
Navigating uncertainty and 
complexity: Learning to manage 
risk and indoctrination in the 
critical pedagogy classroom 
 

Joanna Joseph Jeyaraj (Swinburne University of Technology, Sarawak) 
Tony Harland (University of Otago) 
Rachel Spronken-Smith (University of Otago)  

 



What is critical pedagogy? 

Draws on critical theory  
 
Seeks social transformation  
 
Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, bell hooks, Joe Kincheloe, etc.  
 
Aims : 
● social  justice  
● the development of active and engaged citizens  
● transforming social forms that are exploitative, racist, classist, sexist and damaging  

 
Can be found in most university subjects  - e.g. Nursing, Physical Education, Business  



Background to the study 

Critical pedagogy  - a complex and contested idea  

 

Highly theorised but lacking in empirical data 

 

Conducted a study among teachers in the field of English language teaching 

(ELT)  

 

Aim : to understand the experiences of critical pedagogues and the 

challenges they faced in teaching and student learning 
 
 



Methods 

13 ELT teachers  

 

Canada, Hong Kong, Korea, Malaysia, New Zealand, the UK, the US and Turkey  

 

Data obtained through interviews, email correspondence and published work 

 

Data analysed using a general inductive approach (Thomas, 2006) 

Two themes emerged:  

a) Understanding indoctrination 

b) Coping with uncertainty and risk 
 



1 Managing indoctrination 

                                                                         

The full and uncritical acceptance of ideas 

by students when  teachers use their 

power to manipulate them 
 
 
 
 
Teachers understood that critical 

pedagogy is open to special criticism 

because of its particular ideology with 

overt political and social goals 

…  I don’t want to indoctrinate 

anybody. To me, it’s very important 

that students sort of come to their own 

conclusions rather than me just telling 

them what to think. ( Lisa, USA)  

                                                                                                            

… I’m very conscious of not being on 

a soapbox. I think it’s that tension 

between, not replacing one hegemony 

with another. … I don’t want to impose 

on them.   (Lynn, Canada) 



… I don’t tell my opinion when they are working in 

their own group. I discuss all kinds of different 

opinions with them but I don’t tell my opinion at 

first. … So I tell them, okay, my opinion is not the 

thing that we are discussing, … We can talk about 

it after you finish your project (Celia, Turkey)  

          

 

I discussed it (indoctrination) with Dr. X a few months 

ago because our critical agenda could be forced on the 

students. She said we have to be very careful in this 

matter. We should only create a platform for open 

discussion but not lead them to come to a critical 

conclusion. … We shouldn’t force students to accept our 

conclusion (Jin, Hong Kong)  
 

Strategies :  
 
1. Withhold personal views 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Discussions with experienced 
critical pedagogues  
 

 



 

3.     Assign readings to cover controversial            

        issues that remain unresolved 
 
 
 
 

I can’t force them to think a certain way, so 

I let them voice their opinion and I may 

mention that other people don’t agree and 

that will be about it. … I will also try to 

integrate a reading which will cover areas 

when I notice certain insensitivities in class 

(Ming, Korea)  

                    



 
All teachers had their students’ best interest at heart  
 
Values critique to counter criticism about indoctrination 
 
Safeguards - critical reflection and accountability 
 
E.g. Action research, peer review, student evaluation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2 Managing risk 

Celia’s personal safety was 
jeopardized because of the 
repressive political system in her 
country 
 
She knew that the moment there 
was student resistance she 
would be placed in a dangerous 
position. 
 
 

  

… when I start dealing with such issues,  

I’m also taking a big risk. Because there 

are students from different 

backgrounds.  Like there are students 

from military backgrounds…the father is 

a policeman, for example or very 

religious students 



 
 

Celia’s critical pedagogy project was 

not openly shared among 

colleagues. Sharing was done 

informally and secretively 

 

 

Approval was needed from her 

course coordinator 

 

One of the things she had to do was 

withhold information 

 
 
 
 
 

I have some unofficial talks with some of my 

colleagues at school at break times or when 

we are having some coffee… this is 

interesting because the teachers also keep 

it as a secret 

 

I would be sharing it with my coordinator 

because I have to first ask for permission of 

course.  I’m going to tell her that I’m working 

on critical pedagogy … and I’m not probably 

going to tell her that we are going to work 

on Kurds or Armenians but I’m going to tell 

her that we are going to talk about different 

social, political perspectives 

 
 
 



None reported that students had been put in danger as a result of critical pedagogy 
 
But most quickly lost contact with students  
 
Unaware of the long-term impact  
 
Not possible to determine whether new thinking and knowledge had ultimately 
compromised the safety of students. 
 
 
 



Implications  
 

1.   To avoid indoctrination, critical pedagogues can be open about their aims for teaching and learning 

while ensuring students  learn to be critical scholars and free thinkers. Critical pedagogy is understood 

as one ideological position among many. 

 

2.   A range of risks is inevitable in critical pedagogy and these will apply to both the teacher and 

students. If risk carries genuine harm to self or students, then steps must be taken to mitigate this. 

 

3.   Critical pedagogues can legitimize their practice by researching and publishing action research 

studies about their teaching. They might also consider using other forms of evaluation and peer review 

to address any concerns that they or their  students have. 

 

4.  The long-term impacts of learning about political and social issues in the context of ELT (or a number 

of other disciplines?) are unknown. These outcomes will be the main measure of critical pedagogy’s 

success. 
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