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Peter McLaren,é;L‘gt me begin by
jod

asking you hoy ﬁnﬁ : valuate cur-

rent trends in elirricultin theory and in-

struction. i'm pr;@;hjii? interested, as
you know, in ho\sﬁﬁi&rrent issues in cur-
riculum theory ‘gﬁgct the lives and

chances of workmgﬁﬁﬁss students.

Menry Giroux: There is a growing
tendency in both the curriculum field
and in educational theory, in general,
to disregard schools as sites that pro-
vide students with the knowledge and
skills they need to become intellec-
tually and politically empowered as
critical and active citizens. Many of
the reforms that are emerging
around public schooling in North
America, especially in the United
States, have abandoned a view of
schools shaped by a discourse of
freedom and possibility. In its place,
they have substituted a view of
schools that is narrowly technical,
one that enshrines instrumental and
pragmatic approaches to teaching
and Jearning. As a consequence,
public schooling, teacher education,
and in-service teacher education are
being reformed in the interests of
business management ideologies.
The real tragedy is that these ap-
proaches devalue teacher work and
discount the ways in which students
give meaning to the world via their
class, ethnic, racial and gendered
social bearings and formations.
Within the language of the current
educational reform movement,
meaning is not something to be
understood and used in the interest
of helping students create a better
world for themselves and others, itis
something that takes on the dead
weight of warehouse knowledge;
thatis, it is treated as fixed and static,
merely something to be mastered,
managed, controlled and generalized
across teacher and student popula-
tions. In short, the current trends in
curriculum and educational theory
devalue teachers by limiting their
roles to the implementation, rather
than creation and critical appropria-
tion of school knowledge and values.
Consequently, these reforms treat
teachers as ‘clerks of the empire’
rather than as intellectuals who need
to reflect upen the principles of their
practice.

| think that the current educational
infatuation with the iteral’ and
measurable in school life, with man-
agement pedagogies, and with highly
detailed forms of teacher and student
accountability represent an assault
on the very substance and nature of
critical thinking. Public schools often
express an incapacitating silence
towards the dreams, histories, lan-
guage practices and hopes that work-
ing-class students use in order to give
meanings to their lives, Most public
schools produce a dominant culture
that dis-organizes the experiences of
working-class students, and in doing
so undercuts the possibilities for
enlarging their intellectual capacities
and social destiny. Such students
either learn how to live in silence,
resist, turn off, or succeed at the ex-
pense of their own backgrounds, Fur-
thermore, the political nature of
schooling, its use of power, its privi-
leging of specific forms of social life
becomes all the more difficult to in-
terrogate in educational theories
that deny the normative, political,
and historical interests that structure
their ideologies and methods of in-

quiry.

Of course, this should not suggest
that schools are merely agencies of
domination. They arenot. Theyarea
terrain in which struggles occur, con-
tradictions manifest themselves, and
spaces occur where people do learn
to think and act in a critical fashion.
What this suggests is that at the cur-
rent moment progressive forces will
have to fight harder to reclaim
schools as democratic spheres.

What in your opinion, are the major
obstacles pggg&’fi%ﬁg’* %ﬁ;kmg-class
students frofri's ucceedwgg‘!;i;&choo!? P
wondering, to 3&11 £%chool success’
should mean? Fy ? elerring here to the

concept of equﬁﬁi}gﬁhﬂ schooling,

i
| think the best way to answer this
question is to start from the perspec-
tive of how we might view the notion
of successful schocling for working-
class students. | believe that working-
class students need to be exposed to
the knowledge and skills that they wilt
need to assurmne the moral and intel-
lectual leadership basic to their class
and social formation. This means
learning about the strengths and
weaknesses of their own cultures and
histories; it means learning how to
appropriate critically the knowledge
and skills from the dominant culture
that promote self and social empow-
erment; it means learning how to un-
derstand and apply these forms of
knowledge as part of a constant
struggle to both humanize them-
selves and to fight for political, econ-
omic, and social democracy.

Any viable theory of working-class
pedagogy needs to take seriously the

historical and social particularities of
everyday life, it needs to confirmand
make meaningful the experiences
that make up the lives of those stu-
dents who have been disconfirmed
and excluded from the discourse of
dominant schooling. But such a
pedagogy needs to be characterized
by a critical rather than a merely
useful relationship to working-class
culture and ideclogy. This suggests
that working-class students need a
type of schooling that provides them
with the discourse of critique, a dis-
course that develops around a peda-
gogy that problematizes knowledge,
utilizes critical dialogue, helps them
to understand the political nature of
their own schooling in terms of its
limits and possibilities.
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But working-class students also
need a discourse of possibility. They
need to be given the skills and know-
ledge to imagine a different world,
one that gives them an active voice in
controlling their own experiences,
one that legitimates and respects
their dreams and hopes; put simply,
they need a foerm of schooling in
which knowledge and power are in-
extricably linked to the idea that to
choose life, so as to make it possible,
is to understand the preconditions
necessary to struggle for it.

The obstacles that working-class
kids face in schools come from a
variety of complex ideological and
material sources. But the most
serious, in the immediate sense, is
that schools are organized and struc-
tured so as to deny the histories, ex-
periences and voices of working-class
students. School administrators and
teachers rarely learn about or
acknowledge the cultural and politi-
cal dynamics at work in schools. Most
have no idea that a concept such as
the hidden curriculum, for example,
might be useful in investigating the
nature of what schools actualfy do. in
effect, schools often are like a
foreign planet to these kids, a politi-
cal and cultural sphere that works on
them rather than with them, a bat-
tleground where their only hope of
winning is to retreat into either
silence or into the dynamics of their
own culture, one whichis often view-

ed by teachers and school authorities
as a threat to the order and values of
the schoolitself.

Unfortunately, schools are not
viewed by many administrators,
teachers and parents as sites that
honour particular forms of life and
culture, particular forms of interac-
tion and communication, or that
serve to introduce and legitimate a
particular form of social life. The lat-
ter position is usually buttressed by
the commonly-held view that schools
are apolitical, objective sites that
merely transmit a common culture
so as to provide all students equally
with the chance to live an
economically and socially valued life.
in my opinion, this is a dangerous
piece of ideclogy that does particular
violence to working-class students
and students who make up other sub-
ordinate groups. Underlying this

refusal to politicize schools is an
ideology that hides the role that
schools, administrators and teachers
play in reproducing the dominant
society, a society still rife with forms
of economic, racial, gender and
social inequalities. This ideology has
to be fought by radical and critical
educators in all of its ideological and
material expressions.

i am trying to find ways of enceuraging
students to beco .sensitive to
the concerns; éﬁﬁ%%é&% T%gyghe radical
educatnonatimaitmn. ! ang;dmndermg
how those of us commltteﬁﬁ&‘ﬂevelop-
ing a critical or radical, p@ﬁg@p idagogy might
find ways of hﬁ{ﬁfﬁmﬁz“g&;&nf teachers
and classroony teachers become more
interested in-jssues within schooling
that deal with xoncepts such as
ideology, culture, power, liberation
and oppression?

I thinl this question can be raised by
arguing that we need to make the
pedagogical more political for pro-
spective and actual teachers and ad-
ministrators. In other words, we
need to help educators understand
that the process of schooling can
never be removed from the dynamics
of power, politics and culture. That
is, schooling must be viewed as repre-
senting a specific ordering of know-
ledge, as an expression of human
values constructed through a set of
emphases and exclusions over whatis
to be legitimated and devalued in hu-

man life. By making the pedagogical
more political, we can help teachers,
student teachers and others under-
stand the implications of their own
behaviour and what ideological and
economic conditions might be neces-
sary for themto work as transforma-
tive intellectuals struggling for eman-
cipatory forms of schooling. As such,
educators need to recognize the im-
portance of developing a critical dis-
course that will allow them to ask
questions such as whose knowledge
is being taught, what cultural practice
is being legitimated, whose interests
it serves, and how does it relate to
forms of self and social emancipation?
Educators provided with an alterna-
tive and critical educational discourse
are in a better position to decide
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whether they want to be transform-
ative intellectuals and fight for
schools that allow them to act in that
capacity, or whether they want to
function so as to serve the status quo
and maintain a safe position within the
dominant traditions of schooling.

The point is that progressive
educators can offer alternative
discourses and social practices in our
universities and public schocls so as
to provide the opportunity for
students to rethink the nature of
their own values and how they might
operate through the conditions of
their work. This does not simply
mean that radical educators should
write books and articles, it also
means they should construct alliances
with other progressive educators
and fight collectively where possible
to establish schools as democratic
public spheres whose intent is to
foster the ideals of critical demo-
cracy and civic courage; moreover, it
means radical educators should
develop organic links wherever
possible with the communities and
neighbourhoods that have a vested
interest in public schooling.

critical and rad ucators face in the
future?

I think that criticat and radical intellec-
tuals need to develop amore dialecti-
cal notion of power and schooling.
They must go beyond analyzing
schools merely as agencies of domin-
ation. This suggests advancing
beyond the discourse of critique to
the discourse of possibility. One con-
sequence would be that the notion of
power and agency would take on a
more strategic importance in analyz-
ing the foundations for a critical
theory of schooling. For example,
power would no longer be defined as
an exclusive instance of domination,
it would also be seen as an affirmative
and productive force. Posing power
in a positive and critical way points to
the need for radical educators to
work actively within teacher educa-
tion programs, with teachers in the
field, with administrators and with
parents so as to develop philosophical
and programmatic changes in educa-
tion in which we can imagine a public
sphere where alternative changes in
school organization, curriculum and
instruction are seriously considered
and proposed.

| want to stress that the language of
critique loses its emancipatery
character when it fails to embody the
politically imaginative, the vision of
what could be, a faith in people to
remake their world, i.e. alanguage of
hope and possibility. Vhat this
strongly implies is that radical and
critical educators need to specify
what schools as democratic spheres
might look like. We need to link
theory and action in the service of
making, as Phiip Corrigan has
argued, despair unconvincing and
hope more practical. This may seem
like a utopian task, but it is a
necessary precondition for any viable
educational reform endeavour.

Peter McLaren

is 2 teacher at the College of Educa-
tion in St. Catharines, Ontario,
author of Cries from the Corridor
{Methuen, 1979) and the forthcom-
ing Schooling as a Ritual Activity
(Routledge and Kegan Paul, to be
published in Fall, 1985).

TR

i

#
H
i
4
4




