Evaluate the concept of critical pedagogy as a useful tool for understanding modern educational practice.
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This paper has been written to explain what critical pedagogy is and how it is related to current educational praxis. Throughout critical pedagogy will be discussed, conformity, political power, democracy and discrimination in society and education, what has changed in education for children and in teacher education in regards to who can be taught, what is taught and how it is taught. The paper will also touch upon alternative schooling, and also how critical pedagogy is still not being fully implemented into modern traditional education institutes and why this is the case.

Education hasn’t always been so widely available to everyone and in some countries there are marginalised groups still struggling to receive something that is a basic human right, for example girls in India still fight to get twelve years of “free, safe and quality education” (Malala fund, 2020). Article 26 of the United Nations human rights declaration states that education should be available and free too all and that higher education should also be accessible on the grounds of merit but this does not have to be free. Education should allow for humans to develop fully and to become individuals who promote peace and tolerance. Education in the elementary stage is compulsory for all but the type of education is the priority and choice of the parent or guardian of the child (UDHR, 1948)
For many years those who have been able to access education has been challenged and changed, social justice debates regarding race, gender and class have been a huge part of the world’s history. Not only did discrimination of race, gender and class etc. affect peoples position in society, the power they held and what they could do it also decided if a person was important enough to be educated (Muller and Jones, 2008, P.331)
According to Bartlett and Burton (2016, P.76 -78) schooling started to develop in the eighteenth century, in the 1830’s schools run by industry were created to teach skills needed for the workforce so that the United Kingdom could keep up with other countries such as Germany and America.  By 1870 the Forster education act created the first elementary schools that were funded by the state, although children did have to pay a small fee to attend.  The purpose of teaching in schools in 1870 was to create citizens who were literate and conformed to society, the only other knowledge taught was some basic facts about the world. Through time what is taught in education and how it is taught has changed but according to Apple (1990, P.64) even though children and adults have more curriculum choices, their education is still decided by a higher power. Cultural power, economic power and control are all interwoven into the knowledge that is distributed into schools. It seems that even with a forever changing world and more knowledge than ever, teachers still teach what they are told to by the government without really questioning why. 

Pedagogy the way in which a teacher provides students with knowledge is a major part of education and whether or not the student takes the information in. Polo (2019) explains that traditional education was more of an instruction; teachers taught in a way to manage the class and used discipline more often to keep control. Traditional education taught the skills that were needed to be a productive citizen in society and nothing more, there was not enough curricula in comparison to the amount of knowledge that is available to learn, the information taught was neutral and only taught if valuable at that particular time. Critical pedagogy is a pedagogy that has been debated by many theorists including Freire and Giroux and has almost become a methodical teaching approach in which teaching in contemporary education is advised. According to Polo (2019) critical pedagogy is much more focused on the people receiving the education, their needs and allowing them context to what they are learning and opportunity to learn more. Holistic education is a major part of critical pedagogy; education should allow individuals to find themselves and meaning/purpose of their life. It should focus not only on what needs to be learnt for a child to become a capable adult but also allow exploration and focus on the holistic person, taking into account their wellbeing and health. Critical pedagogy also means that pedagogy should change depending on the individual and that cross-curricular learning should be present to extend knowledge and understanding on subjects. The main part of critical pedagogy is linking education to politics and ensuring that teachers advise children to question the world and stand up to what they believe in and be free citizens who know more than what society wants them to know (Polo, 2019)

The ruling class are able to provide information to people because they are what people see as the rulers in charge of the country they live in.  We unconsciously and consciously take in some information and disregard others (McLaren, 1989). An example of this is when a huge news story is on the television, people listen to what is being said on the news channel because the information is coming from the government, but if they heard the same information from a friend or social media first they wouldn’t rely on these sources and would need to validate the information by using a reliable source like the government. The point being made is that it’s hard for education to be created and inputs from people not high up to have their valid knowledge and skills included in the system (Hirumi, 2002). 
Freire is a well known name when it comes to critical pedagogy, he was a theorist who lived in Brazil and worked as a teacher during a time where the country had many marginalized groups and education continued to only give hope to those people who were seen as important or rich and the poor grew up to achieve nothing even though they were being educated. Freire didn’t like this at all as he had experienced what it was like to be middle class and then lose it all and how this affected his opportunity to receive a quality education. He decided he would fight to bring hope to the people who were not getting the fair chance they deserved in education (Freire, 1970). Pedagogy shouldn’t be a case of indoctrinating people, it should have meaning behind it that allows people to be critical of injustice and transform their lives (Giroux, 2020, P.181)

With the amount of written work on critical pedagogy and the changes made by theorists through history, it would be easy to think that in a society where we are not so strictly controlled anymore that education systems have learnt from critical pedagogy theories and have applied it to schooling to allow for education in the best interest of the learner. However according to Lang (2012) the western education system is still not overly concerned with creating democracy and that the role of education is still to create labourers who will conform. The government supposedly creates schools and public life outside of education and work to be a life of consumerism that leads the general public to enhancing the lives of the wealthy.

Critical pedagogy has led to people fighting for the rights they should have been given a long time ago, schools have discriminated against people based on race, gender, class and disability for many years and after abolishment of slavery, women’s rights protesters such as the Suffragettes and the inclusion, equality and education acts that have been created since the 70’s. Changes in discrimination in education have been made. The Education act 2011 states that attainment in education will not be affected by “gender, disability, race, social class and sexual orientation” or any other factor that doesn’t directly link to a person’s ability. School has become more inclusive and they want to be “engines of social mobility” which is a change that is supported by critical pedagogy (UK Government, 2011)
However it is apparent that educational institutes aren’t aware of on going racism, sexism and discrimination against class in education still existing. An example of this related to race is discrimination towards Chinese students; schools tend to overlook racism of Chinese students as they see good grades and do not believe that students achieving good grades could be facing any inequality at school.  The reality is that many Chinese students receive subtle discrimination such as name calling “Chink” being a main name used towards them and also a lot of Chinese students feel that their peers believe that they have naturally smart brains and that they do not work hard for their marks purely because they are Chinese (Archer and Francis, 2007, P.152).
In regards to gender, there is gap existing between boys and girls attainment in education at all levels, girls seem to be getting higher grades than boys even if they have achieved the same standard of work in class. Also more girls are applying for university than boys and the boys who are from a lower socio economic areas are even less likely to apply for university. Many schools have more female teachers and than male teachers and when male teachers are present they tend to have the better-paid jobs. There is also sexism in the fact that male teachers tend to teach subjects like science and physical education and female teachers are more likely to teach religious studies and home economics (Gender trust, 2020)

It seems as though critical pedagogy has not managed to influence that revolutionary change in Western education systems, structural oppression is still an issue today (Boyd and Mitchell, 2012). Schools don’t allow children the freedom they need to develop and be creative individuals, students are constantly being watched, children are encouraged to tell on each other, there are strict rules and lots of homework. If children don’t learn to be scared to step out of line and follow the rules, how would they ever survive in a job (Gatto, 1991) Freire (2005) believes that this authoritarian approach will only cause students to rebel, in the long run the students will become abiding and will become less resistant to authority like the government, in turn this will make them afraid of freedom and this is one of the main ideas of critical pedagogy, for people to be free and able to think for themselves and criticise the wrong in the world. Education needs to be political, teachers need to stop consolidating authority and start questioning and interrogating it instead. They must create circumstances in the classroom where children can become critical thinkers (Giroux, 2019)
In 2015 the department for education UK stated that the purpose of education is to be an engine for the economy, the basis of culture and the best way to prepare individuals for adulthood and life as an adult. Eisner (2003) explains that education is all about getting every individual to a certain level before they turn eighteen. He believes that schools should not be taking everyone to the same level but increasing variability, this would allow for everyone to build their areas of strength and use them productively towards society. Educational institutes are obsessed with testing, the curriculum is narrowed and students learn which subjects are seen as important and which subjects they must take tests in. Tests in schools are used to judge student performance and to see the quality of education received; the better test scores the better the school. However the competition of testing in different schools does not really look at how good a school is, if a school only concentrates on testing then students will only learn what is necessary for the test and nothing else of value to their adult life (Eisner, 2003).

Day and Gu (2000) have discussed how teaching requires teachers to be more academic and to actively learn from their degree and also throughout their professional career, this is so that they are more knowledgeable and able to teach students with the changing world in mind. To be a teacher in modern times individuals are expected to learn about theories of education, they need to be able to collaborate with other professional’s in and outside of the school, be able to work with students and allow their voices to be heard and also help to create the policies within the school to make education better for the students attending, this would require teachers to involve themselves and decision making with parents (Lamote and Engels, 2010).
Although teacher education seeks to allow teachers to be more autonomous, creative and to teach more critical pedagogy, when they start working for an educational institute they have to follow the rules of the school and the people in a position of power in the school and government continue to control school politics. There are always new government initiatives being enrolled in schools and demands that are bureaucratic and force teachers to be compliant with what they must teach and how they must teach it, this includes the increased pressure of testing from the government (Wilkins, 2011).
In Wales a new curriculum has been established which allows schools to design their own curriculum, they must include subjects that are mandatory and ensure that they work towards the purposes of the curriculum and use the guides provided when creating. However this freedom although slightly restricted seems to be more free in the way that subjects are taught, the Welsh government actually encourages schools to allow children to explore and learn holistically. The government also advices that children are taught about different countries and that they are aware of human rights and diversity, this content would allow teachers to use critical pedagogy to teach children more than just basic subjects and to build democracy. (HWB, 2020). The biggest restriction on schools making their curriculum more critical is finding the time to teach differently and to be able to keep up test scores, if test scores aren’t achieved then schools can lose funding and come under a lot of pressure to do better in statuary tests (Leistyna et al, 2004, P4)

Critical pedagogy not being used in traditional schools as well as it could be may suggest why there are so many alternative schools around the world. The OECD (N.D, P.1) states that there is a broad range of schools that offer alternative education all based on different philosophies such as Steiner Waldorf schools. Around the world Montessori education is an alternative form of school that allows children to learn for themselves and explore their interests. The schools creator Maria Montessori is against conformity and believes that children learn best when they become deep in thought and lose themselves in the topic they have chosen to look at, she says that children lose their independence when teachers punish and reward and that grades and criticism only hinder a child from developing to their full potential (Crain and Fite, 2013, P.106). Other examples of alternative school supporting critical pedagogy are A.S. Neill’s Summerhill school, the free school is all about democracy, freedom of choice and lack of authority, the main thing being that students and teachers are seen as equals and have mutual respect (Wright et al, 2004, P.201).

In conclusion this paper has explained critical pedagogy and the need for it in modern traditional education and why it is useful for understanding the praxis in current educational institutes. Theory of critical pedagogy and how it is intended to be used has been discussed and the reason why schools are unable to completely allow its students to be free and critical thinkers under all the pressure of government decisions and statutory tests. Overall the paper has shown that critical pedagogy is used more in alternative education and that unless schools completely changed their approach and purpose to education from somewhere higher up than the class teacher, critical pedagogy will not be used much. In a world where grades get individuals better positions in society, it is likely that education will stay the same under government rule with a small amount of change allowing some creativity and holistic education. Educations purpose will probably remain as a way to create conforming citizens who do not question the elite.
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