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Brave New World: Its Critical Pedagogy and Service-Learning Applications

The majority of educational systems in place today are a nightmare for critical pedagogies today. According to a prominent critical educator, Henry Giroux, in his book Teachers as Intellectuals, “The ideology that guides the present rationality of the school is relatively conservative: it is primarily concerned with how-to questions and does not questions relationships between knowledge and power or between culture and politics” (6). The educational structure  is directly correlated to the Westernized system of capitalization that is prevalent in American society today. In Between Borders, Peter McLaren discusses the relationship between social relations and edification: “The American public has been proffered a vision of democracy that is a mixture of Sunday barbecue banality, American Gladiator jocksniffery, AMWAY enterprise consciousness, the the ominous rhetoric of “New World Order” jingoism” (193). The affinity towards educating students in this cookie-cutter, one-size-fits-all manner is desperately in need of reform, and by incorporating the educational practices of critical pedagogy and service-learning into the composition classroom, students will become more aware of their world and surroundings by questioning the basis for the practices that made certain institutions what they are today. 

One possible way to introduce these concepts to students while having them fully engaging in these practices is to incorporate a couple of texts that present pivotal and questionable concepts that are the foundation for the basis of critical pedagogy. Students will read such texts, in this case, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World for its discussion of critical, cynical perspectives of societal structures, discuss the ideas involved, research them, and then begin to write about their findings. And since critical pedagogy is the basis for all forms of service learning projects in that it promotes questioning of societal values, by reading the novel Brave New World and participating in a writing about the community service-learning project that questions the key concepts discussed in the book, students will effectively engage in critical pedagogy and become more aware of the culture that surrounds them. 

The first educational practice proposed, critical pedagogy, is the drive to move away from the traditional transmitter/receiver relationship of instructor to student, as well as the shift away from the banking concepts of education. Instead, the instructor will lead the questioning of oppressive social conditions in an effort to raise the students’ critical consciousness. In addition, “Nearly all composition courses (except those focused exclusively on grammar and usage), and nearly all service-learning composition course, name ‘critical thinking’ as a goal” (Deans, 91). Also, its focus on personal liberation through the development of critical consciousness, critical pedagogy also has a more collective political component, in that critical consciousness is positioned as the necessary first step of a larger collective political struggle to challenge and transform oppressive social conditions and to create a more egalitarian society. As stated by Henry Giroux in Teachers as Intellectuals:

Critical knowledge would instruct students and techer alike about their status as a group situated within a societ with specific relations of domination and subordination[…] Put another way, a critical mode of knowledge would illuminate for teachers and students how to appropriate the most radical and affirmative aspects of the dominant and subordinate culture (8). 

The correlation between the two key learning concepts discussed in this paper can be summarized by Barry Kanpol’s definition in Critical Pedagogy; in addition, it is directly related to the concepts the students will be discussing in Brave New World: “The critical pedagogue always seeks just and fair ways to alter a system which, by and large, and despite seemingly good intentions, has effectively oppressed many of its members” (33).

The second presented practice, service-learning, is directly related to the previously mentioned one. Critical pedagogy is the basis for all forms of service learning projects in that it promotes questioning of societal values, and the service side of this two-part educational process seeks to answer these questions through the use of service, or examination, of some sect of a community. According to the National Service-Learning Clearinghouse, “Service-learning combines service objectives with learning objectives with the intent that the activities change both the recipient and the provider of the service. This is accomplished by combining service tasks with structured opportunities that link the task to self-reflection, self-discovery, and the acquisition and comprehension of values, skills, and knowledge content” (1). In addition, “Service learning asks students to test the merit of what they learn in the university classroom against their experiences as volunteers at local sites” (Cushman, 822). The goal through this structure of education is to have the students not only read about and discuss critical pedagogical practices in the classroom, but to have them fully engage in a couple of questions by going into the community, discussing these proposed questions with community members, and seeking potential answers, all while helping the community and their own intellectual growth. They are, in essence, learning to read and interpret the society they live in, while beginning to “write purpose-driven documents for audiences beyond the classroom (Deans, 9). This learning activity is particularly important in composition classrooms in that it gives students a very real and immediate audience, one beyond the instructor, with a definite goal in mind; therefore, the student is much more likely to fully engage themselves and, as a result, produce better work. 

There are three types of service-learning: writing for the community, writing about the community, and writing with the community. The first form, writing for the community, brings students into local community agencies and revolves around the students immersing themselves into their particular agency, usually a non-profit venue, while consistently producing writing that will be of benefit to the agency or company, such as an informational brochure. The second form, writing with the community, consists of students again volunteering at a community agency such as a homeless shelter or a teen center and working with the patrons of the agency to develop text that can potentially promote a positive change for the community and its members. And the final form, writing about the community, is what the students will be doing for this particular assignment. As positioned in Writing Partnerships: Service Learning in Composition, “The writing-about-the-community paradigm generally values academic and critical illiteracies, as well as academic and personal discoursed” (Deans, 107). This form consists of students evaluating several examining different aspects of their community, go into the community and either complete community service or engage with community members, and then reflect and write about their findings. Depending on their chosen topic, students will complete their research by either volunteering at an agency or questioning local leaders, non-partisan citizens, or company representatives working for a company that produces or promotes a product that the students are focusing on. The students will then discuss and analyze their finds before writing about them. 

So why use these concepts in the composition classroom? As briefly mentioned in the introduction, the traditionally used form of instruction is a rather stale, out-dated format, according to critical pedagogues.  The educational tradition has been, according to Paulo Friere, "an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor" (Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 58). This is referred to as the banking concept of education and follows the idea that “the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere objects (59). The same sentiments were first stated by John Dewey, who is generally considered the founder of "progressive" education. He rejected all modes of instruction that allowed, or required students to be passive learners and fully enveloped any form of interactive, constantly questioning style of learning that permitted the students to engage with others, their local community, and beyond. 

There are a couple of ways to avoid the above mentioned practices and move students toward a critical awareness, as outlined by some of the leaders in the field. One method is through the use of culture circles, which, according to Christy Stevens, is:

A discussion group in which educators use representations and themes from learners' everyday lives' to initiate critical dialogue regarding the various factors that contribute to the real material, social, and political contexts in which the learners are embedded. Through dialogue and collective reflection, the group of learners transforms their various observations and opinions into critical knowledge (4).

This activity will be used by reading and discussing the key concepts analyzed in Brave New Word to promote critical and intellectual thinking. Another main component is the idea of praxis, which is a term coined by Paulo Friere. He states in Pedagogy of the Oppressed that this is “A complex activity involving a cycle theory, application, evaluation, reflection, and then back to theory” (75), which essentially means the a truly beneficial education lies in the combination of action and reflection, and without the continual movement back and forth between the grouping of the two, a person will never see the real potential in anything they are studying. The ideals of praxis give a strong foundation for the practice of service-learning endeavors, and in the Brave New World project, students will be continuously engaging in the amalgamation of action and reflection. 

The goal of incorporating the combined methods critical thinking and service-learning into the class is to teach students to become aware of and survey their surroundings. One term for this process is conscientization, which is, “Learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions--developing a critical awareness--so that individuals can take action against the oppressive elements of reality (Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 19). Another desired end result is for students to continue to use the idea of praxis in their every day lives, to be fully aware of the beneficial results of this, and be able to engage in this practice on their own. The is coined as constructivism which, according to Stevens, is “A philosophy that views learning as an active process in which learners construct their own understanding and knowledge of the world through action and reflection” (4). With this, students would be able to take the critical and praxis concepts learned within the classroom and be able to continuously implement throughout their professional and personal academic careers. Taking the natural next step of incorporating a service-learning component into the introduction of a critical thinking component gives them an opportunity to not only become aware of their surrounding community and occurrences, but also to become actively engaged and realize they can make a difference and shape future endeavors. 

 With the concepts of service-learning and critical pedagogy and the desired results outlined, the incorporation of the novel Brave New World with these teaching methods can now be discussed. While working on other components of a composition class, students would begin reading Brave New World by Aldous Huxley. This particular  novel is well-equipped for such a classroom project due to the nature of the topics presented in the book. Although it was written in 1932, the setting is in the 26th century; however, many of the themes are pertinent in today’s society. The main components, according to a Wikipedia entry, revolve around the following:

The novel anticipates developments in reproductive technology, eugenics and hypnopaedia that combine to change society. The world it describes could in fact also be a utopia, albeit an ironic one: Humanity is carefree, healthy, and technologically advanced. Warfare and poverty have been eliminated, all races are equal, and everyone is permanently happy. The irony is, however, that all of these things have been achieved by eliminating many things —family, cultural diversity, art, literature, religion and philosophy. It is also a society which delves in hedonism, focused on deriving pleasure from promiscuous sex and drugs (1).

Although Huxley intended this as a sarcastic satirical commentary upon the future, many, if not all of the premises, have a parallel today.  

At the onset of the assignment, during and after the reading, we would discuss as a class, through the use of culture circles, the key components that the novel presents and make comparisons to the similarities that are currently occurring in society. By introducing the novel, concepts, and beginning the discussions and participatory learning activities, I would be providing the heuristic or the educational method in which learning takes place through discoveries that result from investigations made by the student. Students would then choose one specific topic they would want to research and write about. Here are a few of the possible topics that could be used:

-The use of soma

-Test-tube babies and genetic engineerinng/eugenics

-Different societal castes

-Belief that everyone must be socially eengaged at all times-conformity is key, and   

 isolation and individual thoughts are not promoted

-Cultured vs. Uncultured Communities (thhe Reservation)-what this says about our 

 current state of world affairs

-The shift from the family units to commmunities used to raise children 

          Once a topic is selected, the next few weeks would be spent on the student researching their topic, both academically and going into the community, contacting as many people as possible that may be able to provide information in their field, to learn more about their topic and how it is playing out currently, in order to complete the service-learning component and increase their level of critical awareness. These contacts will vary greatly depending on their focus, but a couple of possibilities are contacting representatives for pharmaceutical and genetic researching companies or taking polls (perhaps on the college campus) of what the average person defines as their soma or what they think about the continuous social engagement idea presented in Huxley’s novel. One of the main questions they would be asking themselves is whether or not our society is morphing into Huxley’s. Periodically, the students would gather in class with others who have chosen the same topic and discuss their findings and research methods to see how things are progressing. By doing so, they would continuously be engaging in the idea of praxis through continual action and reflection. 

         The end result of this process is a text roughly ten pages in length that would ultimately be published or distributed in some way, even if it’s just a campus reading. From the onset, the visualization of the audience would be taken into consideration, and if the student knows fro the beginning that publication is possible, or at least desired, they would be certain to include components that would appeal to a wider range of audience and would present their findings in a very informative, researched, and structured manner. Since this assignment falls into the writing about the community category, the benefits of this service learning endeavor will mostly fall to the student’s individual intellectual and critical thinking growth, and the process will familiarize them with the crucial aspects of critical pedagogy. In addition, they would understand the concept of conscientization by having developed a critical awareness and be able to carry this with them into all aspects of their lives. 

          The completion of such an assignment would introduce students to facets not present in many current composition classrooms. The heuristically inclusive topics of critical thinking, current and futuristic societal components, and community awareness through service-learning endeavors would provide learners with a wider sense of community, audience, knowledge, and power to influence the topics they are discovering. The end goal would be the transfer of critical thinking abilities  and continual questioning to remain within the student, so they could complete similar practices throughout not only their academic careers, but also their independent, life-long educations as well. 

With the use of this process rubric, students can see what progress both they and I should be making in various components as they progress through their project. 

Service Learning Rubric 

	Elements of Service Learning
	Beginning
	Developing
	Advanced

	Preparation  
	Teacher has determined entry points in curriculum.
	Teacher has assessed student interest and motivation to participate in service-learning project.
	Teacher has prepared some scaffolding activities to introduce students to community issues and needs such as discussing the issues in Brave New World. 

	Student Voice
	Students are encouraged to contribute opinions and concerns about community issues and needs.
	Students contribute ideas about plans for service-learning experience and suggest modifications to enhance learning.
	Students assist in the design of all phases of the project.

	Collaboration
	Teacher has made contact with organizations that may be willing to collaborate.
	Community partners have been established. Teacher/students communicate with partners about service and learning goals.
	Communication and interaction exists with community partners throughout project.

	Curriculum Integration
	Service Learning project is connected to content-area standards. 


	Standards to be addressed have been identified.
	Various assessment strategies are used to target specific standards.

	Service 
	Service experiences are planned.

 
	Students participate in and complete events.
	Service has been broken down into manageable tasks.  Students document that they have fulfilled part of CPS 40-hour service- learning requirement.

	Reflection 

 

 
	Some class time is devoted to structured reflection activities.
	Reflection opportunities exist before, during, and after service.
	Multiple methods of reflection are employed and may allow students to choose the form of expression i.e. journal, portfolios, artwork, photography, drama.

	Assessment
	Assessment is limited to achieving particular goals or addressing specific standards. 
	Frequent feedback is given in the form of comments, praise, and suggestions for improvement.

 
	Multiple assessment strategies are used.

Evidence of learning from a variety of sources.

	Celebration
 
	 
	 
	Service learning experience is celebrated and acknowledged through a presentation to an audience.  

Students, teacher, & community partners determine presentation style & audience collectively. 

	Evaluation
	Teacher evaluates Service Learning project for impact on student learning and the community.
	Teacher works with colleagues and community partners in evaluation process.
	Documentation of evaluation process and outcomes.


*Referenced from Chicago Public Schools, 2002, Office of the Chief Education Officer, Dr.  

  Barbara Eason Watkins.
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