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 Anti-Oppressive Pedagogy in Early Childhood 
Teacher Education: A Conversation       

     Beth Blue   Swadener   ,    Cristian R.   Aquino-Sterling   ,    Mark   Nagasawa   , 
and    Maggie   Bartlett     

  What I have been proposing is a profound respect for the cultural identity of students—a 
respect for the language of the other, the color of the other, the gender of the other, the class 
of the other, the sexual orientation of the other, the intellectual capacity of the other; that 
implies the ability to stimulate the creativity of the other. (Paulo Freire in McLaren, 2000)    

  7.1 Contexts of Our Work  

 As advocates of critical pedagogy (CP) and anti-oppressive education, in as much as 
these paradigms serve as critical lenses for “learning to question” (Freire and 
Faundez,  1989)  and for critically “reading the world” (Freire and Macedo,  1987)  and 
our experiences in it, we understand that all forms of educational practice occur 
within politically contested spaces (Adams et al.,  1997 ; Apple,  1995,   1996  ; Ki ncheloe, 
 2005) . One of the aims and challenges of our pedagogical practice/ praxis  as critical 
teacher educators is to address explicitly the contested political and social dimensions 
of the classroom and other learning spaces we inhabit, in order to co-create a safe, 
democratic, and participatory teaching/learning environment conducive to identifying 
and examining our assumptions, values, and belief systems regarding the culture, 
language, race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and religion of “the other.” 

 In various capacities, we all teach within the context of an Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) teacher education program in the Southwest United States. 
In addition, we have worked together over the past several years in early child-
hood professional development projects focused largely on preschool teachers 
working in high poverty settings and linguistically diverse communities, ranging 
from urban predominantly Hispanic settings to indigenous (tribal) communities 
in rural areas. This has provided contexts for us to work with more diverse groups 
of future teachers than reflect the national profile of predominantly white, mid-
dle-class teachers (Darling-Hammond and Bransford,  2005) . 
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 As we discussed issues related to critical pedagogy in early childhood teacher 
education and challenges in our various roles as teacher educators and critical schol-
ars, we decided to use our dialogue as the basis of this chapter. We started with face-
to-face conversations and then utilized an online dialogue, transcripts of which form 
the bulk of our chapter. In our various conversations, Beth typically posed questions 
and we all discussed those and other issues that were raised. In that regard, the chapter 
also represents our work in mentoring each other in the applications of critical peda-
gogy to our work in varied fields related to ECE, including policy studies, language 
and literacy, early childhood, and special education. Given the often theoretical online 
discussion, we frequently mentioned readings that had been particularly influential in 
our work in teacher education and they are included as references. 

 We begin with reflections on our journeys to critical pedagogy and some of the 
major influences on our thinking and then move into a discussion of specific chal-
lenges and promising practices in the context of our experiences (together and indi-
vidually) in the borderlands of the Southwest United States. Among the topics we 
address are ideological and practical tensions in critical pedagogy; issues of “methods 
fetish” (Aronowitz,  1993 ; Bartolomé,  1994,   2007  ); a nd dynamics of doing critical 
pedagogy in the shadows of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and related high-stakes 
testing, teacher-proof curricula, and neoliberal/neoconservative policies. We conclude 
with reflections on how critical pedagogy has impacted our lives and praxis, framed 
within Freire’s notion of “radical love” (Freire,  1970 , 1998 a ; Darder,  2003) .  

  7.2 Journeys to Critical Pedagogy  

  Beth  :  As a European-American woman of lower-middle-class background, benefiting 
from an array of unearned privileges, I have actively interrogated ways in which my 
work may be reproducing colonial, exploitive, or oppressive patterns and relation-
ships for many years. My lifelong commitment to social justice has been strengthened 
by my work in “unlearning oppression” and participation in multiracial alliances 
since the early 1980s, as well as by my activism in social justice movements from 
the early 1970s through the present. One of my central identities is activist–scholar. 
I have been doing research and volunteer work in sub-Saharan Africa since the 
mid-1980s, and have worked in high poverty urban school and preschool settings 
in the United States for the past 18 years. I have long done collaborative research 
with urban educators committed to reflecting social justice and inclusion in their 
pedagogy. My current research is an international study of children’s rights and 
unmediated voices, and I am part of two transnational collaborative projects focusing 
on children’s rights and social inclusion. 

 For many years, I have co-facilitated an “unlearning oppression” workshop for my 
teacher education courses, and I typically do this the second week of class, in order 
to be transparent regarding my critical, liberatory, and ally stances regarding working 
with diverse children, families, and communities. The workshop is based on a set of 
working assumptions regarding the dynamics of institutional oppression and strategies 
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for interrupting oppression and being strong allies across difference. Cristian has been 
a frequent co-facilitator of the workshop over the years. My critical pedagogy has 
been informed by a range of scholars/colleagues/critical friends including Mary 
Smith Arnold, Carl Grant, Christine Sleeter, Mara Sapon-Shevin, bell hooks, Lourdes 
Diaz Soto, Kagendo Mutua, Kevin Kumashiro, Valerie Polakow, and Patti Lather. 

 I’d be curious to hear more about your journeys to critical pedagogy and how it 
informs your work in teacher education. 

  Cristian  :  My journey to critical pedagogy started when I became a graduate stu-
dent in the MA program in Hispanic Literatures at Columbia University and first 
read  El Masacre se pasa a pie  (Prestol-Castillo,  1989) , a  novela-testimonio  in 
which the author denounces the atrocious events which occurred in my native 
Dominican Republic in October 1937, when a dictator ordered the massacre of 
thousands of Haitian immigrants. Reading Prestol-Castillo’s work led me begin to 
inquire into the historical roots of contemporary issues regarding the social, political, 
and economic conditions of Haitian immigrants and their descendants in the 
Dominican Republic. The book also led me to question my own schooling experi-
ences on the island. I remember asking myself why I had not been given the 
opportunity to read this book and why it was not included in the Dominican school 
curriculum. Most importantly, I felt the need to identify how Prestol-Castillo’s 
work informed the contemporary conditions of Haitian immigrants in the island. 
This experience is an instance of how I began to read the world critically and to 
question what appeared to be neutral and apolitical schooling practices. 

 My journey into critical pedagogy continued as I became familiar with Michael 
Apple’s  Ideology and Curriculum  (2004), a book which provided the theoretical 
foundations for engaging in dialogue regarding the politics of education and helped 
me acquire a critical interpretive lens to analyze my schooling experiences, as well 
as to think about the relationship between society, schooling/education, and cur-
riculum. Reflecting on these experiences provided for me a vivid example of how 
teaching is always a political act and never a neutral one—an example of how the 
official school curriculum could serve as a means to restrict what is learned at 
school. Without the possibility of questioning the status quo, it becomes impossible 
to interrupt oppression. And, without acquiring what Paulo Freire referred to as 
 conscientização , which implies an understanding of oppressive conditions, it is 
virtually impossible to work for social change in our world. 

 My disposition to engage critical perspectives influenced my work with preserv-
ice teachers within the contexts of an early childhood/elementary education pro-
gram at Arizona State University (ASU). While in the program, I had the 
opportunity to learn and to co-facilitate the “Unlearning Oppression” workshop 
with Beth, and to design and facilitate, among other courses, a course on Structured 
English Immersion Theories and Practices. Through the Unlearning Oppression 
workshop, preservice teachers considered the importance of deconstructing 
assumptions regarding “the other”; the importance of learning to question and look-
ing deeper into social and political dynamics of public schools as to assess how we, 
as teachers, may be colluding (or not) with oppressive situations. 
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 During the course, I felt compelled to provide information on the effectiveness 
of bilingual education programs and practices, and, although the federal govern-
ment mandates required us to teach about methods for Structured English 
Immersion (SEI), in addition, we read works that provided information on the 
effectiveness of bilingual education programs in the United States and abroad. We 
also read works that depicted the challenges and opportunities of immigrant chil-
dren in US public schools and that brought a human face to the issue of learning 
English as a second language. By reading about and engaging various perspectives 
on the effects of structured English immersion versus those of bilingual education, 
preservice teachers learned to critically assess what researchers in these fields sug-
gested regarding the validity and effectiveness of two distinct approaches to educat-
ing English Language Learners. Preservice teachers also had the opportunity to 
debate for and against both approaches. 

 Critical pedagogy provided for us a  dispositivee —a tool for creating a teaching/
learning space where educational policies, curriculum, and teaching methods were 
not taken at face value, and for realizing that teaching is always a political and never 
a neutral act. 

  Maggie  :  My journey toward emancipatory education began in middle America 
with little exposure to visible ethnic, religious, cultural, sexual, or linguistic differ-
ences. School was never a place of great success or joy for me. However, I have 
traveled a path that situates me in schools, learning and teaching, and using ideas 
bound in a framework of freedom, equity, and inclusion. 

 Some of my first memories of “difference” and acceptance was a friendship that 
my family had with a Mennonite foster family. The family consisted of a mother 
and three siblings. All the children, who were all around my age of 9, functioned 
with multiple disabilities. Those Friday evening dinners and family get togethers 
still are some of my favorite childhood memories. As I continued through K–12 
public education, I always remember empathizing with others who were “different,” 
perhaps because that is where I felt most accepted. While I was not an advocate or 
ally at that point in my life, it was ever-present in my mind. 

 College was an analogous experience to high school, yet in an ever-smaller and 
“whiter” town, within a college that was rife with racism, sexism, homophobia, etc. 
Again, I was still not an advocate or ally, but I felt unsettled by the institution and 
culture and knew that change was needed. 

 Once out of college I joined the US Peace Corps and became a volunteer in rural 
northern Namibia, Southern Africa. This event began to tap into my advocacy and 
alliances with people who were marginalized. It was also at this point that I began 
to interrogate what it meant to be white, privileged (as it is all relative), educated, 
and all the trappings that go along with those identities. 

 This path then led me to teaching in the field of special education. This job had 
many similarities to my work in a postapartheid country. The power structures that 
were at play in the school system that regulated children with disabilities to ineq-
uitable learning situations is what I saw in Namibia, including lack of resources, 
different treatment, social exclusion, and negative constructions of difference. 
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 These episodes throughout my life have situated me in a framework that is 
bound by Freire’s notion of freedom that includes a desire of living and working in 
an environment that values people, treats all equitably, and encourages cultural 
differences and expression. This idea of a world that functions based on freedom, 
equity, and inclusion is supported in my work by scholars from the fields of disability 
studies, postcolonial, and African scholars among others. It also has transformed 
the way I teach and work with educators. 

 In my practice of critical pedagogy, I strive to allow space to interrogate current 
policies and practices for children with disabilities embedded in notions of deficit 
thinking, special educator as expert, child as recipient of knowledge and curricu-
lum, and the powerlessness which children with disabilities and their loved ones 
may experience. Two ways that I am able to facilitate discussions are working with 
teachers in a master’s program and with early childhood educators teaching in Head 
Start programs. Most students in the courses I teach are middle-class white women. 
In class, I attempt to gently prod and question to see if we can make explicit some 
assumptions that surround notions of power relations and privilege. Moreover, the 
format of the class attempts to demonstrate methods to embrace children’s differ-
ences and view them as an asset. In contrast, I am working with Head Start teachers 
earning their bachelor’s degree in early childhood education. This group of dedi-
cated women teaches in predominately Hispanic-serving settings and are, for the 
most part, bilingual. At times I take on different roles with these experienced teach-
ers. They tend to embrace culturally relevant pedagogies and understand funds of 
knowledge and community strengths (Gonzalez et al.,  1993) . 

  Mark  :  I was raised to neither ask questions nor consider my funds of knowledge. 
This makes sense to me as I consider where I come from. I am a yonsei or fourth-
generation Japanese-American. As the grandchild of immigrant laborers to what 
was the Kingdom of Hawaii and the child of migrants from the Territory of Hawaii 
to the US mainland, I was raised to work hard in school and to conform. The 
unsaid-but-understood rule was that I had an obligation to be successful, for my 
great-grandparents and grandparents had worked hard and had humbled themselves 
so that we could have better lives. 

 My explorations of CP began with my return to graduate school in 2003. In my first 
seminar, Beth shared an article that she and Lourdes Diaz Soto (Soto and Swadener 
2002) had recently published. They wrote of the need to decolonize early childhood 
education and to question the primacy of scientistic practice. I really struggled with that 
piece. What did this have to do with teaching young children or teaching teachers of 
young children? Colonization happened to other people and in different times. 

 However there was one line in the article that I kept thinking about. Amidst all 
the unfamiliar theoretical references, they talked of starting with reflections on our 
lives and experiences. This made sense and led me to explorations of my cultural 
identity and relationship to (post)colonial Hawaii, altering my perspective on 
 shikata ga nai  (loosely: the way things are; it cannot be helped) by giving me a very 
personal illustration of what Freire  (1970)  called “limit situations”—what is actu-
ally possible when one explores what seems impossible. 
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 More recently I have been thinking about Parker Palmer’s  (1998)   The Courage 
to Teach  and his question “Who is the self that teaches?”. His is a critical question 
because as we investigate the self, the picture gets much more complicated and 
race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, culture, history, etc. become almost unavoid-
able things to consider. 

 Palmer’s work serves as a reminder to me that in the heady world of critical 
theory, critical pedagogy is still about teaching. It is a uniquely human and poten-
tially risky act, practice, craft, enactment, or performance. His discussions of iden-
tity, integrity, dualism, fear, and the structure/agency binary help me to make sense 
of the tensions that we discussed the other afternoon—can there be many ways of 
being a critical teacher? What of “irreconcilable” ideologies, “right” answers, and 
the power asymmetries that exist between students and teachers?  

  7.3  Tensions and Contradictions in Critical Pedagogy 
in ECE Teacher Education  

  Beth  :  How do you reconcile your beliefs, ideology, and commitments to social 
justice with what students believe, or their commitments, which may not be 
framed in ways we might agree are “critical” or anchored in social justice? This 
question, in fact, brings to mind the possibility we may tend to implicitly assume 
that many of our students are victims of “false consciousness” and the potential 
colonizing discourse that may be associated with consciousness-raising. It also 
brings to mind the explicit resistance we may face when teaching from critical 
perspectives. 

  Mark  :  I try to remind myself that I did not always have the perspective that I do 
now. I am particularly mindful of having had teachers who espoused critical theory 
but who seemed to want us to regurgitate their ideas. As a teacher I want students 
to be able to articulate and justify their professional beliefs and actions. My 
approach has been to a get at critical questions and issues while also trying to 
address students’ pressing questions and concerns. 

 One of the classes I teach is an integrative curriculum class that is tied to a pre-
school student teaching experience. One of the key skill sets we work on is linking 
assessment, planning, and instruction. Many students seem to see assessment as 
something outside of themselves, something done to students, so to illustrate the 
important role teachers play in assessment I have been using ethnography as a 
metaphor, drawing on Harry Wolcott’s  (2008)  distinctions between looking and 
seeing, to explore “objective” observation and interpretation. We work at describ-
ing still photos, children’s work samples, and classroom video footage to identify 
specific details, what children were working on, and what teachers’ instructional 
intentions may have been. This provides an avenue to ask questions about what they 
noticed about gender relations, race, language, adult/child dynamics, ability, and 
other underlying assumptions embedded in common activities. 
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  Maggie  :  I, like Mark, encourage students to question our course content and form 
their own beliefs. The curriculum I have compiled has readings from multiple 
perspectives, some of which I do not embrace. While I do not demand they ascribe 
to my beliefs, I do insist on an ability to support and justify their ideas. In the class 
that I am currently teaching, this situation just occurred. In discussions, I ask that 
students try to tease out examples of possible oppression and power. In doing so, a 
teacher/student brought up her ability to easily address issues with her first-grade 
students but not with colleagues. In this dialogue, issues of power or gender 
surfaced, so I brought it up. To my surprise, the student responded that it was not 
an issue of power; she simply insists that her class is harmonious and will confront 
issues immediately to resolve problems. On the other hand, she doesn’t want to 
ruffle feathers by confronting colleagues. I was surprised that no one else in class 
expressed that this has embedded power differentials. In turn, I had to then ask 
myself whether I was imposing my assumptions on her ideas. 

  Beth  :  I think some of the student resistance relates to what has been described in some 
feminist literature as imposition or impositional teaching—that is imposing one’s 
views on students in a way that is limiting, restrictive, or even contradictory to the 
purported critical or social justice message. It also brings to mind some of the 
long-term feminist literature on the roles of silence, contradictions of “giving voice,” 
and critiques of liberatory pedagogy, including those found in critical race theory. 
I have attempted to practice what I teach. I think “critical scholars” must do more than 
just write about social justice—it is a constant struggle that is very real (that problem-
atic term not to be confused with “Truth”) to countless people. 

 One of the projects that I have been deeply engaged with over the past 7 years is the 
Local to Global Justice Teach-In at Arizona State University. This acts in some ways as 
a bridge between critical pedagogy and strengthening connections between global 
struggles and local actions and organizing on a range of social justice issues. Over 500 
activists from the Southwest gather for 2–3 days each year and we learn from each other 
and nationally known activist speakers in a range of participatory ways, functioning in 
many ways as a social forum. Cristian has led a team of Spanish translators for the event 
and we have had some powerful “speak out” panels of indigenous Mexican graduate 
students over the years. This year some of our doctoral students teaching in the early 
childhood program worked with a group of children and youth to have a Youth Teach-In 
as part of the event. It was interesting to see the interface of teacher education with this 
event and the many layers of critical pedagogy that transpired. 

  Mark  :  I wish I could have participated in the Teach-In this year, but I now have an 
idea about encouraging participation in the Youth Teach-In as a project option to 
encourage exploration of the differences between education and schooling. This also 
makes me think about Beth and Cristian’s earlier discussions of using the Unlearning 
Oppression workshop in their classes. I also incorporate this into mine. 

 Maggie brought up something that I have encountered too. It is hard for people 
to talk with each other about their differences. Kwame Appiah  (2006)  says we live 
in a world of strangers, and I believe that if adults are unable to do this, then we 
will have a hard time teaching children how to do this. 
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 One of our unlearning oppression activities involves perspective-taking and empa-
thy for parents from a range of backgrounds. Each student receives a slip of paper with 
a general descriptor (e.g., white, Appalachian parent), a direct quote from a parent 
about a problematic situation they have faced, and the stem, “I feel…” In my experi-
ence, students have been very thoughtful regarding issues of gender, race, class, lan-
guage, and (dis)ability but seem to have a more difficult time with things that can be 
seen as involving (im)morality, such as religious diversity, sexuality, and family com-
position. In one example, a lesbian mother discusses her daughter’s troubles relating 
to activities at school. I have never had anyone voice empathy with the parent’s per-
spective, with the voiced opinion consistently being that the mother’s sexuality has no 
bearing on school. I ask if it matters to the couple’s daughter and if this example speaks 
to how unsaid assumptions about “normal” and “abnormal” families are expressed in 
common activities at school, particularly in early childhood classrooms. 

 In other examples, parents describe their children’s experiences around holidays. 
Interestingly these discussions have been very impassioned, with a common opin-
ion being that people belonging to religious minority groups often unfairly exclude 
their children from the enjoyment of celebrations. I have tried to use this as an 
opportunity to discuss celebrations and holidays as “cultural icebergs” to explore 
the underlying values and power relationships within them. These have not been 
easy conversations, but my intent is to call attention to the skills or habits of mind 
we are practicing, such as listening, empathy, perspective-taking, integrity, and the 
ability to disagree while still regarding each other. In terms of “critical tasks,” being 
explicit about this sort of interpersonal ethics, of the kind Martin Buber  (1970)  or 
Appiah  (2006)  discuss, seems quite important. 

  Cristian  :  I cannot help but to think about two key works in the field of education 
and critical pedagogy that have influenced my perspectives on the issues you have 
raised. The first is Elizabeth Ellsworth’s  (1989)  article, “Why doesn’t this feel 
empowering?” The other is Jennifer Gore’s (1993)  The Struggle for Pedagogies . 
What I have learned from both Ellsworth and Gore is that the hope of a critical 
pedagogy is to be found in dialogue. Dialogue, and the willingness to entertain 
various, and at times conflicting perspectives on an issue, is key to the work of 
teachers working for social justice. 

  Beth  :  I recall knowing some of the students in the class that Liz Ellsworth wrote 
about and their critiques of the article. I also appreciated Gloria Ladson-Billings 
 (1997)  essay, titled “I know why this doesn’t feel empowering: A critical  race  
analysis of critical pedagogy.” Arguing that “one problematic and enduring aspect 
of critical theory/pedagogy [is] its failure to address adequately the question of 
race” (p. 127), Gloria challenged critical educators to recognize that education can 
no longer be “race neutral”or “colorblind”(p. 131) and notes that “while critical 
theory may be explicit about unequal power relations vis-à-vis class and culture, it 
tends to be mute in relation to race (as well as gender, as explained by Ellsworth)” 
(pp. 130–131). To me, any anti-oppressive teacher education approach must fore-
ground critical race theory and examine parallel (and nonhierarchical) sources of 
oppression—including racism and white supremacy.  
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  7.4 The “Methods Fetish”and Other Dilemmas  

  Mark  :  In some of our earlier discussions, Cristian brought up Lila Bartolomé’s 
 (1994)  idea of the “methods fetish” in teacher education. I think this is a central 
problematic in the practice of CP. Teaching is a profession, and those drawn to the 
field come with a (very reasonable) expectation to be taught how to teach. 
Unfortunately, it seems that CP and effective teaching are often thought of as mutu-
ally exclusive. 

 I could project this problematic on students, attributing the “methods fetish” to 
some sort of deficiency on their part, but to do so is both unjust and shirks my respon-
sibility to them as a teacher. Teachers do need to know how to plan, facilitate peace 
in their classrooms, teach, and balance all of the other demands placed upon them. 

  Beth  :  This respect for teachers is so critical. Thinking more about the “methods 
fetish,” I am reminded of Macedo’s  (1997)  description of Freire’s “anti-method 
pedagogy,” in which he argues against “reducing dialogue and problem posing to a 
mere method” (p. 8). He cites a number of examples of how middle-class univer-
sity-based colleagues fall into a “romantic paternalism”(p. 6) that may involve the 
community but doesn’t threaten their expert position or privilege. Macedo advo-
cates an anti-method pedagogy that “forces us to new dialogue as a form of social 
praxis so that the sharing of experiences is informed by reflection and political 
action” (p. 8). I think this maps well on the methods fetish critique and also raises 
more questions about what we might do in the name of critical pedagogy that actu-
ally has contradictory, even colonizing tendencies in our work as early childhood 
teacher educators. 

  Cristian  :  I think you have touched on a key point, Beth. How does one then 
foster a teaching and learning environment where preservice teachers become 
critical reflective practitioners? This is indeed a key question to which Carr and 
Kemmis  (1986)  and Schon  (1983)  have provided some answers. In their work on 
becoming a critical and reflective practitioner through “Action Research,” these 
authors suggest that it is through exposing students to the varied contradictions 
we find in our society that a new consciousness or way of thinking and action 
upon these issues may emerge in preservice teachers. They further suggest that 
preservice teachers could acquire these critical perspectives by conducting 
research on their own practices. 

  Maggie  :  Throughout this discussion, I connect with how we all question our 
praxis—if we are truly utilizing critical pedagogy and not employing coloniz-
ing practices. Each new course section I teach, I revaluate the syllabus and 
make changes that attempt to increase the literature and space needed to inter-
rogate and develop a critical consciousness. I have recently incorporated work 
by Mara Sapon-Shevin that offers a social justice-based critical view of special 
education and advocates for full inclusion. This view is often met with resist-
ance from practicing general education teachers as either improbable or even 
impossible.  
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  7.5  Critical Pedagogy in the Shadow of NCLB 
and Good Start/Grow Smart  

  Beth  :  Speaking of reading and teaching against the grain, many teachers I work 
with do not resist critical perspectives as much as feel that they express having too 
many competing pressures of high-stakes testing and other accountability measures. 
Indigenous educators I work with critique NCLB as pushing out language-and 
culture-revitalization initiatives and urban educators see it as biased against so 
many of the children they teach. Many of us who advocate full inclusion also note 
the requirements of most students to take the tests with few, if any, accommodations. 
They see the implicit bias in many of these standards-based movements and can 
begin to identity neoliberal and neoconservative discourses, but they feel captive to 
at least some degree of NCLB—especially if they are teaching in “underperforming” 
districts or those “at risk” of being taken over by the state. How have you experienced 
critical pedagogy in the shadow of NCLB? 

  Cristian  :  There is indeed a great body of literature in teacher education which relates 
to how to prepare teachers to teach under the accountability regime of NCLB. Sleeter’s 
(2007) edited work,  Facing Accountability in Education , comes to mind. Critiques of 
NCLB vary a great deal in terms of ideological standpoints. Not all critiques of NCLB 
critique the policy in the same way, for the same reasons, and with the same intentions. 
In my dissertation, I provide a typology of critiques of NCLB based on how scholars 
participate in the cultural assumptions (closing the achievement gap and providing 
equal educational opportunities) and instrumental logics (accountability, standards, 
and high-stakes testing) of NCLB. Although some progressive scholars may decry the 
injustices of NCLB’s accountability system, for example, they do so in the hope that a 
better accountability system may be implemented. Some radical critiques move away 
from the discourse of accountability, standards, and testing altogether. However, I have 
found that the discourse in which NCLB is framed has become so dominant that many 
scholars are now trying to find ways to work within the system itself. 

  Mark  :  This warms my pragmatic heart because, while I think it very important to 
offer critiques from as many perspectives as possible, ultimately the existential 
question is what do we do? As we talked about before, none of us can step outside 
of discourse, the superstructure, culture, society, etc. 

 Despite all that concerns me about NCLB, in my analysis it is hybrid and multi-
vocal and the spirit of the original Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
remains. I recently attended the state Reading First conference. As expected there 
was a heavy dose of the National Reading Panel (NRP) recommendations (NICHHD, 
 2000)  and of the so-called big 5 of literacy in English: phonemic awareness, phonics 
knowledge, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension, but there was also seemingly 
earnest discussion of closing achievement gaps to give children chances to succeed 
in school (and therefore life). 

 While this is problematic, I found myself thinking about Lisa Delpit’s  (1995)  
arguments that people outside of the culture of power need to be both taught the 
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skills to survive in the dominant society while also being taught about the functioning 
of power. As teacher educators, our students’ effectiveness and professionalism will 
be judged based on their ability to implement the dominant modes of teaching and 
to be able to perform on the measures (however misguided) being used. Are we not 
failing them, and their students, if we do not teach them how to operate within this 
system, while also equipping them to read and act against the grain? For example, 
one early literacy activity that I am planning for the upcoming year involves 
examining the NRP recommendations, reflecting upon the genres commonly found 
in preschool libraries, and facilitating the retelling of stories to link oral and written 
language. Part of this discussion will also involve thematic and interpretive analysis 
of text and illustrations, the “literacy wars,” and the unsaid assumptions we use to 
make instructional decisions. 

  Maggie  :  Mark raises the important question of whether, if we do not teach students 
to operate successfully within the mainstream of society and understand and identify 
issues of power, we may not be successfully providing an “appropriate” or relevant 
education. I see (at least) two sides to this. I agree that we need to educate students 
to understand this hierarchical, power-driven society in which we live. In doing so, 
we acknowledge it and then share strategies about how to function within that 
paradigm. I see this all the time in the special education field. We are consistently 
“training” children with disabilities to function like “typical peers.” We teach social 
skills, coping strategies, and academic skills that will help the child live within our 
communities. 

 In contrast, I grapple with that and wonder if it is the minority group (e.g. chil-
dren with disabilities, underprivileged youth, second language learners, etc.) that 
we should be teaching this notion of successful border-crossing (Giroux,  2005) . I 
think we should not place all of the burden on the minority group. I would argue 
that people in the “mainstream” need to take responsibility for this and be willing 
to learn more about inclusive communities that embrace the difference. When we 
begin to embrace difference, people can express their social, historically, and cul-
tural beings and it will not be a deficit, but an advantage. 

 In relation to NCLB, the policy explicitly disregards children with disabili-
ties and their needs and, in my mind, is in direct contention with the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). In some districts, students are 
expected to be taught on grade level; if a student is in fifth grade and function-
ing at the second-grade level it simply does not matter. The child will be taught 
and tested at the fifth-grade level, often without the accommodations/modifi-
cations that are used in the classroom as stipulated by the student’s 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP). The wide range of childrens’ skills and 
rates of learning is often overshadowed by the emphasis on grade-level testing. 
My point is that I hope for a day when we don’t have to teach students to func-
tion analogously to dominant culture. Until then I don’t know how we can  not  
teach minority students to be able to adapt to mainstream norms, but my hopes 
are that we could embrace linguistic, ability, sexual, gender, cultural, and ethnic 
differences.  
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  7.6  Critical Pedagogy and Anti-Oppressive Education: 
What’s “Radical Love” Got to Do With It?  

  Beth  :  In closing our conversation, I wonder whether we can focus a bit more on the 
“specifics” of ways in which our work with critical pedagogy has impacted our 
practice and our lives. In particular, I wonder if we could frame our closing reflec-
tions on radical love and its role in anti-oppressive education and our work in 
teacher education. 

  Cristian  :  Critical pedagogy has provided another lens from which to reread my 
previous experience living in the Dominican Republic as a child where, more often 
than not, Haitian immigrants and Haitian-Dominican children were (and still are) 
treated as less than human beings. CP has provided me with the theoretical grounding 
to reflect on my experiences as an immigrant youngster at a public high school in 
New York City. CP has revolutionized my perspectives on the personal as well as the 
structural/systemic causes of persistent social, academic, and economic undera-
chievement among so-called minorities in the United States. CP has brought me 
face-to-face with the various ways in which my own (conscious as well as uncon-
scious) assumptions, values, belief systems could (and have) served as vehicles for 
perpetuating and the cycle of oppression. Most importantly, CP has assisted me in 
acquiring the habits of mind and heart, a disposition to “radical[ly] love” (Freire, 
 1970 ; Darder,  2003)  and to foster democratic spaces for teaching and learning 
whenever I find myself in the position to do so. 

 I agree with Kincheloe that “all descriptions of critical pedagogy—like knowledge 
in general—are shaped by those who devise them and the values they hold” (2005, 
p. 7). Our very notions of critical pedagogy and anti-oppressive education cannot 
be disassociated from our histories and identities as conditioned and situated 
sociocultural and sociopolitical human entities. While sharing historical roots, 
including in The Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, critical theory has been 
expanded and redefined according to the “signs of the times” and the contexts in 
which it has been applied. 

 As many scholars note, it was the publication of Paulo Freire’s  Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed  in 1967 which marked the beginning of the critical pedagogy movement 
in education in the Americas. Drawing on liberation theology and the critical theory 
of the Frankfurt School in Germany, Freire espoused the idea and praxis of  consci-
entização  or learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions 
which brought about and sustained the oppression of marginalized peoples in Brazil 
and other developing countries, and invited us to take action against the oppressive 
elements of such unsettling realities (Freire,  1970) . By the mid-1970s, scholars in 
education and other disciplines began to adapt Freire’s idea of critical pedagogy 
and to relate it to a so-called first-world context (Kincheloe,  2005) . Freire’s ideas 
and praxis was moved by what he called “radical love” for those who are oppressed 
and who suffer as a result of structural and systemic inequalities perpetuated at 
global and local levels. This “radical love” must transfer into our practice with ECE 
preservice teachers. 
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  Maggie  :  Like Cristian, the notions of critical pedagogy and radical love are lenses 
I’ve used to understand my education and praxis. When I first came to ASU, I kept 
reading about teaching as a social and political act, and teachers as agents of 
change. That was initially unsettling to me until my realization of the ability of it 
to transform some aspects of education for children with disabilities. Now, I 
embrace this awareness and ability to be an agent of change. Using the idea of radi-
cal love allows us all to teach and live in a way that challenges existing inequities. 

 What I do grapple with is applying the same level of radical love when working 
with people that have ideas I believe to be oppressive. In my mind, radical love must 
be used to decrease marginalization while still having space for varying views—even 
views that are oppressive. While I do not condone those views, and challenge the 
ideas, would I not be an oppressor if I was unwilling to allow for that space in my 
classroom? The more I learn and the more I grow as an instructor, the more trans-
formative critical pedagogy and radical love inform my personal life and praxis. 

  Mark  :  What comes through for me as I reflect on our conversation about praxis is 
that we have all discussed how critical pedagogy ideas and practices have affected 
our being. Each of us is motivated by a sense of justice and responsibility to be 
moral and ethical agents, while also recognizing the potential dangers of doing this 
in an anti-dialogic or formulaic way. 

 When thinking about Freire’s notion of radical love, I am reminded of Kwame 
Appiah’s  (2006)  discussion of loving humankind but not necessarily loving actual 
people. He argues that it is not enough to have an abstract concern for human life 
or well-being but it is also a sense of obligation to others and a deep concern for 
particular lives in all their complexity and contradictions. For me this tempers the 
application of critical theory, which in some instances can lend itself to views of 
others that leave us disconnected from them—an impediment in teaching. 

  Beth  :  In thinking about how both Freire’s radical love and Appiah’s cosmopolitan 
applied ethics and identity theories apply to our engagement with critical pedagogy, 
I think about how  relational  this work is. For me it goes beyond naming, interrupt-
ing, and unlearning forms of oppression and encouraging teachers to be critical 
intellectuals. It is certainly not about formulas or prescriptions, reflecting a methods 
fetish—even culturally relevant curriculum formulas, and it is more than learning to 
be allies across a range of different identities and complex communities, although 
that seems important. It is about love—a love that it filled with hope, kindness, and 
promise for all children and an authentic respect for and engagement with those 
who have chosen to teach.      
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