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CHAPTER I 

CRITICISMS OF TRADITIONAL, 

TEACHER-CENTERED PEDAGOGY 

Overview 

This thesis traces the development of alternative 

pedagogies to the oppressive model of the traditional, 

teacher-centered classroom perceived by political 

theorists, composition instructors, and cultural critics. 

Chapter I outlines the problems with what Paulo Freire 

terms "the banking concept of education" (53), including 

deception and strict discipline as constituting a status 

quo that disenfranchises students. Additionally, Chapter I 

describes institutional constraints helping to reinforce 

the status quo of oppressive pedagogy. 

Chapter II details the response of both identifiable 

and less recognized liberatory pedagogists to the 

perception of oppressive pedagogy. In particular, this 

chapter outlines liberatory pedagogists' attempts to 

develop students' critical consciousnesses. Such a skill, 

they assert in Chapter II, enables students to critically 

re-view their experiences and develop the potential to 



intervene in the formation of their own realities. Key 

areas of reform addressed by liberatory pedagogists in this 

chapter include resolving the teacher-student contradiction 

as well as contextualizing course material to student 

experience. 

Despite the educational reforms of liberatory 

pedagogists outlined in Chapter II, Chapter III reveals 

assumptions present in liberatory pedagogy that 

characterize a modernist intellectual paradigm, especially 

in the pedagogies advanced by Ira Shor and James Berlin. 

This chapter introduces the concepts of inversion and re-

socialization, which document Shor and Berlin's similar 

agendas to indoctrinate students into a revolution of 

liberal humanism. Also revealed are deceptive and 

disingenuous overtures at democracy on the part of Shor and 

Berlin. 

In Chapter IV, a new pedagogical formulation, one 

based on student choice, is presented. Building from the 

concepts of critical consciousness, contextualization, and 

desocialization presented in Chapter II, this chapter 

describes how a truly liberatory pedagogy "open[s] up 

possibilities for action" (Cooper 27) on the part of 



students, instead of dictating correct positions. Towards 

this end, offensive discourse and contrary, or taboo, 

thinking by students are considered in Chapter IV as 

potentially legitimate modes of expression. In particular, 

this chapter reveals that all critically justified 

worldviews and perspectives are beneficial because they 

present students with choices regarding how they view 

history and their realities. Also discussed is the 

practical benefit of increased audience awareness on the 

part of first-year writers as a result of an introduction 

to a variety of perspectives on specific events and the 

world. Finally, the implications of a pedagogy of choice 

for liberal education in America are considered, along with 

a number of practical questions raised by theorizing a 

pedagogy of choice. 

Pedagogy Is Never Neutral 

While this text will pit the views of liberatory 

pedagogists, developmental psychologists, and cultural 

critics against one another in order to formulate a new 

pedagogical model for the first-year composition classroom, 

one pedagogical notion shared by virtually every source 
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cited herein affirms that pedagogy can never be neutral. 

Each school of thought agrees that pedagogy (and frequently 

entire systems of education by implication) always advances 

a particular political agenda. This claim is supported by 

composition theorist Susan Miller who asserts that teachers 

"never teach (or write) neutrally, but to maintain or 

undermine an establishment" (195). That is, composition 

pedagogy either serves to reinforce the status quo, or it 

actively seeks to transform it. The reality that no 

pedagogy is neutral thus implicates as political every 

aspect of the classroom from the arrangement of the desks 

to the instructor's preferred style of teaching. And the 

implications reach beyond the classroom, as well, to the 

competing ideologies and hegemonies vying to influence the 

consciousnesses and actions of first-year college 

composition students. 

Such a perception regarding the political nature of 

pedagogy is not limited to those theorizing about the 

composition classroom. According to the French Marxist 

Louis Althusser in his influential "Ideology and 

Ideological State Apparatuses," the ideological state 

apparatus-or the subtle means by which ruling groups 
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maintain their power-"which has been installed in the 

dominant position in mature capitalist social formations . 

. . is the educational ideological apparatus" (original 

emphasis 152). The significance of this supposition is that 

while, according to Althusser, "All ideological State 

apparatuses . . . contribute to the same result: the 

reproduction of the relations of production, i.e. of 

capitalist relations of exploitation" (154), the 

educational ideological apparatus is even more sinister 

because "it is so silent!" (155). That is, claims 

Althusser, "although hardly anyone lends an ear to its 

music . . . the school . . . certainly has the dominant 

role" among all other ideological State apparatuses in 

reproducing the relations of production (155). 

In other words, Althusser identifies the educational 

system as the societal institution which is most 

responsible-that is, most effective-in maintaining the 

status quo, particularly because few citizens question how 

education: 

drums into them, whether it uses new or old 
methods, a certain amount of 'know-how' wrapped 
in the ruling ideology ([language arts], 
arithmetic, natural history, the sciences, 
literature) or simply the ruling ideology in its 



pure state (ethics, civic instruction, 
philosophy). (155) 

Susan Miller concurs that the power of pedagogy is enhanced 

by its unobtrusive qualities, which are the "traditionally 

unmentionable, 'external' social and economic peculiarities 

and their superstructural implications" (177). Thus, both 

Althusser and Miller identify the political quality of 

education as inherently dangerous because hardly anyone-

teachers, administrators, students, or parents-recognizes 

the ideologic positionality embedded in a particular 

educational system or pedagogy. 

Influenced by Althusser's theories of the educational 

ideological apparatus, Brazilian educator Paulo Freire 

sought to empower disenfranchised peasants in his home 

country by intervening in the educational process. In the 

foreword to the original edition of Freire's globally 

influential treatise Pedagogy of the Oppressed, liberatory 

theologian Richard Shaull summarizes Freire's drive to 

teach basic literacy to rural peasants in the 1950s and 

1960s: 

There is no such thing as a neutral educational 
process. Education either functions as an 
instrument that is used to facilitate the 
integration of the younger generation into the 
logic of the present system and bring about 



conformity to it, or it becomes . . . the means 
by which men and women deal critically and 
creatively with reality and discover how to 
participate in the transformation of their world. 
(16) 

Similar to that of Miller and Althusser, Shaull and 

Freire's conceptualization of education is that it either 

reproduces the status quo, or education becomes a process 

by which human beings critically intervene in the realities 

of their own existence. More specifically, in Freire's 

context of 1950's and 1960's Brazil, this reinforced status 

quo involved the economic, social, and political oppression 

of peasants. The "integration . . . into the logic of the 

present system" to which Shaull refers is a process of 

socialization that, according to Freire, makes each 

successive, similarly-educated generation believe that the 

current (as well as past and future) formations of power 

and societal roles are natural and necessary: "The 

oppressors are the ones who act upon the people to 

indoctrinate them and adjust them to a reality which must 

remain untouched" (75). For the oppressors to achieve this 

indoctrination, the peasants are taught the reality of 

existing relations in society in such a manner that they 

would not think to question that reality. 
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Traditional Teaching as Deposit Making: 
The Banking Classroom and Instructionism 

According to Freire, this political function of 

reproduction is, in fact, the prevalent pedagogical model 

in Western education. While pedagogy can never be neutral 

but instead either reproduces the status quo or seeks to 

undermine it, Freire asserts in Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

that the typical classroom in Western societies from grade 

school through the university serves to "mirror oppressive 

society as a whole" (54)-to maintain the current conditions 

of society. Anyone who had been a student in the Western 

world since the advent of the modern classroom 250 years 

ago (Foucault 156) could likely have provided a detailed 

description of this traditional pedagogy, which Freire 

famously termed "the banking concept of education" (53). He 

offers a description of this traditional pedagogy in 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed: 

Education . . . becomes an act of depositing, in 
which the students are the depositories and the 
teacher is the depositor. Instead of 
communicating, the teacher issues communiques and 
makes deposits which the students patiently 
receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the 
'banking' concept of education, in which the 
scope of action allowed to the students extends 



only as far as receiving, filing, and storing 
deposits. (53) 

This pedagogical model evokes the image of a routine trip 

to the bank in which an individual (teacher) gives a 

paycheck (teaches) to a teller (student) who deposits the 

money (memorizes) and issues a receipt for the transaction 

(takes an exam). Under Freire's depiction of the banking 

classroom, the teacher-student, student-course content 

relationships appear as routine and banal as a trip to the 

bank. Freire's classification of the teacher-centered 

classroom as transactional finds support from developmental 

psychologist Seymour Papert, currently the Lego Chair for 

Learning Research at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology and a disciple of Piaget, in a process Papert 

terms "instructionism": "much traditional teaching is based 

on a model of a pipeline through which knowledge passes 

from teacher to student" (45). Instructionism, which Papert 

sees as the "common view" among parents and teachers as to 

how students should learn, is based on the notion that if 

one wants a child to learn something, the information must 

be told to the child. In Freire's description of the 

banking classroom in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, teachers do 

precisely that; they tell students exactly what to think 
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and know, and, by implication, they do not tell students 

anything which could stimulate critical thought or 

undermine the status quo. As a result, this pedagogy 

"maintains and even stimulates . . . attitudes and 

practices" that reflect an oppressive society (Freire 54). 

Ten Rules of the Banking Classroom 

Freire details the banking classroom's modus operandi 

by outlining traditional teaching's ten rules of relation 

between teacher, student, and course content. While the 

rules of relations are obviously interrelated in dynamic 

ways, they can also be categorized according to the 

following qualities. 

Narration Sickness. Rules one, three, and four concern 

the identification of the teacher as knowledgeable and 

active and the student as ignorant and passive. In the 

banking classroom, "(a) the teacher teaches and the 

students are taught," "(c) the teacher thinks and the 

students are thought about," "(d) the teacher talks and the 

students listen -meekly" (54). These characteristics of the 

teacher-centered classroom depict the teacher as vested 

with absolute authority as to what constitutes knowledge. 
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The students, on the contrary, are considered passive 

receptacles who are expected to sit quietly in rows of 

desks facing front and "memorize mechanically the narrated 

content" (53). It is this "narrative character" (original 

emphasis 53) with which Freire takes especial umbrage and 

which summarizes rule ten: 

This relationship involves a narrating Subject 
(the teacher) and patient, listening objects (the 
students). The contents, whether values or 
empirical dimensions of reality, tend in the 
process of being narrated to become lifeless and 
petrified. Education is suffering from narration 
sickness. (53) 

Since subjects are those who act, and objects are those who 

are acted upon, students in a traditional, teacher-centered 

classroom lack the ability to negotiate with the instructor 

what constitutes knowledge or how knowledge is to be 

formed. Thus, students who learn through narration simply 

absorb received information, that which is passed down from 

official channels unchallenged. The result of this 

information transfer is that students do not learn by 

experience or by making meaning; instead, their 

responsibility is to uncritically memorize facts dictated 

by the teacher, accepting without question the material 

conditions of the world around them. 
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Another consequence of this memorized narration is a 

normalizing effect on students, which again serves to 

reinforce the status quo. According to Michel Foucault, 

"The Normal is established as a principle of coercion in 

teaching with the introduction of a standardized education 

. . . since the eighteenth century" (184). This 

normalization, claims Foucault, is: 

one of the great instruments of power . . . For 
the marks that once indicated status, privilege 
and affiliation were increasingly replaced-or at 
least supplemented-by a whole range of degrees of 
normality indicating membership of a homogeneous 
social body. (184) 

In a banking classroom characterized by narration sickness, 

the student seeks not to stand out as different or superior 

to her classmates but to be identified as identical in 

thought and action to them-and to society as a whole. 

Difference is treated by the teacher in such a classroom as 

a disciplinary infraction, not a distinction. 

Freire supports the critique of the passivity forced 

upon students in the traditional, teacher-centered 

classroom, claiming-like Foucault-that such a pedagogy 

serves only the best interests of the establishment, not 

the students: 
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In their political activity, the dominant elites 
utilize the banking concept to encourage 
passivity in the oppressed, corresponding with 
the latter's "submerged" state of consciousness, 
and take advantage of that passivity to "fill" 
that consciousness with slogans which create even 
more fear of freedom. (767) 

In other words, in reinforcing a static and unwavering 

version of the relations of power within society, banking 

pedagogy fosters students who are not only uncritical and 

homogeneous but who are actually afraid to question 

reality. As a result, to step outside the accepted order of 

relations in the classroom by questioning the teacher's 

authority or the epistemological framework presented would 

be to step outside the order of relations in society. Such 

an act is beyond students' ability under banking pedagogy 

because "it is . . . true that the form of action 

[students] adopt is to a large extent a function of how 

they perceive themselves in the world" (Freire 64). And the 

banking classroom-in its oppressive relations between the 

teacher as subject, the students as objects, and the 

content as narrated-teaches students to perceive themselves 

as static human beings existing within a fixed reality. 

Rule eight concerns this unquestioned content of 

education deposited in students' minds: "(h) the teacher 
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chooses the program content, and the students (who were not 

consulted) adapt to it" (Freire 54). More specifically, 

"Banking education (for obvious reasons) attempts, by 

mythicizing reality, to conceal certain facts which explain 

the way human beings exist in the world" (64) . In its 

narrative quality, banking education thus aims to deprive 

individuals of seeing themselves as "as beings in the 

process of becoming-as unfinished, uncompleted beings in 

and with a likewise unfinished reality" (65). This 

perspective is antithetical to a traditional, teacher-

centered pedagogy which seeks to reproduce the relations of 

production in society. 

Deception in the Traditional Classroom. To maintain a 

teacher-centered environment, the teacher must convince 

students of rule two, that "(b) the teacher knows 

everything and the students know nothing" (Freire 54). As 

students come to believe this, they respond by "hailing" 

the teacher as all-knowing through a process which Louis 

Althusser terms "interpellation." Interpellation is asking 

a person to take up subjective residence in a reality that 

has been prefabricated for her. In the case of a 

traditional banking classroom, students begin to "hail" the 



15 

teacher as though she really does know everything, without 

her prodding, which asks her to define herself in the way 

the students now see her. This serves to reinforce the 

dictatorial relationship of the teacher to her students, 

especially when the teacher answers the hail as someone who 

knows everything. 

Advancing a theory similar to Althusser's 

interpellation, compositionists Robert Brooke, Judith 

Levin, and Joy Ritchie support the notion that a teacher 

can generate a self-perpetuating cycle of teacher-centered 

authority in the classroom. Their work applies to the 

classroom the psychoanalytical concepts of "transference" 

and "countertransference" developed by Jacques Lacan. 

Transference is "a person's projecting onto another person 

the authority of a 'subject in the know,'" an authority 

figure who has the answers to "fundamental life questions" 

(Brooke, Levin, and Ritchie, "Teaching" 159). This 

projecting of an all-knowing role onto another operates 

like interpellation in the writing classroom. In a 

therapist-analyst situation, transference occurs when the 

patient presents problems to the analyst in a manner 

suggesting that he can solve them for her. In reality, 
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however, the patient typically comes to realize that "the 

therapist is just another human being who cannot possibly 

know the 'truth' of the patient" (Brooke et al. 162). The 

analyst should not answer the hail but simply aid the 

patient in reordering her experiences so that she can solve 

her own problems. 

In the banking classroom, claim Brooke et al, students 

are socialized into seeing the teacher as a "subject in the 

know." He situates himself in a position of virtual 

omniscience, and this creates a deceptive learning 

environment as students assume that the teacher can answer 

questions beyond his area of expertise or beyond the 

boundaries of the teacher-student relationship. For 

example, the banking teacher may purport to know the 

origins or reasons for the reality of current power 

relations in society, leading students to believe that such 

social formations are inevitable, necessary, and 

unchangeable. This situation becomes as dire in the 

classroom as in the analyst's office if this hailing is 

answered, which is a process termed countertransference-"an 

authority's naive belief that he or she can decide life 

questions for another, can accept the role of the subject 



17 

who is supposed to know, even though the authority is only 

human" (Brooke et al. 159). That is to say, to answer the 

seductive call of the transference (or hail) by engaging in 

countertransference is to abuse authority because "the 

'subject supposed to know' is a fiction, a lie," a 

deception (170). According to Freire's definition of the 

banking classroom, the banking teacher always commits 

countertransference and deceives students as a "subject in 

the know." By first giving the impression that she is one 

who knows all and then responding to the students' 

transference that she does know all, the teacher sets 

herself up as a god-like figure. By purporting to know 

everything students could possible ask her, the teacher 

seeks to gain the students' full trust. As a result of this 

deceptive behavior on the part of the teacher, students are 

more willing recipients of the teacher's deposits because 

the teacher's authority and knowledge appear unimpeachable 

in their totalizing breadth, especially in the absence of 

any voices of challenge or contradiction. 

This portrayal by the teacher as a "subject in the 

know" leads to the development of another deception in the 

banking classroom which characterizes rule seven of the 
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banking classroom's operation: "the teacher acts and the 

students have the illusion of acting through the action of 

the teacher" (emphasis added, Freire 54). Over time-as one 

teacher after another sets herself up as all-knowing-

students may believe that their attempts to learn the 

course content constitute genuine action. However, the 

students are simply led in all activities toward learning 

what the teacher desires them to know. Thus, the teacher in 

the banking classroom serves "to regulate the way the world 

'enters into' the students. The teacher's task is to 

organize a process . . . to 'fill' the students by making 

deposits of information which he or she considers to 

constitute true knowledge" (57). Students may begin to feel 

ownership of course content as they recognize the "facts" 

presented to them year after year, anticipating the 

teacher's lessons through the repetition of information 

over time. In reality, though, students are simply acting 

within the prescribed realm of knowledge dictated by the 

teacher. 

Discipline in the Traditional Classroom. While the 

very nature of the teacher-centered classroom encourages a 

view of the teacher as a "subject in the know" by her 
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students, to maintain a banking environment, respect for 

the teacher's authority is also routinely enforced through 

disciplinary measures. The fifth, sixth, and ninth rules 

for operating a banking classroom describe the disciplinary 

requirements involved: "(e) the teacher disciplines and the 

students are disciplined," "(f) the teacher chooses and 

enforces his choice, and the students comply," "(i) the 

teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her 

own professional authority, which she and he sets in 

opposition to the freedom of the students" (Freire 54) . To 

achieve order in the classroom, the teacher dominates all 

talking by lecturing to the students. Thus, students not 

only "'receive' the world as passive entities," 

uncritically accepting the material conditions of reality, 

but they are made "more passive still" by their lack of 

interaction with the teacher or other students (57). As a 

result, the banking classroom encourages student silence 

and respect for the teacher's authority. When the teacher 

is talking, students are expected to quietly absorb the 

information presented. If a student deviates from this 

expectation and talks during class, the banking classroom 
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teacher singles out the offender in order to administer 

discipline ranging from physical punisliment to ridicule. 

But, as is easily observed, this demand for attention 

and obedience in the classroom does not necessarily 

translate into a continuously pliant student constituency. 

Robert Brooke, conducting research under the rubric of 

Erving Goffman's work in sociology, details the "underlife" 

phenomenon in writing classrooms. "Underlife" refers to 

student behaviors that seek "to provide identities that go 

beyond the roles offered by the normal teacher-as-lecturer, 

student-as-passive-learner educational system" (Brooke 

141). In the classroom, the underlife phenomenon manifests 

itself as students act in certain ways to demonstrate (to 

other students and the teacher) that they are more complex 

than the identities ascribed to them by the teacher. For 

example, whispering or passing notes are ways in which 

students may reject their student-only identity at school 

(Brooke 144). 

Brooke conducted a participant-observation study of a 

first-year college composition classroom for an entire 

semester in order to learn more about the underlife 

phenomenon. According to Brooke, private conversations were 
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the most prevalent form of underlife behavior that he 

observed (145). Surprisingly, however, the content of such 

whispering and giggling was not usually digressive from the 

subject matter being covered by the teacher: 

What surprised me was the extent and content of 
these activities-even in the most docile class 
hour, such activities are constantly going on, 
and (significantly) . . . the content . . . was 
actually a way of applying the class concepts to 
their own . . . interests. ("Underlife" 144-45) 

Overwhelmingly, students were not whispering simply about 

extraneous matters as a means of derailing learning as 

Brooke had always assumed while teaching; students were, in 

reality, connecting class material to their own lives and 

making meaning more relevant to them-that is, becoming 

self-educated. 

Yet despite such student efforts to overcome the 

distance between the curriculum and their experiences, in 

the banking classroom the teacher does not tolerate 

students speaking without a direct command to do so. Thus, 

in such an environment, all instances of the underlife 

phenomenon are considered destructive. Michel Foucault 

describes the military model of educational discipline: 

the disciplined soldier "begins to obey whatever 
he is ordered to do; obedience is prompt and 
blind; an appearance of indocility . . . would be 
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a crime" . . . The training school of children 
was to be carried out in the same way: few words, 
no explanation, a total silence interrupted only 
by . . . the teacher. (166) 

That is, the banking classroom teacher exerts himself to 

shut down all avenues of underlife expression. The passing 

of notes and whispering in class are heavily policed and 

disciplinary measures are strictly enforced, even though 

the discussion might be constructive. 

Institutional Constraints in the 
Traditional Classroom 

While the physical classroom and the institutional 

requirements that govern its operation are relatively 

standardized from one college or university to another, 

they are not immune from serving particular interests. In 

fact, these institution constraints-such as the university 

calendar, the unitized nature of course content, and the 

traditional classroom design-exemplify the more sinister 

side of pedagogy's political imbrication of which Miller, 

Althusser, and Freire are so suspicious because these 

constraints are virtually invisible to most individuals. 

They are taken for granted as "the way things are" and are 

thus considered neutral, if they are considered at all. In 
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fact, these institutional factors help maintain many of the 

realities of the banking classroom. Lisa Ede and Andrea 

Lunsford discuss in their book Singular Texts/Plural 

Authors these institutional obstacles to pedagogical 

reform. 

In the traditional university calendar's divisions 

into semesters or quarters, Ede and Lunsford allege that 

"knowledge is 'packaged' into discrete segments and 

dispensed to passive recipients, fast-food style" (120), 

Such a pedagogical constraint "posits students as isolated 

units, all of whom learn in similar ways and at similar 

speeds" (120). This characterization echoes Freire's 

critique that traditional pedagogy presents information to 

students in such a manner that they will not question the 

content of the material. Ede and Lunsford extend the 

critique to include the system's failure not only to 

problematize the content of education to students but also 

to challenge the method of delivery of that material. 

Moreover, interprellating students as unified, passive 

individuals, the university calendar virtually mandates 

that teaching itself become unitized. According to 

Foucault, the imposition of time "on pedagogical practice" 
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is wholly responsible for the formation of "A whole 

analytical pedagogy . . . meticulous in its detail": 

"[time] broke down the subject being taught into its 

simplest elements, it hierarchized each stage of 

development into small steps" (159). That is, claim Ede and 

Lunsford, "our current curriculum is still based on a model 

of content coverage: classes must clip along, covering a 

certain number of units in a certain number of days" (121). 

The course thus becomes an "inexorable drive to cover our 

content areas" in a specified amount of time (121) . As a 

result of the focus on time and content coverage, actual 

learning typically becomes a casualty: "The pedagogical 

implications here are equally clear . . . what we teach . . 

. is not necessarily or even probably what is learned" 

(121). Thus, assert Ede and Lunsford, not only is the 

traditional classroom oppressive in treating students as 

homogeneous and passive units, but the system of delivering 

material is itself relatively inefficient. The implication 

is that the traditional university calendar and the 

traditional teaching methods engendered serve the interests 

of the institution by allowing for the dissemination of 

information to large groups of people regardless of whether 
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or not those students are actually learning the material 

presented. This cookie-cutter method of pedagogy benefits 

the institution financially at the expense of the students' 

educations. Foucault and Freire proceed so far as to 

describe mass education and the banking classroom in 

mechanistic terms. Foucault describes how schools were 

"arranged as a machine to intensify the use of time . . . 

so that each passing moment was filled with many different, 

but ordered activities" (154), Freire's depictions of the 

traditional classroom concur with Foucault's: "The banking 

concept of education . . . is . . . Based on a mechanistic, 

static, naturalistic, spatialized view of consciousness" 

(58). Thus, the university calendar, the course content and 

the students themselves are each viewed as cogs in the 

machinery of education, a model "which serves the interests 

of oppression" as "it transforms students into receiving 

objects" (Freire 58). 

Also implicated in this mass distribution system is 

the common design of the classroom. At universities with 

high enrollments, students are packed into "cavernous 

lecture halls in which students see only the backs of other 

students' heads" (Ede and Lunsford 120), creating an 
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impersonal and uninviting environment for learning. In 

smaller classrooms, design is characterized by "bolted down 

desks [which] face dutifully toward the slightly raised 

lectern in front" behind which stands the focal point of 

the classroom, the teacher (12 0). According to Foucault, 

these classroom designs were not accidental but were 

purposefully implemented for supervisory and disciplinary 

ends : 

The organization of . . . space was one of the 
great technical mutations of . . . education. It 
made it possible to supersede the traditional 
system (a pupil working for a few minutes with 
the master, while the rest of the heterogeneous 
group remained idle and unattended.) By assigning 
individual places, it made possible the 
supervision of each individual and the 
simultaneous work of all. It organized a new 
economy of the time of apprenticeship. It made 
the educational space function like a learning 
machine, but also as a machine for supervising. 
(147) 

The classroom space was unitized so that students 

themselves could be regarded as units in a process of 

education, dehumanizing the individual student in favor of 

the student body. Such an institutional constraint 

indigenous to mass education contributes to the 

reproduction of unequal power relations between teacher and 

student and student and course content. 



CHAPTER II 

THE RESPONSE OF LIBERATORY PEDAGOGY 

In considering-as Freire asserts in Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed and which is supported by Miller, Althusser, and 

Foucault in the previous chapter-that pedagogy can never be 

neutral and that it actually serves to reinforce the status 

quo in its most frequent incarnation of the traditional, 

teacher-centered (or banking) classroom, Freire devised a 

pedagogy to liberate students from the oppressive nature of 

education. Freire's plan for liberation, detailed in 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed and part of the focus of this 

chapter, has profoundly influenced composition instruction 

in the United States, engendering followers of Freire's 

pedagogy logically termed "liberatory pedagogists." 

Freire's influence is attributable in part to the 

liberatory pedagogists' identification of a parallel 

situation between Freire's literacy instruction in rural 

Brazil and writing instruction in the first-year college 

composition classroom. Additionally, Freire's influence on 

liberatory pedagogy is due in no small measure to his 

unique ability to articulate theories of political pedagogy 

27 
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as well as describe his successes (and failures) in the 

practice of empowering individuals through literacy 

training. In fact, Freire's contribution to liberatory 

pedagogy extends beyond the educational blueprints laid out 

in Pedagogy of the Oppressed; prior to his death in 1997, 

Freire was an active participant in liberatory pedagogy, 

co-authoring several pedagogical texts with compositionist 

Ira Shor, perhaps the leading voice among contemporary 

liberatory pedagogists in the United States. 

The response of Freire and the liberatory pedagogists 

to the oppressive nature of the traditional, teacher-

centered classroom has focused on developing theoretical 

models and classroom practices that put learning in a 

student context and decenter power relations in the writing 

classroom in order to foster critical thinking skills. Ira 

Shor, the late James Berlin, Henry Giroux, Stanley 

Aronowitz, Victor Villanueva, Jr., and Lisa Delpit are part 

of a wider group identified as liberatory pedagogists whose 

works have been applied to the composition classroom. 

Though they do not always agree with one another nor 

necessarily acknowledge each other's work, these theorists 

all describe various aspects of traditional pedagogy as 
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oppressive, and they detail strategies-either theoretical, 

practical, or both-to free students from the oppressive 

conditions in the classroom and/or society. A number of 

scholars in various other disciplines, such as Seymour 

Papert in developmental psychology and computer-mediated 

instruction, Roger Schank in learning sciences and 

computer-mediated instruction, and Robert Brooke in 

composition and psychoanalytic theory, have much to offer 

liberatory pedagogy, though they may not identify 

themselves as liberatory pedagogists. Yet regardless of how 

they would classify themselves, Papert, Schank, and Brooke, 

through their efforts to overhaul the classroom, all desire 

to set students free of oppressive classroom environments 

which stifle contextualized learning and, thus, student 

critical thought-goals shared by the more identifiable 

liberatory pedagogists in composition studies. 

Critical Consciousness 

The previous chapter described in great detail the 

relations between students and course content, and teachers 

and students, in traditional, teacher-centered pedagogy. 
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The most significant detriment to student learning in the 

banking model, according to Paulo Freire, is that: 

In the banking concept of education, knowledge is 
a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves 
knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to 
know nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance 
onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of 
oppression, negates education and knowledge as 
processes of inquiry . . . apart from inquiry . . 
. individuals cannot truly be human. Knowledge 
emerges only through invention and re-invention. 

(53) 

Without authentic inquiry students are deprived of their 

basic humanity and cannot obtain true knowledge, that which 

is not deposited in them. This authentic process of inquiry 

is only possible if students develop what Freire termed 

"critical consciousness." Ira Shor defines Freire's notion 

of critical consciousness as the capability of individuals 

to connect "personal and social domains when studying or 

acting on any problem or subject matter" {Empowering 128). 

In other words, the critically conscious individual can 

make social subject matter meaningful on a personal or 

contextualized level by developing connections (and 

disconnections) with lived experience and is able to make 

connections/disconnections between personal subject matter 

and social subject matter. More specifically, by developing 

a critical consciousness, a student can conduct a process 
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of inquiry into the conditions which make up reality, 

deriving a view of the world-and herself-which belongs to 

the student and not the teacher: 

The more students work at storing the deposits 
entrusted to them, the less they develop . . . 
critical consciousness . . . The more completely 
they accept the passive role imposed on them, the 
more they tend simply to adapt to the world as it 
is and to the fragmented view of reality 
deposited in them. (54) 

The banking classroom is anathema to viewing the world in 

any way other than that made available by the course 

content, a static entity in the traditional classroom. 

Rhetorical theorist and liberatory pedagogist James 

Berlin describes the polarity between a static view of the 

world imposed by a traditional pedagogy and a critical 

consciousness with which students can view reality through 

their own eyes: "Ideology always brings with it strong 

social and cultural reinforcement, so that what we take to 

exist, to have value, and to be possible seems necessary, 

normal, and inevitable-in the nature of things" {Rhetorics 

78). Information deposits made in the banking classroom 

depict imposed reality as not only natural but essential 

and unchangeable regardless of the subject positions that 

such a reality asks students to occupy. Ira Shor also 
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identifies this phenomenon as common in the banking 

classroom: "In traditional classrooms, teachers routinely 

begin by defining the subject matter and the proper feeling 

to have about the material rather than by asking students 

to define their sense of it . . . and building from there" 

{Empowering 29). One key to reforming this oppressive 

pedagogy and allowing authentic and critical student 

inquiry into the nature of reality is the contextualization 

of learning. Shor advocates an "interactive pedagogy," 

building on Piaget's work in developmental psychology (as 

does Seymour Papert): "Participation is the most important 

place to begin because student involvement is low in 

traditional classrooms and because action is essential to 

gain knowledge and develop intelligence" {Empowering 17). 

Through increased student participation, teachers can begin 

to engage students as critical creators of their own 

experience and not consumers of information deposits. 

Bridging the Gap Between Course Content 
and Student Context 

Shor posits that to become critically engaged, 

students must begin to see "human beings, knowledge, and 

society as unfinished products in history" {Empowering 35) 
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and not naturally fixed, necessary, and inevitable as the 

traditional classroom reinforces. Yet the only way he sees 

to begin to critically engage students is to resolve the 

distance between the course content and the students' 

experience. Thus, the first step in the liberatory process 

is to resolve the eighth rule of maintaining a banking 

pedagogy: "the teacher chooses the program content, and the 

students (who were not consulted) adapt to it" (Freire 54). 

The only way in which the gap between the course content 

and the students' experience can be bridged is if teachers 

cum liberators begin class "by examining . . . subject 

matter from the students' point of view" {Empowering 37). 

The teacher must begin the course itself and approach every 

single lesson from the "student's thought and speech as the 

base for developing critical understanding" {Empowering 

33). Only through this contextualization can students truly 

inquire into their existences and make learning meaningful 

to them: 

The starting point for organizing the program 
content of education or political action must be 
the present, existential, concrete situation, 
reflecting the aspirations of the people . . . 
Education and political action which is not 
critically aware of this situation runs the risk 
of either 'banking' or of preaching in the 
desert- (Freire 76-77) 
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Even a teacher with a liberatory agenda must use the 

students' present realities as a launching point for 

critical inquiry; otherwise, the teacher is guilty of 

leading an oppressive, banking classroom despite liberatory 

intentions. 

Compositionist Robert Brooke sees "powerful 

indictments of the traditional writing classroom for being 

teacher-centered rather than student-centered, focused on 

the product rather than process, being oppressive rather 

than liberating" (150) . Like Freire, his educational goal 

is a: "far-reaching and beneficial shift . . . focusing on 

the identity and abilities of the student as an original 

thinker, rather than on the student's ability to comply 

with classroom authority" and receive transmitted knowledge 

(152). Seymour Papert also supports this notion, 

emphasizing a student's need to think independently: "we 

want to encourage children to think for themselves rather 

than simply echo what they are told" (67). 

Additionally, Papert, Brooke, and Roger Schank-

Director of the Institute for the Learning Sciences at 

Northwestern University-advance the idea that students 

prefer to learn by making meaning in their own contexts. 
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Building on Piaget's notion of constructivism, Papert 

proposes the pedagogical model of "constructionism" as the 

alternative to the teacher-centered "instructionism" (in 

which knowledge is transmitted through a direct pipeline 

from the teacher's mouth to the student's mind): "The name 

constructivism derives from an alternative model, according 

to which the learner has to construct knowledge afresh 

every time" (45). Freire advances a similar notion of 

epistemology in Pedagogy of the Oppressed: "Knowledge 

emerges only through invention and re-invention" (53). In 

constructionism, teachers do not transmit information 

through a pipeline to the students, but instead "The role 

of the teacher is to create the conditions for invention 

rather than to provide ready-made knowledge" (Papert 45). 

This is significant since the knowledge dictated by the 

teacher is typically "ready-made" for her, not the 

students. Freire warns of such an oppressive teaching 

model: 

Many political and educational plans have failed 
because their authors designed them according to 
their own personal view of reality, never once 
taking into account (except as mere objects of 
their actions) the men-in-a-situation to whom 
their program was ostensible directed. (75) 
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The implication of Papert's research into this 

knowledge inequity is that teachers should not attempt to 

"teach" students at all: "In that spirit, I have explored 

in my research the idea of creating a learning environment 

in which there is no direct teaching at all" (46) because 

"learning happens best when it is self-directed" (45). 

Towards this end, Papert asserts, teachers should create an 

environment in which learning occurs naturally, acting more 

as guides than depositors of knowledge of any kind. In the 

hypertextual presentation of his book Engines For 

Education, Schank details what he considers this ideal 

environment for students to make meaning. Proceeding under 

the rubric of the Acquisition Hypothesis (that how one 

learns is as important as what one learns), Schank posits 

that students should learn "while engaged in a process 

similar to the one in which they will use the facts. We 

should use students' natural interest so they come across 

such facts incidentally, in the course of pursuing their 

interest" {Engines). Schank goes so far as to demand as 

part of his "Student Bill of Rights" that "No student 

should be required to . . . engage in an activity without 

knowing what he can expect to gain from that activity" 
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{Engines). While such a proposition may unduly limit the 

range of potential areas of academic or social inquiry, 

Schank's point remains clear: teaching without 

contextualizing subject matter to the students' experiences 

should be forbidden. 

What Brooke, Freire, Paper, Schank, and Shor all seem 

to favor is a student-centered classroom in which students 

learn by doing. Schank writes: 

We learn . . . by doing, by constantly having new 
experiences and attempting to integrate those 
experiences . . . into our existing memory . . . 
When new data is simply told to us, we don't know 
where in memory to put it because we don't really 
understand the use of that data. When we 
experience data ourselves . . . we have enough 
context to help us to know how to characterize 
what we have learned. {Engines) 

In an experiential learning situation, knowledge sticks in 

a student's mind because it has some larger context to 

which it can adhere. Put another way, context provides a 

way to remember information (as experiences) and a reason 

to remember (because the student discovered something in 

the process of a meaningful act). Conversely, when students 

are denied a relevant context in which to make subject 

matter meaningful to them, they generally do not retain 

information presented for rote memorization: "Nor do the 
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Students practice any act of cognition, since the object 

towards which that act should be directed is the property 

of the teacher rather than a medium evoking the critical 

reflection of both teacher and students" (Freire 61) . As 

Schank points out, if the teacher deprives the student of a 

meaningful context for learning and "the student's own 

motivation is disregarded, even the most careful 

preparation will backfire" {Engines) . The student, asserts 

Schank, "will be relegated to an entirely passive role. In 

the worst case, this passive, compulsory experience 

squeezes the life out of his interest . . . altogether" 

{Engines). In summary, a classroom in which course content 

is narrated from active teachers to passive students 

fosters uncritical students who are uninterested in 

learning. 

However, as further proof that passivity is contrary 

to students' natural desire to learn, Brooke's observations 

regarding the underlife phenomenon demonstrate that 

students want so much to make meaning for themselves that 

they will risk (or beg) the ire of the teacher to do so. 

For example, the teacher in the class Brooke observed for a 

semester presented a sac of potatoes to the students and 
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invited the class to explore how many ways they could 

conceive of using a potato over time. Brooke overheard two 

students whispering and giggling, and when asked by the 

teacher to share their discussion aloud, one of the 

students responded that they could ferment the potato to 

make vodka. According to Brooke: 

To a teacher thinking of how well her point is 
getting across . . . students aren't paying 
attention, but are talking to one another about 
things that don't have to do with class. But to a 
teacher thinking about how students are using 
classroom information, these diversions should 
seem positive . . . Students are actively 
connecting ideas in the classroom to their lives 
outside the classroom, and are discovering ways 
in which classroom knowledge seems useful even 
when (or especially when) it isn't used for 
classroom purposes. (145) 

Viewed in this manner, underlife behavior seems to be an 

attempt by students to transform the classroom into an 

atmosphere where learning is brought to their context-

something sorely lacking in the traditional, teacher-

centered classroom. 

As an example of such a learning environment, Schank 

describes a model course in which one of the educational 

goals is for students to learn to calculate square footage, 

"a useful skill that any adult might need" {Engines). This 

skill should not, Schank declares, be taught in a 
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traditional math class. In fact, Schank believes: "there 

should not be any courses in mathematics . . . Rather 

mathematics . . . need to be taught in a meaningful 

curriculum" {Engines). This meaningful curriculum could be 

"learning how to calculate square footage within an attempt 

to plan and build a house" {Engines). The rationale is that 

the knowledge the students will discover is embedded in a 

process with a recognizable and potentially engaging goal: 

how to build a house. Shor agrees with Schank's goal of a 

meaningful curriculum, emphasizing the gulf between 

contextualized learning which could directly benefit 

students and memorizing deposits of abstract information: 

Do science classes investigate the biochemistry 
of the students' lives, like the nutritional 
value of the school lunch or the potential toxins 
in the local air, water, and land, or do they 
only talk abstractly about photosynthesis? 
{Empowering 14) 

Such an environment meets Papert's high standard that 

"learning works best when the learner is a willing and 

conscious participant" (Papert 19). Students who are 

"conscious"-or critically aware-of how the course content 

relates to them are more willing to engage in the learning 

process. This student-centered learning environment would 

also satisfy Schank, who claims that: "No student should be 
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asked to learn anything unless there is the possibility of 

his being able to experiment in school with what he has 

learned" {Engines). These classroom characteristics 

liberate students from the banking classroom and pave the 

way for true learning to take place. 

Freire and Shor describe literacy and composition 

pedagogy respectively in much the same way-contextualized 

meaning embedded in a process-focusing though on a 

student's most immediate context as the launching pad for 

"learning by doing." Freire tutored illiterate Brazilian 

peasants and offered "problem posing" as a means of raising 

their consciousnesses regarding their oppressed situation: 

Those truly committed to liberation must reject 
the banking concept in its entirety, adopting 
instead a concept of men as conscious beings . . 
. They must abandon the educational goal of 
deposit-making and replace it with the posing of 
the problems of men in their relations with the 
world. (60) 

According to Freire and Shor, problem-posing education is 

the process whereby students begin to see "human beings, 

knowledge, and society as unfinished products in history, 

where various forces are still contending" through an 

emphasis on students' very views of humanity, knowledge and 

society {Empowering 35). In the context of education, the 
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problems of students in relation to humanity, knowledge, 

and society revolve around the teacher-centered classroom. 

In the first-year writing classroom, teachers implementing 

a problem-posing pedagogy would problematize the obstacles 

to student-centered, contextualized learning, including the 

power differential inherent in the teacher-student 

relationship of the traditional, teacher-centered 

classroom. 

Resolving the Teacher-Student Contradiction 

While bridging the gap between the course content and 

student experience is key to contextualizing education and, 

thus, critically engaging students, finding "the solution 

of the teacher-student contradiction" (Freire 59) must 

necessarily occur first. Unless a teacher is willing to 

identify what constitutes student experience, primarily 

through direct dialogue with her students, she cannot begin 

to contextualize the curriculum. Ira Shor exemplifies the 

instructor whose stated purpose is to resolve the teacher-

as-subject and student-as-object binary. Shor realizes that 

to achieve his overarching pedagogical goals of teaching 

students to be critical thinkers and writers, he must first 
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provide a relevant context to engage students' critical 

faculties. Towards these ends, Shor "negotiates the 

curriculum with the students . . . orienting subject matter 

to student culture-their interests, needs, speech, and 

perceptions" {Empowering 16). Instead of sweeping under the 

rug all of the emotional clutter accumulated by students 

from years of oppressive schooling, Shor harnesses this 

frustration, this underlife energy, by inviting students to 

negotiate change in their education in order to critically 

engage students by using their own experiences as the 

object of inquiry: 

Participation challenges the experience of 
education as something done to students. This is 
key to the passivity and resistance produced by 
the traditional syllabus: education is 
experienced by students as something done to 
them, not something they do . . . education for 
empowerment is not something done by teachers to 
students for their own good but is something 
students codevelop for themselves, led by a 
critical and democratic teacher. (20) 

In this case, Brooke's study of the underlife 

phenomenon serves as both a justification and a model for 

educational reform. Shor concurs with Brooke's conclusions 

regarding the underlife phenomenon that "Many students do 

not like the knowledge, process, or roles set out for them 

in class. In reaction . . . Some become self-educated, some 
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sabotage the curriculum by misbehaving" {Empowering 14) . In 

Shor's writing classroom, the students' negotiation of the 

course curriculum with each other, and with the teacher 

individually and as a collective, can create a 

contextualized learning environment in which students are 

authorities, have an interest in the subject matter, and 

interact with others (orally and in writing) with the 

immediate motivation of bettering their experience as 

students. According to Shor, echoing the formulations of 

Freire and Berlin, "A curriculum that does not challenge 

the standard syllabus and conditions in society informs 

students that knowledge and the world are fixed and are 

fine the way they are" {Empowering 12) . The only way 

students can begin to see the world as a process in which 

they can intervene is if the teacher's pedagogy provides 

for the problematization of the traditional, teacher-

centered classroom relations: "A school year that begins by 

questioning school could be a remarkably . . . critical 

learning experience for students" {Empowering 11) . 
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Re-viewing Experience Through 
Desocialization 

Once students have become critically engaged with a 

curriculum which has directly addressed their experiences 

as students typically subject to oppression and as human 

beings capable of action, they can begin to critically 

investigate the reality around them. That is, once the 

teacher has problematized traditional, teacher-centered 

pedagogy and negotiated the curriculum with the students, 

then the students can begin the process of authentic 

inquiry which liberatory pedagogists posit as essential to 

the students' acquisition of meaningful knowledge and their 

development as critically conscious thinkers. In 

maintaining a contextualized learning environment, a 

curriculum for student liberation asks students to 

critically re-view (that is, to see again) their daily 

experiences, looking for the ways they are asked to define 

themselves in contemporary society. The process whereby 

students attempt to identify the cultural codes that help 

form their senses of self and other (their identities and 

realities) in order to critically re-view them is called 

desocialization. 
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The importance of this exercise to liberatory pedagogy 

is that the cultural codes which ask students to define 

themselves in particular ways are often invisible, embedded 

in the institutions and activities of everyday experience, 

such as school, religion, advertisers, peers, family, 

politicians, movies, television programs, etc. Berlin 

describes these codes as constant, competing, and 

potentially sinister: 

Cultural codes are . . . constantly in conflict. 
They contend for hegemony in constructing and 
directing the formations of material conditions 
as well as consciousness. The signifying 
practices of different groups compete in 
forwarding different agendas for the ways people 
are to regard their historical conditions and 
their modes of responding to them. {Rhetorics 73) 

In other words, cultural codes (which students encounter 

minute-by-minute in society) are always in the process of 

vying for a place in a student's consciousness in order to 

motivate the student to act (or not act)-for example, to 

garner the student's loyalty, patronage, passivity, vote, 

etc. 

Freire asserts in Pedagogy of the Oppressed that at 

stake in the identification of cultural codes is the 

ability to name the student's reality. According to Freire, 

"the word is more than just an instrument which makes 
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dialogue possible . . . to speak a true word is to 

transform the world" (68). Villanueva agrees with Freire, 

stating outright that it is "Freire's hope" that in 

"changing the word we would change the world" (24) . Thus, 

either the student can critically re-view the cultural 

codes being directed at her in order to decide what codes 

will be received, resisted, and/or negotiated, or she can 

uncritically internalize cultural codes-being socialized 

into thinking and acting in certain ways regardless of 

whether or not the student benefits from her thoughts and 

actions. Two of the primary phenomena whose investigation 

in the liberatory classroom can unearth a number of 

cultural codes and help reveal barriers to critical thought 

in contemporary society are acceleration and folklore. 

Investigating Cultural Codes 

Acceleration and Spectatorism in Mass Culture. 

According to liberatory pedagogists, specifically Ira Shor 

and Stanley Aronowitz, routine events and the pace of life 

in everyday, mainstream America serve to reinforce 

students' lack of critical reflection instilled in them by 

an oppressive educational system. Instead of making "social 
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reflection" and "introspection an habitual feature of life" 

(Shor, Critical 47), students are lured into what Aronowitz 

refers to as "Mass Culture and the Eclipse of Reason" (the 

title of his article)-"which lead[s] people to support 

their own oppression" (Shor, Critical 55). The hustle and 

bustle of daily existence, they claim, keeps students 

occupied and constructs a frame of mind that is not 

conducive to reflective thought. Shor calls this phenomenon 

"acceleration" because it "speeds up mental processes 

beyond a pace suitable for critical analysis" {Critical 

63) . Acceleration is characterized by the ubiquity and 

speed of cultural codes vying for a student's attention. 

For example, advertising is everywhere: as commercials on 

television and radio; before motion pictures in theatres 

and on video rentals; on billboards along the nation's 

roads; in magazines at the turn of virtually every page; in 

public restrooms; on buses; and on brand-name clothing, 

just to give a partial listing. These messages bombard 

students' consciousnesses, vying with one another to crowd 

out the ability to reason. 

In addition to the quantity of codes assaulting the 

senses, the speed with which advertisements are encountered 



49 

also prevents critical reflection about the messages sent 

and their interpretation by students. Because the very pace 

of existence demands instant analysis (before the student 

is bombarded with the next message), students accept or 

reject messages with little or no critical reflection. Shor 

and Aronowitz claim that students do not give pause to 

assess how an advertisement asks them to interpellate 

themselves (in the Althussarian sense). For example, many 

product advertisements directed at teenagers ask students 

to identify with being misunderstood by their parents and 

other adults. Product slogans reinforce a "made-for-you-

because-they-wouldn't-understand" attitude which exploits, 

for the profit of the company advertising, generational 

gaps which can exist in families. Students are asked to buy 

a product based on an emotional appeal that does not leave 

space for reflection as to the nature of the hailing (that 

which seeks the interpellation). Before true critical 

reflection can commence, another commercial or a return to 

programming quickly follows, and the cycle repeats itself 

around the clock. According to Shor, "Accelerated 

consciousness cannot perform rational inquiry . . . but it 

is ideal for absorbing political and commercial slogans . . 
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. for processing news flashes and zinging burger 

advertisements" {Critical 64). Little or no negotiation 

with the cultural codes encountered by students is 

encouraged nor acknowledged as possible or beneficial in an 

accelerated society. 

Acceleration, as a feature of everyday life, is an 

aspect of the wider mass, or popular, culture in American. 

Mass culture is typically characterized as entertainment, 

though its escapist function is particularly noteworthy to 

liberatory pedagogists because it reinforces an uncritical 

attitude towards the identification and interpretation of 

cultural codes. To deal with frustrations and demands of 

everyday life-especially as a student takes on more 

responsibility at school, home, and perhaps work-"radio and 

TV . . . and spectator sports are available to divert them 

from the 'real world'" (Aronowitz 774). The term spectator 

has a particular resonance in this context for liberatory 

pedagogists because mass culture, they claim, invites a 

passive, uncritical role of its consumers, as does the 

consumption model of the traditional, teacher-centered 

classroom. Shor recognizes this phenomenon and refers to 

students' increased devotion to escapist media and 
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increasing alienation from critical thought as 

"spectatorism" {Critical 57). In other words, passivity 

becomes a defining quality of student consciousness as a 

result of oppressive schooling in which students consume 

deposits and reinforced by acceleration in mass culture. 

As a spectator, if a student becomes bored with one 

form of diversion, she can quickly move to another, 

prolonging her passive stance toward cultural codes. For 

example, if television does not feed her craving for 

entertainment, she can play video or computer games. This 

is characteristic of mass culture: "people jump from one 

form of alienation to another when they consume rather than 

produce their culture" (Aronowitz 773). Again, an 

unmistakable parallel with the banking classroom exists; 

the more students memorize deposits made by their teachers 

instead of creating meaning relevant to their own contexts, 

the less critical students become. Thus, liberatory 

pedagogy's dedication to reversing the passivity instilled 

in students in the traditional classroom is vital to 

developing critical habits of mind in students. 

Yet good intentions themselves will not reverse 

students' devotion to spectatorism because "Mass cultural 
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forms have colonized the leisure time activities of youth 

. . completely" (Aronowitz 773). The result of students' 

devotion to spectatorism in mass culture is an inability 

"to penetrate beyond the surfaces of things to reach down 

to those aspects of the object that may not be visible to 

the senses" (769) . The intellectual demand and slower pace 

of critical thought may be increasingly devalued by the 

student socialized through oppressive schooling and 

consumer culture to the "aesthetics of mass culture" (Shor, 

Critical 65). Thus, re-viewing these daily experiences 

(which students may have come to take for granted as the 

way things are) through desocialization in the classroom 

may serve as the student's sole opportunity to critically 

intervene in the process of decoding her experiences. 

Folklore As Received Tradition. Another barrier to 

critical thought that can serve as an object of study in a 

desocializing curriculum is folklore (also referred to as 

myth). Folklore is a totalizing narrative, a story of 

explanation, that is uncritically accepted, like deposits 

in the banking classroom. Liberatory pedagogists Shor, 

Villanueva, and Berlin also identify folklore and myth as 

popular sentiments that are unquestioned by mass society. 
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Political philosopher Antonio Gramsci refers to the same 

concept as "common sense"-that which is the accepted, 

"common usage" (327) of any concept held to be true without 

critical reflection. Folklore presents a barrier to 

critical thought and poses the potential for ideologic 

indoctrination because students, and often a majority of 

society, often accept such received information passively. 

As an example of folklore, in Empowering Education Ira 

Shor deconstructs the myth of Christopher Columbus as the 

"discoverer" of America. Shor details a high school course 

that asks students to question what they have been 

socialized to believe regarding Columbus. Predictably, 

students are able to recount that Columbus, with three 

ships, discovered America, encountered Indians, exchanged 

trinkets with them, and brought a few Indians back to Spain 

to present to the king and queen. Shor continues by 

describing students' shock when they discover through 

research that Columbus also enslaved hundreds of Indians, 

kidnapping them and shipping them to Spain where they were 

sold and where most died {Empowering 119) . Students in 

Shor's classes are also appalled to learn that Columbus 

ordered the natives in America to bring him a specified 
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quota of gold four times a year, and those who failed to 

comply had their hands cut off {Empowering 120). For the 

remainder of the unit on Columbus, Shor has students 

explore how they came to "know" the Columbus myth and why 

they have devoted so little critical thought to Columbus 

previously. 

The main reason, Shor explains, that students had 

never before questioned the Columbus myth is because of the 

official sanctioning of the information presented to them. 

Textbooks since elementary school have recounted the same 

version of the story, parents and teachers have reinforced 

what students have learned, and the federal government has 

sanctioned the Columbus myth with a national holiday 

recognizing his "discovery." As a result of these forces, 

students never had any reason to question the received 

wisdom passed on through official channels, resulting in 

their lack of adequate information regarding Columbus to 

decide for themselves his relation to America. 

Both Shor and Villanueva implicate the cultural 

literacy movement and its chief proponent E.D. Hirsch as 

advancing folklore in America, with reinforcement from 

"family, religion, education, the media" (Villanueva 21). 
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Hirsch and his followers advance a notion of shared and 

unified culture among Americans. In order to "give and 

receive complex information orally and in writing over time 

and space," Hirsch claims, Americans need a shared 

knowledge of culture and of standard written and spoken 

English (3). While cultural literacy may appear patriotic 

and while many Americans may have shared common 

experiences, historical and otherwise, Shor and Villanueva 

interpret the notion of one shared culture in America as a 

leveler of multiculturalism and diversity. In fact, Shor 

claims that the "culture" of America advanced by Hirsch is 

actually that of white males of European descent: "In the 

traditional curriculum, the dominance of male. Euro-centric 

culture in the syllabus has meant the exclusion of 

multicultural material related to women, minorities . . . 

and non-Western societies" {Empowering 119) . 

Desocialization in the classroom affords students the 

opportunity to re-view examples of folklore so that they 

may decide for themselves how to define reality. Gramsci 

describes this "criticism of 'common sense'" as the 

"renovating and making 'critical' an already existing 

activity" (331). In the first-year writing classroom, the 
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barriers to critical thought which also pose the danger of 

unwitting ideologic indoctrination can be confronted and 

serve as a central component of the curriculum. The re

viewing of daily life (including that associated with 

acceleration, spectatorism, and folklore) in liberatory 

pedagogy presents students with a contextualized curriculum 

in that desocialization uses student experience as course 

"texts." In addition, such a pedagogy can interpellate 

students as critical and knowledgeable individuals capable 

of intervening in the construction of their own realities. 

And a pedagogy of liberation projects history as a process 

of becoming, much like writing itself, the outcome of which 

depends in part on the students' (in)/action. 



CHAPTER III 

MODERNISM REVISITED: OPPRESSION IN 

LIBERATORY PEDAGOGY 

A modernist mode of inquiry as a component of the 

modernist intellectual paradigm, which has dominated 

epistemology since the Enlightenment, is characterized by 

positivism, the notion that the world reflects a material 

reality that can be directly observed. As such, the quest 

for transcendent truth is a leading directive of the 

modernist intellectual paradigm. For example, a common 

incarnation of the modernist paradigm in research is the 

use of the scientific method. In contrast, a postmodern 

intellectual paradigm's mode of inquiry is characterized by 

a distrust of positivism in the resolute view that 

transcendent truth is not only a fiction but is an 

undesirable outcome of inquiry. 

As Roland Barthes declares, a postmodern mode of 

inquiry advances "the infinite deferment of the signified" 

(902), a perpetual delay in pinning down meaning. The 

implication of a postmodern paradigm is that the material 

world is not primarily characterized as knowable and 
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Static; instead, it is a place of "movement of 

disconnections, overlappings, variations" (Barthes 902). In 

fact, Barthes says, in a postmodern mode of inquiry an 

object under investigation (a "text") "is plural. Which is 

not simply to say that it has several meanings, but that it 

accomplishes the very plural of meaning: an irreducible 

(and not merely an acceptable) plural" (902). To the 

purveyors of a postmodern intellectual paradigm, the 

representation of knowledge as transcendentally true is an 

act of limitation as well as oppression. As a result, one 

of the leading directives of a postmodern mode of inquiry 

is the deconstruction of the foundations upon which the 

modernist intellectual paradigm has built its knowledge 

base. 

It appears to be under the auspices of such a 

deconstruction of the foundations of traditional, teacher-

centered pedagogy that liberatory pedagogists have 

attempted to displace the teacher as the center of the 

classroom in favor of the student. This student-centered 

environment offers the potential of meaningful learning in 

an environment contextualized to the students' own 

experiences. Reality and history are allegedly advanced as 
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malleable and not fixed, necessary, and natural. Chapter II 

detailed the far-reaching benefits to the student of this 

reconceptualization of the teacher-student and course 

content-student relationships in the classroom. 

Yet, as this chapter will reveal, the liberatory 

pedagogists the move outside of the stasis and oppression 

of traditional pedagogy described in the previous chapter: 

is much more difficult to conceive than is 
generally imagined by those who think they made 
it long ago with cavalier ease, and who are in 
general swallowed up . . . by the whole body of 
the discourse that they claim to have disengaged. 
(Derrida 882) 

That is-applying to the liberatory classroom Derrida's 

critique of the modernist intellectual paradigm-for as much 

student-centered change as liberatory pedagogists claim to 

have achieved, the benefits outlined in Chapter II are 

rendered hollow and disingenuous by the oppressive nature 

of their designs for revolutionary change. More 

specifically, the claims of decentered pedagogy through 

democratization and contextualizing of student learning is 

actually a recentering of traditional pedagogy from 

privileging the conservative status quo to promoting a 

liberal humanist agenda. Ultimately, then, while liberatory 

pedagogy's means may differ from those of the banking 
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classroom, the oppressive end of instilling only one 

correct view of the power relations within society remains 

intact. 

The Quest for Revolutionary Personal 
and Social Change 

Both Shor and Berlin have as the aim of their 

instruction to make students critical agents of change in 

order to transform the students and America into more 

democratic social, political, and economic entities. In 

Empowering Education, Shor asserts: 

Empowering education, as I define it here, is a 
critical-democratic pedagogy for self and social 
change . . . The goals of this pedagogy are to 
relate personal growth to public life, by 
developing strong skills, academic knowledge, 
habits of inquiry, and critical curiosity about 
society, power, inequality, and change, (15) 

This statement is brimming with insight into the worldview 

that this pedagogy requires students to adopt. Students are 

expected to "grow," or improve themselves, in no small part 

by viewing society as characterized by "inequality." In 

other words, in order to develop "strong skills, academic 

knowledge, habits of inquiry"-in order, one might say, to 

succeed in this liberatory classroom-students must view the 

world as Shor presents it: as a society of unequal social 
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groups. Additionally, students must be willing to assume 

Shor's activist agenda "and change" society so that it 

embodies Shor's liberal humanist democracy. 

Berlin implements a nearly-identical pedagogy, 

requiring students to see society as unjust and to attempt 

societal transformation: 

Our larger purpose is to encourage students to 
negotiate and resist . . . hegemonic discourses-
to bring about more democratic and personally 
humane economic, social, and political 
arrangements. From our perspective, only in this 
way can students become genuinely competent 
writers and readers. (116) 

As this quote demonstrates, the writing and reading 

curriculum of liberatory pedagogists is inextricably bound 

with transforming society. According to Berlin, only 

through resisting the status quo, and replacing it with 

more "democratic and personally humane" relations, can 

students improve their writing and reading skills. The 

agenda for democratic social reform might seem not only 

reasonable but laudable to any reader who believes, as do 

I, that power is distributed unequally in society. Yet, as 

Marilyn Cooper makes clear regarding liberatory pedagogy's 

agenda of social reform, "such lessons fall back on 

modernist assumptions about knowledge and ethical behavior 
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deriving from authority" (31). A pedagogy that requires 

action (at all, but in particular, one which is) in favor 

of a specific political, social, and economic agenda is as 

oppressive as the traditional, teacher-centered pedagogy 

that it seeks to replace because it posits reality as fixed 

and limits students choices. 

The Concept of Inversion 

A detailed account of Shor's transformatory agenda is 

provided in Empowering Education: 

. . . empowerment as I describe it here is not 
individualistic. The empowering class does not 
teach students to seek self-centered gain while 
ignoring public welfare , , . Students in 
empowering classes . . . have a right to earn 
good wages doing meaningful work in a healthy 
society at peace with itself and the world . . . 
Their skills should be welcomed by democratic 
workplaces in an equitable economy where it 
becomes easier each year to make ends meet. To 
build this kind of society, empowering education 
invites students to become skilled workers and 
thinking citizens who are also change agents and 
social critics. {Empowering 16) 

This is not simply the outline of a first-year writing 

classroom's curriculum or a teacher's pedagogy but the 

plans for the creation of a Utopian society. As such, 

Shor's overtures at democratizing this overtly political 

agenda ring hollow. When he states that the "empowering 
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class does not teach students to seek self-centered gain," 

what he is actually saying is that the empowering classroom 

does not permit such a decision. Students, Shor is willing 

to concede, have the right to earn a decent living, but not 

"while ignoring public welfare." Yet because the society 

Shor is advancing may not be universally desired by all 

Americans or all students, this pedagogy is as oppressive 

as the banking pedagogy Shor and Berlin want to combat. In 

this pedagogical and social depiction, all that Shor and 

Berlin have accomplished is an inversion of the power 

relations in society, inscribing liberal humanist democracy 

as the center to the exclusion of conservative social 

formations. 

While such reconfigured relations may appear 

preferable to the current inequity of contemporary society, 

the relations would not be truly equal because Shor's 

liberatory pedagogy teaches liberal humanism as the only 

choice, just as the oppressive regime in Brazil as Freire 

described it infused pedagogy with just one choice (the 

status quo). Although Freire's goal was the liberation of 

the Brazilian underclass by way of revolutionary 

(-
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transformation, a goal adopted by the liberatory 

pedagogists, he affirms that: 

revolution seeks to supersede the situation of 
oppression by inaugurating a society of women and 
men in the process of continuing liberation. The 
educational, dialogical quality of revolution . . 
. must be present in all its all stages. This 
educational quality is one of the most effective 
instruments for keeping the revolution from 
becoming institutionalized . . . in a counter
revolutionary bureaucracy. (118) 

In liberatory pedagogy, the process of liberation does not 

continue because the teacher closes off the students' 

attempts at authentic inquiry by imposing her agenda on 

them. As such, Shor and Berlin's revolution is 

institutionalized and bureaucratized before it even begins 

as they already know how and what they want students to 

think and act which appears contrary to Freire's vision of 

authentic liberation. Freire asserts that "If the goal of 

the oppressed is to become fully human, they will not 

achieve their goal by merely reversing the terms of the 

contradiction, by simply changing poles" (38) . As a result, 

students cannot be truly liberated by teachers who, in the 

name of humanity or any other agenda, actually usurp the 

oppressors' role. 
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The Concept of Re-socialization 

In contrasting his pedagogy for empowerment and 

liberation with the oppression of the traditional, teacher-

centered classroom, Shor posits: 

In traditional classrooms, teachers routinely 
begin by defining the subject matter and the 
proper feelings to have about the material rather 
than by asking students to define their sense of 
it and feeling about it, and building from there. 
(Empowering 29) 

Yet Shor's own pedagogy still fulfills the same end of 

controlling what students envision as the realm of 

possibilities for their relations in society. Berlin also 

professes the same contrast of contextualization between 

liberatory pedagogy and the banking classroom: 

We start with the personal experiences of the students, 
with emphasis on . . . race, class, sexual orientation, 
age, ethnic, and gender formations . . . to make students 
aware of cultural codes, the competing discourses that 
influence their positioning as subject of experience. 
{Rhetorics 116) 

Only the means differ between liberatory pedagogy and 

traditional, teacher-centered pedagogy as Shor and Berlin 

"guide" students towards their views instead of simply 

depositing them in students' minds. For example, Shor's 

investigation of the Columbus myth deviates from Freire's 

emphasis on critical and authentic inquiry, as Cooper 
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demonstrates: "Shor approvingly describes a 'desocializing' 

history and English course on Columbus . . . that at some 

points moves beyond consciousness-raising into officially 

sanctioned critique" (Cooper 30). Under the rubric of 

"desocializing"-"critically examining learned behavior, 

received values, familiar language, habitual perceptions, 

existing knowledge and power relations" {Empowering 114)-

Shor simply inverts student perceptions regarding 

Columbus's "discovery" of America. Instead of advancing a 

Euro-centric point of view, the received knowledge under 

scrutiny in liberatory pedagogy, Shor advocates a 

perspective which privileges the Native American 

perspective. Thus, Shor is still teaching from a 

perspective that there is one correct version of history 

and reality. 

The implication is that liberatory pedagogy does not 

cease at desocialization, or teaching students to 

critically re-view everyday experience, but continues to 

then re-socialize them to a different, or correct, way of 

thinking. Cooper criticizes this reinscription of received 

values and knowledge, those of the liberatory teacher and 

liberal humanism, because such an act "simply tell[s] 
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Students that the beliefs and values they have been taught 

and have accepted are wrong" (31) and that the teacher in 

the liberatory classroom possesses the right "beliefs and 

values." Freire agrees, claiming that any imposition of 

knowledge is oppressive: "Any situation in which some 

individuals prevent others from engaging in the process of 

inquiry is one of violence. The means used are not 

important; to alienate human beings from their own 

decision-making is to change them into objects"-a primary 

characteristic of oppressive banking pedagogy (emphasis 

added, Freire 66). 

In fact, Shor and Berlin's curricula are characterized 

by re-socialization. As another example in Empowering 

Education, Shor asks his students to investigate "Why . . . 

major news media cover business in such detail but not 

labor," and the accompanying assignment asks students to 

"design a labor news section" (40) for a major New York 

newspaper- While he claims that students are discovering 

the truth about this situation on their own, "I posed the 

problem but did not lecture on it" (40), Shor is blinded to 

the fact that there is only one acceptable answer to his 

question: common laborers are being oppressed and 
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suppressed by big business. In a similar manner, Berlin 

presents for analysis an article from The Wall Street 

Journal about the plight of the cowboy. The assignment asks 

students to apply a Saussurian structuralist notion of 

language in pitting terms presented in the article "in 

relation to their binary opposites as suggested by the text 

itself" (i^hetorics 117) . Like Shor, while Berlin claims 

that students are learning to critically analyze social 

codes and "discover" contrasts existing in society, for 

example, "The meaning of cowboss is established by seeing 

it in binary opposition both to the cowboys who work for 

him and the owners who work away from the ranch in the 

cities" (117), under his method of inquiry of the piece 

being investigated, there is only one correct way to view 

power relations. 

Thus, whether the students unwittingly solve Shor and 

Berlin's directive puzzles or, as experts on education and 

manipulation from years of banking education, simply 

respond with what they know the teacher wants to hear, they 

are being deprived of their humanity (as defined by 

liberatory pedagogists) in being denied authentic choices 

in their processes of inquiry. While the students are not 
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simply receiving deposits, they are still being presented 

with only what liberatory pedagogists sanction as 

acceptable knowledge. As Freire claims in Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, in reference to the banking classroom, students 

"have the opportunity to become collectors or cataloguers 

of the things they store. But . . . apart from inquiry . . 

. individuals cannot be truly human" (53) . Viewed in this 

light, liberatory pedagogy treats students as cataloguers 

of knowledge, as does banking pedagogy, in simply re-

socializing students to the teacher's reality. 

Transcendent Truth in Liberatory Pedagogy 

Re-socialization through leading assignments is not 

the only example of liberatory pedagogists' conviction that 

they know the right way for students to think and act. At 

the same time that Shor congratulates himself on not 

lecturing students on the right answers regarding the 

absence of major labor news coverage, he claims: 

neither did I stay silent. Had I tried . . . I 
would have cheated students of a chance for 
critical thinking about the real world they live 
in. For a teacher or syllabus to ignore business 
bias would have been just as political in 
orientation and less scientific: that would have 
meant avoiding criticism of the way power 
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actually operates in the media to create 
manipulative images of the world. (41) 

The statement that he knows and students should agree about 

"the way power actually operates in the media" appears 

contradictory coming from a liberatory pedagogist. Cooper 

critiques Shor's stance, stating that "the notions of 

critical and democratic participation in critical pedagogy 

theories rely on the modernist and liberal assumptions of 

universal truth" (2). Her critique is that Shor is not 

opening up possibilities for students to choose the 

perspectives that they think best reflect reality; instead, 

he is simply replacing one view with another. 

Shor's concern, as one who seeks to empower students, 

should not be to lead students to any correct view of 

circumstances but to foster critical thinking skills which 

would allow students to come to their own authentic 

conclusions as to "the way power actually operates in the 

media." According to Freire, "It is not our role to speak 

to the people about our own view of the world, not to 

attempt to impose that view on them" (77) . However, by 

guiding students to his line of thinking, Shor is 

oppressing students by indoctrinating them into his 

worldview: "When I posed [the way power actually operates 
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in the media] as a problem, they had a chance to see one 

structure in society for what it is" {Empowering 41). 

Freire implicitly condemns such action, stating, "The 

oppressors are the ones who act upon the people to 

indoctrinate them and adjust them to a reality which must 

remain untouched" (Freire 75). Because Shor does not 

negotiate with the student the view of reality he presents 

to them, but instead informs them of the "actual" relations 

of power in society, he is presenting reality as fixed-a 

quality of traditional, teacher-centered pedagogy to which 

liberatory pedagogists are ostensibly opposed. 

Democracy or Deception? 

Shor expects students to join his revolution "To build 

[t]his kind of society" {Empowering 16). Yet, students are 

not consulted as to whether they would like to live in, 

work in, or help construct such a society; instead they are 

taught to want this through leading questions and 

assignments. Shor quotes from James Banks's "A curriculum 

for empowerment, action, and change": 

Banks (1991) defined empowerment in terms of 
transforming self and society: "A curriculum 
designed to empower students must be 
transformative in nature and help students to 
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develop the knowledge, skills, and values needed 
to become social critics who can make reflective 
decisions and implement their decisions in 
effective personal, social, political, and 
economic action," {Empowering 16) 

That the curriculum "must be transformative" is oppressive 

because students are not, as Shor frequently claims, given 

a choice to truly negotiate the curriculum. That renders 

his overtures at democratic negotiation of the syllabus 

with the students as not just disingenuous but deceptive: 

"The teacher leads and directs this curriculum, but does so 

democratically with the participation of the students , , . 

The teacher negotiates the curriculum with the students" 

{Empowering 16) . 

Berlin actually acknowledges influencing students to 

support his agenda. However, instead of then realizing that 

students should be given a voice regarding their agreement 

with or participation in transforming themselves and 

society, he justifies his agenda with overtness: 

Our teaching strategies may unavoidably shape our 
students as ethical and social subjects, but this 
is all the more reason to discuss openly the best 
procedures for doing so. We cannot help 
influencing our students, but we can do all we 
can to be straightforward about our methods and 
motives, (emphasis added, rhetorics 180) 
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The problem with such a statement is that it contradicts 

the claims by liberatory pedagogists that their course 

curricula are democratically negotiated with the students. 

In other words, liberatory pedagogists may negotiate the 

actual assignments with the students in order to ensure 

that students participate, but, it seems, the pedagogical 

goal of transforming students and society is non-

negotiable. Freire cautions the liberatory educator from 

falling into such manipulative behavior: 

their fundamental objective is to fight alongside 
people for the recovery of the people's stolen 
humanity, not to 'win the people over' to their 
side . . . The revolutionary's role is to 
liberate . . . the people, not to win them over. 
(Freire 75) 

Thus, the liberatory pedagogists' teaching strategies 

should be such that the teacher can avoid shaping students 

to reflect any particular agenda. In this way, liberatory 

pedagogists could help students recover their humanity 

stolen from them by oppressive pedagogues. 

Liberatory pedagogists' claims at having democratized 

the classroom are misleading. In defining the word 

"democracy" as it applies to the classroom, Shor further 

obfuscates the matter: 
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The teacher leads and directs this curriculum, 
but does so democratically . . . To be democratic 
implies orienting subject matter to student 
culture . . , while creating a negotiable 
openness in class where the students' input 
jointly creates the learning process. {Empowering 
16) 

But there is no democracy in requiring students, as Shor 

and Berlin do, to advocate social change or to view the 

world as the teacher does. Democracy in America encompasses 

acting or not acting and favoring or not favoring 

transformation of society as choices which students must be 

allowed to make, especially when such decisions are 

informed by authentic critical inquiry. As Freire asserts: 

While it is normal for investigators to come . . 
. with values which influence their perceptions, 
this does not mean that they may transform the 
thematic investigation into a means of imposing 
these values. The only dimension of these values 
which it is hoped the people whose thematics are 
being investigated will come to share . . . is a 
critical perception of the world . . . And 
critical perception cannot be imposed. (Freire 
92) 

The liberation in Freire's pedagogy of liberation derives 

from students' acquisition of skills that allow them to 

critically perceive the world and not from requiring them 

to act out the teacher's particular and politicized agenda. 

Sandra Stotsky concurs, asserting that in classrooms 

based on "Literacy for Civic Purposes," "students should 
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always be able to exercise their right not to engage in 

[advocacy] writing. Students should not be required to 

advocate for anything, even for something of their own 

choosing" (225). For Stotsky and others, much of the danger 

lies in the fact that in students' desire to succeed in 

class and receive good grades they may directly attempt to 

please the teacher. Despite underlife currents in which 

students wish to make meaning relevant to themselves, 

students may ultimately strive to please the teacher in an 

effort to succeed in the class. This may result in blindly 

or uncritically accepting the teacher's worldview and goals 

to the detriment of the students' development of a true 

critical apparatus. Thus, a liberatory pedagogy based on 

the postulation by the teacher of a correct worldview 

(which, if adopted, would become static) cannot liberate 

students from oppressive schooling but may, to the 

contrary, serve to indoctrinate students into the teacher's 

worldview-in the case of liberatory pedagogy, a cult of 

social reform. 

The point is not whether liberatory pedagogists' 

conception of society and its current and potential 

relations is more accurate than another conception or even 
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transcendently true. The point is that the liberatory 

pedagogist who teaches students what to think differs very 

little from any other oppressive teacher or monolithic 

thinker. Regardless of the circumstances, Freire holds that 

"Every act of conquest implies a conqueror and someone or 

something which is conquered. The conqueror imposes his 

objectives on the vanquished, and makes of them his 

possession" (119). Thus, even the well-intentioned and 

impassioned agenda of making every member of American 

society-or the world for that matter-an equal by 

democratizing politics, economics, and social relations is 

a form of oppression when it is imposed on students. After 

all, claim liberatory pedagogists, life is but a process of 

becoming and history is not a fixed and static entity. 

Thus, imposing any worldview on or requiring any 

transformatory action of students closes off potential 

outcomes of history for them. The liberal humanist agenda 

is only one possibility-one choice-of current and potential 

realities among many, and whether it is the Jbest one or not 

should be the determination of those who would undertake 

the transforming and themselves be transformed: the 

students. The next chapter will discuss how a curriculum's 
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focus on offering choices instead of imposing solutions 

presents a truly liberatory pedagogy. 



CHAPTER IV 

TOWARDS A PEDAGOGY OF CHOICE 

In order to truly liberate students from oppressive 

teaching, it is not necessary to take a full step forward 

from liberatory pedagogy, but one step backwards. That is, 

the pedagogical reforms and theoretical concepts presented 

in Chapter Il-including critical consciousness, 

contextualization of course material, and desocialization-

constitute the basis of a truly liberatory pedagogy. In its 

totality, an authentic pedagogy of liberation seeks to 

empower and liberate students by giving them choices 

regarding how and what they will think and do without the 

imposition of the teacher's politicized agenda. What this 

chapter contributes to that goal is a theoretical framework 

for employing the reforms and concepts of Chapter II 

towards a pedagogy of choice and a consideration of the 

practical benefits of a pedagogy of choice to students. 

What this chapter does not attempt to offer is a guide 

which can be transferred to any first-year writing 

classroom in any city in America. As context is key to 

critically engaging students, so should the teacher analyze 
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w h a t a s p e c t s of t h i s p e d a g o g y m i g h t work i n h e r own 

c l a s s r o o m . The p r a x i s of t h i s p e d a g o g y , o r t h e a p p l i c a t i o n 

i n t h e c l a s s r o o m of t h e t h e o r i e s e s p o u s e d h e r e i n , w i l l b e 

h a r d e r t o c o n c e p t u a l i z e t h a n t h e t h e o r i e s t h e m s e l v e s - a s 

m i g h t b e e x p e c t e d of a n y i d e a w h i c h a r i s e s f rom r e a l - l i f e 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s . T h u s , t e a c h e r s s h o u l d a d d r e s s t h i s c h a p t e r 

w i t h h e a l t h y s k e p t i c i s m a n d a c r i t i c a l e y e f o r w h a t m i g h t 

w o r k i n t h e i r c l a s s r o o m s . 

S t u d e n t C o n s c i o u s n e s s As S e l f - C o n s c i o u s n e s s 

The f i r s t s t e p i n t e a c h i n g t h e c r i t i c a l r e - v i e w i n g of 

e x p e r i e n c e i n a p e d a g o g y of c h o i c e i s t o make s t u d e n t s 

a w a r e t h a t t h e r e a r e s u c h c o n c e p t s a s w o r l d v i e w , 

p e r s p e c t i v e , ^ d e s o c i a l i z a t i o n , a n d c r i t i c a l c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

T h a t i s , t h e t e a c h e r m u s t f o r e g r o u n d f o r t h e s t u d e n t s t h e 

p r o c e s s t h e y w i l l b e u n d e r t a k i n g b e f o r e t h e p r o c e s s i s 

•"• Used here in , worldview r e f e r s to the p o t e n t i a l for an ove ra l l 
c r i t i c a l lens through which people view the world, for example, 
modernism or postmodernism. Perspect ive here i s used as a way of 
looking a t or i n t e r p r e t i n g spec i f i c events , the p o t e n t i a l t o t a l i t y of 
which c o n s t i t u t e s a worldview. For example, viewing Columbus as having 
discovered America may comprise a Euro-cent r ic perspec t ive regarding 
the foundations of American h i s t o r y , but t ha t i s j u s t one pe r spec t ive 
making up the ove ra l l worldview of a hypothe t ica l ind iv idua l which 
might be cha rac t e r i zed as modernis t . 
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begun. According to Freire, students must possess 

"consciousness as consciousness of consciousness" (original 

emphasis 60) before they can become critical thinkers. 

Opening Up Possibilities For Thought 

and Action 

While the theories supporting a pedagogy of choice 

rely on the concepts of desocialization and critical 

consciousness extracted from the liberatory pedagogists' 

curricular model, the two pedagogies differ significantly. 

That is, instead of re-socializing students to think and 

act in the way the teacher wants after students critically 

re-view their experiences, a pedagogy of choice remains 

focused on students' critical inquiry into the variety of 

potential worldviews and perspectives presented in the 

desocializing process and the possibilities for action 

(which itself includes inaction as a choice-hence the term 

(in)/action used at the conclusion of Chapter Il-as long as 

it is also justified by critical reflection into reasons 

and potential consequences of the inaction) . In other 

words, one of the teacher's abiding goals in a pedagogy of 

choice is to introduce students to perspectives on the 

world and specific events relevant to students' lives that 
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may be different than ways in which they already think. In 

consideration of this goal, Marilyn Cooper declares, "We 

might say, then, that the goal of critical pedagogy . . , 

is , . . to open up possibilities for action" (27), 

allowing students to decide for themselves whether or not 

they want to adopt different ways of viewing their 

realities, what those views might be, and, ultimately, what 

action they will take. 

Offensive Discourse As a Choice 

A pedagogy of choice is so focused on opening up 

possibilities for student action that the teacher does not 

shut down any discourse, even ones typically deemed 

offensive (not politically correct) in the liberatory 

classroom. For example, while liberatory and traditional 

pedagogists and/or institutional policies may discourage or 

attempt to prevent offensive expression by students in the 

classroom (by prohibiting, for example, racist or other 

disparaging speech), the teacher's role in a pedagogy of 

choice is to reveal that there are many ways to view the 

world; as such, she must accomplish this goal without 

judging, silencing, or attempting to direct students to the 
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teacher's way of thinking. Thus, she should not posit that 

there are right or wrong views, though such a perception is 

a conclusion that students might arrive at on their own. 

The point, says Cooper, is "not to say that teachers should 

not offer their own perspective or other perspectives that 

are not known to students, but rather that these 

perspectives must be offered as perspectives, not as the 

official or correct view" (emphasis added. Cooper 29). 

Thus, the teacher does not feign neutrality-an impossible 

state to achieve-but also does not attempt to indoctrinate 

students to his views as do the liberatory pedagogists. 

Instead, he helps students explore potential ways to view 

their realities. 

Cooper criticizes liberatory pedagogists for limiting 

the number of potential student perspectives through the 

enforcement of liberal morality: 

courses grounded in critical pedagogy . . . 
forbid students from making arguments that are 
deemed to be racist, sexist, or otherwise 
offensive . . . Such practices do not allow 
students to participate as responsible, capable 
human beings . . . they do not open a field of 
reactions and responses by recognizing the 
freedom of students to act. Postmodern ethics 
allow us to see these practices not as empowering 
students but as subjecting them to the authority 
of a particular teacher or a particular discourse 
community. (Cooper 3-4) 
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Typically, Cooper indicates, racism, sexism, and other 

views that may be deemed offensive are censored from of 

student writing and student thought by teachers advancing 

their own liberally-sanctioned cultural perspectives. This 

sanitizing of student thought is an act of oppression, even 

(or especially) when couched in the disingenuous 

pedagogical auspices of desocialization. However, in a 

pedagogy of choice, as long as a student can critically 

justify a position, that position is offered into the 

marketplace of ideas within the classroom to be 

problematized, negotiated with, accepted, or rejected by 

other individual students through a similar process of 

critical thought. 

The teacher advancing a pedagogy of choice does not 

ignore the potential ramifications to students as purveyors 

or victims of racism, sexism, homophobia, etc. Quite to the 

contrary, problematizing current and potential experiences 

of students is a way of making the curriculum meaningful 

for students in the manner advanced by Roger Schank, 

Seymour Papert, and Robert Brooke in Chapter II. Cooper 

criticizes Shor's pedagogy for turning "genuine social 

conflicts that have effects on those in the classroom" into 
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analyses of academic subjects, cold and distant from 

student realities (3). Instead, Cooper claims: 

Teachers and intellectuals have an important role 
in helping students as citizens become conscious 
of the complexities of the problems that face 
them, but they must do so in a way that opens up 
possibilities, rather than dictating positions. 
They must see each student as an autonomous moral 
agent . . . as someone who acts. (31) 

Thus, teachers must help students confront their actual 

experiences directly, requiring a critical re-viewing by 

students of how they have come to think and perceive in the 

ways they do, which in turn opens up possibilities for 

critical justification, problematization, negotiation, or 

rejection of their views. (While the very real risk of 

students feeling hurt in the process of uncovering bias 

always exists, the teacher can decide to protect students 

without shutting down student choices by directing 

consideration of sensitive subjects away from oral dialogue 

into asynchronous written dialogue or essays.) 

Under such a pedagogical model, instead of devoting a 

unit of study to Columbus as a means of encouraging 

students to reject a Euro-centric point of view, the 

teacher dedicated to opening up possibilities would help 

students critically re-view their experiences, which might 
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include references to Christopher Columbus and received 

wisdom. In that way, students may problematize views they 

have received uncritically, such as Columbus's exploits in 

America, in order to open up possibilities for authentic 

student choice regarding their perspectives based on 

available sources and experiences of those in the class. 

The purpose of such an exercise is not to replace any 

student's view with any different or correct version but to 

point out there may be more than one way to view an event. 

A pedagogy of choice considers students as autonomous moral 

agents capable of acting on their own behalf to construct 

their own realities based on critical reflection of source 

material from multiple perspectives. 

Contrary and Taboo Thinking as Choices 

In a pedagogy of choice, students may seem easily able 

to sabotage the curriculum by choosing to view reality as 

fixed. However, since a pedagogy of choice is not 

predicated upon advancing a particular view of the world, 

so long as students critically justify their positions, the 

teacher respects their decisions. In fact, a pedagogy of 

choice is never endangered when students exercise critical 
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thinking skills in making choices for themselves. 

Additionally, teachers employing a pedagogy of choice must 

present to the class the perspective that reality is fixed. 

While this practice may seem antithetical to the project of 

exploring alternative worldviews, a static view of reality 

is a perspective (one which many students may possess when 

the class begins) and, as such, is included in the 

curriculum and respected by the teacher. 

However, no matter how students choose to see 

themselves individually, the instructor always remain 

focused on teaching the processes of critical inquiry and 

justification (in writing) because these are skills 

students can use for life. Students who decide in their 

first-year writing class to see the world as fixed may 

decide someday that they can and want to intervene in their 

realities, while students who see reality as a process in 

which they can intervene may someday decide reality is 

actually fixed. Thus, while the teacher respects any 

students' views in class, attempting in no way to guide 

them to another view of reality, she still requires the 

students to critically support their views with research 

and actual experience from a number of perspectives. 
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This does not mean that students can never be "wrong" 

in class or that facts do not exist. In commenting on 

written student work, the teacher who advances a pedagogy 

of choice points out student errors in methodology or 

identifies weaknesses in argumentation, but it is not her 

goal to change students' minds about their views. There is 

one problematic exception to the previous statement. In 

teaching audience awareness as a critical, analytical 

writing skill, the teacher must reconcile a student's 

potential desire to see everyone as possessing the same 

views with the need to teach writers to anticipate 

potential worldviews, perspectives, biases, predilections, 

etc., on the part of readers. Forcing a student to learn 

this skill and see the world as multicultural may seem 

oppressive. Thus, it is up to the teacher to determine how 

far to proceed in attempting to sway the student to the 

fact that not everyone views Columbus's discovery of 

America in the same way, not everyone feels the same way 

about abortion, not everyone possesses the same religious 

views, and not everyone agrees on issues of morality, etc. 

Some of the topics just mentioned are considered taboo 

areas of research by writing instructors because they are 
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based on feelings more than concrete evidence, thus making 

persuasive or argumentative writing about them problematic 

for students and redundant to read for teachers. However, 

such topics make up some of the most difficult and most 

significant issues students will face in their lives and, 

thus, are potentially valuable areas of critical inquiry in 

the first-year writing classroom. Moreover, these issues 

can help prove to students that not everyone sees the world 

the same way. Thus, taboo topics can be useful tools in 

helping students to realize that, in fact, there are a 

variety of worldviews and perspectives in the classroom, 

the community, the country, and the world. 

Multiculturalism and Audience Awareness 

The point of focusing student attention on a diversity 

of worldviews and perspectives is not to laud 

multiculturalism as such. That in and of itself is a 

perspective that students may or may not decide to arrive 

at on their own but is of no particular consequence to the 

operation of a pedagogy of choice. The point of focusing on 

multiculturalism in the classroom is to teach students 

audience analysis in order help them read and write more 
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critically and effectively. An awareness of audience makes 

it possible for students to consider how certain people 

might act in particular rhetorical situations. By acquiring 

this crucial skill, students can better gear their reading 

practices to ascertain the agendas of writers whose works 

students read, and they can better persuade readers of 

their writing, by envisioning what might be important to a 

particular audience. 

Far from focusing on demographics and prevailing 

stereotypes, the multicultural component of a pedagogy of 

choice allows students to arrive at their own conclusions 

regarding the specific potential actions and reactions of 

individuals in specific rhetorical situations. The teacher 

advancing a pedagogy of choice does not attempt to educate 

students about how they are supposed to act or how the 

teacher perceives the rest of the world to be. Such an 

imposition (practiced by liberatory pedagogists) risks 

attempting a colonization of culture-that of the teacher 

over other potential cultural perspectives students might 

adopt. 

So that the curriculum best addresses the contexts of 

the students, the multicultural component of the curriculum 
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should include direct references to perspectives of 

consequence to the students' experiences. Perspectives of 

consequence include those related to the discourse 

communities to which students belong, such as peer, family, 

religious, and the academic discourse communities from 

which students came and which they have recently entered. 

Specific areas of study might include the interpretation of 

historical events, literature, student slang, local race 

relations, global economy, entertainment, advertising, 

fashion, technology, etc. The role of the teacher in these 

critical investigations is to introduce as many different 

perspectives regarding these issues as possible in order to 

broaden students' choices among ways to view the world. 

This increased knowledge, in turn, builds students' ability 

to analyze audiences. 

Such a curricular model uses students' real life 

contexts as an entry way into concepts of writing instead 

of using concepts of writing as a means of assaulting 

student ways of thinking. After all, the teacher's role is 

not to tell a student that the way she has thought for life 

is wrong. A perspective such as that is oppressive, 

arrogant, and may breed student resistance. Instead, the 
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multicultural component of a pedagogy of choice serves to 

aid students in understanding and identifying the 

worldviews and perspectives of writers whose works students 

read and potential audiences for whom students may write. 

Respect as Essential to a Pedagogy 

of Choice 

In order for a teacher to even attempt to implement a 

pedagogy of choice, the teacher must develop a respect for 

plurality itself in order to respect students' rights to 

choose their own worldviews, perspectives, and courses of 

action. Otherwise, the teacher may fall into the trap of 

liberatory pedagogy, claiming to liberate students but 

actually leading them to the teacher's way of thinking. 

According to Freire: 

Pedagogy which begins with the egoistic interests 
of the oppressors . . . an egoism cloaked in . . 
. false generosity . . . and makes of the 
oppressed the objects of its humanitarianism, 
itself maintains and embodies oppression. It is 
an instrument of dehumanization. (36) 

Thus, the teacher must subordinate her personal political 

agenda, regardless of what it may be, to empowering 

students to pursue theirs. That is a prerequisite of the 

teacher in a pedagogy of choice. 
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Developing respect for a diversity of views, even ones 

the teacher and common propriety find offensive, 

inappropriate, or dull, can only come from within the 

teacher through his dedication to preserving student choice 

in the classroom and in society. In order to maintain the 

open environment fostered in a pedagogy of choice, "Those 

who authentically commit themselves to the people must re

examine themselves constantly" (Freire 42), looking for 

biases or a lack of respect for any students' positions, to 

ensure that such feelings do not enter into the classroom. 

It is not so much that teachers are teaching respect to 

students; respect is a moral decision to be problematized, 

accepted, rejected, or negotiated with by each individual 

student. But the teacher must have respect for the very 

potential for students to be autonomous moral agents: 

teachers must . . . allow their students to make 
decisions about their writing and to take 
responsibility for the effects of those decisions 
if they are to help them be (not become) 
responsible writers and responsible citizens in 
the classroom. (Cooper 35) 

Cooper's statement to "help them be (not become)" 

emphasizes the necessity of treating students as autonomous 

moral agents immediately in the classroom and not as 

agents-in-training who need to be led along until they are 
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fully indoctrinated into a specific worldview, such as 

liberal humanism, conservatism, etc. 

Respecting student choices even when they contradict 

the teacher's own views or offend other students is no easy 

task. How does one develop a sense of respect for all 

views? Where does one draw the line? Can a teacher support 

a student position advocating terrorism, slavery, or 

genocide? While I cannot answer these questions for every 

teacher, I can claim that a pedagogy of choice certainly 

serves as a challenging learning environment for the 

teacher as well as the students. The teacher may 

continually problematize and alter her own worldview and 

perspectives based on classroom discussion; this result of 

teaching using a pedagogical model based on choice is 

neither good nor bad for the students because the teacher 

does not posit her way of thinking as the right or only way 

of thinking. However, the constant negotiation of ideas may 

be personally interesting and rewarding for teachers as 

they continually push the limits of respecting students' 

right to develop and possess their own thoughts and speech 

and their own courses of action in society. 
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Considering the Fate of Liberal Education 

A pedagogy of choice problematizes some of the basic 

assumptions about the purposes of liberal education. 

According to William Cronon, the Frederick Jackson Turner 

Professor of History, Geography, and Environmental Studies 

at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, in the Phi Beta 

Kappa society's quarterly newsletter The Key Reporter, "In 

speaking of 'liberal' education, we certainly do not mean 

an education that indoctrinates students into the values of 

political liberalism" (2). However, Cronon tempers his 

injunction by further stating: 

at least not in the most obvious sense . . . 
Rather, we use these words [liberal education] to 
describe an educational tradition that celebrates 
and nurtures human freedom . . . holding out at 
least the dream that everyone might someday be 
liberated by an education that stands in the 
service of human freedom. (2) 

Thus, it seems clear that like Ira Shor and James Berlin, 

Cronon sees liberal education as having a particular agenda 

but also sees the process of indoctrination as subtle. That 

is, while Cronon's article, entitled "'Only Connect: The 

Goals of a Liberal Education," problematizes such 

uncritically accepted institutional constraints as a 

required curriculum, for example, compelling students to 
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"Study grammar at the expense of creative writing (or the 

reverse)" (3), he ultimately reduces the notions of a 

curriculum and a literary canon to semantic distinctions: 

One problem is that it is much easier to itemize 
the requirements of a curriculum than to describe 
the qualities of the human beings we would like 
that curriculum to produce. All the required 
courses in the world will fail to give us a 
liberal education if, in the act of requiring 
them, we forget that their purpose is to nurture 
human freedom and growth. (3) 

To controvert Cronon's contention that all liberal 

education should seek the freedom and growth of all human 

beings is not to imply that such a goal is unworthy. An 

evaluation of the quality of the goal is not the issue. 

Instead, the point remains that if education is organized 

to "produce" a certain kind of person, then most assuredly 

such an educational system is participating in 

indoctrination and is attempting to limit students' choices 

to decide their own courses of action. By telling students 

what is best for them and for all of humanity, liberal 

education is preventing any student from becoming a true 

revolutionary, one who decides for herself that the freedom 

of all peoples is her life's goal. Thus, a pedagogy of 

choice negates the goal of liberal education to "produce" 

students dedicated to human freedom but does not eliminate 
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the potential for students to dedicate themselves to human 

freedom. That course is but one among an unlimited number 

of potential courses for a student to choose. 

Practical Concerns 

The questions raised by a pedagogy of choice are not 

few. Most importantly, can such a pedagogy actually be 

implemented? Can a teacher develop a respect for a 

student's right to choose his or her own course of action? 

Can someone learn to be respectful of students without 

teaching respect as a virtue? Also, might separating the 

presentation of ideas with endorsing particular ideas prove 

too difficult? Can a teacher take refuge behind deluging 

students with perspectives regarding a particular issue 

under study? Is there a point at which too many views could 

be presented? How many views would be too few? 

In the absence of the traditionally measurable goals 

of outcome-based education and the removal of a liberal 

humanist agenda, what remains of the first-year writing 

classroom in a pedagogy of choice? Critical thinking as a 

means of conducting authentic inquiry and offering the 

potential for creating knowledge in a meaningful context 
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are privileged outcomes of a first-year writing classroom 

operating under a pedagogy of choice. But will the 

fulfillment of these goals translate into successful 

student writers? What are the implications of a pedagogy of 

choice on evaluation? What alternatives to traditional 

essay grading and testing can be implemented in a writing 

classroom dedicated to student choices? Would the 

incorporation of student portfolios represent one possible 

way of introducing more student choice into the grading 

process? 

In attempting to theorize and justify a pedagogy of 

choice, I wonder if I am being oppressive by advancing my 

pedagogy as a better model than traditional, teacher-

centered pedagogy and liberatory pedagogy. How many groups 

of people in the course of history have conquered another 

under the auspices of the good of the vanquished? Of 

course, as Derrida reveals, "language bears within itself 

the necessity of its own critique" (882) . In other words, 

the means by which to deconstruct a text are always-already 

included within that text, and I do not mind if I help the 

process along by problematizing my own pedagogical 

formations. The ultimate goal is, after all, to help 
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Students become effective writers and to think critically 

for themselves, and this will continue to be the case as 

long as America's colleges and universities continue to 

enroll approximately four million students per year in 

first-year writing courses (Miller 4). 

Conclusion But Not Closure 

Such questions and concerns can only be answered, of 

course, by those who attempt to make these pedagogical 

theories a reality in their classrooms. Yet other practical 

questions would soon arise by those implementing a pedagogy 

of choice. For example, what would such a pedagogy look 

like in action? What are the most effective ways for a 

teacher to present issues without infecting students with 

her own biases? Perhaps as teachers attempt to develop a 

praxis for the theories presented in this thesis they will 

find that the ways in which a teacher can open up 

possibilities for student thought and action are as 

numerous as are the ways in which teachers have limited 

them. 
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