtihaj Muhammad (2016) 

 

“Ibtihaj Muhammad Makes U.S. History, Wears Hijab at Olympics” (2016) 

 

“Muhammad became the first American athlete Monday to compete in the Olympics with a hijab, which 

she wears to adhere to the tenets of her Muslim faith…. ‘I feel like it's a blessing to be able to represent 

so many people who don't have voices, who don't speak up,’ Muhammad said. ‘It's just been a really 

remarkable experience.’”  

 

 

Toni Smith (2017) 

 

“Protests in Sports Aren’t New at All” (Bunch & Skorton, 2017) 

 

“‘I never meant this to be a public statement,’ said [Toni] Smith, a 21-year old sociology major 

[and Manhattanville College women’s basketball player] raised on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. 

‘I did it for my own self-respect and conscience. My stance is not a personal attack on Vietnam 

veterans or any war veterans. I know the flag represents people who have died for this country and I 

support them. But the flag means different things to everyone. A lot of people blindly stand up and 

salute the flag, but I feel blindly facing the flag hurts more people. There are a lot of inequities in 

this country, and these are issues that needed to be acknowledged.’” 
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