ey

120 Bases for Curriculum Leadership

focus of a number of recent debates. On one level,
there are conservatives who argue that teachers
who address public issues from the perspective of
a committed position are simply part of what they
call the political correctness movement. In this
case, there is a deep suspicion of any attempt to
open up the possibility for educators to address
pressing social issues and to connect them to their
teaching. Moreover, within the broad parameters
of this view schools are seen as apolitical institu-
tions whose primary purpose is to both prepare
students for the work place and to reproduce the
alleged common values that define the “Ameri-
can” way of life.2 At the same time, many liberals
have argued that, while teachers should address
public issues, they should do so from the perspec-
tive of a particular teaching methodology. This is
evident in Gerald Graff’s (1992) call for educators
to teach the conflicts. In this view, the struggle
over representations replaces how a politics of
meaning might help students identify, engage,
and transform relations of power that generate the
material conditions of racism, sexism, poverty, and
other oppressive conditions. Moreover, some rad-
cal feminists have argued that the call for teachers
to be public intellectuals promotes leadership
models that are largely patriarchal and overly
rational in the forms of authority they secure.
While there may be an element of truth in all of
these positions, they all display enormous theo-
retical shortcomings. Conservatives often refuse
to problematize their own version of what is legit-
imate intellectual knowledge and how it works to
secure particular forms of authority by simply
labeling as politically correct individuals, groups,
or views that challenge the basic tenets of the sta-
tus quo. Liberals, on the other hand, inhabit a ter-
rain that wavers between rejecting a principled
standpoint from which to teach and staunchly
arguing for a pedagogy that is academically rigor-
ous and fair. Caught between a discourse of fair-
ness and the appeal to provocative teaching
methods, liberals have no language for clarifying
the moral visions that structure their views of the
relationship between knowledge and authority
and the practices it promotes. Moreover, they

increasingly have come to believe that teaching
from a particular standpoint is tantamount to
imposing an ideological position upon students.
This has led in some cases to a form of McCarthy-
ism in which critical educators are summarily dis-
missed as being guilty of ideological indoctrination.
While the feminist critique is the most interesting,
it underplays the possibility for using authority in
ways which allow teachers to be more self-critical
while simultaneously providing the conditions for
students to recognize the possibility for demo-
cratic agency in both themselves and others.
Operating out of a language of binarisms, some
ferninist education critics essentialize the positions
of their opponents and in doing so present a
dehistoricized and reductionistic view of critical
pedagogy. Most importantly, all of these positions
share in the failure to address the possibility for
teachers to become a force for democratization
both within and outside of schools.
As public intellectuals, teachers must bring to
bear in their classrooms and other pedagogical
sites the courage, analytical tools, moral vision,
time, and dedication that is necessary to return
schools to their primary task: being places of criti-
cal education in the service of creating a public
sphere of citizens who are able to exercise power
over their own lives and especially over the condi-
tions of knowledge acquisition. Central to any
such reform effort is the recognition that democ-
racy is not a set of formal rules of participation,
but the lived experience of empowerment for the
vast majority. Moreover, the call for schools as
democratic public spheres should not be limited
to the call for equal access to schools, equal oppor-
tunity, or other arguments defined in terms of the
principles of equality. Equality is a crucial aspect of
democratizing schools, but teachers should not
limit their demands to the call for equality. Instead,
the rallying cry of teachers should be organized
around the practice of empowerment for the vast
majority of students in this country who need to
be educated in the spirit of a critical democracy.
This suggests another dimension in defining
the role of public intellectuals. Such intellectuals
must combine their role as educators and citi-
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