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Abstract
The rise of online learning in higher education presents a unique chal-
lenge for educators committed critical pedagogy. While Paulo Freire 
formulated his ideas about teaching in a pre-Internet era, he did not 
object to the use of technology in the teaching-learning process. He 
urged educators to think critically about the use of technology and 
to find new ways of seeking and creating knowledge with the aid of 
technology. This article offers a brief review of the development of 
online learning. Then with the assistance of Feenberg’s Critical Theory 
of Technology, I analyze the practice of online teaching and learning 
through the lens of several Freirean concepts. Then I conclude with a 
series of problem-posing which guide our exploration moving forward.
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During a recent faculty training event, as I listened to a presenta-
tion of how to teach effectively on Blackboard, an online platform 
used by my university, I reflected on my struggles to employ a critical 
pedagogy in the increasingly assessment-oriented, outcomes-based 
environment in which I find myself as a university professor. As my 
university has turned to online delivery systems as a way to attract 
students not able to attend or interested in a residential campus experi-
ence, I wonder about the nature of their learning experience. While 
designed to make teaching in the online environment more efficient, 
these systems confront the critical pedagogue with challenges to create 
a teaching-learning environment that promotes critical reflection not 
only on the content of a course but on the very way in which content 
is delivered. So I mused: “What would Paulo Freire think of Black-
board?”

I have been teaching online courses for over fifteen years, includ-
ing accelerated courses with undergraduate adults, semester courses 
with graduate students, and blended or hybrid courses conducted in 
both a traditional classroom and online. Since I began teaching online, 
the technology has greatly improved. Furthermore I have learned, 
along with others, that teaching in cyberspace requires a different 
teaching paradigm altogether (Harasim, 2000; Palloff & Pratt, 2007).

I am also deeply committed to critical pedagogy, particularly as 
articulated in the writings of Paulo Freire.  Because most of the lit-
erature on critical pedagogy assumes a traditional classroom, I have 
largely had to apply the principles of Freirean pedagogy in a trial and 
error manner, often wondering if teaching like Freire online was even 
possible. 

Freire’s pedagogical concepts, such as problem posing, dialogue, 
praxis, conscientiazation and the politics of education, were devel-
oped in a pre-Internet era. His work in popular education was deeply 
interpersonal and involved spending significant time in a community 
becoming familiar with the culture, linguistic patterns, and lifestyle of 
the people before ever embarking on teaching. He practiced a “situ-
ated pedagogy” in which it was essential to teach in the vernacular 
of the people and use cultural symbols and forms familiar to them.  
Freire believed the educator must first seek to understand reality from 
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the perspective of the students before he/she could encourage them 
to resist and transform their reality (Shor & Freire, 1987). For these 
reasons it is hard to imagine how Freire would react to a teaching-
learning environment where instructor and student are geographically 
separated from one another, only connected by the electronic impulses 
of a computer network.

Nevertheless, Freire (2014) did not object to the introduction of 
technology into the practice of teaching. While he recognized the dan-
gers of the “relegation of education to a mere exercise of technology,” 
he also believed “that the use of technical aids and materials is indis-
pensable” to the educational process (p. 75).  He urged educators to 
think critically about the use of technology in teaching and  “to create 
new channels of knowledge, new methodologies, new relationships be-
tween the subjects who seek knowledge and the most advanced tech-
nological innovations that we have at our disposal” (pp. 74-75). With 
this caveat in mind I want now to take a critical look at how Freirean 
critical pedagogy can be practiced in the online environment.

After giving a brief history of the development of online learning, 
I review Feenberg’s Critical Theory of Technology (CTT). Then I ex-
amine the practice of online teaching and learning through the lens of 
selected Freirean concepts, identifying areas where I believe he would 
be troubled and others where he might sense the ways online learning 
can enhance the learning process. I then close with a series of problem-
posing questions which guide our exploration moving forward. The 
purpose of this analysis is not to dismiss the contributions of online 
learning, but to raise fundamental questions that critical educators can 
and must address.

ONLINE LEARNING
The first experiments in online learning occurred in the mid-1970s 

when computers were used for email, crude forms of computer con-
ferencing, and computer-mediated instruction for skill development 
and simple knowledge-based instruction.  Early online tools such as 
email supplemented in-class instruction and the correspondence course 
style of distance education. Corporations and universities in the United 
States and Canada experimented with various formats for delivering 



168  |  International Journal of Critical Pedagogy  |  Vol. 7  No. 1, 2016

education in an online format. In 1981 the first totally online courses 
developed were non-credit mini-courses offered by educational institu-
tions and executive training programs in the corporate sector (Harasim, 
2000).

In 1996, eleven U.S. state governments pledged $100,000 each 
to launch Western Governor’s University (WGU), the first virtual 
university in the United States. Initially, WGU did not create its own 
courses, but served as an access point for potential students to take 
online courses from several state universities in the Western United 
States. Each course had a list of competencies that had to be mastered, 
and when those competencies were achieved, the student “passed the 
class.” Based on their past experience, previously developed skills 
and knowledge, and diligence, students progressed at different paces. 
Eventually, WGU moved out of its role as an education “broker” and 
began to hire its own content experts to identify key competencies 
for courses, which they then offered as a separate institution (Meyer, 
2009).1 

Soon several other state university systems developed online of-
ferings gleaned from existing courses at their state-funded institutions. 
Heavily dependent on state funding, these initiatives were eventually 
absorbed into existing schools or faded away. Like WGU, these early 
online courses tended to be competency-based, relying on testing as 
the primary mode of assessment. While WGU’s goal was to create a 
virtual university, the goal of the other early efforts was more modest, 
in that they created opportunities for students unable to attend a place-
based university to take university courses (Garn, 2009).

The push for the development of online education came largely 
from government and business interests. States often used a carrot-and-
stick approach with educational institutions, insisting upon the further 
development of online options while offering grants for training future 
teachers in the use of technology. Corporate entities like Microsoft, 
Apple, and various software companies promoted their products as a 
means to more effective teaching and learning. The overall message 
was that society was becoming more technology-based and therefore 
education had to change with this cultural shift or become irrelevant. 
Accrediting agencies required university faculty to create quantifiable 
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learning outcomes to justify and validate their students’ learning (Mc-
Curry, 2000). While the language spoke of being “learner-centered,” 
most educators still felt these directives were top-down oriented and 
undermined their primary role in the teaching-learning process. Thus, 
essentially online learning did not come into being because educa-
tors found a more effective way to teach, but rather because they were 
forced to adapt due to the political and economic interests that pushed 
and promoted it in their institutions.

Since the early 2000s the pervasiveness of online programs in 
the United States has continued to grow. Between 2002 and 2011 
the percentage of students enrolled in online courses at colleges and 
universities grew from 9.6% to 32%.  In 2002, 1.6 million students 
reported taking at least one online course, and by 2012 the number was 
6.7 million. One of the largest areas of growth was in the development 
of programs offered completely online. In 2012, 62.4% of institutions 
offered at least one degree program completely online compared to 
only 34.5% in 2002. Furthermore the confidence of both students and 
teachers in the quality of education being offered increased significant-
ly (Allen & Seaman, 2003, 2013). While administrators have generally 
had a positive attitude toward online learning, by 2012 only 30% of 
chief academic officers reported their faculty had accepted the value 
and legitimacy of online learning. Retention rates in online courses 
were significantly lower than in face-to-face courses, and only 40% of 
academic leaders believed potential employers saw online degrees as 
equivalent to degrees earned in the traditional face-to-face classroom 
(Allen & Seaman, 2013).

Since its beginning, when online learning involved cumbersome 
software and was dependent on bandwidth often beyond the reach of 
many users, “e-learning” has come a long way. Now learning man-
agement systems (LMS) create relatively easy-to-use platforms for 
organizing and delivering course content through the use of text-based 
and virtual face-to-face options for instruction. While in the beginning 
online instructors often just posted lectures previously delivered in 
traditional classrooms, now many practitioners have discovered in-
novative, discussion-based constructivist methods for teaching online 
(Palloff & Pratt, 2007). Moreover larger universities like MIT, Stan-
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ford, Yale, and Duke have experimented with MOOCs (Massive Open 
Online Courses), offering online lectured-based courses for no or low 
cost to existing and potential students (Allen & Seaman, 2013). 

Regardless of one’s perspective on online learning, unquestionably 
in the last 25 years the paradigm of university education has shifted.  
Driven by economic and political forces, most universities now regard 
online education as an important component of their course offerings.  
Moreover, by and large this paradigm shift has occurred primarily for 
non-pedagogical reasons, forcing those entrusted with the responsi-
bility of creating meaningful, transformative learning experiences to 
adjust to the new paradigm (Harasim, 2000).

CRITICAL THEORY OF TECHNOLOGY
Reflecting on this incorporation of online learning technologies 

into the educational sector, Feenberg (2009) developed the Critical 
Theory of Technology (CTT), which rejects the “techno-utopianism” 
of those who assume there is a technical solution for all challenges and 
barriers facing teachers. From the perspective of CTT, “technologies 
are not separate from society but are adapted to specific social and 
political systems” and in their use promote and reinforce the values, 
beliefs, and “truths” of those systems. Thus, technology is not regarded 
as economically or politically neutral. From a CTT perspective tech-
nologies are environments that shape the values and worldviews of 
their inhabitants. Technological environments redefine the way human 
users understand themselves and their relationship to the world and 
operate at the level of meaning and ethics. Like the town common in 
the middle of a New England town, today the Internet is regarded as 
a common space to which all persons regardless of rank or position 
should have access.

Rather than being value-neutral, CTT posits that embedded in all 
technologies are implicit values and principles referred to as “technical 
codes.” Technical codes describe “the congruence of a social demand 
and a technical specification” (Feenberg, 2009, p. 151), in the process 
redefining basic values and social principles. For example, when the 
U.S. government required all automobiles to be built with seatbelts and 
airbags (technologies), the meaning of auto safety (a value) was rede-
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fined. From the perspective of CTT these technical codes “are always 
biased to some extent by the values imposed by the dominant actors” 
(p. 152), thus making them essential to hegemonic control by those 
dominant actors on the wider society.  

As outlined by CTT, technology creates a cyber culture that rede-
fines human identity and the meaning and means of human interaction 
(Gomez, 2009). When viewed through this lens, online education is 
not simply another tool for the promotion of learning, but rather an 
all-encompassing environment managing and controlling access to 
information, structuring relationships, and redefining individual identi-
ties. Accompanying and contributing to this rise in online education, 
an education technology industry has emerged, comprised of LMSs, 
content providers, information database providers, computer software, 
e-books, and the like. While masquerading as efforts to enhance stu-
dent learning, these industries are clearly profit-oriented. Knowledge 
has become a commodity, students have become consumers, faculty 
have become content providers, and schools operate as businesses.  In 
the cyber culture these changes are seen as necessary and normal and 
are not to be challenged or questioned.

However, it is precisely because of this overarching and rapid 
transformation of the culture of higher education that a critical per-
spective is needed. The key question CTT asks is: What are the under-
lying values and beliefs embedded in a given technology and for which 
it is designed (Feenberg, 2009; Hamilton & Feenberg, 2005)? Freire’s 
critical pedagogy, informed by the insights of CTT, helps expose these 
underlying values and raises important questions as to the role online 
learning plays and should play in the teaching-learning process.

FREIRE AND ONLINE LEARNING
Freire stressed that he offered a philosophy rather than a methodol-

ogy of teaching and believed the appropriate application of that philos-
ophy had to be recreated in every context. For Freire, context is critical 
in determining the manner in which the instructor will conduct his/
her teaching. Thus, I take a critical look at teaching and learning in the 
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online environment and examine it from a Freirean critical perspective. 
In particular, I have chosen to focus on those aspects of Freire’s educa-
tional philosophy that critique the dominant values in online learning 
and which empower educators and their students to recreate the learn-
ing environment in a way that is liberatory for those often marginal-
ized by the educational system and equitable for all who participate in 
it.

THE POLITICS OF EDUCATION
Essentially, Freire understood education as inherently political and 

believed its central goal to be the liberation of those who are politically 
marginalized and impoverished.  Liberatory education is humanizing 
because it dignifies people and empowers them to shape their desti-
nies and their world. In Freire’s words, they move the oppressed from 
being objects to subjects of their experiences (Freire, 2007). Freire 
wrote: “A humanizing education is the path through which men and 
women can become conscious about their presence in the world” (as 
cited in Macedo, 1998, p. xiii). By contrast those educators who claim 
their teaching is apolitical by default align themselves with the status 
quo and reinforce conditions leading to the dehumanization and mar-
ginalization of their students. While Freire acknowledged that educa-
tion should help students develop skills and knowledge to be able to 
survive economically, he also insisted education should challenge 
students to question the very capitalistic enterprise for which they are 
preparing (Escobar, Fernandez, Guevara-Niebla & Freire, 1994).

Freirean critical pedagogy views education as a “form of social and 
cultural criticism” (McLaren, 1994, p. xvi), with a vision toward creat-
ing a politically democratic, racially inclusive, economically just social 
order replacing the hierarchical, exclusive powers currently dominat-
ing the social and political world. Likewise, Freire believed education 
must take into account both the social, political, and economic context 
in which it occurs and also the vision (Freire used the word “utopia”) 
toward which it strives. Like Feenberg (2009), Freire would be con-
cerned with the values and principles embedded in the technology of 
online learning, as well as the cyber culture it has created. As Feenberg 
(2009) has shown, technology is more than a tool for transmitting edu-
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cation; it is an environment which must be critically analyzed for its 
underlying values and assumptions.

Therefore, our discussion of Freire and online learning must begin 
with the origins of online learning. As has already been noted, the 
primary impulse for the expansion of online learning in higher educa-
tion was due to economic and political interests, rather than pedagogi-
cal ones. Schools did not venture into online learning because they 
thought it was a better way to teach, but rather because they saw it as 
a way to reach unreached student populations with the promise of off-
site educational offerings. Only later was attention given to developing 
online pedagogies. 

At the same time online programs were being developed, colleges 
and universities adopted a business model with a primary focus on the 
financial bottom line and preparing graduates for the job market. As 
recent criticisms of higher education have indicated, students are now 
seen as educational consumers who expect a return on investment in 
terms of employable skills. Online learning is seen as a cost-effective 
and efficient way for students to get an education. Whereas education 
in the United States was originally viewed as a way to prepare stu-
dents for effective citizenship, now it is seen as a way to develop loyal 
and capable employees of their corporate overlords. As a result, those 
academics who do seek to practice critical pedagogy find their efforts 
significantly compromised by an insistence on content standards and 
pre-determined learning outcomes (Martin & Riele, 2013).

Those who teach in an online setting must be aware of this larger 
social and political context, for as McLaren (1994) writes, they “must 
have a vision that is not content with adapting individuals to a world of 
oppressive social relations but [be] dedicated to transforming the very 
conditions that promote such conditions”(p. xxxii). In practical terms, 
this means teachers committed to critical pedagogy must develop 
exercises and assignments that challenge students to examine their 
social and cultural contexts, including the technological environment 
in which their class is being conducted. However, to do so may cause 
these teachers to become suspect to those who expect faculty and their 
students to simply fit into their corporately-directed niche.
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ONLINE BANKING
A second area of concern is the banking nature of the LMSs. One 

of the underlying assumptions of an LMS like Blackboard™, Moo-
dle™, or  Brightspace™ is that the online platform is a repository of 
resources for teaching and learning. Some forms of online learning go 
so far as to design learning modules, which when completed, certify 
the student as having developed certain skills or mastered certain con-
tent areas. 

The latest expression of this banking orientation is the develop-
ment of MOOCs, large online courses offered by major universities 
with so-called “experts in their field.” MOOCs were originally be-
lieved to be a way to provide “universal access to free, high-quality, 
impeccably branded online courses” (Carey, 2012) and are character-
ized by massive number of students watching short video lectures 
combined with short quizzes, automated assessments, and optional 
peer discussion formats for answering questions. Largely patterned 
after traditional lecture-style courses, MOOCs were initially developed 
by computer programmers and content experts with little attention paid 
to the unique challenges of teaching in the online environment. Even 
by their own standards, MOOC providers have reported mixed results 
on student learning and engagement, with roughly only 15% of the 
students who start courses completing them. Promoted as efficient and 
simple means of delivering education, MOOCs offer little opportunity 
for students to engage in critical reflection, focusing mostly and infor-
mation retrieval and concept mastery. Furthermore, while promoted as 
a way to provide higher education for low income and less educated 
students, the primary MOOC user has been the individual who has 
already earned a higher education degree. (Adair et al., 2014; Baggley, 
2013; Carey, 2012; Glance, Forsley, & Riley, 2013). 

Freire vehemently rejected this banking approach to education be-
cause it did not recognize or encourage the student’s creative, explor-
atory, and critical abilities. In the banking model the teacher is regard-
ed as the holder and transmitter of knowledge, which is then imparted 
to the student. The banking model assumes the student is an empty 
vessel and does not value or recognize the student’s experiential and 
cultural knowledge. Moreover, it leaves the student in the role of pas-
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sive recipient rather than active creator of knowledge (Freire, 2007). 
By contrast Freire argued for a problem-posing, constructivist 

approach that invites students to critically engage their world and one 
another.  In the critical classroom, the student at times takes on the 
role of teacher and the teacher becomes a learner, inviting a sharing of 
power and mutual learning. While this approach can be carried out to 
an extent online, the LMS is set up to be the primary source of infor-
mation in a course, and the teacher is assigned as the expert designer 
of the learning experience, thus limiting the constructivist nature and 
mutuality of the learning process. 

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
A third area of concern is the limited access to online learning to 

large sectors of society. While e-learning advocates tout the greater 
access to learning provided by online learning (Goral, 2013; Kashi 
& Conway, 2010), the digital divide is a reality impacting millions of 
students. While 95% of households in the United States have access to 
broadband and therefore the Internet, only 68% actually have Internet 
in their homes. In 2009, a study found that 35% (or 80 million) of U.S. 
adults (not counting children) did not use broadband in their homes 
(Congressional Digest, 2013). Moreover, a 2013 Pew Research Cen-
ter study found lower rates of usage among low income families and 
among Blacks and Hispanics than the general population (Zickhur, 
2013). Recent studies (Anderson 2014; Mossberger, Tolbert & Ander-
son, 2014) have indicated that the gap may be closing slightly with the 
increased use of smart phones by low income Blacks and Latinos, but 
often this is more for communication than academic purposes. These 
statistics suggest that a significant number of students have no access 
in their homes to online education. Lack of access to digital technol-
ogy tends to be located in areas of concentrated poverty and racial/
ethnic segregation. Thus, the disparities in health care, adequate hous-
ing, social services, economic opportunity, and quality education also 
include technological deprivation. As more public services go online, 
including education, these communities become increasingly disen-
franchised (Mossberger et al., 2006). 

With the digital divide comes digital illiteracy, which is the in-
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ability to find, assess, and construct knowledge in the digital realm 
(Bawden, 2008).  In practical terms, effectiveness in the online learn-
ing process requires facility with information technology and digital 
literacy. A recent study found huge disparities between wealthy subur-
ban and poor urban school districts in terms of their access to and use 
of computer technology (Education Week, 2014). This has translated 
into a notable disadvantage for first-generation college students who, 
even if they have access to information technology, lack the knowl-
edge and ability to effectively use information and communicate 
online (Fleming, 2012). 

Freire was particularly focused on empowering those who have 
been socially and economically marginalized and oppressed. A learn-
ing environment that by its very nature is unavailable to a significant 
percentage of the population and whose presence tends to increase 
economic and racial disparities is inherently problematic. Moreover, 
students coming into higher education from technology-impoverished 
high schools find themselves at a disadvantage in an age of online 
learning. Unless teachers and educational institutions are consciously 
committed to closing the digital literacy and access gap, the very pres-
ence of online education contributes to increasing disparities not only 
in the educational present, but also in the future possibilities for those 
students to whom access is denied.

DISEMBODIED LEARNING
A final area of concern is the disembodied nature of the online 

learning process. One of the major attractions of online learning to 
potential students is the freedom from having to be in a classroom in 
a particular time or place. In online courses information is shared via 
articles and presentations posted on an LMS, and students are required 
to read or view these resources in a particular period of time. Then stu-
dents interact with the instructor and classmates through an electronic 
discussion format where they write responses to prompts and respond 
to the posting of other students. Often to augment these asynchronous 
interactions, online courses will include synchronous sessions using 
video-conferencing software that enables students and instructor to 
be in a virtual classroom together for short periods of time. However, 
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overall the modality of interaction online is highly focused on text-
based communication. 

Because the primary medium is text-based, this tends to encour-
age a cognitively-oriented learning process. However, Freire (1988) 
believed learning was to be holistic.  As he saw it, a key component 
of the teaching-learning process was the demonstration of love and 
the cultivation of community among the instructor and students. For 
Freire, love was not simply a virtue to be followed, but an embodied 
emotion to be expressed. He writes “… we study, we learn, we teach, 
we know with our entire body [emphasis mine]. We do all of these 
things with feeling, with emotion, with wishes, with fear, with doubts, 
with passion and also with critical reasoning” (p. 3).

Embodied learning means students must not only engage the cog-
nitive dimension (thinking and reflection), but also partake in concrete 
action. This action in reflection, and reflection in action, referred to 
as praxis, involves acting on and in the world as one is seeking to 
learn about and transform the world. For Freire, the willingness to act 
on what one is studying is absolutely critical to learning; we learn as 
we do, and we do as we learn. To limit education to the transmission 
and reception of text-based knowledge without action undermines the 
entire learning process (Escobar et al., 1994). The nature of online 
learning technology strongly leans toward this disembodied form of 
learning and mitigates against the holistic, praxis-oriented learning 
process Freire promotes.

DIALOGUE ONLINE
Despite the challenges created by the online learning environment, 

there are ways I believe Freire would find the online environment en-
hances the teaching-learning experience. The first way in which online 
learning coincides with a Freirean pedagogical approach is its capacity 
to facilitate meaningful dialogue. 

Freire believed dialogue begins not with what the teacher professes 
to know, but with the student’s experience and knowledge. Ever aware 
of the power dynamics between teacher and student in the educational 
space, the teacher enters into an exploration with student of the subject 
at hand. In this process students become subjects of their own learning, 
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developing the capacity to name their own reality.  As Freire (2007) 
writes: “Dialogue is the encounter between [persons], mediated by the 
world, in order to the name the world” (p. 88). For Freire, dialogue 
must not be manipulative and must be carried out with “profound 
love” and respect for the other, especially when the other holds views 
and perspectives different than one’s own. Through dialogue, both 
within oneself and with other learners, Freire believed one could come 
to a critical consciousness (conscientization) of one’s place in the so-
cial, political, and economic context. 

Dialogue is not simply a teaching technique, but also a process 
essential to the nature of human beings. We come to know the world 
and ourselves in and through our interaction with others; knowledge 
is created in the dialogical encounter. Moreover, this knowledge is not 
something held by an individual but is held corporately by those in the 
dialogue. This includes even the instructor who by virtue of previous 
study and teaching has a certain level of understanding greater than 
the students. However, in the dialogue even the instructor re-learns the 
subject matter in a way that transforms him/her as well as the students. 
In this way, instructors become teacher-learners and students become 
learner-teachers (Freire, 1988; Shor & Freire, 1987).

The tool often used to facilitate online dialogue is called computer 
conferencing, which is “distributed, asynchronous, text-based com-
munication” in an online course (Hamilton & Feinberg, 2005, p. 109). 
In a computer conference the instructor may post one or more discus-
sion questions, and then over the course of a designated time (usually 
a week or two), students interact with the instructor and one another 
around a designated topic or set of assigned readings. At times the 
instructor may add or provide direction to relevant information miss-
ing in the discussion or encourage the students to reflect on a particular 
issue at hand. Thus, effective online discussion in this mode is not just 
free-flowing but has a particular focus and direction. When done well, 
these discussions can lead to a greater depth of understanding and 
connection between participants. The extended nature of the online 
dialogue allows for deeper inquiry and reflection often absent in a 
time-bound classroom setting (Hamilton & Feenberg, 2005; Palloff & 
Pratt, 2007). 



What Would Paulo Freire Think of Blackboard™  |  Boyd  179

For Freire, the building of a learning community is essential to 
creating meaningful dialogue; this is also true for those who seek to 
teach effectively online. Palloff and Pratt (2007) contend that all online 
teaching must begin with building community and stress that a careful-
ly constructed online learning community provides a space for students 
to test ideas, get feedback, and create a collaborative learning experi-
ence. Freire regarded the learning community as the container in which 
knowledge is held jointly by the group. For Freire, learning was a 
social and democratic event where authoritarianism and control of the 
learning process are minimized. In dialogue “the object to be known is 
not an exclusive possession of one of the subjects doing the knowing, 
one of the people in the dialogue. …. [Rather] they meet around it and 
through it for mutual inquiry” (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 99). 

The goal of this dialogical encounter is greater comprehension of 
one’s experience not only on a personal level, but also in the socio-
political and economic dimension as well. This is what Freire (1988) 
called “reading the world,” or conscientization, that is, understanding 
the larger political context in which experience occurs and knowledge 
is situated.  In the current era of Facebook, Twitter, instant message, 
and other social media, in-depth discussion and analysis is often absent 
in favor of brief, often innocuous statements and personal opinions.  
If done effectively, online discussions can push students and teachers 
beyond a superficial level to an expanded understanding of the context 
in which this knowledge is being created. Instead of giving into the 
pattern of shallowness created by contemporary tendencies of comput-
er-mediated communication, online teachers can use the online discus-
sion to reach toward a greater critical consciousness.

ONLINE ACCESS TO INFORMATION
A second way online environments can facilitate a critical ap-

proach to teaching-learning is through greater access to information on 
the Internet. Through online academic databases, students have easy 
access to far more sources of information than previous generations. 
Furthermore, search engines like Google, Yahoo, and the like bring 
students in contact with remote sources, organizations, and individuals 
instantly. 
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In addition to proprietary information, open sources of informa-
tion are also available, such as online journals, multimedia databases, 
YouTube channels, Open Universities, and even MOOCs. With this 
increased access to information, comes the ability to act on what is 
learned in new and refreshing ways. One only has to look at how the 
1999 WTO demonstrations in Seattle, the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings 
in Tunisia and Egypt, and the 2011 Occupy Wall Street Movement 
used cyber technologies to connect previously unconnected individuals 
toward a common social goal (Carroll-Miranda, 2011). In 2015, Black 
Lives Matter did the same.

However, recent revelations of extensive government surveil-
lance on private citizens demonstrate how government and corporate 
elites are using their extensive power to suppress free expression of 
ideas. Moreover, telecommunications companies have aggressively 
sought government-sanctioned license to create a multi-tiered internet, 
thereby limiting optimum bandwidth to an elite few. While the Internet 
remains a virtual public square, if the corporate elites get their way, the 
open access of the Internet could be greatly curtailed (Clement, 2014; 
Galloway, 2014).

Despite these concerns, the online environment offers tremendous 
opportunities to remote and marginalized communities to gain access 
to previously unavailable information. For example, Srinivasan (2006) 
highlights remote communities in Brazil and India who have promoted 
their cultural and political agendas through the use of information 
technology. These examples illustrate tremendous potential for Freire’s 
vision of praxis and social learning to be realized and the develop-
ment of oppressed and marginalized communities to be advanced. For 
students in an online learning context, particularly those students from 
marginalized communities, this open access to information has revolu-
tionary possibilities. 

 However, the challenge is not only the accessing of information, 
but also encouraging students to become discerning purveyors of 
information—to develop “critical digital literacy,” the capacity to ef-
fectively and critically navigate the databases and myriads of potential 
sources (Poore, 2011, p. 15). The sheer magnitude of the information 
available to students often is overwhelming such that they have dif-
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ficulty prioritizing and evaluating their search results. Often educators 
are not much further ahead of their students in terms of digital literacy 
and so are limited in their ability to help their students in this regard. 
Thus, an essential component of student and faculty preparation for 
online education must strengthen instructor digital literacy skills.  In 
this way, the potential for freer and more democratic access to previ-
ously privileged information can be maximized.

CONCLUSION
What would Paulo Freire think of Online Learning?  In the end the 

answer to that question hinges on several inter-related questions. Thus, 
in the problem-posing manner endorsed by Freire, I conclude with a 
series of questions for practitioners of critical pedagogy who teach in 
the online environment to consider. 

•	 How can online educational technologies be employed to 
counter a top-down, banking-oriented approach to learning and 
be used to create constructivist, democratic classrooms where 
students and teachers interact in collaborative production of 
knowledge?

•	 How can online education be used to create communal connec-
tions across geography, culture, and worldviews thereby coun-
tering the tendency to atomize learners in their individualistic 
and isolated learning modes?

•	 How can online instructors help their students recognize how 
online teaching and learning occurs within a cyberculture, 
which itself implies certain values, beliefs and life principles?

•	  How can online educators encourage their students to inter-
rogate the neoliberal, capitalistic context which has given rise 
to and continues to shape online education and challenge its 
assumptions in the pursuit of a more equitable and just society?

•	 What are creative methods online instructors can employ 
to help their students embody their learning by engaging in 
embodied praxis-oriented activities as part of their learning ef-
forts?

Given the explicit and implicit investment both students and teachers 
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have in their economic and social survival, this process of liberating 
education is always at best a compromised enterprise (Carroll-Miran-
da, 2011). As employees of the university whose mission is to enable 
students to fit and thrive in the dominant system, faculty face the 
temptation to compromise their essential academic and pedagogical 
values. Likewise, because most students attend the university in order 
to become employable, even the most critically and socially conscious 
learners can find themselves caught between their need for a job and 
their desire to do the “right thing.” Thus the challenge for critical 
pedagogues is to maintain a clear fixation on their revolutionary values 
and social vision, while working in the spaces allowed by academic 
freedom and  seeking to “[fill] the concepts of [one’s] pedagogy with 
liberating forces” (Escobar et al., 1994, p. 87).

Ultimately, a tension exits between the tendency of technology to 
supersede the learning process and the creativity of teachers and learn-
ers to subvert the very environment designed to pacify and subordi-
nate them. Like it or not, critical educators find themselves in a world 
largely defined and shaped by telecommunication technologies. The 
challenge in our time is to turn those technologies toward the pursuit 
of social and political liberation, so they can become the tool for em-
powering engaged citizens committed to creating a more equitable and 
just world in which to live, work, and learn.
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