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Introduction 

Communicative Language Teaching, (or CLT) may be defined as the process of understanding what 
students need in their attempt to negotiate meaning through a second language; identifying these 
“communicative needs provides a basis for curriculum design” (Savignon, 2002, p. 1). However, the 
act of defining these requirements is highly contested – What exactly do students need?  Who de-
cides what students need?  How does society address what these needs are?  What pedagogies 
serve the purpose of negotiating these needs? Questions of this nature merit an in depth discussion 
of the extensive political ties to curriculum development. Moreover,  

Viewed from a multicultural intranational as well as international perspective, diverse sociopo-
litical contexts mandate not only a diverse set of language-learning goals but a diverse set of 
teaching strategies. Program design and implementation depend on negotiation between pol-
icy makers, linguists, researchers, and teachers (Savignon, 2002, p. 4). 

The main argument of this paper is to suggest politics have always influenced curriculum design in 
one way or another. It begins by addressing how market driven ideologies have and continue to dic-
tate the content of TESOL, both from a teaching and learning stance. Since 1946, UNESCO’s suc-
cessful promotion of economic literacy has influenced policymakers around the world in mandating a 
curriculum blueprint and pedagogy strictly addressing the technical needs of the working world 
(Jones, 1990). In other words, literacy in this sense is founded on one’s ability to prepare for the voca-
tional spheres of life. The second part of this paper questions a strict reliance on this notion of literacy. 
Furthermore, educators have begun to design a critical pedagogy embracing a more broadly defined 
definition of literacy to incorporate today’s multicultural/multilingual ESL classroom; some teachers 
and scholars believe that curriculum should also prepare students for the sociocultual realities of life. 
Finally, the remainder of this paper focuses on critically conscious acts within and outside the walls of 
the classroom. Success stories like those found – in South Africa, in the pedagogical practices of Dr. 
Doumbia and Amy, in the makings of The Empowerment through Curriculum project, and within the 
curriculum reform implementation of the Florida elementary school system – embrace the concepts of 
critical thinking and social constructivist appreciation.  

The Underpinning of Market Driven Ideologies in Curriculum Development 

Historically it would seem that economic development has been motivating curriculum choices on an 
international scale. After World War 2, because of the formation of UNESCO – a special branch of the 
UN that handles the international affairs of education, culture, and science – Jones (1990) argues the 
concept of technocratic; market driven interests have been influencing what is mandated in our class-
rooms since 1946. UNESCO’s main responsibility was to tackle the world’s’ illiteracy epidemic by aid-
ing in the large task of re-establishing education systems around the world. Although their goals may 
have been morally sound in the hope of helping societies rebuild a sense of economic livelihood, 
Jones questions this mandate, arguing “Unesco has focused on a general appeal to human rights and 
on the more limited view of literacy as a means of increasing economic and social development, es-
pecially through enhanced productivity” (p. 58). Moreover, “It was clear that only a functional view of 
literacy was acceptable to UNDP, which promoted its own term, ‘work-oriented literacy,’ certain as-
pects of which came to be central to the UNDP-Unesco Experimental World Literacy Programme” 
(ibid). Defining literacy in this manner suggests that schools need to focus on training students to ex-
cel in the vocational fields at the expense of limiting other avenues of thought in the sense that  
“…nowhere is there a broader emphasis on the potential of literacy to provoke in individuals a trans-
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formed consciousness or world view” (ibid). Furthermore, “Unesco approaches to literacy have been 
erected on two not wholly compatible foundations, the moral and the material, and the organization 
has never satisfactorily resolved the tension between them” (Jones, 1990, p.52). “Never” suggests 
that the ideological remnants of the past are still influencing our view of literacy, and the “material” (or 
the economic drive of today’s world) has perhaps taken precedence over the “moral” (or the idea that 
education should be more centred on helping students live beyond the needs of the working world). 
Boyd (1978) further acknowledges the economic dependent notion of literacy by exploring the history 
of curriculum development in the U.S in response to societal change, paying particular attention to the 
political institutions that have and continue to influence its makeup. He initiates this debate by quoting 
Shapiro (1974) stating, “All educational practices are profoundly political in the sense that they are 
designed to produce one sort of human being rather than another – that is to say, an educational sys-
tem always proceeds from some model of what a human being [and a society] ought to be like” (p. 
30). In other words, the act of curriculum development is always ideologically motivated in producing 
the ideal citizen. The question is: who in society determines what this sense of ideal is? In fact, 
throughout the history of curriculum development within the United States, there have been many 
people involved in defining  what branch of education is deemed worthy – interest groups, lobbyists, 
textbook publishing companies, research panels, teachers unions, and school boards on both state 
and federal levels, among a long list of others – are involved, all influencing policy making in one way 
or another,  and many endorsing the market-driven, economic definition of literacy (Boyd, 1978). It 
would almost seem that curriculum development has become too much like a business and those 
who may very well be out of touch with the wider demands of society are greasing the wheels and 
influencing curriculum design.  
Pincus (1974) suggests, "private firms are more likely to adopt innovations that promote economic 
efficiency, whereas [public] schools are more likely to adopt innovations that promote… social stabil-
ity" (p. 119). He too stresses the dangers of a school operating too much like a business, which may 
very well define the reality of today’s educational system. In the past, local communities had more 
decision making power; teachers, parents and family members determined what was to be taught in 
the classroom. Today there are too many professionals in charge, and teachers are faced with the 
demands of adapting to curriculum decisions that may or may not cater to the local needs of their stu-
dents. Overall, it is contested that curriculum development has become very bureaucratic and there 
are too many people involved in the process of deciding what is to be taught in the classroom which 
leads to a difficult situation when deciding upon the best outcome (Boyd, 1978).  

To manage and be accountable for educational outcomes requires that the goals and objec-
tives of education be specified. In the absence of a widespread consensus on these goals, 
this raises the politically sensitive question of who will set them. And, even if a set of goals 
can be agreed to comfortably, in the absence of  a highly developed science of education the 
selection of the best means to achieve these goals remains highly debatable. (Boyd, 1978, p. 
605). 

The “best means” are bureaucratically defined and “goals” are hard to attain under such a system.  
Furthermore, decisions on educational matters are hard to come by when such a wide variety of opin-
ions influence the institution of pedagogy today. 
The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in the State of Florida legislated in 2001 may very well have 
been an ideological product of the bureaucratic reality facing curriculum development; its premise was 
to provide equal education  to all students in the elementary and high school system, regardless of 
sociocultural or sociolinguistic background (Harper, Platt, Naranjo, Boynton, Ramanathan, & Morgan, 
2007). As part of the new curriculum, English was mandated as the primary means of classroom in-
struction in order to prepare all students for the Florida Comprehension Achievement Test (FCAT). 
Improving students’ reading skills was the main goal and teachers were expected to alter their regular 
teaching practices by drilling students in memorizing facts as part of their preparation. Furthermore, 
Research by the National Reading Panel excluded the educational needs of Florida’s ELL’s, utilized 
by the government to formulate the foundation of this new curriculum (Harper et al., 2007). Many 
teachers were quite opposed to the restrictive curriculum requirements; one critically minded educator 
expressed her view:  

They want us to march in unison with no variation. We’ve lost the creativity, we’ve lost the 
human element, and we’ve lost the flexibility. Their vision is that they would enter the building 
and hear the first refrain from the first door and as they walked down the hall the script would 
continue so that they are hearing the same thing in every classroom all the way down. So, we 
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should never digress, we should never hear about someone’s new baby at home, or their 
puppy or anything like that….so it’s really been demoralizing (p. 647).  

Teachers had very limited opportunities in developing ways to achieve student literacy in that “homo-
geneous scripted instruction curtailed teacher creativity” (p. 649). The direct focus on standardized 
testing is a bi product of defining literacy as ‘work oriented’. Moreover, in this regard too much em-
phasis on vocational goals may hinder student and teacher opportunities (Harper et al., 2007). 
To further draw attention to the market driven notion of literacy, Gebhard (2004) examines the teach-
ing practices within the Web Magnet Science and Technology School in California. He  puts the read-
er in the shoes of Alma, a 3rd grade Spanish minority student who experiences a number of problems 
in her ability to cope with the individualistic learning strategies within the classroom, so much so that 
she is categorized as “remedial” and her “bilingualism” associated with a “learning disability” (p. 257). 
The curriculum adhered to at this particular institution aims to assimilate minority students into the 
American system as quickly as possible. English-only is mandated in the classroom setting, and 
preparation for the California Test of Basic Skills (CTBS) drives lesson plans. The following classroom 
instructions given by Mrs. Chan to her 3rd grade class typify the extensive demands placed on stu-
dents:   

Okay, we've got lots to do. Raise your hand if you still have to finish your pen pal letter, 
..Okay, as yesterday, if I don't get it today, you're in today over lunch working on them. I won't 
look at it until you've edited yourself, and you've gone over that checklist. Yourself, by yourself 
and then I'll look at it. All right, after your pen pal letter, you need to work on social studies. It 
is lesson one and I'll put up two, too. Unfortunately, I erased it… Lesson one and two, chapter 
three. If you finish your social studies after you've showed me, then we see that you really 
understand it well, then you need to read The Black Pearl and you need to read through 
chapter-you have to read through chapter 10 by-by Thursday,… and on Friday I'm going to 
give you a short quiz through chapter 11.. Okay, and after The Black Pearl, I would like to-I 
don't know if we're gonna have enough time-I would like to go over some more of the math 
that we started yesterday (p. 255-256). 

Those who cannot keep up with the fast-paced learning environment find themselves in Alma’s situa-
tion. In response to Ms. Chan’s directions, she attempted to edit her paper numerous times with little 
success. Ms. Chan offered very little feedback upon editing it, strictly focusing on spelling, grammar, 
and punctuation, and crossing out large chunks of the letter’s content without explanation (2004). Not 
knowing why, Alma had to rewrite her letter three times until her teacher was satisfied. Because she 
focused too much on perfecting her letter, Alma had no time left for her social studies and the reading 
assignment. Math was also out of the question. In addition, Alma also had great difficulty with the 
standardized testing mandated by the school and so possessed a “learning disability” according to the 
school authorities (p. 257). At Alma’s peril, her school made little effort to accommodate her 
ESL/bilingual needs. Moreover, the fast paced competitive nature of the learning environment at Web 
Magnet made no room for those not completely efficient in the English language; in accordance to the 
notions of economic efficiency, students were expected to produce rather than collaborate with teach-
ers in their learning experience and although teachers like Ms. Chan meant well, “the impact of the 
literacy practices at work in their classroom were invisible to them, and dominant ideologies regarding 
individualism, skills-based learning, and English monolingualism remained unquestioned” (p. 260).  
Lewis (1997) broadens this debate, believing the contemporary world of curriculum development is 
still very much influenced by the technical translation of literacy, suggesting “Illiteracy in the work-
force, and the need for basic skills programs for deficient workers, is deemed to be an urgent priority, 
not just in the United States but throughout the Western industrialized world. The workplace literacy 
thrust has not been confined to the United States. The message of the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (1992, 1995) is that the industrialized countries are all in this together” (p. 
404). In other words, the OECD’s solution in helping these “deficient workers” is to train them in the 
technical knowhow to perform on the job but not to understand the social realities of the outside world. 
This idea is still alive today influencing workplace training programs and public school curriculum 
around the world (1997). 
Gebhard (2004) also equates curriculum development to industrialized notions of literacy. To clarify 
his argument he begins by addressing the influential nature of ideology. From a macro level stance he 
examines the broader, sociopolitical influences of what characterizes second-language acquisition, 
understanding it as an establishment made of many parts. The first component includes the historical, 
economic, and political factors which have a direct influence on the second component – the institu-
tions within society (for example, the institution of education for purposes of this paper). These institu-
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tions then manipulate the third component – the local environments (or the municipal districts). Final-
ly, the municipalities direct what is taught in the classroom, the fourth component (see Figure 1, p. 
247)  By referring to the above process, Gebhard (2004) equates the education system today with the 
industrialized perception of the Fordist factory, unlocking the reality of how corporate interests have 
highly influenced curriculum policymaking in endorsing a classroom environment of technical thinkers. 
Students in this sense are placed on the assembly line and moulded into an industrialized product, 
one that is designed to think and work in accordance to corporate driven interests. The assembly 
workers in turn parallel the teachers, in charge of producing the automobile – a technically minded, 
fully operating machine. From this perspective literacy assessment is highly influenced by corpora-
tions, some of which have strong ties to policymakers at the federal level (2004). Businesses of this 
magnitude are only perpetuating the market driven ideological notion of literacy in our developed na-
tions. In this sense, curriculum development is too much aligned with the principles of “old capitalism”, 
a term coined by Gebhard to describe the above analogy. 
Benesch (1993) addresses the unavoidable nature of societal influences in educational practices, 
stating “all forms of ESL instruction are ideological, whether or not educators are conscious of the po-
litical implications of their instructional choices” (p. 705). Moreover, educating is never an act of neu-
trality; whether one chooses to challenge the status quo or fall in line with the methodology of “ac-
ceptable” teaching pedagogy, both are political actions. By divorcing oneself from the status quo or 
submitting to mandated requirements, an educator is making a statement in one way or another. Edu-
cators who adopt the former pedagogical stance and challenge the current institution of education by 
incorporating alternative concepts of literacy will be discussed in the next segment of this paper.  

Alternative Definitions of Literacy – “Critical Pedagogy” 

What happens if educators choose not to adopt standard pedagogy?  What if an alternative designa-
tion of literacy is pursued in the classroom? Are there additional ways to prepare students for life oth-
er than those dictated by the vocational world? For instance, “What skills are required to be a critical 
contributing citizen?” (Lewis, 1997, p. 417) Furthermore, “What skills are required to help one appre-
ciate the important developments in science, history, art, philosophy, music, medicine, sport, or poli-
tics?”(ibid) Questions of this nature may help reform curriculum choices by validating concepts of criti-
cal consciousness and social constructivism.  
Addressing these questions Kleinsasser (1993), suggests as teachers we may choose to adopt an 
economically-efficient definition of literacy or one centred on critical inquiry. This pedagogical dichot-
omy offers teachers two very conflicting choices, to accept standardized curriculum or to challenge it. 
In this sense, according to one’s understanding of language, educators have two opposing philosoph-
ical belief systems – or “technical cultures” of teaching – they prescribe in the learning environment: 
the Certain Non Routine culture and the Non Certain Routine culture (1993). The former addresses 
how students interpret the meaning of language. It is more of an open approach to education in that 
there is not a heavy reliance on textbook material, but instead on the application of real life student 
and teacher experiences, in that the world outside the classroom walls is incorporated in language 
learning. Founded on the principles of social constructivism, education is understood as a mutual de-
pendence of teacher student interaction. Moreover, educators work with one another and among stu-
dents to constantly improve the teaching environment. Language learning in this sense is appreciated 
as a dynamic, ever changing process (1993). Alternatively, those adhering to the Non Certain Routine 
culture accept that language is learned through more of a technical grammar-based approach, cen-
tered on text book usage, where ideas of teachers are rarely shared with one another. Furthermore, 
students’ viewpoints are seldom considered and learning is believed to be a concrete, static process, 
defining the status quo (1993). Kleinsasser concludes by suggesting the contemporary educational 
environment is in transition from the Non Certain Routine to the Certain Non Routine pedagogues 
(1993).  
With that said, this paper does not wish to suggest that ESL education should completely steer away 
from the incorporation of economic principles outlined in the previous section. Also teachers should 
not feel they only have two choices, like those outlined by Kleinsasser (1993). Rather, curriculum 
should foster a healthy marriage of both practical and sociocultural aspects in order to prepare stu-
dents for all facets of life. To lean too far in one direction may jeopardize our students’ education and 
our professionalism as educators (Roberts, 1986). Moreover, “What is important now, ...is not to pro-
mote one view-whether to embrace or to reject competency-based education-but to engage in in-
formed debate: If critical thinking is to be a goal for our students, it must be a goal for us as educators 
in the same way” (1986, p. 425). In other words, for the sake of our students and ourselves as educa-
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tors, it is suggested that we balance the priorities of everyone involved in the educational environment 
by reminding ourselves that  “competencies are one tool among many in the process of enabling stu-
dents to act for change in their lives” (p. 425-426). Paraphrasing Dewey, Lewis (1997) furthers this 
line of thought suggesting that within his “democratic ideal was a strong sense that the idea of ‘voca-
tion’ ought not to be limited to its economic aspects. Education had to enable one to emerge from 
economic life to participate in other dimensions of life.” More to the point, this also applies today in 
that students should not only be educated on the ways of the working world but also on the sociocul-
tural realities of life, and perhaps literacy should be more democratically defined.  
It is up to the teachers to challenge commonly held ideals of curriculum and critically engage as the 
catalysts in developing a democratic learning environment for students of all ethnicities. Ricento 
Hornberger (1996) “place the teacher at the heart of language policy” (p. 417). They explain within 
society, the state, institutions, and educators represent the “onion layers” of language policy devel-
opment. Unfortunately, the teachers (or the lowest “onion layers”) historically have had little influence 
in this regard, for the top “onion layers” have been most influential in deciding the direction of curricu-
lum development. However, critical literacy offers a means to alter this trend; by operating at a grass 
roots level, by placing ourselves at the “heart”, we have the ability to modify language policy for the 
better. How do we initiate this change? Ricento Hornberger (1996) suggest one way of accomplishing 
this is to influence the content of educational research in society by embracing the benefits of social 
constructivist pedagogy, and thus acknowledging a teacher and student co-dependence not only with-
in the parameters of the classroom but in and amongst the community. By visiting students’ homes 
and developing a broader appreciation for their family life, teachers become “researchers in partner-
ship with their students”(p. 418). They may then use their newfound sociocultural awareness to cater 
curriculum content to the real life needs and reality of their students. In turn, they may learn more 
about themselves as educators and agents of change. In a sense then, teachers take on an anthropo-
logical role and provide a service that “explicitly attempts to break down barriers between research, 
curriculum development, teaching, learning, and evaluation”(ibid), influencing the core of research 
design and policy implementation. Traditional societal research relies on “experts” at the university 
level who feed results to policy makers at the federal level. Ricento and Hornberger propose this form 
of research does not validate the real life concerns of students and teachers at the local levels. More-
over, breaking down this “researcher-versus-practitioner dichotomy enables teachers and students to 
articulate research agendas that are more likely to have an impact on their lives” (ibid). 
Another avenue of critical engagement advocates an in-depth analysis of how society evaluates liter-
acy. Garcia and Pearson (1994) believe “The key to a liberating curriculum must be an assessment 
system in which broader, more challenging, and more authentic educational values are operational-
ized and promoted” (p. 337). Likewise, this act of “liberation” moves beyond the strict adherence to 
market driven notions of literacy by incorporating the “broader educational values” of the ESL student 
body. Garcia and Pearson use this critical stance in highlighting the faults of formal educational as-
sessment by specifically addressing the strict reliance on standardized tests and how they perpetuate 
what knowledge society deems necessary at the expense of ignoring the ethnically diverse needs of 
many test takers. Perhaps more culturally friendly approaches should be employed to more accurate-
ly assess student intelligence. With this in mind, Garcia and Pearson suggest alternative assessment 
measures that employ socially constructivist avenues of thought. “Authentic Classroom Assessment” 
relies on a “broader” reflection of intelligence in that it includes student writing portfolios, recordings of 
oral readings, logs of students’ voluntary readings, student journals, and research portfolios, among 
others (p. 358). They suggest a curriculum designed to include these evaluative measures provides 
“students with multiple lenses on student performance” (p. 358). It also allows teachers to incorporate 
their students’ reality in assessment and “instructional activities are based on a teacher’s ongoing 
evaluation of student performance, interests, and dispositions” (p. 359). In other words, definitions of 
literacy in this sense are grounded on dynamic principles rather than on the static ideals of standard-
ized test taking.  
“Performance Assessment” and “Dynamic Assessment” are additional evaluative avenues endorsing 
a critical stance. The former prioritizes the use of multiple student writing assignments to more accu-
rately assess the variety of subjective realities among an ESL classroom. Moreover, it uncovers the 
processes by which students formulate ideas in their understanding of the English language. The lat-
ter is an assessment principle fostering an appraisal of SLA as an eternally-changing process and 
also allows for culturally sensitive adjustment in the evaluation process; in fact, it is more of a philo-
sophical stance than a practical guideline (1994). In summary, Garcia and Pearson believe “At every 
level of analysis, assessment is a political act” (p. 381) Furthermore,  
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Assessments tell people how they should value themselves and others. They open doors for 
some and close them for others….The political dilemma is a problem for all students, but it is 
particularly acute for students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and economic backgrounds, 
whose cultures, languages, and identities have been at best ignored, and at worst betrayed in 
the assessment (ibid).  

There may also be a need for critically conscious pedagogy at the university level. Strickland (1994) 
sheds light on the technically driven atmosphere of what may define the academic ESL environment. 
He believes many tertiary second language programs are too focused on training graduates to think 
only in terms of vocational practicalities, producing what he terms a “technical intelligentsia” (p. 3). 
Alternatively, in order to challenge the political atmosphere of modern times. He suggests professors 
should be more culturally sensitive in preparing students to think critically about their world outside the 
realm of work. Moreover, programs that do not fully prepare students for the future only serve to “re-
tard intellectual vitality” (p. 3). Administrations “need to develop curricular structures within our English 
departments in which a debate about positions representing different value systems and social and 
professional paradigms can be carried on” (p. 5). A political debate about such issues is stifled by 
administrative powers who Strickland believes have no room for an ESL education beyond the pa-
rameters of the vocational sphere. A “trans disciplinary pedagogy” (p. 13) should be adopted which 
embraces a wider variety of academic disciplines and emphasizes socio-political thought within the 
ESL classroom. To sum up, Strickland suggests there is too much weight placed in developing Eng-
lish literature departments and not enough focus on reforming ESL wings. In fact, departments of all 
social disciplines have embraced new theories and practices in response to the times, so why have 
our second language programs not done the same?   
The final section of this paper looks at critically conscious acts. By highlighting the ways in which 
countries, states, institutions, teachers, and students have challenged commonly held notions of liter-
acy, a broader understanding of curriculum development may be attained. Moreover in every act out-
lined, curriculum policies are challenged on many fronts, and the outcomes offer hope in addressing 
the needs of both students and teachers.  

Acts of Critically Conscious Development 

A “Pedagogy of Possibility”  

In the highly political country of South African, a critical consciousness has developed in response to 
the history of ideological control within the school system. The indigenous populations have learned to 
use the language that once dominated their education and have altered it to empower themselves in 
the fight for humanitarian justice (Pierce, 1989). A “pedagogy of possibility” (1989) is opening doors 
“for students and teachers of English, not only in terms of material advancement, but in terms of the 
way they perceive themselves, their role in society, and the potential for change in their society”(p. 
402-403). The People’s English Commission has gone great strides in helping to pave a brighter fu-
ture for South Africa. Pierce sheds light on how a country has learned to redefine the English lan-
guage, in that the people no longer understand it to be a politically neutral entity, but rather embrace it 
as an agent in the transformation of consciousness (1989). Additionally, English is no longer only as-
sociated as a medium through which to seek vocational advancement, but as a catalyst in promoting 
an understanding of the social and political landscape of society. Overall, Pierce examines the way in 
which a country challenged the institution of education and how teachers have critically analysed the 
ideological nature of the English medium by questioning whose interests it serves and if these in fact 
limit possibilities for students. More importantly, should the interests of the students be defined for 
themselves as well as the prescribed pedagogy? (1989)   

Second Career Teachers 

Powell’s (1996) study of second career teachers in south-western United States provides further 
analysis of the critical pedagogical stance. Over a two year period he followed four teachers just start-
ing in the profession – Amy, Sharon, Dan and Jill – and analysed how their beliefs and philosophies 
changed throughout their teaching experience in the elementary system and the beginning years of 
high school. Amy was assigned to teach grade 10 English and ESL classes (1996). As a florist, her 
previous occupation demanded a high sense of creativity and innovation which she later incorporated 
as part of her teaching philosophy. Sharon was assigned to teach a grade 8 English class and as an 
insurance specialist, her previous job entailed text book procedures and concrete thinking. However, 
she primarily enjoyed the social aspect of her job, always engaging with customers in order to suit 
their particular insurance needs; the one thing she welcomed in her new career was the chance to 
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learn about her students and engage in their world, qualities she brought to the classroom (1996). 
Dan was assigned to teach a grade 9 Earth Science class, and being the objective structured thinker 
he was as a science field researcher, these characteristics moulded his teaching experience. Finally, 
there was Jill who had been a substitute teacher in the past and was now assigned to teach a grade 9 
and grade 10 Life Science and Earth Science class. Amy and Sharon, more so than Dan and Jill, 
shared a philosophical interest in social constructivist teaching, whereupon they enjoyed watching 
students learn by engaging with the material (1996). Furthermore, they believed that to truly learn a 
language was to uncover its meaning. Alternately, Dan and Jill believed in the objectivist standpoint in 
that there is universal, predetermined, structured way to learn. So, strict adherence to textbook chap-
ters and standard curriculum were the focal points of their lessons (1996).  
Powell believes that one’s personal teaching philosophy is “… moulded by personal history, present 
teaching experiences, new challenges to existing beliefs and teaching, and future expectations for 
teaching” (p.150). In this sense, Amy is of particular interest for it seems as though she was the most 
successful in her teaching endeavours. She used prescribed curriculum at first but with minimal stu-
dent response. She later slightly deviated from the mandated material by adopting her own pedagogy, 
for she had a strong belief that the school district’s curriculum was not teaching students anything 
valuable, and was “irrelevant to their lives” (p. 161). In order to get a better sense of who her students 
were as people, she began to visit them in their communities and initiated a trusting relationship and a 
better appreciation for their Hispanic customs. She then incorporated this new found knowledge in her 
teaching practices, using books and other material in line with her students’ worldviews and cultural 
experiences. But above and beyond her curriculum choices Amy’s number one priority was to foster a 
compassionate relationship with her students: 

I believe twenty years from now my students won’t remember what I taught them but they will 
remember how I treated them. I have to build a foundation for them, and the curriculum is that 
foundation. That is what the rest of their education is built on: skills they need to continue their 
education and better function in their world. The content has to become a part of who they are 
personally and how they function out of school. That’s when the content and the curriculum 
takes on meaning for students when they use it and when they construct it personally for their 
lives” (p. 156). 

Amy also commented on the dynamic nature of her pedagogy. When asked what defines her class 
material she said, “…it is a curriculum that is student centred, contemporary, and that focuses on im-
mediate student needs and interests – and in that process builds communication skills and critical 
thinking skills. My classroom curriculum will change with each year, with each class, and with each 
group of students”. (p. 165) 

The Empowerment through Curriculum Project 

The Empowerment through Curriculum Project is an additional example of social constructivist think-
ing (Ullman, 1999). Planned and organized by the Heartland Alliance for Human Rights and Human 
Needs group in Chicago, 1994, the two and a half year project was a unique venture in developing a 
student-based textbook. In direct response to the traditional market-driven ESL publishing industry, 
there was a need to critically engage the realities of students by respectfully incorporating their 
thoughts and opinions in the production of a textbook (1999). Up until the time of the project, adult 
ESL reading programs in the Chicago area suffered from a lack of creativity; students were bored of 
the same repetitive textbook material they felt was completely out of touch with the sociocultural as-
pects of their life. The project fed on these concerns – how to become a legal resident, where to ob-
tain a driver’s license , what to do in the face of discrimination, sexual harassment, and domestic vio-
lence – granting students the agency to control their own education rather than relying on outside 
sources to dictate the content of their ESL lessons (1999). The chapters of the final product included 
a majority of these concerns. The teachers also benefitted from the workings of the project; by em-
bracing the opportunity to learn more about their students they became better educators, more in tune 
with the cultural resources or “cultural capital” required to effectively reform the learning environment. 
"Capitalizing on cultural resources for teaching allows both teachers and students to continually chal-
lenge the status quo”(Moll and Gonzalez, 1994, p. 451). In doing this, pedagogy had been “positively 
affected by directing the teachers' gaze toward the larger social context in which teaching and learn-
ing occur and offered a structure with which to bring those insights back into practice” (Ullman, 1999, 
p. 516). Overall, teachers and students learned to become more critically minded both in terms of how 
they began to analyze traditional textbooks and how they shaped the content of the new one. In turn, 
both developed a richer appreciation for the value of constructivist practices in the process of devel-
oping a beneficial product. In the words of Carrell and Eisterhold (1983), 
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…a teacher who listens carefully and responds to a student’s efforts will become aware of 
both the background knowledge and the cultural problems that students themselves bring to 
the text. In any case, the most valuable information is in our students’ perceptions and not our 
own”. (p. 341) 

Dr Doumbia 

An additional critically conscious contribution to ESL education can be found in the teaching practices 
of Mr. Fode Doumbia, a Senegal native employed at Kousanar Intermediate School in the States 
(Buendia and Gitlin 2003). At the time of the study Dr. Doumbia had been assigned to teach a Sci-
ence and Life Skills ESL class. He had six years of ESL teaching experience, spoke eight languages, 
and had a PhD in cultural diversity issues. Considering 40% of the student body were immigrants – 
recent arrivals from Vietnam, Mexico, Bosnia, Serbia, Iraq, and Somalia – it made him the best candi-
date for the job. In addition, he brought with him a rich appreciation of minority social injustice and 
sociolinguistic experience to the classroom (2003). As a marginalized minority himself, he could easily 
relate to his students in that he understood their sense of alienation in their new American setting, but 
was also keenly aware of their need to hold on to their native roots (2003). Moreover, he shared their 
sense of socioeconomic reality and knew all too well the vocational pressures that lay ahead. With 
this in mind he attempted to integrate all of these factors in his pedagogy by helping them embrace 
their cultural individuality and at the same time prepare them for the work force. For instance, in and 
out of class he often spoke with his students in their native tongue even though the school strictly 
prohibited any language other than English (2003). He needed his students to feel at home in the 
school environment. In addition, some of his writing assignments instructed students to "Write about 
what you know best, your home and the situation there, or what it means to be an immigrant in Amer-
ica" (p. 299). Directions of this nature stressed a culturally sensitive appreciation for student well-
being. On the other hand, because of the pressures of the mandated curriculum, continuous recitation 
of English terms for lengthy periods of time, and extensive listening and speaking exercises were also 
included in daily lessons. Although English was not a favourite medium of instruction, he knew his 
students would benefit from its extensive use in the classroom (2003).  
In summary, Dr. Doumbia found himself in what Buendia and Gitlin refer to as the “pedagogical bor-
derlands” – an area confined by the pressures of American assimilation but open to critical interpreta-
tion and culturally relative appreciation. They argue this is the space many migrant teachers in the 
developed world find themselves in today, an important reality policymakers need to consider when 
devising ESL mandates. Moreover, they warrant an understanding in “the relation between structures, 
discourses, and pedagogical practices is particularly important as diverse cultural populations become 
the norm, and as educational researchers, policymakers, and leaders call for more teachers of colour 
in the hope that they will embody pedagogies beneficial for immigrant students”(p.293). When asked 
what motivates him in the classroom Mr. Doumbia stated,  

I want the kids to understand what's going on. There are things that are not said, but that are 
real in the school, even in my class, whether I like it or not. In my classroom, in the school, in 
the society, if you don't touch upon them, some of them don't understand. And, you don't want 
them to be taken captive by what is going on in general.... I don't want it to happen to them. I 
want them to see, to understand what they [dominant cultural group] are trying to do to them, 
to understand where they want them to fit. I want them to understand and refuse it (p. 308). 

Although Mr. Doumbia does partly adhere to curriculum mandates, he obviously has a strong desire 
to include a sense of cultural ownership in class by encouraging his students to take pride in their cul-
tural heritage and to keep their eyes and ears open to the sometimes oppressive ways of society that 
may act to stifle this pride. 

Curriculum Reform in California 

Datnow, Borman, Stringfield, Overman, and Castellano’s (2003) study provides insight in addressing 
practical applications of critical reform. In addressing the needs of LEP (Limited English Proficient)  
students , they examine multiple attempts at curriculum reform within the  elementary school system 
of  California, This study is of particular interest because statistics suggest that by the year 2030, 40% 
of school children in the state of California will be LEP students, so an understanding of what defines 
a successful reform practice, is vital in preparing students for the demands of the real world (2003). 
Although reforming our schools may be a step in the right direction, there is an implication that poli-
cymakers have little interest in the needs of LEP students when devising corrective measures. It is 
suggested then that reform policies begin to take into account the multicultural/multilingual reality of 
the LEP student population (2003). Moreover, their language and literacy needs are prominent focal 
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points in this regard, in that programs should be geared toward incorporating multicultural realities, 
placing emphasis on communities and home environments, and improving social justice. Are policy 
makers at the state and federal level considering reform agendas which include the above criteria, 
and if so, how are they maintained?   
The four year study presents findings from 13 multicultural/multilingual schools. Although some had 
great difficulty implementing critical reform due to federal restrictions, a majority were successful. 
Those adopting SUCCESS, the School Development Program (SDP),  the Core Knowledge  program, 
or Success for All were quite pleased with the results. Furthermore, all four proved to be culturally 
sensitive catalysts of change (2003). The Hibiscus Elementary School under the guidance of 
SUCCESS, was able to effectively accommodate their LEP Spanish speaking students by initiating a 
dual language program that reserved half the day for Spanish speaking lessons while addressing the 
remaining half in English, “described by an administrator as ‘one of the biggest successes’ of the 
school”(p. 156). Similarly, The Forest Elementary School embraced the SDP program in promoting a 
multicultural appreciation among its students; a grade three teacher proudly explained “We had a pa-
rade in which the kids carried their country's flag. There were about 50 different countries. We also 
made cookbooks that the kids put together that incorporated some of their backgrounds" (p. 157) In 
addition, in attempting to elevate one’s sense of history and ethnic pride – the main focus of Core 
Knowledge – many schools using this program were quite successful in addressing the cultural needs 
of their African American and Native American students; simply put, a fourth grade teacher explained: 
“Core is a truly multicultural program the way it is written. Core gives everyone a sense of history 
about their own culture…It gives them a sense of pride n who they are”(p. 158). Additionally, teachers 
adhering to the Success for All program used a wide variety of ethnically diverse material, incorporat-
ing stories “not based on Sally and Dick or always a white Anglo-Saxon child"(ibid).  

Summary 

The following paper has attempted to uncover the political makeup of the ESL curriculum develop-
ment process. There are many different ideas as to what defines the right program for our students. 
Moreover, there are also a variety of unique ways to define literacy, all of which may determine what 
we choose to teach in the classroom. It may be difficult to understand exactly what our students need, 
but policymakers, administrators, local school boards, and educators especially, need to remember 
one important principle when devising curriculum standards:  

By its nature, teaching is not neutral. In developing any program, a teacher selects and privi-
leges certain aspects of content knowledge and of language. The teacher decides whose 
voice(s) will be heard and whose silenced. The challenge is …to make visible the content 
knowledge that is chosen in any program, explain why that content has been chosen, and 
then provide systematic and carefully sequenced support that will enable students to gain ac-
cess to the culture (Hammond and Macken-Horarik, 1999, p. 542). 

To help undercover the political reality of curriculum development this paper has shed light on market 
driven notions of literacy in addressing society’s need to advance vocational training. It has also high-
lighted alternative concepts of literacy adopted by teachers and scholars who do not entire agree with 
limiting ESL education to technical understandings of reality. With that said, perhaps the answer lies 
in building a curriculum founded on both economic and cultural ideals. As teachers, we may then find 
ourselves within the “pedagogical borderlands” like Dr.Doumbia, or embracing the community life of 
our students like Amy, or perhaps we may choose to take part in a venture like The Empowerment 
through Curriculum project, or we may even wish to implement something entirely new like the reform 
measures undertaken in Florida’s elementary school system. No matter where we may find ourselves 
in the teaching world, politics will always affect our reality. It is up to us how we engage this reality.  
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