
A Critical Combination

Critical pedagogy got its start in the middle of the twentieth century. It didn’t become popular until 
it experienced a resurgence in the 1980s. The progressive educational reform movement was under 
way, and everything from college admissions to the academic discourse was being reexamined. It is 
not hard to understand why a pedagogy also known as libratory, empowering, radical, engaged, or 
pedagogy of possibility attracted teachers at a time when their classrooms were being flooded with 
students who were there to change their lives.

The goal of critical pedagogy can best be described as teaching to “enable students to envision alter-
native, to inspire them to assume the responsibility for collectively recreating society” (Tate 97). Paulo 
Freire, one of the founders of critical pedagogy, theorized a key component of this pedagogy is hav-
ing praxis: that is the ability to “act upon and transform his world, and in doing so move towards ever 
new possibilities of fuller and richer life individually and collectively” (Freire 32). Freire also theorized 
that the responsibility of critical pedagogy lies in the hands of the teacher. He envisioned a classroom 
where the banking concept of education was replaced by the problem posing concept of education 
(72). No longer would students be depositories for a teacher’s knowledge, but traditional education 
would be replaced with a pedagogical style which would give students “the ability to problematize 
the economic, political, and cultural forces that shape but…do not completely determine their lives,” 
also known as conscientizacao, or critical consciousness (Tate 95). Without critical consciousness one 
cannot reflect on situations that impact their life. The inability to reflect critically on situations that 
impact one’s life renders one a victim to circumstance: not in control of their future.

From the description of critical pedagogy, one may wonder about its relevance to the study of com-
position. Upon further investigation, one will see that a strong foundation in composition is necessary 
in order to reflect and act on problems within the community, in other words implement praxis. The 
first step to praxis is being able to look at one’s community and critically analyze the forces at work. 
Critical analysis is something that we practiced regularly in our class. Each student was responsible 
for reading the same chapter describing a particular pedagogy and analyzing the message of the 
text. The following day we would perform a free write detailing our feelings on the text, what we 
found enlightening, and what we disagreed with.  Following the free write, as a class we would 
discuss the chapter. By problematizing what we read out loud we were able to help each other 
understand an area of the text that was perhaps unclear and share things that we found important. 
Each person in the class accepted the opportunity to speak as a chance for others to hear their voice. 
In essence, the class had participated in public discourse in order to bring problems and solutions in 
education to light. 

Not everyone in the academic environment agrees that public discourse is important. Tracking, 
which happens as early as elementary school, is the first step to taking away the educational rights 
of students. The remedial track is an area of education marked with worksheets and the traditional 
banking concept philosophy. In his article “Service Learning and Public Discourse,” Bruce Herzberg 
makes note Mike Rose’s equation of remedial education to a life sentence. If a student does manage 
to escape the remedial label and has the opportunity to attend college, they are faced with more 
challenges. Many academics at the college level believe there is no room for general discourse in 
college. Students who are not versed in academic discourse are in danger of being left behind. In an 
article examining Patricia Bizzell’s teaching philosophy, Nancy McKoski points out that Bizzell advo-
cates “teaching academic discourse as ‘a democratic shared language’ to create a ‘national political 
discourse’ to enable all of her students (and ‘[us] Americans’) to address current social and political 
ills” (qtd. in McKoski 49). The problem with having to learn a language in order to engage in political 
discourse is that it assumes everyone has the ability to learn the language. Consequently, if a person 
chooses not to attend college, their voice is assumed to be less valuable, because they cannot com-
municate in the “democratic shared language.” Mary C. Boys reinforces the necessity for public 



discourse because it allows people to see inside the world of others, and in that way breaks down 
some of the “boundaries of power” (130). What critical pedagogy proposes is to create an equal 
footing, in order for discourse to occur at any level. Proponents of critical pedagogy do not wish to 
wipe out academic discourse but instead wish to provide the tools to students to be a part of the 
conversation.

In An Unquiet Pedagogy, Kutz and Roskelly suggest a teacher study their classroom and become 
aware of existing ethnography: that is “primary method of anthropological investigation” (26). An 
awareness of the culture within a classroom allows teachers design assignments specific to that class. 
Teachers must also make students aware of the ethnography of a classroom. This is best achieved 
through discourse within the class and assignments, which are designed to show students differing 
cultures. Making students aware of ethnography also enforces how many cultures can exist even 
with a community as small as a class. These assignments may be cultural, collaborative, or feminist 
depending on the needs of the class. The assignments should engage the students to interact with 
one another. By expanding the threshold for self-motivated learning, teachers are creating an envi-
ronment conducive to critical pedagogy in which students can discuss different cultures and begin 
to think about how cultures exist in larger communities.

So we want to teach people how to change the world. Where does one begin with a task so huge? 
In Herzberg’s article “Service Learning and Public Discourse,” he endeavors to accomplish just that. 
Working with students who are in a beginner’s composition course, Herzberg assigns a research paper 
with a community service project. The students must find an issue of public policy and research that 
issue. The paper they produce on their selected policy should argue a point, for example: tracking 
students is counter-productive. Finally, the students must research forums for the argument on the 
public policy they have selected to be heard. This can be radio, newspaper, PTA meeting, but they 
must have researched the forum extensively, and be able to argue why that forum is appropriate for 
their topic (Herzberg 464-471).

What this assignment sequence offers is a view of how critical pedagogy translates to the classroom. 
It is not, as I am sure many assume, a teacher on their soapbox in front of a room full impressionable 
students. It is a collaboration of many pedagogical styles which, when taught in conjunction, provide 
students with the ability to reflect on and take action towards cultivating a better community. The 
research paper itself is an expressive tool. The students must, in their own voice, write about a topic 
of interest to them. The paper is also a rhetorical tool, as students must persuade the reader of the 
necessity for change in a certain area of public policy. The assignment is very obviously community-
service driven, and depending on the public policy a student wishes to discuss, could also be driven 
by cultural studies: for example: a research paper written on the number of ESL students placed on a 
remedial track would fall in this category. Finally, the ability for a student to read about an issue in 
the community, write about that issue, and disseminate their findings in hope of creating change is 
very definitely critical pedagogy.

Freire writes, “Domination reveals the pathology of love: sadism in the dominator and masochism in 
the dominated. Because love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is commitment to others. No matter 
where the oppressed are found, the act of love is commitment to their cause–the cause of liberation. 
And this commitment, because it is loving, is dialogical” (Freire 89). Critical pedagogy is important, 
not only because it opens the door to explore many areas of pedagogical teaching, but it opens the 
door to create an environment where dialogue can occur in order to free the oppressed and make a 
better community for everyone. 
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