What exactly is Popular Education, anyway?

The idea of popular education (often described as "education for critical consciousness") as a teaching methodology came from a Brazilian educator and writer named Paulo Freire, who was writing in the context of literacy education for poor and politically disempowered people in his country. It's different from formal education (in schools, for example) and informal education (learning by living) in that it is a process which aims to empower people who feel marginalized socially and politically to take control of their own learning and to effect social change.

Popular education is a collective effort in which a high degree of participation is expected from everybody. Teachers and learners aren't two distinct groups; rather, everyone teaches and everyone learns! Learners should be able to make decisions about what they are learning, and how the learning process takes place. A facilitator is needed to make sure that new ideas arise, progress, and don't get repetitive, but this isn't at all the same thing as a teacher. In popular education, then, we can't teach another person, but we can facilitate another's learning and help each other as we learn.

In popular education, the learning process starts with identifying and describing everyone's own personal experience, and that knowledge is built upon through various activities done in groups. After the activity, a debriefing process allows us to analyse our situation together; seeing links between our own experience and historical and global processes in order to get the "big picture". Through the generation of this new knowledge, we're able to reflect more profoundly about ourselves and how we fit into the world. This new understanding of society is a preparation to actively work towards social change. In fact, in popular education, the education process isn't considered to be complete without action on what is learned; whether it be on a personal or political level.



The spiral model of learning is a useful tool when developing popular education workshops. (More information can be found in Educating for a Change, p.38; see resource page.) 

The spiral model takes into account how people learn. The diagram below is a quick reminder of how we learn best:
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Below is a diagram of the spiral model. The spiral model suggests that learning begins with the experience and knowledge of participants. After participants have shared their experience (whether it be prior experience or the participants' experience from the activity at hand), they can look for patterns and analyze that experience. New information and theory can be collectively created (through facilitated discussion), or added by outside resource people. Once an issue or problem has been analyzed, it is important to practice new skills, strategize and plan for action so that the analysis is not passive. 

As the goal of popular education is to lead to action for social change, the process must extend beyond the workshop. It is hoped that participants will return to their own groups and share the experience and thoughts from the workshop with others for further critique, strategy and applied action within the groups and daily living. 

Popular education then is a process, continually moving through the cycles to gain better understanding and more effective action. When using popular education it is important to keep the principles in mind, as it is the goals of popular education and not simply experiential' activities that empower.[image: image2.png]The spiral model
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Bob Hale Youth College for Social Justice : Participants' Handbook. Peace and Environment Resource Centre


Converted April 21, 2002 - Lg
Step 1: Starting with People's Knowledge and Experiences 
One of the most important components of popular education is the use of people's knowledge and experiences. This helps people understand that they have valuable knowledge and experiences, and that they can learn from one another unlike the traditional education model in which students learn from teachers. 

While it is important to focus on what people know and have to say, it is equally important to stay focused on relevant information about the topic. In order to achieve this, the facilitator of the workshop uses appropriate specific questions in activities or discussions. (click here for information on facilitation) 

In the workshop introduced here, an activity called "What are the Issues?" is used to draw out participants' knowledge and experiences. Participants work in groups of two and write out specific examples of wildlife habitat loss issues that they have seen, heard about, or worked on. The participants will then share several examples with the remaining group. (click here to read the design ) 

Back to Top Back to Components
Step 2: Identifying Patterns in People's Knowledge and Experiences 
Step 2 takes the initial discussion from step 1 further and asks the questions, "what do all these information mean?" and "are there similarities or differences in everyone's knowledge and experiences?" By doing this, people can think critically about what they know and what they have just learned from others. This step also helps draw the picture of what is really happening around the issues that people are concerned about, and leads to thinking about possible solutions. 

The best way to see patterns is in a visual form, such as diagrams and charts. Using creative ways to organize information presented from the participants will help the learning process. In the workshop introduced here, an activity called "Making sense of our Issues" is used. The issues written out in the step 1 activity are organized into categories to identify the causes and parties involved in wildlife habitat loss issues. 

Back to Top Back to Components
Step 3: Adding New Information and Theory Linked to People's Knowledge 
Teaching new information to students is the main component of traditional education styles. In the spiral model, it is the third step, not first. Additionally, the new information is not just any kind of information, but information that are relevant to what people already know. This step is important in deepening people's knowledge, realizing that there are limits to what people know. 

The way new information is presented is critical. If the facilitator simply lectures, participants cannot actively engage in the material and therefore will not benefit much from the new materials. Instead, using creative methods that tie new information to participant knowledge will help them retain the new information. 

In the workshop presented here, an activity called "The MESS" is used to outline the factors involved in wildlife habitat issues. A relationship map will be created using one example issue brought up by the participants and all forces related to the issue (such as causes and players). Important forces not brought up by the participants will be added and explained by the facilitator. 

Back to Top Back to Components
Step 4: Practicing Skills, Strategizing, and Planning for Action 
Once people have developed a critical understanding about the issue that they are concerned about, they are ready to start developing solutions and plan for action. By taking time in this step, people will be more confident developing solutions without asking experts for solutions, and will be able to plan for action on their own. 

Depending on the purpose of the workshop, different emphasis can be put into practicing skills, strategizing, and planning for action. If the participants are clear on the type of action they want to take, it would be more beneficial to focus on practicing skills, whereas if they need to work on devising a solution, it would help them to focus on strategizing and planning for action. 

In this workshop, an entire day is devoted to step 4. As a starting point, participants will brainstorm on the type of solutions they can work on for wildlife habitat loss issues. Then they critically evaluate and analyze these solutions in order to decide on specific focus solutions. Finally, using discussions and activities, they will develop an action plan that is appropriate to their concerns and experience levels. 

Back to Top Back to Components
Step 5: Apply What Has Been Learned in Real-life Situations 
Finally, participants will take what they have learned and take action. They can accomplish this by carrying out the action plan developed in the workshop, or by developing a new plan for their specific situation or organization. 


Education for Changing Unions. This review supplement covers a newly published book that will be a good companion to it. Teaching for Change Popular Education and the Labor Movement is the first book to capture the stories and experiences of popular educators in the U.S. labor movement. From the Highlander Center in Tennessee to the Justice for Janitors campaign in Los Angeles, from the National Labor College in Maryland to the Avondale Shipyard workers of Louisiana, popular education has played a critical role in organizing workers, developing new leaders, and strengthening labor and community alliances.

Canadian educational development organization share their experiences during 1983 in trying to adapt the popular education they had experienced in Central America to the Canadian context. T

The Highlander Center is a residential popular education and research organization based on a 106-acre farm in the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains, twenty-five miles east of Knoxville, Tennessee.

Since 1932, Highlander has gathered workers, grassroots leaders, community organizers, educators, and researchers to address the most pressing social, environmental and economic problems facing the people of the South. Highlander sponsors educational programs and research into community problems, as well as a residential Workshop Center for social change organizations and workers active in the South and internationally. Generations of activists have come to Highlander to learn, teach, and prepare to participate in struggles for justice.

Highlander's work is rooted in the belief that in a truly just and democratic society the policies shaping political and economic life must be informed by equal concern for and participation by all people. Guided by this belief, we help communities that suffer from unfair government policies and big-business practices as they voice their concerns and join with others to form movements for change.

Over the course of its history, Highlander has played important roles in many major political movements, including the Southern labor movements of the 1930s, the Civil Rights Movement of the 1940s-60s, and the Appalachian people's movements of the 1970s-80s.

Because of our past accomplishments, many think of Highlander as a historical place where great movements were nurtured. But Highlander is more than its history - Highlander is an ongoing story of the people who continue to gather here today to tell their stories and join with others to fight for justice, peace, and fairness, not just for themselves, but for everyone.

In 1994, bell hooks astonished readers with Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom. Now comes Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope - a powerful, visionary work that will enrich our teaching and our lives. Combining critical thinking about education with autobiographical narratives, hooks invites readers to extend the discourse of race, gender, class and nationality beyond the classroom into everyday situations of learning. bell hooks writes candidly about her own experiences. Teaching, she explains, can happen anywhere, any time - not just in college classrooms but in churches, in bookstores, in homes where people get together to share ideas that affect their daily lives. In Teaching Community bell hooks seeks to theorize from the place of the positive, looking at what works. Writing about struggles to end racism and white supremacy, she makes the useful point that "No one is born a racist. Everyone makes a choice." Teaching Community tells us how we can choose to end racism and create a beloved community. hooks looks at many issues-among them, spirituality in the classroom, white people looking to end racism, and erotic relationships between professors and students. Spirit, struggle, service, love, the ideals of shared knowledge and shared learning - these values motivate progressive social change. Teachers of vision know that democratic education can never be confined to a classroom. Teaching - so often undervalued in our society -- can be a joyous and inclusive activity. bell hooks shows the way. "When teachers teach with love, combining care, commitment, knowledge, responsibility, respect, and trust, we are often able to enter the classroom and go straight to the heart of the matter, which is knowing what to do on any given day to create the best climate for learning."

hooks is a feminist and for her, literacy is essential to the future of the feminist movement because the lack of reading, writing and critical skills serves to exclude many women and men from feminist consciousness. Not only that, it excludes many from the political process and the labour market. She regards literacy as more than being able to read and write, however. For her, it allows people, particularly those who are marginalized and discriminated against in society to acquire a critical consciousness. Freire’s concept of critical consciousness has been particularly important to her work. She also promotes a notion of praxis in a similar way to Freire i.e. a combination of reflection and action and regards her notion of ‘engaged pedagogy’ as one which requires praxis on the part of not only students but also teachers. Teachers must be aware of themselves as practitioners and as human beings if they wish to teach students in a non-threatening, anti-discriminatory way. Self-actualisation should be the goal of the teacher as well as the students.

bell hook’s  pedagogy is one that is responsive to the specific situation of each particular group of students and she sees education as taking place not only in the classroom but also wherever people are. She refers in her new book to ‘communities of resistance’ as places where democratic educators can work.

Making a rap

Aim: Using spidergram you are going to draw out a couple of verses of a rap, or spoken word poem.

Step one, look at words in the spidergram that may have lots of rhymes e.g. (food, mood, rude, crude, viewed, intrude) or (day, say, pay, lay, way, give way, away,)

NOTE the words don’t have to be the same number of syllables

Do this for 4 or 5 words. At this stage start looking for a line of a rap/poem. The words and the themes covered in the spidergram should provide the content for the rap. Also try to elicit emotions and opinions in the verses. 

Start the beat, there are several on the computer to choose from.

As the facilitators you may want to come up with a chorus or loop to join verses.

Ask small groups to come up with a 4 line verse, and practice it. Then ask the groups to perform their verse.

Quotes activity:

Think of how these cards could be used. They are all broadly related to the themes of climate change and migration. The quotes aim to present a set of research from different sources in a more participatory way. 

Suggestion: Read through the quotes and choose 4 of your favourite. Lay them out in the centre of the circle. Ask the participants to get into groups of 3. Ask them to pick up a quote and discuss it in their small groups for 5 minutes. They will then have to read it out to the rest of the group and say how it related to the theme of climate change and migration. 

After 5 minutes in their small groups ask first group to present and say briefly how it relates to the theme. When the second group present they could make a link to the first quote. After all groups have presented their quote and there is time left over you could ask for any general comments, linkages. 
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