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I was pleasantly surprised to discover how much Freire’s beliefs about education resonated with me. I approached this book through the lens of a special educator as well as a former special education student. It is this historicity, as Freire would call it, that helps me make sense of my world (p. 83-84).  Early on in the book, I think somewhere in chapter two I had an epiphany.  I realized that the two main beliefs held by Freire explain why I find myself conflicted about the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).
Freire’s Beliefs and Special Education


Freire believes that (1) only through freedom from oppression can people become more human and (2) true learning that can serve the world, can only occur through what he calls dialogue.  I believe the some aspects of the NCLB Act are creating an environment of less oppression for students with disabilities, while at the same time serve to institutionalize the banking model of education accomplishing the opposite. What would Freire think of special education?


The United States is arguably ahead of the game in relation to civil rights for people with disabilities.  I am proud of that fact as an American.  I do not think that people with disabilities are consciously oppressed or that non-disabled people are somehow attempting to maintain dominance by controlling people with disabilities.  However, I do believe that some of the policies and practices put into place to aid people with disabilities, have the potential to result in a form of oppression that limits their ability to live up to their potential or become more fully human.
For the purpose of illustrating this argument, I will consider the school system (because they must follow the developed policies), the oppressors, and students with disabilities (beneficiaries of the policies), the oppressed.  Prior to NCLB school systems were not required to report on or meet benchmarks of progress for students with disabilities, through test scores.  This allowed them to subconsciously expect less of students with disabilities and not challenge them to succeed in the regular education classroom. Although there are laws in place to ensure a free and appropriate public education for students with disabilities, the structure special education programs continue in large part to segregate students into special classes rather than teaching them in the same classrooms with typical students. These lowered expectations result in a self-fulfilling prophecy, causing students to distrust themselves (p.63) and their abilities. Therefore, they may not perform to their true potential, which justifies the need for the need for special classes in the mind of the oppressors. When students are placed in inclusive environments or provided with a service prescribed under the law, it can sometimes be seen as a gift or what Freire might call “false generosity”.

False Generosity


False generosity is, according to Freire, is when an oppressor gives something to the oppressed without the intention of helping that person to become more free and self sufficient, but rather to continue to maintain control through a sense of dependency (p. 55).  A personal experience I had as a child may illustrate this point more clearly in relation to special education.  At the age of two and a half my parents fought the school system to provide preschool and speech services for me, as was indicated under state law.  After a lawyer was hired the school system obliged and provided the necessary services.  Several years later, following surgery, my mother called the school system again to arrange for transportation for me, as I was unable to walk to the top of the street to catch the bus.  My mother requested that the bus come down the street or alternative transportation be provided.  One person responded by saying that they had “bent over backward” for us in the past, could she not, at least, provide transportation to school.  This example in my opinion is what could be seen as “false generosity”. The school system (the oppressors) provided me with early childhood education, but more as a gift or favor which they expected gratitude. This attitude does not show respect for people with disabilities.

The provisions in NCLB that require students with disabilities be tested and schools held accountable for their progress, are beginning to break the cycle of oppression.  This policy, in my opinion sets forth a belief that all students can learn and must have the same expectations to learn. School systems must pay more attention to how students with disabilities are being educated. More students with disabilities are being included into general education classes that are team taught by regular and special education teachers.  This ensures that they have access to the general curriculum.  Students with disabilities are being seen more and more as members of the school and society, not placed in special classes with a watered down curriculum.  At the same time, typical students and teachers are able to dialogue with the special education students. This allows them to integrate into their consciousness, becoming a part of their reality and vice versa. Both groups benefit from each groups historicity, allowing them to become more human. (p. 85-86).  It is this ideal that makes me advocate for continued reporting of test scores for students with disabilities under NCLB. 
NCLB is Promoting the Banking Model

On the other hand, I am extremely bothered by the effect testing has on the learning process.  I do not think performing well on a multiple choice test means that you have learned.  Freire is a constructivist. He rejects the banking method of education that the testing requirements under NCLB are forcing upon schools.  Although for the most part, NCLB allows teachers to teach any way they would like, the fear of the test causes teachers and administrators to concede to the banking method. A method wherein teachers deposit information to students, students memorize and store the information until the test, and then withdraw the information to be placed in the proper “bubble” on the answer sheet.  It seems absurd to believe that is learning.
I feel strongly, as does Freire, that knowledge is constructed through discussion and problem solving. I believe that both the teacher and the student are equal partners in the process. I think Freire would agree that including students with disabilities in the regular education classroom will serve all students in becoming more authentically human.  I experience learning in this way every week.  
As I write this paper, I believe I am in essence having a dialogue with Freire. He is expressing his ideas through the writings in his book.  Composing this paper, I offer my voice. I am positive that when I have completed the paper, I will have a different understanding of the material as a result of the process.  Likewise, after discussing his ideas with others in the class on Monday night, I will see things a bit differently and would write the paper differently if provided another opportunity.  This learning process as I have described it, brings home another point that Freire discusses, that humans are unfinished beings; likewise learning is a lifelong process and adventure (p. 84 – 85).
I value the art and power of discussion and am deeply concerned that parents, teachers, and policy makers make decisions about policies, without having learned and problem solved through a rich dialogue. As a result, ineffective policies are implemented that stifle the ability of some to become fully human. It is my goal to help develop a model for policy decisions that is more informed and therefore effective.  I think this was one of the most significant reading assignments I have had in my doctoral program to date. 
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