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The fields of language teaching and education have always been fraught with debate and 

controversy.  Opinions and theories of what should be taught, how it should be taught, who 

should teach it, and who should learn it have swung back and forth throughout the years, and 

occasionally into new territory.  One example of a novel idea in education is critical pedagogy 

(CP), which was most famously codified and promoted by the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire in 

the early 1970s as a liberation-focused method for transforming the education of “the oppressed” 

in South America (Sekigawa, Sugino, Mimura, & Chaikul, 2007, p. 950); (Gur-Ze’ev, 1998, p. 

465).  Henry Giroux and others have continued to develop theories of CP from the 1980s to the 

present day, though typically not with language teaching in mind.  This paper will investigate 

settings in which CP has been applied (both to language teaching and occasionally to other 

subjects), and identify successes and challenges.  

Defining Critical Pedagogy: Key Concepts 

Educational practice in recent years has put more emphasis on relationships between 

students and teachers, as well as on cooperative learning and on global and intercultural 

awareness.  CP addresses all of these concerns, as it is directly concerned with changing the 

power balance in the student-teacher relationship and with fostering greater awareness of 

students’ social environment (Crawford-Lange, 1981, p. 257; Gore, 1992, p. 54; Goulah, 2006, p. 

201; Johnston, 1999, p. 559; Pennycook, 1999, p. 332).  However, Goulah (2006), Ellsworth 

(1989), and others argue that CP has not necessarily promoted global awareness (Goulah, 2006, 

p. 201), and that it often conveniently ignores historical or even local context, focusing only on 

an essentialized “oppression” (Ellsworth, 1989, p. 300).  In a critical classroom, students should 

be empowered to engage in dialogue with each other and with the teacher and to eventually take 

this capacity for critical dialogue outside to transform society (Graham Crookes & Lehner, n.d., 
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sec. 2; Gore, 1992, p. 57; Santana-Williamson, 2000, p. 1).  While not all “critical thinking” 

involves CP (Pennycook, 1999, pp. 334, 341), the latter does require the former. 

Key terms in Freire’s educational philosophy include “banking education”, “problem-

posing education”, “dialogue”, and “praxis”.  “Banking education” is the standard pre-Freirean 

model of schooling, still commonly used, and likely familiar to most of us: the teacher, source of 

all knowledge, deposits this knowledge into students, as one might make deposits into a bank.  

The students passively receive these deposits; they do not make deposits themselves.  All 

students are identical in that they are empty containers waiting to be filled with knowledge; their 

personal backgrounds and socio-political context are irrelevant (e.g. Sadeghi, 2009, p. 364; 

Sekigawa et al., 2007, p. 950; (G. Crookes, 1997, p. 74).  “Problem-posing education” is Freire’s 

alternative to banking education, in which the teacher poses problems for the students to respond 

to in collaboration with each other and with the teacher, through a process of “dialogue” 

(Sadeghi, 2009, p. 364).  Crawford (1978), who devised twenty principles for applying Freire’s 

theory to language education, states it this way: “The purpose of education is to develop critical 

thinking by presenting [students’] situation to them as a problem so that they can perceive, 

reflect and act on it” (as cited in Graham Crookes & Lehner, n.d., sec. 2).  The focus on 

becoming aware of and responding to problems in the learners’ own social environment is a 

distinctive trait of CP (Crawford, 1978, as cited in Graham Crookes & Lehner, n.d., sec. 2; 

Santana-Williamson, 2000, p. 8). 

“Dialogue”, then, is the two-way interaction among students and between students and 

teacher that allows everyone to learn from each other; the dialogic classroom is “a site in which 

teachers and students challenge and question norms and assumptions through discussion” 

(Pennycook, 1999, p. 337).  Freire (1998) defines “praxis” in this way:  
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Praxis is the power and know-how to take action against oppression while stressing the 

importance of liberating education. Praxis involves engaging in the cycle of theory, 

application, reflection and then back to theory. Social transformation is the product of 

praxis at the collective level (as cited in Sadeghi, 2009, p. 364).   

Other writers often use the term “praxis” more generally, not necessarily within CP, as the 

incorporation of theory (and often reflection) into teaching practice (e.g. Pennycook, 1999, p. 

342); (Johnson, 2006, p. 240).  

Following from these concepts, a number of theoretical principles underlie both Freirean 

and other forms of CP.  One is that all education is political, and none is neutral:  

Freire emphasizes the concept of education as political practice in the control of  

‘language’ and consciousness as part of, and as a condition for, the subjection of 

individuals and groups by the rulers. Freire examines education as an aspect of the 

relations between critique and domination. He educates against the ruling group’s claim 

that schools are centers for distributing relevant knowledge in an objective and neutral 

manner (Gur-Ze’ev, 1998, p. 465). 

Language teaching, particularly of languages like English, sends political messages to students 

and cannot be stripped of associations with politics and power (Benesch, 1993 & Pennycook, 

1989, as cited in Johnston, 1999, p. 557; Pennycook, 1999, p. 334; Sadeghi, 2009, p. 362).  A 

major tenet of CP is that there is a significant power imbalance in traditional classrooms and in 

society as a whole, which should be modified (Johnston, 1999, pp. 559–560; Rich, 2005, p. 913; 

Sadeghi, 2009, p. 363; Sekigawa et al., 2007, p. 950).  However, Pennycook (1999) reminds us 

that critical approaches to TESOL are not the same as classical Freirean CP applied to TESOL; 

some of Freirean CP’s more contentious qualities, such as those criticized by Johnston (1999), 



CRITICAL PEDAGOGY ON THE GROUND  5 
 

 

should not be considered part of how CP is used in the TESOL community (1999, p. 341).  

(Johnston (1999)’s specific concerns will be addressed later.) 

 In the following examples of CP applied to classrooms, several common themes emerge 

as challenges to both teachers and students accustomed to a traditional, more banking-oriented 

pedagogy.  These include syllabus design, assessment and grading, the changing roles of teachers 

and students, beliefs about the nature of teaching and schooling, adaptation to local cultural 

contexts, resistance to the new paradigm, and philosophical objections to the rationale and goals 

of CP itself.  

Syllabus Design 

The first concern for teachers hoping to employ CP in their classrooms is that of syllabus 

design: what will be studied and who will decide what is studied.  Some teachers keep a more or 

less traditional syllabus that they have created, with minimal input from students (Goulah, 2007, 

p. 165; Moreno-Lopez, 2005, sec. Course Curriculum; Ohara, forthcoming, p. 4; Ohara, Saft, & 

Crookes, 2000, sec. The Study: Setting; Sekigawa et al., 2007, pp. 953, 955, 959, ; Shin & 

Crookes, 2005, p. 118).  However, others would argue that true CP necessitates relating material 

to local context, with learners creating their own materials and being involved in shaping their 

curriculum (Crawford-Lange, 1981, p. 262; Crawford-Lange, 1978, as cited in Graham Crookes 

& Lehner, n.d., p. §2; Pennycook, 1999, p. 336).  Other teachers allowed students to choose 

from a given list of topics, or to create their own materials and presentations within pre-

determined themes (Ellsworth, 1989; Ohara, forthcoming, p. 7; Sadeghi, 2009, p. 366; Shin & 

Crookes, 2005, p. 116).  Other teachers had students determine nearly the entire content of the 

course, including picking the readings, themselves (Graham Crookes & Lehner, n.d., sec. §3.1; 

Wilhelm, 1997, p. 530).  The most common design for the CP-based courses reviewed here is 
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that of a discussion course targeting social issues in L1 and/or L2 culture (Sadeghi, 2009; 

Sekigawa et al., 2007; Shin & Crookes, 2005).  Some teachers are under more pressure than 

others to use a “standard” syllabus and remain in control, and others have real or imagined 

concerns about meeting institutional or governmental requirements.  Hammond and Macken-

Horarik (1999), in their discussion of a critical literacy ESL program, argue that it is possible and 

advisable to meet institutional standards, teach mainstream literacy skills, and do critical work, 

though it does take more time (p. 531).  Moreno-Lopez (2005) and Wilhelm (1997) both state 

that students may need a transitional learning experience before moving into full-blown CP 

(Moreno-Lopez, 2005, sec. Traditional Teacher and Students’ Roles; Wilhelm, 1997, p. 534). 

Assessment and Grading 

Assessment and grading are also complicated issues in a CP setting.  CP rejects tests, as 

they “only serve to fragment, narrow, deflect, and trivialize the curriculum” (Kincheloe, 1991, as 

cited in Moreno-Lopez, 2005, sec. Contract–Grading System).  Instead, authentic assessments 

that promote “[each] student’s expression of her or his emancipatory knowledge” should be used 

(Reagan & Osborn, 2002, p. 79).  Reagan and Osborn (2002) also argue that in a CP setting, 

students’ language awareness, not their linguistic skills, should be evaluated (2002, p. 72).  On 

the other hand, Crawford-Lange (1981) advocates using self-assessment and evaluation of 

performance of tasks to evaluate language skill acquisition as well as evaluating students’ 

contributions to class and their critical skills in analyzing material (Crawford-Lange, 1981, p. 

267).  As the content of the course should be based on local context and local needs, norm-

referenced evaluation is inappropriate, though Crawford-Lange suggests it could be used if there 

is a need to show that students in CP courses are performing as well as students in other courses 

(1981, p. 267).  After participating in the creation of their syllabus and in leadership of the class, 
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even students well accustomed to test-focused education may not welcome one: Shin (2005)’s 

Korean students were very upset when a reading comprehension test was inserted into their 

otherwise self-assessment-dependent “English Culture” course (Shin & Crookes, 2005, p. 130).  

Other stories of CP in practice make no mention of alternative assessments or innovative grading 

strategies.   

Contract grading is an option for CP teachers who wish to blend traditional and 

alternative assignments, and still assign traditional-style letter grades.  Both Wilhelm (1997) and 

Moreno-Lopez (2005) used contract grading in their courses.  Wilhelm (1997)’s students decided 

what percentage of their final grade each of their assignments would be worth, and how many 

drafts they could do for each, and then the teacher graded each assignment using uniform criteria 

(p. 531).  Moreno-Lopez (2005)’s system, based on a model by Shor (1996), was somewhat 

different: each student completed a contract stating how much work they would do and how well 

they would do it, allowing them to choose their level of involvement in the course and the 

standard they would be held to.  Students determined their own grades at the end, based on their 

contracts, which the teacher then had to approve (Moreno-Lopez, 2005, sec. Contract–Grading 

System).  Moreno-Lopez (2005)’s students seemed to adapt well to her contract-grading system, 

while Wilhelm (1997)’s students were uncomfortable deciding how much each assignment 

should be worth (p. 531).   

Teachers’ and Students’ Roles in CP 

CP forces a change in how students’ and teachers’ roles are constructed in the classroom.  

Teachers must accept that teaching is a political act, and that they are cultural workers (Reagan 

& Osborn, 2002, p. 85).  Irwin (1996) adds that teaching is essentially a series of moral decisions 

(as cited in Reagan & Osborn, 2002, p. 84).  Teachers who subscribe to CP are sometimes 
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construed as “emancipated” individuals, who understand the inner workings of the patriarchal, 

social-reproductive system of schooling, and whose task is to lead students to become conscious 

of this, who will then become empowered for ‘creative action’ (Ellsworth, 1989, pp. 300, 308).  

They therefore have a tremendous responsibility to their students, which some authors argue 

expects too much and is inappropriate (e.g. Ellsworth, 1989, p. 308; Gore, 1992, and Janangelo, 

1993, as cited in Johnston, 1999, p. 559).   

The position of the teacher in a CP setting is quite precarious.  They must lead the class, 

but not control it; they must be authoritative but not authoritarian (Shor & Freire, 1987, as cited 

in Johnston, 1999, p. 560).  Increases in student input and alternative assessment also have the 

effect of creating much more work for the teacher (Wilhelm, 1997, p. 540).  Crawford-Lange 

(1981) demonstrates this when listing steps involved in the student-driven curriculum creation 

process: teachers must note students’ suggestions, organize them into themes related to students’ 

lives, find cultural resources, prepare questions, determine what vocabulary and structures are 

needed, provide resources for learning these, and obtain authentic materials for students to view 

and listen to (p. 266); though students supposedly help with all of this, there is much they cannot 

do, especially at lower levels of language skill, which must then be left to the teacher.  In all the 

examples here of CP used in language classrooms, not one notes that it was easy for the teacher; 

in most cases, it was as difficult or harder for them to implement CP as it was for their students 

to adapt to it.   

More positively, in CP, students and teachers are encouraged to work cooperatively and 

both teach and learn from each other (Santana-Williamson, 2000, pp. 8, 13; Shin & Crookes, 

2005, p. 119).  Students become decision makers, rather than “passive recipients of knowledge” 

(Moreno-Lopez, 2005, §Traditional Teacher and Students’ Roles); they are encouraged to 
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question and disagree with teachers as part of the critical process.  Shin and Crookes (2005) 

observed this with their Korean students; contrary to expectations, the students became very 

comfortable disagreeing and debating (p. 120).  Moreno-Lopez (2005)’s students, as well, 

enjoyed being able to negotiate the terms of their course, though they did not enjoy the extra 

responsibility that followed from this (§Traditional Teacher and Students’ Roles).   

Critiques of Critical Pedagogy 

The Nature of Teaching and of Language Learning 

We now move squarely into various critiques of CP in language teaching.  The first to be 

addressed are those claiming that CP misconstrues what teaching, schooling, and learning are all 

about.  On the practical side, classroom teachers often complain, and scholars agree, that there is 

very little research or explanation available about how to implement CP in a language classroom 

for the purposes of teaching beginning-level language concepts or grammar (Ewald, 1999, p. 

277; Crookes, 1999, p. 279; Canagarajah, 2005, pp. 933-4).  Ewald (1999) questions how CP can 

be relevant to “classrooms where students need to learn nouns, verbs, and adjectives” (p. 277).  

On the theoretical side, feminist educators, in particular, argue that CP has not come up with a 

real plan for changing power imbalances between students and teachers, or for challenging the 

paternalistic foundations of education itself (Ellsworth, 1989, p. 306).  From another angle, 

Johnston’s (1999) personal account of what CP means to him questions its central tenet, namely 

that teaching is a political act.  He writes:  

However good a cause or justifiable a political stance, teachers are not entitled to use 

their privileged position in order to promote a socio-political agenda. … The life-

enhancing pleasure that can sometimes be a feature of learning a foreign language has to 
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take precedence over any political goals that may be ascribed to the activity. The political 

aims of CP distract from the primary task of the educator (p. 145).   

He also feels that CP “fails to capture the heart of what teaching is all about” (p. 560).  

Canagarajah (1999) agrees, and presents the additional criticism that CP can be seen as very 

judgemental and condescending toward other teachers (as cited in Santana-Williamson, 2000, p. 

16).  Santana-Williamson (2000), for her part, describes her philosophy of teaching by quoting 

Edge (1996): “The most appropriate way for a person to teach is exactly the way that person 

does teach, provided that he or she is committed to this process of exploration, discovery, and 

action” (as cited in Santana-Williamson, 2000, p. 22).  Actually, “exploration, discovery, and 

action” are not unlike what much of the more recent thinking on how to use CP in language 

teaching suggests for educational practice. 

Students’ Criticism of CP 

 Like teachers, students, too, are not usually easily sold on CP.  Crawford-Lange (1981) 

recognizes that students must adjust, and recommends that teachers make the transition slowly, 

but also “[refuse] to make decisions which belong to the students, and [accept] the results of the 

students’ actions as valuable” (Crawford-Lange, 1981, p. 267).  Moreno-Lopez (2005) and 

Wilhelm (1997)’s students had substantial difficulties adapting.  Moreno-Lopez (2005) says 

“…students often demanded that I play the role of the traditional teacher, the ultimate source of 

authority, reproducing the school habitus familiar to them after years of institutional education” 

(§Results-Discussion).  Her students also rejected the freedom she was offering them, when it 

meant they would have to do more work (§Results-Discussion).  Wilhelm (1997)’s students 

reported being anxious and stressed by the class because they did not know what was expected, 

and did not enjoy the large amout of collaborative work the class required (Wilhelm, 1997, p. 



CRITICAL PEDAGOGY ON THE GROUND  11 
 

 

534).  Chaikul (2007)’s students were uncomfortable because they were used to banking 

education, but also because they didn’t have the language skills needed for tasks, like opinion-

giving, that were a major focus of the class (Sekigawa et al., 2007, p. 954).  One of Shin (2005)’s 

students made the following complaint:  

…I don’t think that this year was the right time for doing this kind of thing.  You said that 

‘If you study English only for entrance exam in this school, isn’t it a shame?’  But I think 

that if we get even one question wrong in the entrance exam in this school, it is more 

shameful (Shin & Crookes, 2005, p. 122).   

Gore (1992) and Sadeghi (2009) find that CP can have adverse emotional effects on students and 

teachers.  Sadeghi (2009)’s students sometimes became critical of themselves, and Sadeghi 

herself says that “critical reflection made me dissatisfied and skeptical about everything;” she 

“felt futile and incompetent to change the world around [her]” (p. 372).  Gore (1992), who 

trained teachers, had many students give up on teaching careers, or go into teaching anyway, 

only to be rejected by colleagues, to change jobs, or to “sell out” and give up on CP (p. 62).    

CP in Intercultural Context 

 We can also investigate the cultural issues raised by CP.  There are many examples of 

students or teachers who feel that CP may not be appropriate in Asian contexts.  Crookes and 

Lehner (n.d.)’s Asian students felt that they would not be able to apply CP at home (§3.2); Shin 

and Crookes (2005) allude to similar concerns, before finding that CP does work for them.  One 

of Sadeghi (2009)’s students argued quite passionately that the critical perspective Sadeghi 

taught in class was not appropriate for her and the students as Asians (p. 371).  Wilhelm (1997) 

also faced resistance from international students in her class (all but one of whom were Asian).  

She found that her expectations for student involvement in running the course led some students, 
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particularly international students and students from rigidly hierarchical educational systems, to 

feel that she [the teacher] was “not doing her job” (pp. 535, 540).  Though Chaikul (2007) 

believed that CP is supposed to address students’ personal experiences, she had to modify the 

content of her class because her students, future nurses, were uncomfortable talking about 

themselves; instead, they talked about important cultural and professional issues (Sekigawa et 

al., 2007, p. 953).  In a different vein, Hammond and Macken-Horarik (1999) question whether 

ESL students have the cultural background necessary to be able to read critically without 

constant guidance and support from teachers (pp. 528, 531).   

 Other writers (Canagarajah, 2005; Ellsworth, 1989; Pennycook, 1999; Sekigawa et al., 

2007; Shin & Crookes, 2005; Tomlinson, 2005) stress that CP must be adapted to local cultural 

needs if it is to be appropriate and meaningful.  Canagarajah (2005) in particular argues that 

many strategies not typically considered by forward-thinking Western teachers to be appropriate 

for modern language teaching, including direct instruction and focus on product rather than 

process, are what some language learners legitimately want and need (p. 936).  He adds that 

older learners, including college students, may prefer form- or product-oriented learning, while 

students in situations with limited classroom resources may also benefit more from product-

oriented than process-oriented teaching (p. 937).  Product orientation may even be what some 

learners want to have, as a weapon to fight oppression (e.g. to fight discrimination by having 

impeccable Standard English pronunciation) (p. 937).  He argues that “those who treat a product-

oriented learning as encouraging a passive and conforming attitude are going too far in 

stereotyping ESL students” (p. 937).  Delpit (1995) questions the validity of indirect approaches 

for teaching minority students (here, teaching African-American children “Standard English”), 

finding that making children who don’t know the code approach it indirectly can be confusing 
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and irrelevant (as cited in Canagarajah, 2005, p. 936).  Sekigawa et al. (2007) quote Ellsworth 

(1992)’s warning that overlooking students’ diversity in a rush toward liberation can promote 

domination (as cited in Sekigawa et al., 2007, p. 951).  Pennycook (1999) echoes this concern 

that even within a CP approach, TESOL professionals must always “question the ethics and 

politics of what [they] do” (p. 334).  If there is any consensus, it is that “there can be no one 

critical pedagogy” (Crookes & Lehner, n.d., §3.1). 

Philosophical Objections 

 While many argue that CP can be adapted to local context, others feel they must reject it 

entirely for philosophical reasons.  Gore (1992), Williams (2004), Lather (1995), and Johnston 

(1999) all argue that CP is itself a type of indoctrination and can perpetuate the dominance of 

powerful groups (such as teachers); Gore in particular points out that CP can have dangerous 

“normalizing tendencies” that can make it oppressive (p. 54).   Ellsworth (1989) asks the 

question, “What diversity do we silence in the name of ‘liberatory’ pedagogy?” (p. 299).  

Students who affiliate with discourses under scrutiny may actually be repressed, not liberated, in 

CP classrooms.  Furthermore, Ellsworth (1989) also charges that no research [to date] has found 

out whether CP really transforms power relations in school or in society (p. 301).  Most of these 

writers believe that power relations are a non-negotiable feature of schooling, and that teachers 

can and should seek to use their power in non-dominating ways, but that it is impossible to give 

it up (Johnston, 1999, p. 560; Gore, 1998, as cited in Johnston, 1999, p. 560; Ellsworth, 1989, p. 

307).  

 Several authors argue that CP, while criticizing traditional education’s “regimes of truth,” 

as Foucault calls them, can itself be another regime of truth (Gore, 1992, p. 63; Johnston, 1999, 

p. 562; Sekigawa et al., 2007, p. 951).  Gur-Ze’ev (1998) concurs, and goes even further to argue 
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that “for all their differences, all current versions of critical pedagogy function as part and parcel 

of normalizing education and its violence” (p. 463).  He also questions CP’s automatic 

categorization of the voices and thoughts of the oppressed as more correct than those of the 

oppressors; this kind of decision is far from critical (p. 469).  Probably the most common 

argument against CP is that it is not critical enough of itself (Gore, 1992, p. 62; Johnston, 1999, 

p. 562). 

 Another critique of CP is that it is not specific enough about its end goals, particularly for 

language teaching.  Ellsworth (1989) in particular argues that the so-called “capacity to act 

effectively” that CP hopes to instill in students is not specific enough and doesn’t challenge 

anything in particular (p. 307).  Pennycook (1999) states that “a more useful approach to critical 

work, particularly in education…needs some vision both of what a preferable state of affairs 

might be and of how one might start to work towards it” (p. 335).  The challenging nature of 

employing CP with beginning-level language learners, in institutions with strict content 

objectives, and with students who must pass standardized language examinations, such as those 

described by Canagarajah (2005) and Shin and Crookes (2005) again comes into play.   

Conclusion 

The teachers here have demonstrated that CP can be applied to a variety of classroom, 

cultural, and teaching contexts.  They have each faced challenges of one kind or another in 

developing their curriculum, assessing their students, and adjusting to their new roles, and most 

have faced at least some student resistance to the changes.  Still, most were received well in the 

end, with students reporting that they became more culturally knowledgeable, more comfortable 

working with others, more responsible, or more comfortable using the language.  Many of the 

cultural-topics discussion-based courses were also successful in improving students’ perception 
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that they could use the language in “the real world”.  Still, students’ concerns about course 

format and workload remain, and assessment and negotiated syllabi in particular can be very 

contentious.   

CP can be adapted well to a variety of cultural and academic contexts, if we are willing to 

accept a looser definition, like that of Pennycook (1999) or Canagarajah (2005), of what CP is.  

As they and many others suggest, CP is not meant to be a prescriptive method, and as it expects 

us to critique schooling, teaching methods, texts, and language use, we must also critique it and 

create our own locally and culturally appropriate pedagogy for our students.  Though this kind of 

potential curricular reform and possible need for a shift in teaching practice may pose a 

significant challenge to teachers, it is one more teachers might consider if they can adopt a model 

of CP that, as Johnston (1999) states, “[does] not require its adherents to dress themselves up 

linguistically as Che Guevara” (p. 563).  Many teachers would rather frame their work in terms 

of apprenticeship and nurturing than indoctrination and confrontation, and while purely Freirean 

CP makes this difficult, newer thinking about CP suggests that it is possible. 
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