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Abstract 

 

Sustainability Education through Critical Communication Pedagogy: 

A Methodological Study 

 

by 

 

Megan Ann Clark, M.S.S.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2007 

 

Supervisor: Steven A. Moore 

 

This study began by questioning pedagogical approaches to sustainability and 

scrutinizing the paradigmatic assumptions inherent to those approaches. The following 

text focuses the investigation of a means through which students might be educated not 

about sustainability, but in sustainability. Differentiating between the two calls into 

question the ideological categorization – e.g., separate ecological and social perspectives 

– that has resulted from dominant sustainability paradigms. The essence of these 

paradigms discloses a common interest in the consequences of human action, a finding 

which suggests (a) that sustainability and sustainability education ought to be primarily 

concerned with considering the past and potential consequences of a specific action, and 

(b) that this is best accomplished by assembling the perspectives of those affected by the 

consequences, and those who might be able to expound upon those perspectives. Using 
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an architectural study abroad program as point of intervention, critical communication 

pedagogy is considered for its potential to assemble and examine multiple perspectives 

and enhance the overall effectiveness of sustainability education. 
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PART I: DEPARTURE 

Yet, for all of these possibilities to come to fruition in education, one has to meet people. 
Education is strangely critical in that way, offering the possibilities to meet new people 
and develop new ideas. 

Nicholas Alexis Zoffel, 2007 

Chapter 1: Groundwork 

 Sustainability is the ‘it’ phrase of this generation. It has been tacked, rightly or 

wrongly, onto government initiatives, business plans and product descriptions in all 

parts of the world. If the social advertising attached to these nominations should reach 

us, and should we become convinced of its legitimacy, we must then ask ourselves how 

much we really understand it and to whom we ought to turn for explanation. So, we 

‘Google’ it, we read articles or take cues from celebrities and family friends, wherever 

we can turn to offer us immediate direction. The big picture thinking is generally left to 

academics and activists, but, more importantly, the long-term thinking is left to 

educators. This is, of course, because they are our conduit to the future, by way of 

children and young adults, and why I place this thesis to their attention. The central 

concern of this study is how educators might more effectively engage in long-term 

thinking about sustainability through alternative curricular methods. To begin the 

journey it is therefore beneficial to ask, ‘how is the current approach inappropriate?’ 
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DEFINING THE PROBLEM 

 When we say that a speech or a story is ‘about’ something, we mean that it 

provides a distinct picture of that thing, a definition, a boundary which sets that ‘thing’ 

apart from other ‘things’. This is how, if at all, we treat sustainability in our schools; we 

teach about it. Should an educator, for example, use the three R’s (reduce/reuse/recycle) 

as a model for sustainability in their classroom, the effect is cumulative. First, a 

particular action is prescribed for, rather than examined by, the students.1 Despite the 

positivity of behaviors that lessen their impact on the environment, students are 

generally left without any opportunity to question that behavior. The value is not in the 

conclusion at which they arrive as a result of this inquiry, but in the process that they 

employ, because through it they discover that there exists more than one perspective on 

the issue. Left unexamined, however, the set of behaviors becomes lumped together 

under a nominal category of sustainability – e.g., environmental sustainability – which is 

then confused with the broader discourse. This episode is described by John Dewey as a 

“philosophical fallacy”, which has been more simply portrayed as mistaking the example 

of a thing for its archetype.2 Your cat is, after all, not the ideal of a cat, but a singular 

interpretation of it. The universalization of a particular brand of sustainability then  

leaves students with a limited and artificial basis from which to abide or refute the 

practice of sustainability. Pointing to the potential of inquiry, how might critical skills, 

                                                
1 Stephen Sterling, "An Analysis of the Development of Sustainability Education Internationally: Evolution, 
Interpretation and Transformative Potential," in The Sustainability Curriculum : The Challenge for Higher Education, ed. 
John and Cedric Cullingford Blewitt (London: Earthscan, 2004). 
L Sauvé, "Environmental Education between Modernity and Postmodernity: Searching for an Integrating 
Educational Framework," in A Colloquium on the Future of Environmental Education in a Postmodern World? , ed. A 
Jarnet, et al (Whitehorse, Yukon: Canadian Journal of Environmental Education, 1998). p.47. 
2Bertrand P. Helm, "Dewey and the Temporalizing of Time," in John Dewey: Critical Assessments, ed. J.E. Tiles 
(London: Routledge, 1992). p.316.  
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and critical communication skills in particular, contribute to both the personal practice 

and educational discourse of sustainability? 

 

INTEGRAL QUESTIONS  

But,  why is sustainability so important? 

 Before we can answer the first question we must ask ourselves why it is that we 

are so concerned with sustainability in the first place. Rather than address this directly, 

I propose taking a closer look at a question we frequently employ to help us understand 

the discourse: ‘what does it mean to be sustainable?’. The query faces the same dilemma 

as the educational example of the three R’s, that is, it invariably forces the person of 

whom the question is asked to respond categorically. From personal experience they 

will tell you that “sustainability is the use of reusable/recyclable materials to create eco-

friendly architecture,” or that it “deals with conserving energy and preserving the 

earth’s limited resources.”3 And while I once again whole-heartedly embrace these 

practices, their association with ideological categories of sustainability remains 

problematic. In fact, most self-described sustainability paradigms tend to relate to a 

particular ideological category; environmental (sometimes called ecological), economic 

and social are but three. It is also evident that these paradigms share a dominant 

concern for the consequences of human action, an idea discussed at greater length in 

Chapter 3. Consider, for a moment, environmental sustainability. An exemplary concern of 
                                                
3 Fatima Rizvi, "Reflective Inquiry: Brazil Studio," ed. Megan Clark (2007). 
Christine Li, "Reflective Inquiry: Brazil Studio," ed. Megan Clark (2007). 
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its subscribers is global warming (a consequence) which is accelerated by the release of 

Greenhouse Gases, which are themselves a by-product of petroleum-based systems 

employed in the exportation, importation and general transportation of consumer goods 

(a human action). Considered from an economic perspective, the importation of goods 

might be believed to perpetuate the destabilization of local economic systems by 

perpetuating systems at a global scale. And from a social perspective, the perpetuated 

system might be child labor, for which the consequence is a rapidly accelerating gap in 

human rights and welfare.  

 But these consequences are ‘inherently tied to local facts and conditions’, and 

employment in categorical examples like those above eschews their complex, inter-

relatedness.4 By local, I do not mean that the consequences of a particular action are 

singular and felt only in one place, rather, that the manifestations of consequence can 

only be described with respect to the environment in which they occur. For example, a 

Texas resident who purchases a shirt made in the Philippines perpetuates a chain-

reaction of consequences that may be felt around the world. In Manila, the child who 

sewed the shirt makes 50% less than living-wage. In Tulsa, Oklahoma, the woman who, 

for thirty years had sewn shirts for the same company, has been laid off. In Rehoboth 

Beach, California, whose ports the shirt must pass through, accumulative fuel spills at 

shipping facilities threaten local fish species as well as their feathered predators. In 

Tuba, Arizona, along whose roadways the shirt must also pass, excessive carbon 

monoxide from trucking facilities has closed a Navajo Nation elementary school. After 

purchase, the dry cleaning facility in Austin where the owner has dropped the shirt 
                                                
4 Personal communications, Steven Moore, Ph.D. 2006-2007. Austin, TX. 
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exposes its neighbors to perchloroethylene, a toxin believed to cause damage in the 

central nervous system of humans. And this doesn’t begin to cover the harvesting and 

transporting of materials before they reach Manila, or the subsequent consequences 

experienced at each location.  

 Citing such a lengthy example presumes that it is preferable to address a 

situation in a way that acknowledges it has negative consequences, dependant upon the 

perspectives from which they are viewed, and that the goal should be to reduce those 

negative consequences. By acknowledging the negative consequences of the Navajo 

school closings, for example, it becomes difficult to retroactively categorize the situation 

as wholly environmental, social or economic. I thus return to the fundamental query, 

‘what does it mean to be sustainable?’, and propose that in order to side-step a binding 

association with a particular category it might instead be reframed to ask, ‘what might 

the consequences of my actions be?’. This gives an actor the opportunity to address the 

negativity of potential consequences in a way that reaffirms the priority of positive ones. 

The reframed question then also informs a working theory of sustainability which shall 

here-in be referred to as consequentialist sustainability for its consideration of the pivotal 

role which consequences play in expanding our understanding and engagement of 

sustainability in a particular context. Latent doubts concerning the insistent use of this 

term – sustainability – and the philosophical pitfalls of consequentialism will be addressed 

in Chapter 2. 
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And what is critical communication? 

 Back to the research query. Critical communication, as intended here, is the fruit 

of critical communication pedagogy, a methodological theory which “allow[s] students and 

instructors alike – as participants and facilitators – the opportunity to share in their 

subjectivity and agency”.5 In other words, it offers the opportunity for students to 

explore contexuality in their own perceptions and in those of their peers. Though far 

more complex histories will be discussed in Chapter 5, the theory has its roots in 

general critical communications theory and critical pedagogy. Like critical thinking and 

critical literacy, these methods encourage questions and reflexive behaviors, both alone 

and in groups, that enable students to take advantage of the diversity of perspectives 

within an educational micro-culture. Supported by evidence presented throughout this 

study, I hypothesize that critical communication pedagogy provides students with the skills 

necessary to more deeply evaluate responses to action – prescribed or not – and to 

therefore assist them in developing a reflexive, vernacular understanding of 

sustainability. 

 

RELATING CRITICAL COMMUNICATION PEDAGOGY TO SUSTAINABILITY 

 When the reframed question is employed as a precondition, it is the relationship 

between critical communication and consequences that links critical communication 

pedagogy with sustainability. This is founded on a series of assumptions. The first 

                                                
5 Joseph P. Zompetti, "Embracing a Critical Communication Pedagogy," Radical Pedagogy 8, no. 2 (2006). 
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assumption holds that consequentialism – the view that the value of an action is derived 

from the value of its consequences – requires that an agent of sustainability make her-

/himself aware of potential consequences in order to undertake a specific action.6 The second 

states that consequences are perspective-based. In the journey of the shirt, several sites were 

affected, each representing a distinctive consequence perpetuated by its purchase. 

Individual citizens of those areas, however, represent separate perspectives on the 

consequence with their own unique combinations of human and non-human concerns. 

From this example emerge two additional details: (a) the more related perspectives to 

which you are exposed, the greater and more holistic your understanding of the 

consequences of a particular action, in spite of the fact that (b) the full breath of 

perspectives is not readily available to us. The third assumption, given and building 

upon the second, holds that document-based research is not sufficient. The most 

straightforward justification for this is that not all perspectives are documented. Less 

clear, but equally valid is the notion that perspectives, and particularly the relationship 

between multiple perspectives, are not static.  That is to say, any and all findings are 

conditional.  

 A fourth assumption holds that perspectives, although not inherently or 

conditionally anthropocentric, are generated and offered by humans, and it is this notion 

that helps to complete the connection between critical communication pedagogy and 

consequentialist sustainability. In order that humans share perspectives there must be some 

form of interaction, of which communication is an exemplar, and thus an appropriate 

                                                
6 Consequentialism (Fourth Edition) (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language,  2000 [cited 
October 2007]); available from http://dictionary.oed.com. 
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means for determining the potential consequences of one’s actions.7 But communication 

to this end is a great deal more than simply, ‘what is your persepective?’… scribble, 

scribble or <record>. It is a series of actions, of interpersonal exchanges and reflection, 

throughout which dialogical implications must be examined. This is the domain of 

critical communication wherein verbal exchanges are regarded as the conduit of dynamic, 

sub-surface power exchanges that shape the conversational context. Further review of 

these ideas is covered in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

 In spite of my regard for theoretical connections, it was they that led me to 

critical communication pedagogy and this investigation into its potential to overcome the 

shortcomings of current sustainability education practices. As communication theorist 

George Gerbner once wrote, ‘students ought not to define their field where solutions 

are most easily found, but rather where the problems actually are.’8 True to that end, 

my experience as a student and a teaching assistant with the Brazil Studio revealed 

communication to be chief among barriers. The course, set in Salvador, Bahia, Brazil, 

was devised to offer a community-based design/build architectural studio for university 

students in the fields of design and planning. Speculative, yet well-informed, goals for 

such a program require students and residents to co-develop a resolution that builds 

upon the expertise and physical capabilities of both groups. Critical, effective 

communication between them is therefore paramount, for through it localized theories 

of sustainability are given legs. And yet I found the barriers to inter-academic 

communication to be equally, if not more, compelling. Whatever the cause, the inability 
                                                
7 Ibid. p. 38. 
8 George Gerbner, "On Defining Communication: Still Another View," Journal of Communication 16, no. 2 (1962). 
p.103. (from Hardt, Critical Communication Studies) 
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of students and educators to communicate amongst themselves hinders both parties’ 

effective consideration of course content and defers the overall value of learning, 

education’s elemental objective. Critical communication pedagogy speaks directly to both 

contextual crises, although not without acknowledging the cautionary tales and texts of 

critics who fear that ventures of critical pedagogy have yet to be realized outside of a few 

select classrooms.9 The discussion in Chapter 5 will address these issues as well as the 

valid concerns pertaining to anthropocentrism and humanism. 

 

THESIS GOALS 

 Based solidly on the premises laid out above, the overarching goal from this 

point forward is three-fold: (1) to contribute to the body of knowledge available to 

educational practitioners, school administrators and curriculum theorists (2) so students 

might be empowered to broaden their repertoire of perspectives with respect to the 

potential consequences of any action (3) in order that the practice of, and discussion 

surrounding, sustainability might be advanced. Following a discussion of the methods I 

have employed and the broader assumptions I have made, I will historically review 

sustainability discourses and their sometime-corresponding applications in education, 

then broadly examine theories of education and critical communication pedagogy before 

focusing specifically on the Brazil Studio and how these theories might work within a 

                                                
9 Elizabeth Ellsworth, "Why Doesn't This Feel Empowering? Working through the Repressive Myths of Critical 
Pedagogy," Harvard Educational Review 59, no. 3 (1989). 
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particular educational program to enhance the practice and understanding of 

consequentialist sustainability.  
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Chapter 2: Methods & Methodology 
 

QUALIFICATIONS, BIASES AND METHODOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

 It is important, before embarking on a discussion of the methods I employed, to 

offer an addendum to the glimpse of perspectives presented in Chapter 1, so that the 

reader might better understand the origin of my choices here-in. In this thesis, I take on 

pedagogical practice, though I am not an educator, and I take on critical communication 

theory, though I am not a communications scholar. However, to borrow from Paolo 

Freire, “[t]he fact that I have not personally participated in [these practices,] does not 

negate the possibility of reflecting on [them]”.10 Without debasing the immense value 

that professional perspectives have to offer, it is from the position of student that I draw 

my credibility. Questioning the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of my own education, particularly 

in the Brazil Studio, has driven me to ask questions on behalf of other students, and to 

make the possibilities that I seek for myself available to a wider audience. 

 There are also my biases. Whether or not I truly understood it before this study, 

pragmatism is an integral component of my philosophical repertoire. Not surprisingly, it 

is credited with influencing all of the educational theories appraised in these pages as 

well as providing a position against which other theories, critical communication included, 

have pushed. To the extent which it influences sustainability, it is in fact John Dewey’s 

theory of inquiry that most aptly embodies the working definition from which my 

                                                
1010 Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 30 ed., vol. 90-09 (New York: Continuum International 
Publishing Group, 2000).p.40. 
George Gerbner, "On Defining Communication: Still Another View," Journal of Communication 16, no. 2 
(1962). 
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vernacular theory of sustainability has arisen: he wrote that it is “the struggle of human 

intelligence…to arrive…at an inevitably provisional solution.”11 To it I might add just 

one small prefix, so that ‘intelligence’ becomes ‘co-intelligence‘, indicating that it is an 

effort that cannot be borne by one person alone. The next several paragraphs attempt to 

tackle the complications which arise from avowing such a (deceptively) simple phrase.  

 

Why still call it ‘sustainability’? 

 The argument in the previous chapter does indeed address the value that 

sustainability – or, what we tentatively agree to be sustainability – represents, but it 

neglects to ask why the term itself should still be used, particularly when the 

underlying questions and considerations have been reframed. Throughout the 

revolution of sustainability discourse, critics have attacked the term for its lack of 

clarity, its potential for hypocrisy. George Myerson and Yvonne Rydin wrote, 

“‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are inherently ambiguous and contested 

terms, used in a variety of different contexts to encourage and to legitimate some 

policies and practices, while discouraging and de-legitimating others.”12 Michael Soule 

refers to it as the “odd delusion of being able to have your cake and eat it, too.”13 Others 

denounce it for being “value-laden”; and others still because they say it cannot be pre-

                                                
11 Matthew Festenstein, "Dewey's Political Philosophy,"  (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2005). 
12 Clare Palmer, "Sustainability and Philosophy," in The Sustainability Curriculum : The Challenge for 
Higher Education, ed. John and Cedric Cullingford Blewitt (London: Earthscan, 2004). p.232. 
13 John Schelhas, Catalyzing Sustainability: Cornell University''S Field Practicum in Conservation and 
Sustainable Development (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2000). p.157. 



13

defined or “resolved in the abstract.”14 While I dislike the term for many of these same 

reasons, and worry about whether its inclusion in consequentialist sustainability will be 

misconstrued, I acquiesce to Thomas Kuhn’s observation that it is difficult to speak 

about the future without using the language of the past.15 To play on Kuhn’s notion of 

paradigm change, I challenge the reader to visualize sustainability – or any notable 

topic – as a wave. Imagine that the discourse surrounding it forms the crest, while 

current practice and general public understanding constitute the body and undertow, 

respectively. When that wave crashes, both the crest and the body return to sea to forge 

subsequent waves, but the undertow, like the general public, remains kinetically linked

to the initial wave (of ideas). (See Figure 1.)

Figure 1.The allegorical relationship between discourse, current practice and general public understanding.

14 Ibid. p.158.
15 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1970).

practice

general public

discourse
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 With respect to sustainability, we appear to be at a teetering point; the discourse 

and practice are dangerously close to crashing, and yet we still await the lingering 

undertow of environmentalism. In its simplicity the analogy stops short of accounting 

for individuals who remain staunchly and purposefully out of the reach of intellectual 

and practical momentum. These outliers are just part and parcel of the paradigmatic 

hiccups about which Kuhn was quite clear in his texts: a paradigm does not proceed 

directly from – i.e., it is not built cumulatively upon – the paradigm immediately and 

chronologically preceding it. And, like water tumbling from one wave to the next, 

terms, ideas, relationships, and definitions all get jumbled and reformulated in the 

turnover. This helps to explain how ‘green’ and ‘environmental design’ became 

awkward synonyms of ‘sustainable design’, and how key principles become the stuff of 

outlier theories. But despite the ideological, structural and perhaps methodological 

confusion caused by the sharing of terms, I submit that it does not behoove anyone – 

neither the leaders of discourse nor its critics – to introduce both a new term and new 

supporting ideas at a time when the vast majority of us have not reconciled with the old.  

 This is the challenge and, therefore, the practical reality, to Joseph Schwab's 

theory in “The ‘Impossible’ Role of the Teacher in Progressive Education.” He 

maintained that in order for an educator to successfully instill a new understanding, the 

entire system has to be replaced; any trace of the old system will pervert and, worse, 

undermine the new one. According to these rules, the shift in worldview made by 

consequentialist sustainability dictates a system overhaul, a path whose difficulties can be 

easily outlined by any educator or school administrator. With that in mind, this thesis 
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assumes that critical communication pedagogy would seek to enhance current programs, 

rather than to replace them; to marginalize their ideological foci by emphasizing 

multiple perspectives in place of multiple disciplines. The lofty hope is that such a 

method might begin to turn the tide, no pun intended. 

 

The Confusion Concerning Consequentialism 

 A precursor to this discussion is that, in addition to my pragmatist leanings I am 

also a consequentialist, a believer that by understanding the potential consequences of 

our actions we might arrive at a better resolution. There are two major hurdles to vault 

before consequentialist sustainability can be fully and properly vetted. The first 

confrontation squares off with the ubiquitous phrase, ‘the ends justify the means’, and 

the implications it carries for the value of the reflexive process. The second then 

confronts concerns about the relationship between consequentialism and anthropocentrism. 

Each of these, by deferring criticism, offers additional support to the connections that 

have already been made between critical communication and consequences. 

 Returning to that phrase – ‘the ends justify the means’ – has personal as well as 

philosophical implications. What I rile against, and I suspect I am not alone, is the 

specific implication that the process – the ‘means’ – leading up to the consequence has 

no value. Take, for example, the curious logic employed by frightening numbers of 

motorists: ‘as long as I don’t hit anyone, it is alright to drive home drunk’. The ends – 

i.e., arriving home accident-free – then justify those means. The fault I find is that this 
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particular statement appears to rely on probability backed up by at least one other 

occasion where such luck has prevailed, a gamble that considers the most ideal of 

outcomes and suppresses unforeseen variables.16 As discussed by Steven Moore, these 

are characteristics of inductive logic.17 Via extension of his Peircean proposition it is in 

fact abductive logic that offers the most appropriate and effective route to reducing the 

negative consequences of one’s actions.18 Contrary to inductive and deductive logic, 

abductive logic allows that something might be – that you might hit someone – regardless 

of the ideal or previous events. This involves reflection on the part of the actor, a 

process of conjecture through which s/he allow the prospect of a specific outcome to 

influence her/his actions. I argue, leaning a bit dramatically on the liminal fate of 

drivers who ‘might’ be endangered, that as a tool of consequentialism, the reflexive 

process does indeed have value. It becomes immeasurably more valuable when the 

situation at hand involves long-term consequences, rather than short-term 

consequences. In this example, the short-term consequences are likely to be for the 

drunk driver who may, in the best of situations, have to pay a ticket. The long-term 

consequences, in the worst of situations, then lie with the health and safety of the other 

driver(s).  

 Consequentialism is an inherently humanist tradition, posing a problem for the 

consequentilist sustainability paradigm on grounds that it compromises its claims of 

                                                
16 William James (1898) from Steven Moore, Alternative Routes to the Sustainable City: Austin, Curitiba, 
and Frankfurt (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2007). 
Simon Guy (2000) from Moore, Alternative Routes to the Sustainable City: Austin, Curitiba, and 
Frankfurt. 
17 Steven Moore, "Alternative Routes to the Sustainable City: Austin, Curitiba, and Frankfurt" (paper 
presented at the Architectural Lecture Series, Austin, TX, 2007).  
18 Ibid. 
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respect for non-human species. 19 In fact it is the binary dichotomy between humans and 

non-humans that Science and Technology (STS) scholar and humanist critic Bruno 

Latour most abhors.20 These dichotomies are reinforced by the relational context of 

previous paradigms within the sustainability discourse. Environmentalism, for example, 

is characterized by a human - non-human relationship within the context of science. 

This relationship, as with all the later paradigms, is diagrammatic of the consequences 

of human action. In repeating the structure of this relationship, consequentialist 

sustainability similarly singles out the human species, and yet with decidedly different 

intentions. By employing a solitary person consequentialist sustainability shrinks the scale 

so that the spotlight goes from the abstracted consequences of humankind to the 

consequences of that one person. This contextualization isolates those actions which are 

within human control and reinforces that humans have a responsibility for their own 

actions which is not accounted for by the collective responsibility placed on social 

and/or government groups. Even so, critics may argue that the mediated relationship 

between human and non-human still stinks of anthropocentrism. The possibility for 

every person to ‘dialogue’ with non-humans is limited by a language barrier far more 

difficult to overcome than an international barrier of human language. It is prudent to 

expect that there are a select few humans who do ‘dialogue’ with the non-human 

domain, and that those humans who do not regularly do so might call upon their 

dialogical know-how to determine the consequences of their actions  on non-humans. 

                                                
19 Martin Lister, Jon Dovey, Seth Giddins, Iain Grant, and Kieran Kelly, New Media: A Critical 
Introduction (London: Routledge, 2003).p.296. 
Bruno Latour, "Redistribution," in We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1993).p.138. 
Peter Singer, "Taking Humanism Beyond Speciesism," Free Inquiry 24, no. 6 (2004). p.21. 
Lister, New Media: A Critical Introduction. p.296. 



18 
 

While recognizing that it does not alter the reality of all decision-making processes, this 

argument has been developed to mitigate the thread of humanism that runs throughout 

most, if not all, of the educational theories incorporated in the study. 

 

METHODS 

Interpretive-Historic Review & Qualitative Research 

 The research design for this study arose from the anticipated results of various 

events and programs that had begun to assert their importance before I even arrived at 

the University of Texas. My interest in sustainability education reaches back to my 

undergraduate career, supported and augmented along the way by an intensive course 

in sustainable design, and then a rewarding opportunity to assist in compiling a book on 

ecological design education. Judging from the experiences of my past, and looking 

forward to the types of experiences and information that I hoped to include in this 

thesis, it appeared that the clearest way to communicate any of the anticipated results 

was best served by a qualitative research paradigm. The predominant methodologies 

available to a project of this type are interpretive-historic review and qualitative research; 

the latter essentially serving as the present-day counterpart to the former. In 

Architectural Research Methods Linda Groat and David Wang take great care to clarify 

the term ‘interpretive’, which they view as a universal characteristic of research; 

interpretive research within this study explored instances of complex educational 
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phenomena with the express intent of producing a holistic and narrative description.21 

The two descriptions that follow, of literature review and participant observation, represent 

the primary approaches I chose from within the catalogue of interpretive-historic review 

and qualitative research methodologies. 

 

Literature Review 

 A literature review, by optimistic definition, should contribute to and expound 

upon the broad body of information surrounding the topic of inquiry selected by the 

researcher. It is a process of critically reading and accounting for previous related 

research and can be an interpretive extension of the original author’s work or an 

exploration by the researcher to uncover “new implications from existing positions.” 22 

In this way, the literature review is both a product and process upon which the researcher 

embarks. It differs from the summary style of an annotated bibliography which merely 

captures the theoretical bases and relevance of the chosen texts. The bibliography, 

however, can be a stepping-stone to the review by helping to identify topics and sub-

topics that should be added or removed from the research list. I began the process by 

assembling work related to the questions I had posed about sustainability education: 

educational theory, sustainability discourse, developmental psychology, and reflective 

practice. This led to the addition of several sub-topics which were integrated into 

                                                
21 Linda and David Wang Groat, Architectural Research Methods (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 
2002).p.136. 
22 Ibid.p.59. 
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corresponding thesis chapters, where they serve to both summarize and synthesize ideas 

pertinent to the chapter topic. The review of influential sustainability literature by 

planner Scott Campbell, for instance, has been acknowledged and incorporated into my 

discussion on the nature of sustainability-related paradigms in Chapter 3. However, 

Chapter 4 consists of careful, but concise progressions of the intellectual contributions 

toward 8 different educational discourses that function as a literature review, and 

facilitate the integration of both sustainability discourse and critical communication 

pedagogy into the Brazil Studio analysis. 

 

Participant Observation 

 Participant observation is one of many approaches introduced to the social 

sciences through anthropological fieldwork. It encompasses a wide variety of methods 

including, but not limited to, informal interviews, direct observation, participant 

observation, and group discussion, all of which involve documentation and reflection on 

the part of the observer. Often, researchers choose to employ multiple methods, 

comprising what Norman Denzin and Yvonne Lincoln refer to as the “bricolage” of 

qualitative research.23 The overall approach I employ is a combination of informal 

interviews, direct observation, participation, and literature review which has, in many 

ways, revealed itself to be a pathway to grounded theory.24 The term refers to the 

                                                
23 Norman and Yvonne Lincoln Denzin, Strategies for Quantitative Inquiry (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, 1998).p.3. 
24 Groat, Architectural Research Methods.p.181. 
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derivation of theory directly from data culled during the research process. I had hoped 

to develop a theory of curriculum, but am no less disappointed with the working 

theories of sustainability and sustainability education that have resulted.  

 Throughout the process I have interviewed several educators who are 

responsible for programs and courses ranging from ecological sustainability to 

design/build and urban intervention. From them I have culled information about 

educational methods, course content and pedagogical expectations.25 My experience 

with the Brazil Studio involved a more informal interview style, and was the chief 

opportunity for me to engage in participation as a participant-observer. As any and all 

methods of participant observation should, these studies attempted to interpret the 

meaning an individual brings to a specific context. Qualitative researchers collectively 

refer to this as interpretivism because it “celebrate[s] the permanence and priority for the 

real world of first-person, subjective experience.”26As subsequent discussions in 

Chapters 5 and 7 will show, this study has, in fact, been an exercise in critical 

communication pedagogy for exactly that reason.  

 

Participant-Observer in Brazil 

                                                
25 Personal communication, Sergio Palleroni. January 29,2006. Austin, TX. 
Personal communication, Jay Banner, PhD. February 1,2006. Austin, TX. 
Personal communication, Frank Wicker, PhD. January 14,2006. Austin, TX. 
Personal communication, Alex Gilliam. March 2,2006. Austin, TX. 
26 Thomas Schwandt, Qualitative Inquiry: A Dictionary of Terms (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 
1998).p.221. 
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 My involvement in the Brazil Studio began in 2006 when I enrolled in the 

course as a student, and continued when I returned in 2007 as a course assistant. Each 

role offered me critical proximity to the students, though the dynamic of my 

relationships differed greatly from one year to the next. Prior to my participation in the 

2006 course I outlined potential contributions of the Studio to my emerging study in 

sustainability education and determined (1) that the impact of the program on the 

students’ understanding of sustainability my key area of interest, (2) that I would 

require independent responses from the students in addition to my written observations 

on this issue, and (3) that a survey which incorporated questions about what I believed 

to be components of sustainability would be best suited to elicit the responses necessary 

to measure such a thing. I wrote the first survey during the final week of the 2006 

course, with the assistance of a similar educational survey written by a former 

classmate, Mark Tirpak, and distributed my survey to all five coursemates a week after 

returning to the U.S.27 Three of the five replied and their responses were then coded by 

theme and weighed against my written observations from the beginning of the course 

which briefly detailed the students’ beliefs and perspective concerning sustainability. 

These comparisons, along with additional observations, were used to write a summary 

report of my findings for an independent study with Dr. Steven Moore (See Appendices 

A, B and C).28 

 Prior to the 2007 course I resolved that in addition to a post-course survey, a 

pre-course survey would offer an additional, more consistent means for measuring the 

                                                
27 Email communication. September, 2006. 
28 Megan Clark, "Critique: Brasil Studio,"  (University of Texas at Austin, 2006). 
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development of student attitudes toward, and understanding of, sustainability. Using 

the 2006 survey as a template, I made basic adjustments to account for the change in 

timing of the survey’s distribution, but general changes in the tone and nature of the 

questions also made. Question 3, for example, acknowledges the pre-course travel 

recommendation made to students, a detail that is revisited in Chapter 7. Other 

questions – 6, 7, 9 and 10 – focus on issues of context and students’ expectations of its 

value to the project. As with the 2006 survey, the term ‘sustainability’ is not introduced 

until the final question, only then asking (1) how the student might define it and (2) 

whether s/he would relate the project to it in any way. (see Appendix D) The purpose 

for this was to compare the responses they gave for sustainability with the responses 

they gave for other questions which I would have also related to sustainability. I 

imagined that the comparisons would reveal more philosophical fallacies – i.e., 

substituting an example of sustainability for its definition, while leaving the other 

consequences untouched. But I uncovered an even more interesting phenomenon when 

weighting the written responses against their actual behaviors; students were far more 

likely to follow through on the behaviors or ideas they listed next to sustainability than 

they were to follow through with those ideas mentioned elsewhere on the survey. 

 The pre-course surveys were emailed to all ten students two weeks before the 

course was to begin.29 Throughout the course I interviewed each student verbally, 

taking cues from the context and their responses to the pre-course survey in order to 

shape my questions.30 The post-course survey then built upon the accumulated 

                                                
29 Email communication. July, 2007. 
30 Megan Clark, "Brazil Studio Observations,"  (2007). 
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responses, and the influence of internal, academic struggles is strongly reflected. 

Question 2, for example, asks ‘how the structure of the program affected the student’s 

learning experience’, and Question 4 asks about the role of group relationships in the 

student’s overall experience. Question 5, having been repeated from the 2006 survey, 

asked again about the student’s relationship to the various communities in which they 

spent time; that is, in the neighborhood of Plataforma where they worked, in the  

neighborhood of Santo Antônio where they lived, or simply within the confines of the 

city of Salvador where they were free to explore. As shall be discussed in Chapter 7, this 

plays a significant role in the ‘sustainability’ of the project. (see Appendix F) The 

survey was distributed, once again, to all ten students via email approximately two 

weeks after I returned to the U.S.31 Whereas all students returned the pre-course 

survey, only one responded post-course. Never-the-less, the responses from both 2007 

surveys were coded by theme, although no summary report of them was made 

separately from this thesis. The benefit afforded by the chosen methods is 

immeasurable. Had I not attended the Brazil Studio, and lived alongside the other 

participants, I would not have understood the emotional and social context in which 

they performed their work, or the interpersonal tensions and frustrations that naturally 

arose from close-quarters and constant contact. Without this insight I would have been 

unable to expound upon the entirety of the pedagogical experience. 

 

                                                
31 Email communication. September, 2007. 
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A NOTE ON TONE 

 In keeping with the reflexivity demonstrated by the paragraphs above, it is 

necessary to note also the change in tone which occurs in select segments throughout 

this study. While the methods detailed above are those of research, the change in tone is 

owed to a method of communication referred to as auto-ethnography. The method is 

inherently tied to ethnography, both a research tactic and the product which that tactic 

manufactures.32 Ethnography, in turn, is tied to many of the qualitative research methods 

listed above, most notably participant observation.33 The goal of the ethnographic product 

is to narrate accounts of the links between culture and behavior as observed in the field 

from an emic ,or ‘native’, point of view.34 A number of ethical concerns arise from this 

style of observation, a fact which is mitigated, but not eliminated within auto-

ethnography. It too is chiefly characterized by a narrative tenor, and seeks to describe 

culture and behavior, with the exception that the lens is turned towards the author, 

hence auto-ethnography. My motives for employing this approach are fueled principally 

by its association with critical communication pedagogy. I am, as I declared earlier, ‘taking 

on pedagogical practice’, and in particular a practice which holds the educator-as-

researcher up to high standards of accountability. That is to say the practice demands 

that educator-as-researchers be transparently self-reflexive about their research. 

Surmising my own position to be similar, given the subject matter, I have opted to 

                                                
32 Barbara Hall, Methods: What Is Ethnography? (University of Pennsylvania,   2007]). 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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experiment with auto-ethnography. The best example is perhaps the first third of Chapter 

7 where I divulge the voyage this study has proved to be. 
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PART II: DISCOURSE 

Chapter 3: The Discourse of Sustainability–Paradigm and Education 

 In order to substantiate the argument for consequentialist sustainability and the 

expansion of that argument to sustainability education, it is necessary to situate the 

discourse of sustainability with respect to relevant paradigms . This chapter, then, 

attempts to provide a paradigmatic lineage for sustainability and sustainability education 

that focuses on the identification of key shifts between paradigms – as opposed to 

‘within discourses’ – that result from their longitudinal and lateral relationships across 

time. Speaking chiefly about sustainability education discourse, author/educator Stephen 

Sterling wrote that “the emergence of new terms indicates a recognition of the limits of 

previous terms” such that it is a particular term’s “claims to sufficiency” that are 

questioned, rather than its “validity.”35 Echoing Thomas Kuhn, he continues, “[m]oving 

toward a new sustainability [] paradigm is therefore more a shift away from the 

dominance of the old paradigm.”36 To rephrase the lesson from Chapter 1, environmental 

justice is not an accumulation of ideas built upon either environmentalism or social justice, 

rather it is the result of discourse responding to those paradigms and others which came 

before, beside or, potentially, beyond it. Equally important is the notion that the 

discourses of both environmentalism and social justice continue to evolve, neither having 

been wholly subsumed by environmental justice. I approach this review by separating 

                                                
35 Stephen Sterling, "An Analysis of the Development of Sustainability Education Internationally: 
Evolution, Interpretation and Transformative Potential," in The Sustainability Curriculum : The Challenge 
for Higher Education, ed. John and Cedric Cullingford Blewitt (London: Earthscan, 2004). p.49. 
36 Ibid. p.57. 
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discourse surrounding the over-arching paradigm of sustainability from the discourse 

surrounding sustainability education, an action which assumes that the former is not a 

paradigm unto itself but a specific discourse that overlaps the system of the latter, as

well as a series of systems encompassed by education. (see Figure 2.) Before proceeding, it 

is vital to note that the paradigms which follow relate to one another in increasingly

complex ways that are not addressed here. I submit that these complexities are part and 

parcel to the nature of paradigm, and that it is complexities, not necessarily paradigms 

themselves, that comprise discourse. To expand upon a helpful analogy from Wikipedia, 

if paradigms are represented by the box in “think outside the box”, then discourse is 

represented by the activity happening outside of that box.

Figure 2. Discourse of sustainability education with respect to the paradigms of sustainability and education.

paradigm:
sustainability

discourse:
sustainability

education

paradigm:
education
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HISTORIC REVIEW 

Sustainability Paradigm 

 The distinction between humans and non-humans is a point of contention.37 Under 

the social philosophy of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) Bruno Latour and his colleagues 

maintain that non-humans have the same capacity to act in the world as do humans and 

that together the two comprise the ‘material’ actors within the material-semiotic method, 

where ‘material’ refers to the relationship between ‘things’.38 Humans and non-humans, 

then, are exemplars of those the ‘things’.  Without here establishing a distinct position 

with respect to ANT or the larger context of political ecology, I argue that these actors, 

being humans and non-humans, and the nature of their relationships to one another are 

diagrammatic of the paradigms which precede the current discourse on sustainability. 

Andres Edwards sets out a similar series of juxtapositions in The Sustainability 

Revolution, proposing his own vision for a paradigm shift to take us beyond 

environmental sustainability. However, he prizes principles that maintain characteristics 

of preceding paradigms without addressing or resolving their shortcomings, such as 

natural capitalism, a technologic interpretation of resource management reminiscent of 

the 1983 Brundtland Commission.39 As indicated by Sterling’s argument and illustrated 

                                                
37 Bruno Latour, "Crisis," in We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1993). 
Bruno Latour, Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy, trans. Catherine Porter 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
38 John Law, "Notes on the Theory of Actor Network: Ordering, Strategy, and Heterogeneity," Systems 
Practice 5, no. 4 (1992). 
39 Andrés Edwards, The Sustainability Revolution: Portrait of a Paradigm Shift (Gabriola Island, British 
Kundera: New Society Publishers, 2005).p.136-7. 
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below (see Figure 3.), each paradigmatic shift and its corresponding human/non-human

relationship are the fruit of reflection on the limitation of previous relationships. 
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 Acknowledging that there is a great deal of history, both chronologically and 

theoretically speaking, prior to the 19th Century, I shall begin in the late 1800’s with the 

oft-confused paradigms of conservationism and preservationism.  Sometimes divided into 

two separate ethics, romantic conservation and utilitarian conservation, the former 

discourse concerns the relationship of humans to non-humans. Romantic conservation is 

exemplified by the works of Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson, each of 

whom contended that the non-human environment is inspirational space within which 

the human spirit becomes elevated. Utilitarian conservationism was detailed by George 

Perkins Marsh in his book, Man and Nature, and further refined by Gifford Pinchot, 

progenitor of the term “conservation ethic.”40 They contended that the value of the non-

human environment is a derivative of its resources – i.e., its usefulness to humans – and 

that the resources were therefore worth conserving. Strains of utilitarian conservationism 

are evident in the aforementioned contemporary theory of natural capital and the 

definitions of sustainability put forth by the Brundtland Commission and the U.N. 

Conference on Environment and Development. The distinction between the two ethics, and 

their grouping under the heading of conservationism is somewhat misleading. So-called 

romantic conservationism is more commonly, and aptly, referred to as preservationism. The 

preservationist discourse, championed by John Muir, also concerns the relationship of 

humans to non-humans, but assigns intrinsic value to the non-human from an inherently 

religious perspective.  

                                                
40 Gifford Pinchot, The Conservation Diaries of Gifford Pinchot, ed. Harold K. Steen (Island Press, 2001). 
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 Following these paradigms is environmentalism, also based on a human/non-

human relationship that affords intrinsic value to non-humans, but from an inherently 

scientific perspective. Rachel Carson, beginning with her scientific exploration of 

environmental health issues in the 1950’s and the subsequent publication of Silent 

Spring, is credited with instigating this particular shift. I contend that Carson’s 

environmentalism was the first of these paradigms to focus on the consequences of human 

action. Later iterations of the paradigm garnered international consideration at the 1972 

UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, Sweden, and continue today 

under a variety of sub-paradigms that are generally, and sometimes disparagingly, 

described as “green” or “eco-conscious” for their reverence of non-humans. Arguably, the 

environmentalist paradigm and sub-paradigms are decidedly more anthropocentric than 

deep ecology, a separate but complexly related paradigm established by Arne Naess. 

While deep ecology shares the environmentalist view that humans are part of a greater 

global ecology, it does so in a bid for biospheric egalitarianism that recognizes value in 

all living entities, regardless of their perceived classification with respect to sentience or 

soul-bearing. It also calls for a greater interconnection between life forms in order to 

move beyond what Naess called the ‘utilitarian nature of environmentalism’. While 

some movements work to assuage concerns about universal specie rights, advocates of 

deep ecology reject the term ‘rights’ “as a human-centered extension term applied to 

animals, with roots in power and privilege.”41 In this singular respect, it shares 

                                                
41 David Orton, "Deep Ecology and Animal Rights: A Discussion Paper," review of Reviewed Item, Green 
Web Publications, no.  (2000), http://home.ca.inter.net/~greenweb/DE-AR.html. From, John Livingston, 
Rogue Primate: An Exploration of Human Domestication (Key Porter Books, 1994). 
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uncharted kinship with critical theory; its vitriolic rejection of social-centered theory, 

however, is the impetus for, if not the focus of, the discussion on humanism in Chapter 2.   

 During the 1950’s and 60’s a parallel, but undeniably never-convergent, 

paradigm was developing around the relationship of humans to humans. Though most 

notably contemplated by John Rawls in his 1971 text, A Theory of Justice, the social justice 

movement is informed by discourse that touches a broad range of civil rights paradigms, 

including, but not limited to, feminism, anti-genderism, and anti-racism. Key to each of 

these, and inherent to social justice, is the consequence of human action for its human 

recipient(s). Historically, not all of these nested movements have agreed with one 

another or necessarily even supported one another in a direct manner, but philosophical 

criticisms that the term ‘justice’ is ambiguous actually drive the questions – ‘what 

constitutes justice?’ and ‘by whom and how is it determined?’– that unite them under 

the overarching paradigm of social justice. Those who wrote literature in support of the 

movement critically probed their audiences in ways which Thoreau and Emerson had 

not done for conservationism. Lorraine Hansberry, famed playwright of A Raisin in the 

Sun, even used Thoreau’s poetry as a litmus test for the leading man’s idealistic ennui in 

The Sign in Sidney Brustein's Window. At the core of this particular paradigm, then, is the 

first real suggestion of critical theory in this philosophical lineage, and, with 

environmental justice, propels the (re)-embrace of human beings within the folds of 

sustainability discourse. 

 Environmental justice appears to have sprung at the ideological cross-roads of the 

two preceding paradigms. As with social justice, it concerns the relationship of humans to 
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humans in a socio-political context and illustrates the application of critical theory, but 

with respect to the human relationship to the non-human environment, a nod to 

Carson’s environmentalism. It is necessary to point out that environmental justice has 

historically been driven by racial and ethnic paradigms of civil rights. The division of 

cities along socio-political lines means that localized events of environmental hazard 

disproportionately place specific communities at risk, the overwhelming majority of 

which are populated by persons of color. Considered to be the origin of the movement, 

Warren County’s historic PCB Landfill fight began in 1978 with the dumping of over 

30,000 gallons of PCB (polychlorinated biphenyls) contaminated oil along “the shoulder of 

210 miles of North Carolina state roads in 14 counties.”42 The landfill site chosen to 

dispose of the 32 cubic yards of now-contaminated soil was located in the rural, 

distinctly African-American and low-income county of Warren whose high water-table 

placed residents at increasing risk of exposure, inciting charges of environmental racism.43 

Robert Bullard, touted as the ‘Father of Environmental Justice’, argues that the 

movement can be traced even further back to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 1968 

support of African-American garbage workers on strike.44 This submission highlights 

the movement’s emphasis on social justice, and yet a review of the Principles of 

Environmental Justice, authored by attendees of the First National People of Color 

Environmental Leadership Summit in 1991, includes affirmations of “ecological unity and 

                                                
42 Dr. Eileen McGurty, Transforming Environmentalism: Warren County, Pcbs, and the Origins of 
Environmental Justice (Rutgers University Press, 2007). 
Phaedra Pezzullo, "The Beginnings of a Movement: A Story of Hope," review of Reviewed Item, Sierra 
Club, no.  (2000), http://www.sierraclub.org/environmental_justice/stories/northcarolina.asp. 
43 Robert D. Bullard, "Environmental Justice in the 21st Century," review of Reviewed Item, 
Environmental Justice Resource Center, no., http://www.ejrc.cau.edu/ejinthe21century.htm. 
44 Ibid.review of Reviewed Item, no. 
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the interdependence of all species”.45 These 17 principles arguably outline a case very 

similar to the still-emerging paradigm of sustainable development, up next on the list, and 

represent an invested interest in mitigating the consequences of human actions against 

both fellow humans and the cosmic community of non-humans. 

 As suggested by the timeline in Figure 3-2 and the discussion above, the 

discourse of sustainability has witnessed multiple, small paradigmatic shifts. There have 

been similar mini-shifts within the preceding paradigms, but I have chosen to focus on 

those specific to sustainability. In 1987 the UN’s World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED) produced Our Common Future, a report of their findings from the 

1983 conference known informally as the Brundtland Commission. In 1992 the UN 

convened the Conference on Environment and Development (a.k.a., Earth Summit), from 

which we have Agenda 21, the text behind a UN program dedicated exclusively to what 

they called ‘sustainable development’. Although separated by almost a decade, I submit 

that the two texts describe a very similar paradigm that, like environmental justice, 

concerns the relationship of humans to humans with respect to the human relationship to 

the non-human environment, but in within an economic context. This is exemplified by 

the ubiquitous definition of sustainability that prescribes conservation as a means to the 

equitable distribution of resources. Indeed the term ‘sustainable development’ has come 

under repeated fire from those who say that the combination of the two words – and 

                                                
45 First National People of Color Environmental Justice Summit, Principles of Environmental Justice 
(Environmental Justice Resource Center,  1991 [cited November 2007 1991]). 
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thusly the concept itself – is oxymoronic, pitting economics against ecology and 

equality, trademarks of the more specific three E’s paradigm of sustainability.46  

 When Scott Campbell wrote “Green Cities, Growing Cities, Just Cities?” in 1996 

he likely had no idea of the impact he would have on the discourse of sustainability. The 

article’s central argument focused on a triangulated relationship between Ecology, 

Economy, and Equity, from which grew the popular term ‘the three E’s (of 

sustainability’. The ‘planners’ triangle’, as Campbell himself referred to the idea, 

reflected the developmental emphasis carried by the previously listed paradigm, and 

therefore imagined the role of planners – big-picture practitioners – as central to the 

realization of a more sustainable future.47 In doing so he posited that the planner must 

work towards balancing each of the three E’s by mitigating the tensions between them. 

His vision, then, addressed the balance of relationships between humans and non-humans 

through the separate contexts of socio-politics, economics and science. This 

essentialized way of looking at sustainability offered a far clearer picture than 

Campbell’s predecessors, and became the darling of self-described sustainability 

practitioners. In reading the article it is clear that Campbell did not necessarily intend 

to suggest an equal balance between the E’s either in theory or in practice, however, like 

the progenitors of all (great) ideas, once it was out of the bag he no longer had control 

over its interpretation. He did, however, write several pieces in response to critics who 

balked at the ‘planner-centricity’ of the theory, as well as those who disputed the notion 

                                                
46 Michael Redclift, "Sustainable Development (1987-2005): An Oxymoron Comes of Age," Sustainable 
Development 13, no. 4 (2005). 
47 Scott Campbell, "Green Cities, Growing Cities, Just Cities?," Journal of the American Planning 
Association  (1996). p.1. 
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of ‘balance’. I, despite having a great deal of respect for the advances in academic and 

public thought to which Campbell contributed, throw my hat into the critics’ ring as 

well. Although the three E’s interpretation, in its celebration of interdisciplinary 

collaboration, may appear sufficient to diffuse the issues with nominal categorization 

addressed in Chapter 1, it does, in fact leave out a great number of systems and 

perspectives of which the popularly-identified categories of Education and Esthetics are 

just the beginning.48 

 Acknowledging, once again, that there are myriad sub-paradigms which have 

garnered no specific reference, this brings the discussion round again to consequentialist 

sustainability, the proposal first presented in Chapter 1. The argument calls for 

reframing one of the basic questions employed in distinguishing sustainability so that 

the focus comes to rest not on contentious definitions and nominal limitations, but on 

the consequences of human actions. It is my own call for paradigm shift. The 

fundamental relationship within consequentialist sustainability is that of a single human to 

another human who, invariably has relationships with other humans and any number of 

non-humans. The significance of individual humans reflects the scale as well as the 

specificity of the event, the inherent context in which this relationship thrives. In 

further contrast to the preceding paradigms, whose relationships are mere abstract 

descriptions, there is a sense of purpose embodied in the proposal for a shift. One 

human, h1, has a particular professional or personal role which requires them to make a 

particular decision or set of decisions, whether as an architect determining the design 

                                                
48 Steven Moore, "Alternative Methodological Assumptions for the Study of Architecture,"  (2004). 
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for a new city building or as a consumer planning for a family meal. h1 therefore has an 

interest in learning something from h2 about the potential consequences of her/his1 

actions on the well-being of h2 so that s/he can make decisions about what to build or 

what to eat or what to drive. This one-to-one relationship, as described in the 

conversation on humanism in Chapter 2, subverts the abstraction of personal 

responsibility that is intrinsic to the preceding paradigms. It is this paradigm, rather 

than those above, or those below, that charts the course for the remainder of the text. 

 

Education 

 In concert with the shift occurring between conservationism and environmentalism, 

attendants at the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural 

Resources (IUCN) conference in 1948 used the term ‘environmental education’ to 

describe a reform which they felt necessary at all levels of education.49 This has been 

called one of the term’s earliest uses, later definitions then built upon its credibility and 

prompted the First UN Conference on Human Environment’s 1972 declaration of 

education’s strategically significant position in addressing environmental issues.50 By 

the 1980’s the breadth of environmental education covered a number of disciplines and 

sub-disciplines, including urban studies, conservation education and “global 

environmental issues education”, whose boundaries, Stephen Sterling has written, were 

                                                
49 Sterling, "An Analysis of the Development of Sustainability Education Internationally: Evolution, 
Interpretation and Transformative Potential." p.43. 
50 Ibid. pp.44-5. 
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becoming more and more permeable.51 Courses that grew out of this educational 

generation focused on the ecological impact of a growing global population, and though 

courses based in institutions of higher education had the opportunity to cross-pollinate, 

middle and secondary environmental education programs have been primarily borne out in 

science classrooms. In both cases, the focus is the human – non-human relationship as 

seen through a scientific perspective of education. This is to say, the courses drew on 

both the content and methodology of the hard sciences, borrowing heavily from Rachel 

Carson’s brand of environmentalism. Science educators at the non-university level were 

able to connect, for example, lessons of biology to pollution through experiential learning 

approaches. Maria Montessori and Rudolph Steiner, considered to be pioneers in the 

‘learning-by-doing’ field that John Dewey makes famous, were both influential to these 

approaches.52 Even today, this experiential legacy carries forward the thread of 

environmental education through programs like Earth Camp, “a water quality field study 

program for fifth-grade elementary school students” in Austin, Texas.53 Students who 

attend the half-day program participate in a variety of activities geared toward a better 

understanding of the hydrological systems in and around the city. One in particular 

employs a scale model of Texas’ Edwards Acquifer through which the students may 

pour water in order to visualize the passage of pollutants through the area’s extensive 

channel system.54 In this instance, the humans in the human – non-human relationship 

                                                
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. p.44. 
53 City of Austin Watershed Protection Program's Earth Camp (City of Austin,   2007]); available from 
http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/watershed/ec_main.htm. 
54 Personal communication, Susan Wall. September, 2007. Austin, TX. 
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are the residents of the city of Austin and their non-human partner is the entirety of the 

Edwards Acquifer eco-system as seen through an experiential science paradigm. 

  “Historically, the sustainability terms have emerged later than environmental 

education by some 25 years, echoing a shift of concern and perception in wider society, 

from ‘single-issue environmentalism’ towards a more (if not fully) holistic realization of 

the interdependence of issues.”55 Owing largely to the public release of Our Common 

Future and Agenda 21, this shift was centered around ‘education for change’, a phrase 

that begat education for sustainability (EFS) and education for sustainable development 

(ESD), the pre-eminent international paradigms within current sustainability education. 

Sterling adds one more paradigm to the list, education for a sustainable future (ESF), and 

notes the complex and sometimes contradictory viewpoints that have arisen 

surrounding the relationship of these three terms with environmental education (EE). 

Specifically, that there are:  

  “those who say that EE is synonymous with ESD;  
  those who say that ESD is a component of EE; 
  those who say that EE is a component of ESD; 
  those who wish to do away with ESD altogether; and conversely, 
  those who feel that ESD is a better term than EE and the latter should be 

dropped.”56 

The first, second and fourth viewpoints actually challenge the premise that a paradigm 

seeks to resolve the inadequacies of its predecessors, an act which concerns educational 

theorists. Of even graver concern, I submit, is that historically, these “programmes have 

all too often been based on knowledge acquisition rather than the development of ethical 

                                                
55 Sterling, "An Analysis of the Development of Sustainability Education Internationally: Evolution, 
Interpretation and Transformative Potential." p.49. 
56 Ibid. p.48. 
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and critically reflective perspectives.”57 ESD, with a nod toward its namesake sustainable 

development, is thought to support the status quo definition of sustainability and thus to 

concern the relationship of humans to humans with respect to the human relationship to 

the non-human environment, all within an economic context. Examples of this type of 

education, such as international aid development, might be seen as liberatory in the 

economic sense, but do not necessarily make the grade with critical pedagogy because 

they fail to question the basic premises of the sustainability paradigm. One aspect of 

sustainability education that becomes quite obvious is the difficulty with which it can be 

translated for non-university students. Example after example of higher education 

programs abound, but the increasingly cross-disciplinary emphasis of ESD and the 

other sub-paradigms fits awkwardly, if at all, into the compartmentalized curriculum 

mandated for elementary, middle and high schools. Educational administrator Mark 

DiMaggio advocates adapting the theme of ‘global sustainability’ for an entire high 

school in order to unify the otherwise segmented course offerings, but suggests that it is 

this “atmosphere of very high relevancy” that inspires interest in the curriculum, rather 

than the other way around.58 

 Sterling has proposed a change in the culture of education that might be 

“referred [to] as ‘sustainable education’, a broad term that suggests a holistic 

                                                
57 L Sauvé, "Environmental Education between Modernity and Postmodernity: Searching for an Integrating 
Educational Framework," in A Colloquium on the Future of Environmental Education in a Postmodern 
World? , ed. A Jarnet, et al (Whitehorse, Yukon: Canadian Journal of Environmental Education, 1998). 
p.47. 
58 Mark DiMaggio, "Educating for Sustainability in American High Schools," in Education for a 
Sustainable Future: A Paradigm of Hope for the 21st Century, ed. Keith A. Wheeler and Anne Perraca 
Bijur, Innovations in Science Education and Technology (New York: Kluwer Academic / Plenum 
Publishers, 2000). p.78. 
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educational paradigm concerned with the quality of relationships rather than product, 

with emerging rather than predetermined outcomes.”59 This is conducive with the 

grounds of abductive logic that Steven Moore contends is characteristic of the evolving 

paradigm of sustainability, and therefore in line with the proposal for consequentialist 

sustainability. As the educational paradigm for this is the research goal of this thesis I ask 

that the reader defer to the remainder of the text for explication. 

SYNTHESIS 

 The origins of the term ‘sustainability’ are messy. Authors point vaguely to 

conferences or papers from the mid-1970’s or the Brundtland Commission, and everyone, 

from theorists to educators to policy makers to the general public is adamantly 

convinced of different, sometimes entirely contradictory, definitions, making any sort of 

etymological evaluation murky at best. And yet etymology seems to be a primary 

concern for those who wish to understand, critique or advance sustainability. They look 

to its Latin roots – ‘sustinere’ – or quabble over whether it is more closely aligned with 

the Spanish verb ‘sostener’ (to hold or hold up) or ‘sustentar’ (to sustain).60 It would appear 

that these individuals are allowing the term to define the discourse, employing what I 

will call etymological determinism, and I submit that its benefit is paramount to looking 

for the beauty in Beethoven’s symphonies by turning to the numerical title. Indeed, at 

one time the conceptualization of sustainability aligned with its Latin definition, but, as 

                                                
59 Sterling, "An Analysis of the Development of Sustainability Education Internationally: Evolution, 
Interpretation and Transformative Potential." p.43. 
60 Leonardo Alberto Rios Osorio, Manuel Ortiz Lobato, and Xavier Alvarez Del Castillo, "Debates on 
Sustainable Development: Towards a Holistic View of Reality," Environment, Development and 
Sustainability 7, no. 4 (2005). 
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discussed in Chapter 2, the term is more or less a placeholder as we prepare for the next 

paradigm shift. Lev Vygotsky, with whom Thomas Kuhn would likely have agreed, 

wrote, “it is the meaning that is important, not the sign. We can change the sign, but 

retain the meaning.”61 I therefore suggest looking outside the discourse of sustainability 

education, and therefore toward solutions which address the problems that persist in the 

current educational paradigms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
61 L. S. Vygotsky, Sobranie So_Inenij, vol. 5., p.74. Via B. van Oers, "On the Narrative Nature of Young 
Children's Iconic Representations: Some Evidence and Implications,"  (The Vygotsky Project). 
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Chapter 4:  Educational Theory 

 This chapter provides an educationally contextual introduction to the inter-

relationship of consequentialist sustainability, critical communication pedagogy and its 

integration into the Brazil Studio case study. Phenomenology and pragmatism are the 

forerunners from whose philosophical basis emerge theoretical tools with which to 

better understand the discourses that follow. The primary reason for employing these 

specific paradigms is to ground three basic assumptions of consequentialist sustainability 

education. (1) That study should involve interaction with persons outside the academic 

environment. This builds on the idea that in order to broaden the perspective from 

which we contemplate the consequences of our actions we must first connect – i.e., 

communicate – with others. (2) That this study should involve the production of 

something useful. This sets the stage for educational theory that asserts we learn best 

by doing and leads in to the third assumption. (3) That both the students and the 

residents of the project’s location should benefit from the interactive learning process. 

This reminds us that we must be actively accountable for the work we do as either 

educators or students. As a guiding principle, reflective practice offers a medium through 

which accountability and the tools of the principle paradigms can be translated to the 

remaining discourses, and it exhibits an inherently fluid contribution to educational 

dialogue, such that it both informs, and is informed by, the traditions in this chapter. 

(see Figure 1) The progression of this chapter from phenomenology to participatory action 

research poises the discussion to turn toward critical communication pedagogy. 
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PHENOMENOLOGY

Phenomenology posits that learning occurs through experience, and that 

phenomenological education is in service of the altered perception of the individual, one 

element of the key assumptions. In the English translation of Edmund Husserl’s Ideas:

general introduction to pure phenomenology, W.R. Boyce Gibson made a case for self as the 

“’transcendental Ego’; the absolute positing [of which] means that the world is no 

longer ‘given’ to me in advance,…but that henceforth it is exclusively my Ego” that

 Figure 4. This diagram shows the relationship of the educational discourses surrounding critical communication pedagogy.

reflective practice

pragmatism

phenomenology

community-based
learning

experiential learning

critical pedagogy

critical
communication 

pedagogy



46 
 

experiences and confirms the world.62 That is, individuals are not born with knowledge 

of the world, and in order to learn, we must therefore experience the world through, 

among other things, sight, sound and touch. Our knowledge of temperature is a good 

example. No-one is born with an intrinsic understanding of the difference between hot 

and cold, and though we may not actively seek such an understanding, a few passes 

under a hot water spigot or a nick on a clothes iron speeds the learning process. While 

these examples emphasize the active experience of touch, many early phenomenologists 

stress the more passive experiences of sight and sound. Both Husserl and his estranged 

pupil Martin Heidegger believed that to reach a greater understanding it is sufficient to 

reflect and analyze the object of your experience in intellectual isolation. Indeed, critics 

of the two suggest that the brand of phenomenology practiced by the two theorists is akin 

to a “philosophy of identity” that languishes in a “land of thought.”63 The critics do not 

intend to devalue internal reflection, but rather to add to it the value of engaging in 

supplementary activity. Psychologist Lev Vygotsky would argue that, in fact, all 

learning originates in social interaction.64 A child learning to use a fork at the dinner 

table looks to parents or siblings for the proper motion but must test holding her hand 

this way and that before she feels she has mastered it. Thus kinetically engaging an 

object or activity contributes greatly to the value of our understanding of that thing. 

This applies as much to acquiring specific motor skills as it does to learning a language 

                                                
62 Edmund Husserl, Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, trans. W.R. Boyce Gibson (New 
York: Collier, 1962). p. 17. 
63 Ernst Wolff, "From Phenomenology to Critical Theory: The Genesis of Adorno's Critical Theory," 
Philosophy & Social Criticism 32, no. 5 (2006). pp. 555-575. 
Jerome Kohn, "The World of Hannah Arendt," in Three Essays: The Role of Experience in Hannah 
Arendt's Political Thought (New York: New School University). p.4. 
64 Alex Boris Gindis Vladimir S. Ageyev and Suzanne M. Miller Kozulin, ed., Vygotsky's Educational 
Theory in Cultural Context (UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
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or becoming an effective educator. Engaging in conversation with a native Spanish 

speaker provides a greater opportunity to practice enunciation and colloquialisms than 

do textbooks or audiotapes, and teaching a class of your own reveals more about your 

pedagogical strengths than taking notes during a colleague’s lesson. These same 

principles apply in critical communication pedagogy where contextuality offers not only a 

more effective way to process information and ideas, it also makes the meaning behind a 

particular subject more accessible. 

 The role of external engagement was reinforced and built upon through the 

work of Hannah Arendt. Fueled by her emotional and professional intimacy with 

Heidegger, Arendt adamantly advocated shifting from internal contemplation to what 

she called the vita activa, the “active life.”65 She placed great value on putting one’s 

musings to practice by interacting with other individuals and participating in political 

activism. In doing so, demonstrated how the lines between phenomenology and 

pragmatism had begun to blur. In The Human Condition she wrote, “men, not Man, live 

on the earth and inhabit the world”, a position which led her to publicly eschew theories 

and terms that she believed deal with the individual in isolation. This includes 

‘philosopher’, and even phenomenology itself.66 Sustainability, consequentialist sustainability 

in particular, likewise embraces the active engagement of other individuals in service of 

better conditions.  Arendt’s is not the only instance in which phenomenology has 

contributed to the development of reactionary practices or counter-theoretical 

                                                
65 Kohn, "The World of Hannah Arendt." 
Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958). 
66 Arendt, The Human Condition. p.9. 
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arguments. Husserl wrote about his perception of a single piece of paper and the 

development of his understanding of the objects surrounding that paper, the 

‘background awareness’ as he called it. In looking closely at the paper, he posits that the 

relationship between the hazy surroundings and the paper enable him to further define 

the context in which that paper exists, and that he benefits from turning his focus to 

those surrounding objects. If, for example, a piece of paper is surrounded by pencils and 

markers, it may be part of a child’s art project, but if it is surrounded by pencils and 

markers and an X-acto knife, it is more likely part of an adult’s  design or craft project. 

Expanding your view of the ‘background’, and the objects in it, provides a more precise 

understanding of the object in the foreground. Author Paul Shepard likened this process 

of ‘awareness’ to star-gazing: in order to truly visualize one star you must look off to the 

side toward the surrounding stars and atmosphere.67 Paolo Freire, who reappears in 

later discussions, drew upon this concept and applies it instead to people; in order for an 

individual to better understand who they are, they must begin to understand the people 

and events around them.68 Like Husserl and the objects surrounding his paper, an 

individual’s understanding of his/her world is constantly evolving as they continue to 

perceive and experience what exists around them. This is, once again, an affirmation of 

contextualism and its dynamic nature. 

 It is possible, through the work of Arendt, and the interpretations of Freire to 

imagine how phenomenology contributes to theories and efforts well beyond those 

                                                
67 Paul Shepard, Tender Carnivore and the Sacred Game, Reprint Edition ed. (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1998). 
68 Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of Hope, 30 ed., vol. 90-09 (New York: Continuum International Publishing 
Group, 2000). p.83. 
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envisioned by its progenitors. Acknowledging their work also helps to explain why 

mention of phenomenology is generally reserved for dissecting the theoretical foundations 

of a tradition, educational or otherwise. Pragmatism, on the other hand, appears in 

discussions of both theory and practice, as the reader will see below.  

 

PRAGMATISM 

 Dewey’s observation that Pragmatism ‘presents itself as an extension of 
historical empiricism [e.g., phenomenology] but with this fundamental 
difference, that it does not insist upon antecedent phenomena but consequent 
phenomena; not upon the precendents but upon the possibilities of action’. 

Hanno Hardt, 1992 

 In his landmark publication, Experience and Education, John Dewey made it clear 

that experience is integral to the educational process, and that quality of the experience, 

as it relates to the growth of the learner, is of the utmost importance. Thus, it is evident 

that pragmatism shares the ‘learning-by-doing’ philosophy set forth by 

phenomenologists. The significant difference between the two paradigms, as Hardt 

alludes to, arises from pragmatists’ position that educational output should benefit the 

greater good of the community; that the act of education should have a positive 

consequence. This was the main contention of critics and practitioners like Arendt in 

regard to phenomenology: that learning solely for the sake of internal or personal growth 

was not enough. Indeed, Dewey writes, we can talk about growth, but “we must also 
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specify the direction in which growth takes place.”69 He acknowledges, then, that 

experience alters more than just the internal emotions and intellect of the learner, that 

it also alters the external conditions in which experiences are found.70 Individuals who 

take classes in regional folk-dance not only acquire knowledge about how to perform a 

specific dance, they become aware of and educated about the culture surrounding the 

dance. Their participation in the class also contributes to the preservation of the dance 

as an art form, and makes it possible for future generations to experience and contribute 

in similar ways. Vygotsky referred to this as cultural mediation, positing that culture is 

shared, and therefore passed on, through social interaction. The theory is expanded 

upon by critical communication pedagogists who suggest that culture and, by extension, 

cultural identity, is evident in our everyday activities and therefore a building block of 

communicative context. 

 Dewey also acknowledges that educators have a responsibility to recognize the 

potential of experience to modify context, and suggests that any who fail to do so are 

not attuned “to the fact that all human experience is ultimately social: that it involves 

contact and communication.”71 It is also worth noting that Dewey’s “context”, like 

Vygotsky’s and that of critical communication pedagogists, is always a social one. It is 

with these last statements that the connection between ‘learning-by-doing’ and ‘the 

greater good’ become clear. In fact, Dewey suggested that the “ultimate” reason for 

                                                
69 John Dewey, Experience and Education, First Touchstone Edition 1997 ed., The Kappa Delta Phi 
Lecture Series (New York: Touchstone, 1938). p. 36. 
70 Ibid. pp. 35, 39. 
71 Ibid. p. 38. 
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supporting pragmatism in education is “its kinship to democracy.”72 An implicit goal of 

pragmatic education, like critical pedagogy, is to ameliorate the social conditions of the 

student, his/her fellow citizens, classmates, and family. For Dewey, this objective was 

articulated by the theory of inquiry, an intellectual struggle to find a solution that is 

unavoidably conditional.73 Various interpretations of the inquiry process have resulted 

in approaches ranging from social awareness – e.g., watching films on international 

health – to social activism – e.g., facilitating opportunities for homeless families to meet 

with housing organizations. The intensity of these experiences varies based on the scale 

of potential impact the students have on the situation about which they are being 

educated, and is often dictated by age-level and funding availability. In spite of the 

concern held by some practitioners that education has become derailed from these types 

of democratic objectives, robust exploration has furthered both the theory and practice 

of critical pedagogy, service-learning and participatory action research (PAR), all of which are 

discussed later in this chapter. Many educators and administrators attribute this to 

Ernest Boyer, former President of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 

Teaching and U.S. Commissioner of Education, who they believe ignited a nationwide 

pedagogical fervor for civic engagement through a series of publications, most notably, 

Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate and “The Scholarship of 

Engagement.” The focus of his writings is higher education, but practitioners of 

secondary and elementary education express indebtedness as well.  

                                                
72 Ibid. p.35. 
73 Matthew Festenstein, "Dewey's Political Philosophy,"  (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2005). 



52 
 

 

INTEGRATED METHOD 

Reflective Practice 

 It might be said that reflective practice is both embedded in, and an extension of, 

pragmatism, and indeed many practitioners have used the term interchangeably with 

John Dewey’s practice of inquiry.74 A relationship between consequence and 

responsibility emerges through Donald Schön’s articulation of reflective practice that I 

consider to be central to the realization of this thesis, and have therefore determined to 

examine it apart from pragmatism. This also provides support for the explication of 

critical communication pedagogists’ refinement of the theory, reflexive practice and 

grounds the idea of human responsibility in consequentialist sustainability. 

 Schön’s accumulated work outlines a practical approach for maintaining an open 

conversation between internal knowledge – i.e., what you know – and external 

knowledge – what others know – which he coined ‘reflective practice’. He argued that 

the tradition of ‘school knowledge’ places a higher intrinsic value on theoretical 

knowledge, which is developed and maintained within the university to the exclusion of 

knowledge derived from practice.75 To actively engage in reflective practice a practitioner 

– e.g., teacher – and a client – e.g., student – must therefore ‘suspend their disbelief’ 

                                                
74 Laurel N. Tanner, "Observation, the Path Not Taken: Dewey's Model of Inquiry," Curriculum Inquiry 18, 
no. 4 (1988). 
75 Donald Schön, "Educating the Reflective Practitioner," in Annual Conference of the American 
Educational Research Association (1987). 
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such that the teacher-practitioner does not assume a lack of knowledge on the part of his 

or her students, and that the student-client does not accept all teachings as inherently 

true, leading each individual to consciously evaluate and re-evaluate their mutual 

relationship and its context.76 Several iterations of thought and theory led Schön to 

develop this praxis of reflection. 

 In his 1973 publication, Beyond the Stable State, Schön posited that critical self-

reflection is a means through which to adapt to the inherent changes of modern society, 

and therefore also a means to develop dynamic systems that respond to those changes.77 

Schön’s contemporary, Paolo Freire, presented a means for engaging this type of 

reflection in order to effect positive social change, which is discussed below. Schön also 

began to explore more deeply how individuals respond to particular situations, relative 

to the larger social systems. In partnership with Chris Argyris, he “suggest[ed] that we 

have a strong propensity to hold inconsistent thoughts and actions.”78 They identified 

two theories: (1) theories-in-use, that is, those theories that are implied by our actions; 

and (2) espoused theory, or the theories that we would like to believe govern our actions.79 

Critical communication pedagogists refer to this differentiation as a key component of what 

they call ‘reflexive practice’; examining the discrepancies between what we say and what 

we do. Schön and Argyris present double-loop learning as a means through which to 

                                                
76 Donald Schön, "Implications for the Professions and Their Place in Society," in The Reflective 
Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (Aldershot, United Kingdom: Arena Publishers, 1995). 
77 Mark K. Smith, Donald Schön: Learning, Reflection and Change (2001 [cited September 2006). 
78 Bob Dick and Tim Dalmau, "Argyris and Schön: Some Elements of Their Models," review of Reviewed 
Item, Resource Papers in Action Research, no. September 2006 (2000), 
http://www.uq.net.au/action_research/as/argyris2.html. 
79 Donald Schön, and Chris Argyris, Theory in Practice: Increasing Professional Effectiveness (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1974). 
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correct the inconsistencies between the two theories and, therefore, to correct 

inconsistencies between thought and action. Double-loop learning indicates a process 

through which an individual cycles from experiencing and evaluating the consequences 

of a specific action back to the reasons, or “governing principles“, which led them to take 

that action. The alternative is referred to as single-loop learning in which the cycle leads 

the individual to undertake an action based upon the same principles that may simply 

lead to different consequences rather than to assess the virtues of reasoning behind the 

initial action. For example, if I cut my finger while chopping carrots, a single-loop 

process might lead me to use a food processor for the remaining carrots because the 

machine will not cut my finger. A double-loop process, however, would lead me to think 

about why I may have gotten cut, and thus to my secret desire to chop like a gourmet 

chef in spite of my sub-par skills. Differentiating between the two learning loops 

prompts us to recognize that we often take our goals and values for granted. Authors 

Matthias Finger and Jose Manuel Asún wrote that distinguishing between processes 

advances pragmatic learning, in part, by asserting that “it is no longer necessary to go 

through the entire learning circle in order to develop the theory further.”80 This is not 

to say that action, as a function of learning, is unnecessary, but rather that it is possible 

to reflect internally on the perceived consequences of action in order to re-evaluate your 

goals and future actions. In the carrot scenario, I need not  experience a cut to imagine 

it as a consequence of my erratic chopping, and I may therefore choose to use a food 

processor to avoid injury altogether. In consequentialist sustainability this gives license to 

                                                
80 Matthias Finger and Jose Manuel Asún, Adult Education at the Crossroads. Learning Our Way Out. 
(New York: Free Press, 2000). 
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reflection on the potential consequence of action, and also to the engagement of the 

reflections of others on that action. 

 Schön, independently of Argyris, identified two contextual applications for 

double-loop learning: (1) reflection-in-action; and (2) reflection-on-action. The distinction 

draws on Finger and Asún’s observation, as well as the time frame during which each 

might ideally be applied. Reflection-in-action is more instinctual, and refers to the 

momentary evaluation of actions and consequences as they happen, not unlike the split-

second decisions made by emergency medical technicians and surgeons. In a speech to 

the American Educational Research Association, Schön offered the following example. A 

young boy was given step-by-step instructions to assemble a pattern of multi-colored 

building blocks. The first step called for a green square, which he did not have, and yet 

he proceeded to follow the instructions by improvising the remainder of his pattern.81 

Reflection-on-action, on the other hand, occurs after the action and its consequences have 

been experienced, and offers greater opportunity to engage in dialogue and research in 

addition to internal reflection. If the young boy had given up when he encountered 

difficulty, he might have reflected upon the experience, the materials available to him, 

and even spoken to the other student giving the instructions before taking another go. 

The latter application has been extensively employed as the working definition for 

reflective practice.  

 Despite the aforesaid differentiation, both reflection-in- and reflection-on-action 

draw upon, and contribute to, an individual’s “repertoire”; a compilation of references to 

                                                
81 Schön, "Educating the Reflective Practitioner." 
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previously experienced objects and events upon which we draw to help us understand 

new objects and events. Here Schön relies upon Dewey’s “[theory of inquiry]: thought 

intertwined with action – which proceeds from doubt to the resolution of doubt, to the 

generation of new doubt. For Dewey, doubt lies not in the mind but in the 

situation...[W]hen [people] reflect on their experience [they] therefore increase their 

capacity for future intelligent thought and action.”82 It is helpful to emphasize that no 

two experiences are the same, that each adjustment to time, location or emotion is 

enough to warrant an entirely new addition to your repertoire. We may, however, call 

on that repertoire in a creative way. On the morning of my friend’s wedding each of the 

bridesmaids had separate duties, mine being to steam the dress one last time. Hours 

before we were to be at the church and shortly before she arrived home from the 

hairdresser the iron I was using spilled rust down the entire front of the dress. With the 

help of a friend, a bridal shop, a bottle of distilled water and a degree of calm the stain 

came out and the wedding went on. After years of watching my mom, a nurse, respond 

to major medical emergencies with unparalleled calm, and approaching my own medical 

emergencies in the same way, the decision to remain calm was almost subconscious; 

arising, as it were, from my experiential repertoire.  

 Quite rightly, much of the literature on reflective practice in education focuses on 

the reflective practice of the educator in their engagement of, or co-engagement with the 

student, as Paolo Freire advocates in his writings on critical pedagogy. In this instance, 

                                                
82 Ira Harkavy and Lee Benson, "De-Platonizing and Democratizing Education as the Bases of Service 
Learning," New Directions for Teaching and Learning 73, no. Spring (1998). p.16. 
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the teacher is representative of Schön’s ‘practitioner’ and the student is therefore ‘client’, 

as described previously. Though Schön suggests that the reflective practice of a student 

toward a particular study can take place through in-school dialogue, other discourses, 

such as service-learning, and, more explicitly, participatory action research, take the 

engagement of reflective practice beyond the classroom, thereby placing the student in the 

role of practitioner and the outside world with whom they interact as client. This 

context is the foundation for the Brazil Studio. Students build for two weeks in a 

neighborhood halfway around the world. The action they take impacts the residents of 

that neighborhood and reflective practice provides them with the tool to maximize the 

positivity of that impact. The principles of critical communication pedagogy illuminate the 

role of social communication – e.g., group discussion – as well as internal reflection in 

this process. Experiential programs, and more specifically, outdoor education programs 

like Outward Bound and the National Outdoor Leadership School employ this social 

form of reflective practice. In doing so, program advocates believe the students learn to 

trust themselves and to build self-esteem, as well as to build trusting relationships with 

individuals whom they may guide on expeditions and/or other adventure recreation 

activities. One of the obstacles to effectively engaging the community in the Brazil 

Studio has been the absence of this trust in the student-student, student-educator and 

student-resident relationships. 
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INTEGRATED TRADITIONS 

Experiential Learning 

 Experiential learning, in its purest form, is a direct adaptation of phenomenology, 

whereby ‘hands-on’ activity is employed in service of the student’s intellectual growth. 

J.J. Stehno’s review of seven experiential learning models reveals four major themes: “(1) 

action that creates an experience; (2) reflection on the action and experience; (3) 

abstractions drawn from the reflection; and (4) application of the abstraction to a new 

experience or action.”83 Despite agreement on these themes, support has grown for 

greater differentiation between experiential learning and experiential education. Having 

made missteps in my own research, I can attest to the interchangeable use of terms 

throughout the body of applicable literature, and the relative confusion that occurs. 

Further confusion arises when additional terms, such as outdoor education, field work 

experience, and vocational education, are used interchangeably with both experiential 

learning and experiential education.84 As stated previously, learning is a “process of change 

that occurs for the individual”, and therefore differs from education which “is best 

considered as a transactive process between educator and student.”85 It follows that 

experiential learning effects changes in the “judgements, feelings, knowledge or skills” of 

the learner as a direct result of particular experience, and does not necessarily require 

                                                
83 J. J. Stenho, "The Application and Integration of Experiential Education in Higher Education,"  
(Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University, Touch of Nature Environmental Center, 1986). 
84 Christian M. Itin, "Reasserting the Philosophy of Education as a Vehicle for Change in the 21st Century," 
Journal of Experiential Education 22, no. 2 (1999). 
85 Ibid. 
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the presence of an educator.86 Intensely personal examples of experiential learning, such 

as Odyssey of the Mind, engage students in a practical, ‘hands-on’ activity that employs 

experimentation and reflection-in-action independent of outside guidance. Odyssey is an 

international program that encourages the application of creative problem-solving skills 

to “problems that range from building mechanical devices to presenting their own 

interpretation of literary classics.”87 Although the problem-solving skills acquired by 

participants can be applied to actions in the future, the learning experience is inherently 

constrained. 

 Experiential education, then, seeks opportunities to maximize experiential learning 

possibilities, with explicit engagement of student and teacher in a “transactive” 

relationship, and consideration for the socio-political context surrounding the learning 

institution.88 Kurt Hahn, the German educator who founded Outward Bound, shared in 

Paolo Freire’s desire to use education to “develop a more socially just world”, but the 

educational situations he conceived of for experiential education are far more controlled 

than those embedded in democratic learning (a.k.a. critical pedagogy).89 Indeed, the four 

main tenets to Hahn’s approach are: (1) to use a training plan within which students 

contracted “specific personal goals and a code of responsibility”; (2) to use the structure 

of time to prompt students to action; (3) to challenge students such that they felt a 

                                                
86 A. Chickering, "Developmental Change as a Major Outcome," in Experiential Learning, ed. M. Keeton 
(San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 1976). 
Itin, "Reasserting the Philosophy of Education as a Vehicle for Change in the 21st Century." 
87Odyssey of the Mind, Learn More! (2007]); available from 
http://www.odysseyofthemind.com/learn_more.php.  
88 Itin, "Reasserting the Philosophy of Education as a Vehicle for Change in the 21st Century." 
89 Mary Bruenig, "Turning Experiential Education and Critical Pedagogy Theory into Praxis," Journal of 
Experiential Education 28, no. 2 (2005). 
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heightened sense of “risk and adventure”; and (4) to use the group as a social microcosm, 

or laboratory, within which their shared experiences encouraged collaboration.90 

Perhaps because of Hahn’s significant contribution, a close look at experiential literature 

reveals an overwhelming emphasis on outdoor and/or recreational education. Outward 

Bound and the National Outdoor Leadership School, mentioned previously, are both 

examples of experiential education that encourage “compassionate self-reliance” and 

personal accountability to a small, set group of course-mates in a wilderness setting.  

 The laboratory reference lends itself to the heavily scientific approach employed 

in organizing, engaging and evaluating these forms of experiential education. In the 

instance that there was any doubt, Alan Ewert, former editor, quoted this statement in 

the Journal of Experiential Education: “Pure and applied science are the roots and 

branches of the tree of experiential knowledge.”91 While experiential education and critical 

pedagogy share a philosophical foundation based in logic, the fields of study within which 

they are engaged have become increasingly divergent. Practitioners of experiential 

education, and in particular those of outdoor education, have developed rigorous 

quantitative methods for evaluating student and teacher performance, including 

statistical analysis and behavioral rubrics. In order to conduct scientific analysis, of 

course, a class must be designed so as to be conducive to that analysis, and is therefore 

inherently scientific. The application of experiential learning to environmental education 

therefore underscores the latter’s inherently disconnected and mono-disciplinary nature. 

                                                
90 T. James, "Sketch of a Moving Spirit: Kurt Hahn," in The Theory of Experiential Education, ed. M. 
Sakofs K. Warren, & J.S. Hunt, Jr. (Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt, 1995). 
91 Morris Goran, Science and Anti-Science (Ann Arbor, MI: Ann Arbor Science, 1974). 
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Critical pedagogy, in contrast, is more closely associated with the social sciences, which 

value qualitative, rather than strictly quantitative evaluation. Issues of race, class, 

gender and ethnicity are often explored using critical pedagogy, such that any laboratory 

associated with it is inherently metaphorical and socially oriented. 

 

Democratic Learning (a.k.a. critical pedagogy or liberatory pedagogy) 

 Democratic learning is embedded between pragmatism and phenomenology, and is 

characterized by two major contextual elements: (1) members of a group or course are 

given equal voice and decision-making power; and (2) the topic at hand is intended to 

enhance the democratic process of the community in which the project takes place. 

While the roots of democratic learning can be traced to the practice and writings of early 

pragmatists, it is the work of Paolo Freire, following critical theorists, which gives rise 

to the true nature of democratic learning. Freire vehemently contested the ‘banking’ 

model of education that relies on rote memorization and regurgitation of a set body of 

knowledge. He contended that it lacks the critical reflection of subject matter that is so 

highly valued in experiential learning; to teach otherwise, he believes, reinforces an 

oppressive, hierarchical educator-student relationship that attributes the rights and 

privilege of knowledge to educators alone. The democratic merits of pragmatism when 

infused with reflective practice, begin to dismantle this hierarchy, allowing a more critical 

engagement of social context to emerge, for which Freire’s work has earned the term 

critical pedagogy.  
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 In his introduction to the 30th Anniversary Edition of Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

Donaldo Macedo, Freire’s sometime collaborator and close friend, explores the 

etymological association between the Greek pais (child) and ago (to lead) from which he 

reasons a literal, but compelling definition for pedagogy: to lead the child. “Thus,” he 

says, “As the term…illustrates, education is inherently directive and must always be 

transformative.”92 Critical pedagogy, then, through reflection on the self in a social 

context, provides a transformative experience that enables the individual to see that 

s/he is an active ‘Subject’, not passive ‘Object.’ 93 In Freire’s own words, “when I began 

this course I was naïve [an object who is acted upon], and when I found out how naïve I 

was, I started to get critical [a subject who knows and therefore acts].”94 (Translation of 

Portuguese terms.) Returning to Freire’s adaptation of ‘background awareness’, the 

critical consciousness at the heart of critical pedagogy recognizes objects and facts in 

their natural context, and acknowledges the network of causality and circumstance 

surrounding them. One’s critical understanding of reality then rises in direct proportion 

to their understanding of the causality of factors within that reality.95 This is reflected 

in consequentialist sustainability; the ‘sustainability’ of a resolution increases proportionate 

to our understanding of the consequences of our actions, as resolved through personal 

reflection and the reflections of others. 

                                                
92 Donaldo Macedo, "Introduction," in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum International 
Publishing Group, 2000). p.25. 
93 Paolo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, 1 ed., Continuum Impacts Series (New York: 
Continuum International Publishing Group, 2005). p.39. 
Paolo Freire and Donaldo Macedo, "A Dialogue: Culture, Language, and Race," Harvard Educational 
Review 65, no. 3 (1995). p.379. 
94 Paolo Freire, "Preface," in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum International Publishing 
Group, 1970). 
95 Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness. p.39. 
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 As organizer of the Adult Education Project of the Movement of Popular 

Culture in Recife, Pernambuco, Brazil, Freire coordinated several “culture circles” in 

which group members embarked on a social process to “either…clarify situations or to 

seek actions arising from that clarification.” 96 In these groups there was no teacher, 

only a facilitator, no students, only participants, and no lecture, only dialogue; a virtual 

leveling of the pedagogical playing field. When applied to the academic classroom this 

process augments the co-engagement of teacher and student, and recognizes that just as 

the reality of the student is embedded in social context, so also is the reality of the 

teacher. Otherwise put, an educator cannot “occupy a neutral position, or…suspend 

their prejudices…One cannot teach the conflicts (or anything else, for that matter) by 

assuming [a] neutral ‘view from nowhere’.”97 Consequentialist sustainability likewise does 

not embrace the ‘ideal, neutral observer’ of pure ethical altruism, but rather the ‘ideally 

informed observer.’ A critical pedagogist must therefore ask the same things of 

her/himself as they would of a student. This mutual “awakening of critical 

consciousness” is inherent in the making and re-making of educational praxis, where the 

act of “problem-posing” pushes a group to constantly redefine their understanding of an 

issue.98  “When students feel that their presence is important to the conduct of the class, 

they begin to function collectively as well as idiosyncratically,” and, once empowered, 

                                                
96 Ibid. p.38. 
97 David Theo Goldberg, "Introduction," in Multiculturalism: A Critical Reader, ed. David Theo Goldberg 
(Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1994). p.19. 
98 Freire, "Preface." p.36. 
Freire, Pedagogy of Hope. p.84. 
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Freire wrote that they “come to regard themselves as committed” to a cause.99 Because 

in order for something to be acted upon, in order to redefine an issue, he argues that you 

must first come to care about it; action without passion lacks purpose, and therefore also 

lacks sustenance.100 The poetry in Freire’s statements comes from his own commitment 

to transformative education. It also points to a key criticism of critical pedagogy by 

educators such as Elizabeth Ellsworth who believe the tradition is impaired by idealism. 

 Alex Gilliam, architect and design educator, has worked with community-based 

design education programs such as A City of Neighborhoods, the Charter High School 

for Architecture and Design in Philadelphia. It is his experience that the quickest way to 

see the transformation which Freire advocates, from subject to object, is to give 

students real responsibility, a project or assignment with implications for both 

themselves and the outside world, to exhibit to them the power they possess to change 

their environment.101 The key difference between this pedagogical theory and Freire’s is 

that the former asserts that it is empowerment – i.e., I can do it – that causes students to 

act, while Freire’s favored caring – i.e., I want to do it. This is revisited at the close of 

Chapter 5, but remains an area of future study that consequentialist sustainability education 

must consider. The theory espoused by Gilliam is also central to the mission of the 

Roxbury Environmental Empowerment Project (REEP) as well. REEP, a project of 

Boston-based Alternatives for Community & Environment (ACE), encourages young 

                                                
99 Marilyn N. Doerr, Currere and the Environmental Autobiography: A Phenomenological Approach to the 
Teaching of Ecology, ed. William F. Pinar, vol. 4, Complicated Conversation (New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 2004). p.102. 
Freire, Pedagogy of Hope. p.81. 
100 “In order to be, it must become.” 
Freire, Pedagogy of Hope. p.84. 
101 Alex Gilliam, Personal Conversation, March 2, 2007. 
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adults to participate in civic engagement and community organizing events that combat 

environmental injustice.102 The distinct focus of democratic education in service of 

multicultural change has been cultivated by educators like bell hooks and Peter 

McLaren, who see the power of Freire’s teachings as a means through which to navigate 

balance and justice in the United State’s racially fragmented culture. The mission of 

REEP, the Indigenous Environmental Network’s Youth Program, and other 

organizations, as with all genuine pedagogical examples, does not fit squarely into 

democratic learning.  

 

Service-Learning (a.k.a. community-based learning) 

 Kathleen Maas Weigert writes, “Service learning not only [reifies the desire to 

have teaching and learning make a difference,] but also offers a way of effecting it.”103 

The ‘difference’ made through service-learning is of benefit to both the individual learner 

and the community with whom they are working, embedding it squarely between 

pragmatism and phenomenology, as is democratic learning. Before I progress any further, it 

is important to address the controversial nature of the term service-learning. Weigert 

raises a question that gets at the heart of this issue: “what kind of attitudes do the 

provider of service and the recipient of the service bring to the experience?.”104 ‘Service’, 

in this sense, bears a relationship to charity, and therefore to hierarchy, where the 
                                                
102 Alternatives for Community & Environment (ACE), Roxbury Environmental Empowerment Program 
(Reep) ([cited April 2006]); available from http://www.ace-ej.org/reep. 
103 Kathleen Maas Weigert, "Academic Service Learning: Its Meaning and Relevance," New Directions for 
Teaching and Learning 73, no. Spring (1998). p.9. 
104 Ibid. pp.5-6. 



66 
 

service providers possess knowledge and skills that are superior to the knowledge and 

skills of service recipients. This brings to mind the motto of New Orleans-based 

community group Common Ground; ‘Solidarity, not charity.’ Practitioners have thus 

begun to use community-based learning, or even simply community learning with the 

intention that the terms communicate the reciprocal relationship between students and 

community members at all stages of the learning process, making them partners in 

education rather than ‘providers’ and ‘recipients’ of service.105 In spite of lingering 

practical use of the term, much of the current literature reflects a growing consciousness 

of the concerns regarding service-learning, choosing instead to use one or the other of the 

aforementioned alternatives. However, this is not simply an instance of semantic 

clarification; the choice of words is indicative of a shift in the practice itself, and I will 

here-in use community-based learning. 

 Weingert stresses that this type of learning is separate from other forms of 

experiential learning and from community service volunteer efforts because, in addition to 

reciprocal learning, it engages students in ‘meaningful’ work that address a specific, 

community-defined need.106 Experiential learning, for example, is more likely to be 

associated with recreational activities than with community work, and community service 

is not inherently equipped with a vehicle for reflection or education. University of 

Michigan professor Jeffrey Howard proposed ten principles of good practice for service-

learning that highlight the practical, if not the nominal, shift to community-based learning. 

These principles have informed its implementation and emphasize several important 

                                                
105 Ibid. p.6. 
106 Ibid. p.6. 
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issues that should remain at the forefront for educators and administrators. The first 

principle states that academic credit is to be given for the student’s demonstration of 

learning, rather than the relative ‘success’ of the endeavor. Although students of the 

Brazil Studio do not receive grades, this principle would mean that evaluation of their 

work would extend to the knowledge with which they walk away from the Studio rather 

than simply to the practical success of their designs. There are ethical concerns with 

creating accountability to both student and community that will be addressed shortly. 

 Howard’s remaining principles reflect the emphasis on learning objectives as 

opposed to practical objectives. He states that these objectives need to be explicitly 

established prior to the course to ensure that both the academic and civic elements of 

the learning process are addressed; that is, the elements that a student may take away 

from classroom exercises and those they take away from work with their community 

partners. For practitioners of consequentialist sustainability pedagogy this would mean 

establishing goals that addressed the relationship between the ‘sustainability’ of the 

project and the process of reflection – i.e., the assembly of others’ perceptions – through 

which students evaluated the consequences of that project. Howard also emphasized 

that the learning objectives, and the projects they invoke, take into consideration the 

amount of time the students are able to dedicate to a project. In other words, both the 

practical objectives – building something – and the learning objectives – reflection and 

dialogue with community partners – must be feasible in the allotted time. This principle 

is as much about supporting the learning process as it is about maintaining 

accountability to the community. Given the separate attention shown to academic and 
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civic learning here and in the literature it may seem that a distinction between the two 

ought to be made apparent to the students, but in fact, Howard stresses the need to 

minimize the distinction “so that students assume similar learning roles in both 

contexts.”107 This will be revisited in Chapter 5 with respect to critical communication 

pedagogy and in Chapter 6 with respect to the changes being made to the Brazil Studio 

in the wake of feedback. For students to achieve this type of balance, and to prepare for 

the civic learning environment, their teachers must re-evaluate their roles, a recurring 

theme in critical pedagogy. They must become knowledge-supporter rather than 

knowledge-provider, and to incorporate reflective listening, in addition to reflective 

writing, to help counteract the habits of ‘banking’-style education. Group assignments 

and peer reviews promote the idea that student and teacher are co-learners, and help 

facilitate the shift from passive to active learning.  

 In addition to placing emphasis on ‘meaningful’, community-defined projects, 

Weigert reiterates Howard’s principles and poses several questions she feels must be 

answered before undertaking a community-based learning project. For instance, ‘should 

teachers participate in the project along with their students?’ Those in favor state that 

sharing the experience with students enables the educator to better facilitate reflective 

discussions and to evaluate student work. The instructors for the Brazil Studio derive 

their pedagogical strength by working alongside the students; without this experience 

their perspective on the educational context would be limited by second-hand or 

missing information. Weigert also asks ‘are projects that focus on effecting social action 

                                                
107 Jeffrey Howard, "Community Service Learning in the Curriculum," in Praxis I:  Faculty Casebook on 
Community Service-Learning, ed. Jeffrey Howard (Ann Arbor, MI: OCSL Press, 1993). p.6. 
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or change appropriate?’ Some argue that they are too political in nature, while those in 

favor maintain that any service-learning project is intended to effect some form of social 

change, and in doing so is inherently political. “Any attempt to be fair or neutral is 

anything but apolitical.” Weigert’s question, and subsequent response, concerning how 

student participation should be evaluated underlines the involvement of community in 

the evaluation process: just as community members are valued as partners in teaching, 

so also are their voices valued as to the relative ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of the project. The 

ethics of community-based learning have long been a point of concern, particularly in 

programs like the Brazil Studio which involve leaving a built product behind. The 

process of construction, and the learning that results, provide the academic value that 

Howard spoke about, but have the potential to dominate a course.  

 Interestingly enough, based on the principles and criteria set out above, many of 

the programs that I have previously considered models for this type of education would 

qualify more as service-learning than as community-based learning. Casa Verde Builders, a 

program of American YouthWorks, provides a service to the Austin community and to 

its students by employing the latter to build affordable, ecologically-friendly homes for 

qualified city residents. The educational value of the program is undeniable – students 

learn basic construction skills, as well as concepts and skills associated with green 

building materials, and are privy to the testing of green building materials and practices 

which supports the praxis of local architects. The fact remains that interaction with the 

end-user, the homeowner, or the community is limited. I do not bring this up to devalue 

their work, but to further underscore the difference between the two learning practices. 
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The Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP) might be considered a community-based learning 

program. Through interviews with community residents, background research, 

reflection and observation students have created posters and educational videos that, in 

turn, raise awareness in their Brooklyn community.  

 

SYNTHESIS: PARTICIPATORY ACTION IN CONSEQUENTIALIST SUSTAINABILITY 

EDUCATION 

 By producing research, community-based learning can be transformed into 

participatory action research, which, despite its logical and practical relationship to the 

former has its roots in the social and experimental psychology work of Kurt Lewin, co-

founder of the Gestalt school. Lewin, and his contemporary Eric Trist, “applied [action] 

research to systemic change in and between organizations.”108 Thomas Gilmore, et. al., 

define action research as “a dual commitment…to study a system and concurrently to 

collaborate with members of the system in changing it in what is together regarded as a 

desirable direction”, thus furthering both the research and practical application of the 

social sciences.109 From this foundation, four major threads evolved, including 

traditional action research, contextural action research, educational action research, and radical 

action research, better known as participatory action research. Participatory action research 

                                                
108 Rory O'Brien, "Um Exame Da Abordagem Metodologica Da Pesquisa Acao (an Overview of the 
Methodological Approach of Action Research)," in Teoria E Practica Da Pesquisa Acao (Theory and 
Practice of Action Research), ed. Roberto Richardson (Joao Pessoa, Brasil: Universidade Federal da 
Paraiba, 1998; reprint, English Version). p.8. 
109 Thomas Gilmore, Jim Krant and Rafael Ramirez, "Action Based Modes of Inquiry and the Host-
Researcher Relationship," Consultation 5, no. 3 (1986). p.161. 
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follows the standard definition, but takes place in real-world situations and aims to 

solve real-world problems.110 Critical communication pedagogist’s operate on this 

principle, citing that educators real-world relationship to their students can translate 

into real-world problems in the students’ application of knowledge. Because of this, 

because of critical communication pedagogy’s potential to contribute to working theories of 

education, it would be an effective, positive tool for consequentialist sustainability education. 

Not only does it create a foundation for the critical skills necessary to question 

consequences, but it offers a chance for educators to refine and direct the previous 

traditions into increasingly effective ways in service of sustainability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
110 O'Brien, "Um Exame Da Abordagem Metodologica Da Pesquisa Acao (an Overview of the 
Methodological Approach of Action Research)." p.2. 
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Chapter 5: Critical Communication Pedagogy 

 The scrap-paper proposal for consequentialist sustainability was, admittedly, made 

without my having overt knowledge of the discourse surrounding critical communication, 

but when I wrote down the term ‘critical communication’ it seemed a logical marriage of 

elements that were generally missing or glossed over in sustainability education and the 

legacy of critical pedagogy chronicled in Chapter 4. A quick internet search revealed the 

multitude of articles, books, treatises, theories and critiques volunteering variations on 

the theme: critical communication, instructional communication, critical pedagogy in 

communication studies, and, of course, critical communication pedagogy. The straightforward 

approach of critical communication – “how can persons speak to one another so as to 

strengthen their capacity for rational judgment[?]” – and its translation into a 

pedagogical theory validated my observations from the Brazil Studio and other 

educational experiences, offering new hope.111 It also reinforced the notion that 

communication is more than simply dialogue or group discussion; it is the system of 

behavior which elevates the potential for more conscientious, didactic dialogue. Building 

on the philosophical and practical connections between the preceding educational 

theories and consequentialist sustainability I intend to demonstrate the dynamic interplay 

between consequentialist sustainability and critical communication pedagogy upon which a 

more effective approach to sustainability education can be founded. 

                                                
111 Hanno Hardt, Critical Communication Studies : Communication, History, and Theory in America 
(London: Routledge, 1992). p.167. 



73 
 

CRITICAL COMMUNICATION PEDAGOGY 

 Though the basis for critical communication pedagogy has arguably been in place 

for more than half a century, its emergence as an independent theory is recent.112 In a 

2006 article for Radical Pedagogy Joseph Zompetti wrote,  

“[CCP] embraces much more than just civic virtue. It holds as fundamental the 
individual ability for self-reflection…It requires an acknowledgment of 
responsibility. And, it fosters a sense of community and performative 
agency…In other words, critical [communication] pedagogy allows movement 
for change by eliciting ideas from all participatory parties, based upon their 
experiences.”113  

But what is it that makes CCP different from other forms of critical pedagogy? Deanna 

Fassett and John Warren argue in Critical Communication Pedagogy that it is the 

discipline’s distinct overlap between communication studies, instructional 

communication, and critical pedagogy.114 This overlap cannot simply be expressed as the 

highlight of communication’s role within critical pedagogy, nor as the application of 

critical pedagogy terms within communication studies – it is a blurry hybrid that has even 

emerged in disciplines which superficially exclude the value of communication. A high 

school ecology course, detailed later in the chapter, fits the bill. The decision of educator 

Marilyn Doerr to incorporate autobiography (a form of autoethnography, or ‘self-story’) 

was an act of critical communication pedagogy and exemplifies one of the ten critical 

communication pedagogy commitments articulated by Fassett and Warren. I employ this 

                                                
112 Nicholas Zoffel, "Accounting for Student Voice within Critical Communication Pedagogy: An 
Ethnomethodological Exploration of Student Perceptions and Expectations" (Autoethnography, Bowling Green 
State University, 2007). p.10. 
113 Joseph P. Zompetti, "Embracing a Critical Communication Pedagogy," Radical Pedagogy 8, no. 2 (2006). 
114 Deanna L. Fassett, and John T. Warren, Critical Communication Pedagogy (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 
2007).p.38. 
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particular example because autoethnographies emphasize the value of identity and 

personal voice within the study and practice of communication, elements which are 

frequently disregarded. In order to better understand the role of both elements, and to 

explore additional ways in which communication relates to consequentialist sustainability, I 

would like to first review each of the ten commitments, and then address issues 

concerning the philosophical contributions central to critical communication pedagogy 

discourse.  

 It is useful to note that the commitments speak to both the overall context of 

critical communication pedagogy practice and the “processual, reiterative sense of identity” 

– i.e., the reflexivity – required of both educator and student in that practice.115 In 

critical communication pedagogy, identity is constituted in communication. 

1. Critical communication educators understand power as fluid and complex. 

2. Culture is central to critical communication pedagogy, not additive. 

3. Critical communication educators embrace a focus on concrete, mundane 
communication practices as constitutive of larger social structural systems. 

4. Critical communication educators embrace social, structural critique as it places 
concrete, mundane communication practices in a meaningful context. 

5. Language (and analysis of language as constitutive of social phenomena) is 
central to critical communication pedagogy. 

6. Reflexivity is an essential condition for critical communication pedagogy. 

7. Critical communication educators embrace pedagogy and research as praxis. 

8. Critical communication educators embrace a nuanced understanding of human 
subjectivity and agency. 

                                                
115 Ibid. p.71. 
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9. Critical communication educators engage dialogue as both metaphor and method 
for our relationships with others.116 

The following discussion is divided into two parts rather than ten to show the complex 

relationship between each of the commitments. 

 

Communication and Identity 

 Anthropologist Victor Turner wrote that “[o]ur everyday rituals…work to 

(re)produce our sense of self.”117 Dewey called these rituals our ‘daily details’, the 

gestures, words, actions and inactions which personify our values and beliefs. And 

Schön might have called them our ‘theories-in-action’, the output of all our internal 

working theories about life. These differ from our ‘espoused theories’, the theories that 

our ideal self subscribes to and yet does not conform to. As outlined in Chapter 2, the 

design of the pre-course surveys for the Brazil Studio was intended to ascertain where 

the students stood with respect to different aspects of the course, including their 

expectations for community interactions. Upon re-reading the 2007 pre-course survey 

responses in preparation for the post-studio, I found myself intrigued by the 

inconsistencies in the behaviors they espoused and those I had observed. Representative 

of the responses, one student wrote, “it is important to involve the community in the 

design process in order to strengthen the community’s sense of belonging to their built 

                                                
116 Ibid. 
117 Victor Turner, From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1982). p.93. Via, Fassett, Critical Communication Pedagogy. p.45. 
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environment.”118 And yet, as will be detailed in the next chapter, the structure of the 

program did not call for community participation and the instance of student-initiated 

interaction was low. There were a number of mitigating factors in this – e.g., a language 

barrier – and I do not employ this example to chastise, but rather to demonstrate that it 

is easy to forget that we are not, in our interactions with others, always who we imagine 

ourselves to be or who we wish to be. And, that a belief in something is not indicative of 

an intrinsic knowledge of how to follow through. By examining our inconsistencies we 

become more aware of the identity which we create through communication, and we can 

begin to rework our theories-in-use to reflect our understanding. The emphasis here is 

not on the ability to anticipate the identity you present in conversation, but on the 

willingness to engage in reflection-on-action with the intention of understanding the 

impact of your communicative behavior on the response of the person with whom you 

are speaking. This is especially true with respect to the almost invisible currents of 

power that run through communicative contexts. 

 Michel Foucault wrote that power is “never a one-to-one relationship…[that it 

is] fluid, flowing through all of us all the time.”119 This is why as an individual shifts 

from context to context, so also does the mantle of power in the human to human 

relationship. During the Brazil Studio, for example, the relationship between students 

and residents is most certainly undercut by multiple, criss-crossing currents of power. 

Many of the neighbors along the narrow street where we work stop to watch or talk 

with other residents, sometimes pointing and gesturing to the students. Throughout 

                                                
118 F.R., "Reflective Inquiry: Brazil Studio," ed. Megan Clark (2007). 
119 Fassett, Critical Communication Pedagogy. p.65. 
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both studios, when students asked residents what they thought of the project the choral 

response was invariably one of agreement and praise, even from individuals who had 

reason to question how our efforts would redirect water along the erosion-prone slope. 

What I failed to recognize in those instances was that our being there was in-and-of-

iteself an assertion of power, of expertise. We were presented as a group of architecture 

students, professionals, and by not essentializing opportunities for community 

participation we intimated that we neither wanted nor needed their help with the 

design. Following from that, and from conversations with friends who worked with 

organizations in other parts of the city, the individuals with whom we spoke may have 

felt as though they had no basis from which to speak, as our actions suggested that the 

expertise in their neighborhood was insufficient. This is compounded by the fateful 

phenomenon embodied in the saying, ‘don’t bite the hand that feeds you’, which can 

prevent people from responding honestly or negatively for fear it would suggest the 

help is unwanted. This type of power is the underminer of service-learning approaches 

wherein the community feels ‘served by’, rather than ‘involved with’, members of the 

visiting organization. The truth is that these conjectures do not address the 

complexities of power, and it is possible they do not do the reality of the situation any 

justice. But, recognizing that power, like identity, is often determined by the actions we 

take in communication, we can poise ourselves to observe its flow so that we might 

better understand the way others respond to us. And, armed with insights from these 

reflections-on-action, we make it possible to engage in reflection-in-action. Critical 

communication pedagogical practice works to facilitate these transitions by structuring a 

critical, reflexive classroom. 



78 
 

 

Communication and the Classroom 

 Fassett and Warren write that the most explicit way a critical communication 

pedagogist can facilitate critical communication and learning in the classroom is by 

acknowledging their complicity as a model of behavior.120 They must, that is, walk their 

talk. By questioning along with their students, and allowing their students to question 

them, not to point fingers, but to develop a better understanding of the learning context 

together. But this is far easier said than done. One of the core components of the Brazil 

Studio is the study of Afro-Brazilian culture, socially and economically marginalized in 

Brazil as African-Americans and others in the U.S. Classes are dedicated to the history 

of the game of capoeira, the religion of Candomblé and other elements of the Afro-

Brazilian legacy in the state of Bahia, the first point of entry for many soon-to-be slaves. 

The purpose of this focus is to help students make sense of the inequities that manifest 

themselves in contemporary Brazilian society, and to provide background information 

that may not have already received. Arguably, learning about anything in such a 

condensed manner is not ideal, but it does provide a frame within which the bigger 

picture begins to come clearer. There are two related, but divergent pedagogical 

interests that extend from this example: (1) that “cultures are created, sustained, and 

altered in communication”, and a connection must be made between the ideas presented 

in a lecture-format class and the daily details within communicative interactions; and (2) 

that in observing the daily details of cultural communication, students must have the 

                                                
120 Ibid.p.45. 



79 
 

opportunity to question what they see in order to better understand it.121 It is therefore 

valuable that students be encouraged to engage in culture separate and apart from 

lectures, an opportunity which the Brazil Studio inherently provides. But being in the 

midst of culture, being on the receiving end of the communication, does not always 

mean we hear it or understand it. Having additional opportunities to reflect on what is 

communicated to us, or what we observe, contributes greatly to our ability to facilitate 

future communication. In the next chapter I introduce two of the six individuals with 

whom we shared a house during the 2006 Studio, and offer them up as one means 

through which our group was able to better understand our cultural situation. Having a 

basic understanding of the history of Brazil was beneficial to that end, but in the 

attempt to cover such a complex topic in a short amount of time many questions often 

remain unanswered. 

 

CURRERE AND THE ENVIRONMENTAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY 

 The private high school where Marilyn Doerr works is surrounded by over 200 

acres of woods and undeveloped landscape, and in 1998 the administration asked her to 

develop a course that took advantage of the school’s environment in a way that the 

single-period field trips of past science curricula had not. Her familiarity with William 

Pinar’s work led her to propose a variation on his currere method that uses 

autobiographical reflection – i.e., autoethnography – to invoke the students’ sense of 

                                                
121 Ibid. p.43. 
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place, rather than to engage educators in reflecting upon their own educational 

experiences as currere is intended to do. “The idea of dialectic interaction, of taking the 

learning philosophy that so interested me and putting it into a practice that called for, 

shouted for, real connectedness with my students, fit in so perfectly with what I knew 

was an essential component of the teaching of this subject: the need for intense, habit-

changing involvement.”122 She feels that the dire nature of ecological issues and any 

personal value they might have is impossible to impart in the traditional way, and is 

therefore difficult for students to carry beyond the classroom. Reflecting on a passage 

from David Orr’s book, Ecological Literacy: Education and the Transition to a Post-Modern 

World, Doerr reports that environmental autobiography helped her students to begin 

asking themselves, “How does my personal life, how do my personal choices in that life, 

impinge on the rest of the world?”.123 That is, ‘what are the consequences of my 

actions?’. The example provided here-in not only demonstrates the use of critical 

communication pedagogical practices, within sustainability-related course material, but 

how critical communication pedagogy might employed encourages self-reflection on the 

consequences of one’s action. 

 Before delving into the course, it is important to first take a look at the 

foundation provided by Pinar’s methodology, and to recognize the principles of critical 

communication pedagogy embodied within it. Currere  was developed from Pinar’s Freirian 

critique of the ‘dehumanizing’ educational experience. He employed it to explore the 

                                                
122 Marilyn N. Doerr, Currere and the Environmental Autobiography: A Phenomenological Approach to 
the Teaching of Ecology, ed. William F. Pinar, vol. 4, Complicated Conversation (New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 2004). p.97. 
123 Ibid. p.135. 
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ways in which formal education contributes to an understanding of self, and to use that 

understanding to evaluate and re-shape curriculum theory.124 He believed that writing 

about your prior experiences creates an emotional distance that, when re-read, enables 

you to examine and uncover the causal relationship between those experiences and your 

“biographic situation”.125 This scenario reflects the first and fourth stages of the method: 

regression , recording the past, and synthesis, reflecting upon your records. Author Joan 

Didion makes a similar distinction in a collection of essays on writing, between “what 

happened”(regression) and “what it means to me” (synthesis).126 The second and third 

stages, progression and analysis, require you to record your future and present activities, 

respectively. Together, the first three stages represent self-portraits that inform the 

reflection partaken in the fourth stage. Pinar writes, “the future is present in the same 

sense that the past is present. It influences, in complicated ways, the present; it forms 

the present.”127 

  What is not apparent from a cursory review of the four stages is the role 

that discussion and social reflection play. While Eric Mykhalovskiy and Pinar’s 

colleague, Madeleine Grumet, argue that the self is intrinsically bound to society, and 

that autobiographical writings therefore show the writer in relation to those around 

him/her, currere  need not be confined to written work.128 Both Pinar and Grumet 

                                                
124 Ibid. p.16. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. p.15. 
127 William F. Pinar, Autobiography, Politics, and Sexuality: Essays in Curriculum Theory, 1972-1992 
(New York: Peter Lang, 1994). p.24. 
128 Eric Mykhalovskiy, "Reconsidering 'Table Talk': Critical Thoughts on the Relationship between 
Sociology, Autobiography, and Self-Indulgence," in Reflexivity and Voice, ed. R. Hertz (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications, 1997). p.239. 
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discuss the social component of currere  from a theoretical perspective, but do not 

elaborate on its role in their classroom application of the method. As Pinar says, 

“[currere ] is a call to examine one’s response to a text, a response to an idea, response 

to a colleague, in ways which invite depth [of] understanding and transformation of 

that response.”129 Doerr argues that it is the invocation of response that prevents the 

methodology of autobiography from lapsing into solipsism; recording and written 

reflection are solitary exercises, but returning to the classroom and sharing your 

thoughts initiates the social exercise of dialogue.  In fact, the listening skills that 

students acquire in response to their own work precede the skills they require to listen 

to their classmates. Listening, in turn, engenders the acknowledgement and valuation of 

others that characterizes the democratic classroom. “Currere  can provide a mechanism 

that will stretch the student to move away from himself while learning more about 

himself”, to “see the world not only in the context of themselves.”130 In this respect, the 

social context of currere  and the environmental autobiography reflects and supports the 

social context of critical communication pedagogy in consequentialist sustainability education. 

Self-reflection becomes a way through which people begin to see the value in the 

perspective of others.  The expansion of the students’ world-view is further reinforced 

by Doerr’s introduction of controversial ecological discourses. By comparing these 

perspectives to one another, students are able to examine why and how individuals 

                                                                                                                                            
William F. Pinar, W.M. Reynolds, Patrick Slattery and P.M. Taubman, Understanding Curriculum: An 
Introduction to the Study of Historical and Contemporary Curriculum Discourse (New York: Peter Lang, 
1995). p.523. 
129 Pinar, Autobiography, Politics, and Sexuality: Essays in Curriculum Theory, 1972-1992. p.119. 
130 Doerr, Currere and the Environmental Autobiography: A Phenomenological Approach to the Teaching 
of Ecology. p.138. 
Joe L. Kincheloe, Toward a Critical Politics of Teacher Thinking: Mapping the Postmodern (Westport, 
CT: Bergin & Garvey, 1993). p.138. 
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choose to live by a particular approach, and, in the process, begin to grow and 

strengthen their own approach. Kincheloe points out that the egocentrism which 

environmental autobiography seeks to eclipse provides a foundation for a host of other 

“isms”: racism, sexism, ethnocentrism, and genderism, to name a few.131 By extension, 

this application of autobiography encourages a social perspective of openness that 

acknowledges and works to move beyond these frames of reference.  

 It is possible to see that currere  epitomizes the evolution of phenomenology in 

education: “Phenomenology is concerned with essence – the essence of lived experience – 

and the consciousness we bring to those experiences.”132 “If we do not use our 

experiences, Grumet said, we risk turning away from the ‘places where we were most 

thrilled, most afraid, most ashamed, and most proud.’…This is where currere  can be so 

effective. It pulls experience into the picture and gives it voice.”133 Doerr’s environmental 

autobiography builds upon currere  by asking the students to record and reflect upon their 

prior experiences with the biological world and with issues that affect its health and 

balance. She argues that the basic principles that ecology courses tend to focus on will 

find new life and potentially greater meaning for the students when approached from 

this perspective. bell hooks writes, “different, more radical subject matter does not 

create a liberatory pedagogy…a simple practice like including personal experience may 

                                                
131 Joe L. Kincheloe, "Pinar's Currere and Identity in Hyperreality: Ground the Post-Formal Notion of 
Intrapersonal Intelligence," in Curriculum: Toward New Identities, ed. William F. Pinar (New York: 
Garland, 1998). p.138. 
132 Doerr, Currere and the Environmental Autobiography: A Phenomenological Approach to the Teaching 
of Ecology. p.131 
133 Ibid. p.13. 
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be more constructively challenging than simply changing the curriculum.”134 Doerr 

partners writing with critical reading of texts related to ecology and competing 

ecological discourses in order to better acquaint students with the context in which they 

were written, as well as the context in which they are being read. This promotes the 

practice of critical analysis, as underlined by Freire, and prepares them to critically 

analyze their own thoughts in during the synthesis stage of the environmental 

autobiography.135 In addition, Doerr notes that critical literacy, like critical communication 

pedagogy, involves sensitivity to the power of influence, of which she is hyper-aware in 

her pluralistic role as both educator and concerned citizen.136 Influence, in this sense, is 

part of the author’s and/or educator’s identity: who they are in relation to their 

audience; of what they hope to convince them; why their opinion ought to be valued 

above others. This is an issue to which I will return in Chapter 6. 

 In addition to their writings, students in Doerr’s course were also asked to select 

and be responsible for a set of objects.137 Each time the class encountered that object, 

either in writing or in the biological world, its student caretaker was called upon to 

offer background information and relevant ecological or social issues. Conversely, if 

those issues arose, the student was also expected to call attention to the objects role in 

the situation. Doerr notes that connections between these ‘responsibilities’ and written 

reflections opened up as the students were reminded of a story, or a story reminded 

                                                
134 bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (New York: Routedge, 
1994). p.148. 
135 Doerr, Currere and the Environmental Autobiography: A Phenomenological Approach to the Teaching 
of Ecology. p.99. 
136 Ibid. p.171. 
137 Ibid. p.107. 
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them of an additional object for which they might take responsibility.138 Observations 

by educators from Doerr to Alex Gilliam reinforce the idea that the freedom to select 

something of interest or importance to the students, and the opportunity to be 

responsible for it, breeds care and attention. During the course of the environmental 

autobiographies, the students explored complex feelings about relationships that helped 

to deepen their understanding of, and capacity for, caring.139 One student wrote about 

the guilt he felt after carving his name into a neighbor’s driveway, and was surprised to 

discover just how much he cared about his neighbor and how his own behavior affected 

that neighbor.140 A few years ago, I wrote about a morning when my father and I made 

ants-on-a-log for my nursery school class, only to arrive as another parent-child pair 

passed out their snacks.141 Twenty-six years later I still carry a sense of sadness that I 

now recognize as empathy for my dad, to whom the chance to spend time with his 

daughter was not only a rare occurrence, but an extremely valuable one; together, my 

experience and understanding of empathy serve as a subconscious reminder to 

continuously be aware of how my behavior affects others.  

                                                
138 Ibid. p.107. 
139 Alex Gilliam, Personal Conversation, March 2, 2007. 
140 Doerr, Currere and the Environmental Autobiography: A Phenomenological Approach to the Teaching 
of Ecology. p.143. 
141 I am happy to relate that my dad and I returned home, finished off the snacks, and spent the rest of the 
day just the two of us. 
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SYNTHESIS – WHAT’S THE CATCH? 

 Here we return to the ‘commitment’ that Paolo Freire believes to be at the core 

of acting on a particular issue. Doerr’s desire to move her students from ‘I think’ to ‘I 

care’ and then to ‘I want to do something about that’, is, as with Freire’s commitment, 

muddled up in the desire to create students who care as opposed to students who are 

empowered. In retrospect, Doerr wrote that very few of her students engaged, or went 

on to engage, politically in ecology issues, and wondered what this meant for their 

progression from ‘I know’ to ‘I care’.142 The defeat of theory is discouraging for any and 

all educators who envision their classroom as a stepping-stone to conscientious student 

action out in the world. Educators and sustainability activists then bear the same 

challenges, and the same potential disappointment, in inciting those around them to 

action. Ultimately, both groups want those around them to care as much as they do, to 

act, as Nel Noddings advocates, not because they ‘must’, but because they ‘want’ to.143 

Her theory of relational ethics says that we learn to care by being cared for, something 

exemplified by the outdoor education branch of experiential learning, and yet, as Doerr 

points out, the connection of students to situations and individuals for whom and about 

whom they cared was not quite the success story that she envisioned. Impediments seem 

to abound, and yet there are those who would argue that critical thinking and critical 

communication in the classroom are, in fact, ethical stepping stones. Donna Kienzler 
                                                
142 Doerr, Currere and the Environmental Autobiography: A Phenomenological Approach to the Teaching 
of Ecology. 
143 Nell Noddings, and Paul J. Shore, Awakening the Inner Eye: Intuition in Education (New York: 
Teachers College Columbia University, 1984). pp.79-80. 
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wrote, “rather than adding an isolated ethics unit to a course, critical thinking allows 

instructors to incorporate ethics into many different aspects of professional 

communication.”144 She suggests that among other critical aspects, identifying and 

questioning assumption and seeking multiple voices are in-and-of-themselves moments 

of ethical thought. The difference between Noddings’ ethics and Kienzler’s is that 

Noddings requires a method to access the internal motivation of a student, while 

Kienzler offers an external motivator, a set of tools for empowering a student to look 

outside of themselves. I submit, then, that it is Kienzler’s route, if not precisely her 

method, which ought to be followed towards consequentialist sustainability education. The 

intention is not to devalue the role of educational context – the setting, the activity, the 

student-educator relationship – but to supplement it with tools that maximize our 

applied understanding of the emotional empowerment of students. 
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Part III: PROPOSITION 

Chapter 6: Developing Critical Communication Praxis –  
Observations from Brazil 

PRELUDE 

 As I write this opening paragraph I have just returned from a retreat for the 

Brazil Studio. It was organized by the program’s founder to enable a core group to 

reflect on our collective perspectives from the 2007 summer session, and to use those 

perspectives to lay the groundwork for 2008 and other future sessions. All in attendance 

were course instructors save myself and another woman, who acted this summer as 

course assistants to different degrees. Certainly ours do not comprise the breadth of 

perspectives on the Studio, and noting that critical staff was not in attendance only 

begins to demonstrate that. Before launching into the demographics of the program, I 

feel it is necessary to relate today’s experience with respect to the central issue of 

communication. In embarking upon my critique of the Studio I became frustrated with 

the disparities in communication for which I felt the program and its support team, 

myself included, were responsible. Without invalidating the situations and the reflection 

that caused me to feel this way, I must confess that my overall perspective has softened. 

In sharing our experiences and projecting the future needs of the program as a group, I 

was reminded that – surprise! – others also harbored concern for the absence of 

fundamental communication skills. And – surprise, again! – it was reliance on those same 

fundamental skills that facilitated my change of heart. Being critical does not inherently 



89 
 

drive transition from theory to practice; critical theory, of any sort, is still prone to being 

critical-in-theory. 

 

WHY THE BRAZIL STUDIO? 

 It would be most accurate to say that the Brazil Studio, after having found me, 

found my thesis. I understood from the beginning that my involvement with the Studio 

would in some way influence this study, but I did not know how pivotal a role until my 

return to the States this summer following five weeks as a course assistant. As I have 

previously discussed, and will revisit later, the survey responses and my observations 

pointed plainly to issues of communication which, in turn, played heavily on a decision 

to shift gears from design thinking to critical communication. With that shift reconciled, 

the potentiality of the Brazil Studio as a central case study asserted itself. As will be 

detailed shortly, the goals of the Studio conform to each of the educational assumptions 

laid out in the opening of Chapter 4 and its example offers the opportunity to discuss 

critical communication not simply as an external function of consequentialist sustainability 

but in the perpetually reflexive manner advocated by critical communication pedagogists. 

In other words, it offers the chance to address the value of critical communication skills 

as they pertain to external relations with residents and others as well as internal 

relations with educators and fellow students.  

 As “an architectural design-construction program…where students and 

professionals create community based projects involving architecture, land-scape and 



90 
 

urban design” the Brazil studio aligns itself with the three educational assumptions of 

consequentialist sustainability.145 That is to say, the Studio focuses on a community-based 

project where the students are encouraged to interact with residents for the express 

purpose of benefiting both the students and the neighborhood. This is, as in Chapter 4, 

supported by an alignment of the Studio with distinct elements of educational theory.  

 Design/build education, a process-oriented hands-on approach to design and 

construction embraced by the Brazil Studio, is a direct extension of experiential learning 

and its phenomenological roots, which emphasize personal growth. The professional use 

of the term ‘design/build’ indicates that the responsibilities for both design and 

construction are shared by the same group; of whom and how that group is comprised 

depends greatly on the nature of the project. Architecture and design schools have 

developed design/build studio courses to engage students both theoretically and 

practically in ways that a typical design studio, with its drawings and models, cannot. 

For example, concrete, specified in an immensely broad variety of architectural projects, 

has limitations and inherent potential that are more apparent to the construction crew 

than the design team. By providing students with the opportunity to mix, pour and 

mold concrete, educators open the pathway to more intimate design knowledge. 

Design/build also offers students the opportunity to test the creative alternatives they 

envision, such as substituting rammed or poured earth for concrete. Participants in the 

2007 Studio did just this by creating a series of casts that explored ratios of cement, 

                                                
145 Meghan Walsh, Brazil Studio: Introduction (Axismundi,   2007]); available from 
www.axismundi.us/brazilstudio.html. 
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aggregate, sand and other materials in an effort to reduce the amount of cement 

employed in the overall project. 

 The location of a design/build project becomes exponentially more important 

and more complex than any project might on paper. Site evaluation, design elements 

and construction concerns must all be mediated by the presence of residents, neighbors 

and other stakeholders/end-users. Plataforma, the Brazilian neighborhood that has been 

host and site for the Studio, demands careful consideration by the students, and reminds 

them that the work they do will affect the lives of its residents, and that the affect 

should be positive. This element demonstrates the pragmatic nature of community-based 

learning which, in theory, necessitates the incorporation of democratic learning pratices. 

The opportunity for students in a design/build program to take responsibility for a 

particular project exemplifies the principle of equal voice and decision-making power 

that is central to both theories. For students to have this opportunity there must be a 

degree of freedom afforded by the educator to make mistakes, as well as a boundary of 

ethics which ensures that the choices being made do not harm the individuals which 

they seek to help. The design instructor for the 2007 Studio, Jack, was careful to 

articulate that his educational style allows students the opportunity to explore their 

options in a way that underscores the benefits of self-correction; that is, a way that 

allows students to face and then mitigate their own missteps. The most convincing, and 

many would say only, way to do this is by involving stakeholders in the process such 

that the choices reflect the interests, as best they can, of both the stakeholders and the 

students. Any reference to critical pedagogy, the Brazilian pedigree non-withstanding, 
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would suggest that the stakeholders and students are increasingly one and the same, 

such that the liberatory process inherent to Freire’s refinement of democratic learning 

would incite democratic change in the local community. To the extent that the reality of 

the Brazil Studio accomplishes this and to which it is a realistic goal of the particular 

program, I defer to the observation and survey responses outlined below. 

 Of the characteristic principles shared by the preceding educational theories, one 

is glaringly absent: reflexive practice. Its fundamental relationship to critical 

communication supports the hypothesis that the Brazil Studio also embodies some of the 

short-comings of sustainability education. I do not intend to argue that students or 

instructors failed to engage reflexive practice on an individual level, but rather that the 

program’s current structure lacks built-in opportunities for persons to reflect either in a 

group, or alone, at key points in the course. The Brazilian examples I provide in Chapter 

5 were less the result of incidental reflection than they were snippets of information 

passed on to the class during lectures, tours and construction activities. What Fassett 

and Warren remind educators is that reflexivity is a constant relation of self to context, 

questioning and shifting as necessary. To expect that students will do this without 

prompting is admirable, but misguided. As evidenced in the opening paragraph, I am 

not alone in this concern for the Studio, and at the close of this chapter will expand 

upon the optimistic resolutions put in place for future studios. 

 Above all else, even the fortuitous parallels outlined above, my decision to focus 

on the Studio was personal. The coincidental way in which I came to participate does 

not in the least foretell the degree to which I have become fascinated, frustrated, 
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reflexive and (hopefully) active. My emotional response to each session was fairly 

visceral, far more than I even like to admit. I felt – in no particular order of intensity or 

frequency – betrayed, confused, guilty, defensive, antagonistic, sad, helpless, and 

dishonest. I had, of course, on both occasions developed wonderful friendships with 

coursemates and others in our living and working environments. I also uncovered an 

emotional connection to the music and other cultural details which were shared with 

me, and am thankful on both accounts. But my dissatisfaction with the academic 

component of my experiences – the structure and application of the course – left me 

extremely frustrated and compelled to respond in a way that effected changes. How, 

after all, could I walk away from something that had so profoundly affected me without 

giving back? Without offering my feedback?  

 This question is responsible for my return to the Studio in 2007. The course 

assistant during our 2006 session was an early student of the Studio, having completed 

an independent study with the director in 2005. When it was divulged that the Studio 

intended to continue installing returning students in an assistive position, I gamely 

volunteered, eager to go back and see how suggestions from the year before would be 

translated into course improvements. One change in particular interested me a great 

deal. Having spent over a month traveling before the 2006 session had given me both 

emotional and practical support throughout the course. Knowing how to take the bus, 

how to ask for change and what to expect when crossing the street, all small events, 

were all items for which coursemates looked to me for help. I believed then, as I still 

believe, that the opportunity to spend time in Brazil without being tethered to an 
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academic agenda could increase both the cultural and operational comfort of the Studio’s 

students. It was agreed and the formal length of the course was extended from four 

weeks to five, with the recommendation that students travel separately beforehand, time 

and resources permitting. With this and other changes in place, I traveled to Brazil in 

July of 2007 to, among other things, facilitate the operational acclimatization of the 

students, particularly during the first week. What actually occurred was a prime 

example of the lack of internal communication that hinders the Studio.  

 I had had a fair number of email exchanges and at least one phone call prior to 

arriving in order to discuss the details of my responsibilities for the 2007 session. It was 

determined that she and I would meet with fellow teaching assistant, Taia, and cultural 

instructor, Wes, in Brazil before the formal start of the course to discuss things at 

greater length, including the events of the first week. It was my intention to organize 

short trips as well as outings in and around the city of Salvador to provide pre-planned 

options for the students during this time. This was at Meghan’s suggestion in order to 

provide some structure to the operational orientation. When we did meet, the tentative 

schedule reflected four events – a beach excursion; a private lesson in capoeira 

movement, music and history; a scavenger hunt; and a panel discussion on the cultural 

history of Salvador and Brazil – already in place for that first week. Having experienced 

and appreciated each of these to varying degrees the prior year I was enthused by their 

inclusion and the obvious overlap they had with my own intentions. What I did not 

anticipate was that the second week would then be opened up for students to explore on 

their own. Practically speaking this need not have been a problem; as Wes would later 
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share with me, his teaching experiences have taught him that although the type of 

personal freedom allowed by this arrangement is inherently beneficial, it is best received 

when framed by a modicum of structure.146 However, when the surprise announcement 

was made that the students were free to do whatever they wished for almost a week the 

students reacted in a manner that caught me completely off-guard. I had assumed – 

bringing to mind the cautionary phrase ‘assumptions make an ass…’ – that the purpose 

for the free time had been aggregated into the aforesaid events, and was unprepared for 

the backlash released by the students. Had I spoken up during the first meeting, or even 

sometime during the first week, he and I might have had the aforementioned 

conversation about the arrangement of time, and we might have together been able to 

prepare for the week of freedom. As I have no doubt repeated before, and will do again, 

the issue of communication is embedded. 

 One last note before turning to the details of the program. Well, two notes, 

actually. The first is intended to reiterate that sustainability is not determined by the 

application of definitions and strategies to a particular place, but by the establishment of 

resolutions that acknowledge and weigh the validity of countless perspectives related to 

that place. The second reminds that in spite of the intense, study-abroad nature of the 

example offered by the Brazil Studio, sustainability education is not, and should not 
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necessarily, be about engaging in “different, more radical subject matter”, but about 

providing an alternative approach to the subject matter at hand.147 

 

PROGRAM BACKGROUND 

 The Brazil Studio is a growing program of the D.C.-area non-profit Axismundi. 

Taking its name from the Latin term for ‘sacred space’, the organization aims “to bring 

together people of a variety of different skills, talents, and experiences to invent, learn, 

build, and grow.”148 It was co-founded by architect and adjunct architecture professor 

Meghan Walsh following the success of a collaborative graffiti installation in a D.C. 

Metro transit station that brought her together with a group of high school artists. 

After meeting a Brazilian architect fellow capoeirista149, Lula, in 2003 Meghan 

coordinated a cross-cultural design project for her senior-level architecture studio at 

Catholic University, which eventually led to the exchange of students between her firm 

in D.C. and Lula’s firm in Olinda, Pernambuco, Brazil. Hoping to close the distance 

between students and their design site, she developed a study-abroad studio for students 

from Catholic University that was to take place at Kilombo Tenondé, a capoeira-based 

community organization in the suburban bairro (roughly, ‘neighborhood’) of Coutos, 

outside of Salvador, Bahia, Brazil in 2005. When the program received little attention, 

                                                
147 bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (New York: Routedge, 
1994). p.148. 
148 Meghan Walsh, Axismundi: Introduction (Axismundi,   2007]); available from 
http://www.axismundi.us/index.html. 
149 A ‘capoeirista’ is an individual who engages in the play of capoeira, an Afro-Brazilian martial art and 
game. 
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she determined to extract it from Catholic University and place it within the Axismundi 

organization in order to make it a more feasible option for students from architecture 

programs across the U.S. In 2006 the program hosted two sessions in Salvador, the first 

at Kilombo Tenondé, and the second in the nearby bairro of Plataforma, where Meghan 

had developed a close relationship with Jorge, a pae de santo (‘father of the saint’), or high 

priest, of the Afro-Brazilian religion of Candomblé. In 2007 the program returned for a 

single session to the same site in Plataforma. 

 

Session Basics  

 Throughout the course students are privy to conversations, lectures and 

additional cultural experiences from a variety of local historians, anthropologists, 

capoeiristas, musicians, artists and others. The first portion of each session is effectively 

dedicated to the basic orientation of the city of Salvador and the history of Brazil and its 

culture, including an architectural tour intended to bridge the unnecessary disciplinary 

gap between culture and design. The second portion is dedicated to design and 

construction.  

 During the second session in 2006, at which time I was a student in the Studio, 

the course lasted four weeks and was divided more or less evenly between the two 

portions. There were six students, including the aforementioned course assistant, 
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Joaquin. 150 Four of the students had completed some portion of graduate school, two 

had just completed their undergraduate work with intentions to enter graduate school 

within a year, and all but myself were working towards professional degrees in 

architecture. We were housed in the bairro of Santo Antônio, close to Pelourinho, the 

historic district of Salvador. We lived in a family home that operates as a boarding 

house for extended-stay visitors, and, in addition to the owner, Dona Marcia, and her 

daughter Maira, had six additional housemates, including Krishna, the program’s house 

coordinator. Faculty members stayed in various locations throughout the city. 

 During the 2007 session, the course, as mentioned above, was extended to five 

weeks, the first two of which were again dedicated to basic orientation, the third to the 

architectural tour, and final two to design/build. This group consisted of ten students 

from five different U.S. universities and at least five different countries, all women, 

ranging from 18 to approximately 50 years of age.  Five of the students had finished 

their first year of graduate studies in architecture, two had recently completed their 

undergraduate work in architecture, two were in the first half of their undergraduate 

architecture programs and the last was in the first half of her undergraduate urban 

planning program. This session, the duties of Joaquin and Krishna were condensed and 

rewritten into two new positions filled by myself and Taia, a native Bahian who worked 

with the Studio throughout the summer of 2006. Collectively, our responsibilities were 

to live with the students and to report on all course happenings. Taia’s additional 

responsibilities were geared toward securing material and equipment, and assisting the 

                                                
150 Note that group size is not set.  It is based on student demand and has been as many as ten and as few as 
four. 
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students during the build. My remaining responsibilities, then, were to accompany the 

students on all course excursions, oversee the finances and administration of all course 

events, and maintain a photo database. As with previous sessions, the students and 

faculty stayed in separate housing, although all 2007 accommodations were located in 

the neighborhood of Santo Antônio. The faculty stayed with the same family with whom 

students from last year’s session had stayed. The students, myself and Taia were two 

blocks away in a rental house. 

Participatory Motivation 

 During the initial orientation for each session students were asked to discuss 

their motivations for participating in the program and the responses were as follows: 

2006 

  Tia: Entered graduate school in architecture from a background in biology with 

the desire to engage in hospitality design.  She had never been out of the country 

and wanted an experience that would expand on the technical, computer-

oriented courses offered at her university.   

  Maria Teresa (Tes): Just completed a 4-year architecture program and had a 

desire to do something architecture-related that would add to her portfolio.  She 

was then shopping for graduate schools, though undecided on 

professionalization: architecture or urban planning.  She was also unsure 

whether she would specialize in low-income housing or sustainable architecture. 

  Mei: Finishing up a 4-year architecture program, and already enrolled in 

graduate school for the fall with an expressed interest in other cultures.  She had 

had to emigrate to the U.S. from Iran to get into architecture school because she 

was discouraged from taking it at home. 
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  Joaquin: (course assistant)  Poised to begin his thesis for graduate school and 

interested in devising a solution for favellas.  He had previously interned in 

Recife, Pernambuco, Brasil following his initial participation in Brazil Studio. 

  Lars: Not present.151 

 

 

 

2007 

  Christine: Entering her second year of undergraduate architecture. She has an 

interest in building something to positively affect a community. 

  Dakota: Entering her third year of undergraduate architecture. She has an 

interest in construction skills and architecture as a means to better community, 

and the Studio corresponded with prior plans to be in Brasil. 

  Emily: Entering her second year of graduate architecture. She has an interest in 

applying new architectural ideas to her native Taiwan. 

  Fatima: Also entering her second year of graduate architecture. She is inspired 

by Hassan Fathy’s “Architecture for the Poor” and Nader Khalili and has an 

interest in social responsibility of architecture as well as natural and available 

materials. 

  Lauren: Also entering her second year of graduate architecture. She has an 

interest in natural materials and appropriate technology, and is involved in 

Brasilian cultural activities in the U.S.. 

  Niraya: Also entering her second year of graduate architecture. She is 

questioning architecture and how she might maintain passion for her work. She 

has had many previous experiences in Brasil. 

                                                
151 Personal communications. July 23, 2006.  Salvador, Bahia, Brasil. 
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  Roopika: Entering her second year of undergraduate urban studies. She has an 

interest in sustainability and gaining construction experience. 

  Sara: A recent undergraduate in architecture. She has an interest in learning 

more about design/build and in returning to Iran to work. 

  Sue: Not present.152153 

  Tessa: Also a recent undergraduate in architecture.  

 

 

Instructors 

 Course instruction during 2006 was headed up by Meghan, whose 

responsibilities lay in both architectural and cultural education. Additional instructors 

Ana Paula and Adriana, both Ph.D. students in Afro-Brazilian history at the 

Universidade Federal da Bahia in Salvador, provided lectures on Bahian culture and 

capoeira, respectively. Chico, architect, native Bahian and partner in the firm O’Norte 

with Lula, guided the group through an architectural and historical  (and gastronomic) 

tour of Salvador. Jorge spoke extensively on Candomblé, and Mestre Valmir, capoeira 

mestre (master) of the Federação International da Capoeira Angola (FICA) in central 

Salvador, oversaw optional lessons in capoeira movement and music at the FICA studio. 

Three course assistants from neighboring Coutos, Taia, Dario and Daniel, were heavily 

involved in both the design and construction process. With the express exception of 

                                                
152 Personal communications. July 18, 2007. Salvador, Bahia, Brazil. 
153 Entering 2nd year graduate at Oxford Brookes University. 
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Meghan, who stayed on during the entire semester, all instructors were occasional and 

based in and around in Salvador. 

 Some changes were made for the 2007 line-up. The culture instructor, Wes, is a 

Ph.D. student in African-American studies as well as a long-time facilitator for the non-

profit international relations camp Seeds of Peace. He speaks fluent Portuguese, spent 

three years living and studying in Salvador, and maintains close ties with many 

individuals in the city. The design professor, Jack, is a design/builder and installation 

artist. He was a student and then instructor for the Rural Studio program at Auburn 

University and briefly assisted the Brazil Studio in 2006. After an overlap during week 

two, the transition from Wes to Jay was precipitated by a tour with returning 

architecture instructor Chico, along with Lula and Clara, a student intern with O’Norte. 

Excepting a long weekend between weeks four and five Jay then stayed for the 

remainder of the program. Meghan was present during the first three days to welcome 

the students and introduce the course, and then again during the final three days to help 

complete construction.154 All of the instructors from 2006 returned, with the addition of 

Mestre Cobre Mansa, senior mestre of the FICA group in Salvador and founder of 

Kilombo Tenonde, and Marcio, historian and local tour guide whose trips bring 

African-Americans to Bahia. 

 

Projects 

                                                
154 It is my belief that this was prompted by both high work volume in her architectural office and 
preference for the expertise and teaching style of others. 
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 As previously mentioned, the projects from 2006 and 2007 were both located in 

Plataforma a coastal bairro within which the vast majority of housing has been built on 

steep hillsides that run down to the Bahia do Todo os Santos (Bay of All Saints). More 

specifically, the project site was located along Rua Santo Antônio, a side street 

branching from one of the main roads in Plataforma’s neighborhood center. It is mainly 

residential, with the exception of a small sundries shop near the top, and almost entirely 

unpaved. Two sections of concrete step make the initial break from the main road, after 

which a short section of rough concrete extends perhaps 10 yards down the hill. Two 

additional, shorter sections of concrete appear further down. The slope ranges between 

10 and 45°, with the steepest portions at the very top and near-bottom, and between 3 

and 15 feet in width. The unpaved ground is a mixture of dirt, rocks, tile, and clay, 

though much garbage and wastewater is also present. The heavily vegetated mid-

section of the street’s Southwestern side borders private property, running into a walled 

yard that forces the street to jog first right, then left before meeting the road along the 

bay. At the first turn is an open wastewater pipe that leads away from the street and 

below the vegetated property. A little ways above that is another plumbing juncture 

indicated by a manhole cover, and the distance between the two, roughly 30 surface feet, 

marks the specific project boundaries. Along the Southeastern side of this portion are 

four structures. The top-most is now the home of Jorge Sampião, the pae de santo with 

whom Meghan is close friends, though it had been incomplete during the 2006 session. 

Its front door is fronted by three steps and can be directly accessed from the street. The 

second structure, now Jorge’s terriero (temple), had previously been his home and had a 

small courtyard between the gate and the front door of the house that was eliminated 
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during renovations. The third and forth are multiple story homes that likewise have 

gated courtyards. 

 In each session we were charged with designing and partially constructing a 

resolution to the accessibility problems which plague the hill. Fisherman and other 

vendors routinely carry heavy loads in both directions, older residents and small 

children must use the path to get to and from home, and occasionally there are 

deliverymen with donkeys or burros which must pass. The steep slope and frequent 

heavy rains, many of which have flooded and severely damaged the homes along the 

street, make passage for these and other persons increasing difficult. Parameters for the 

project called for a design that could be feasibly replicated by local residents, with 

respect to material cost, availability and durability. The (re)use of local materials – i.e., 

materials found or purchased in Plataforma – was strongly encouraged, as were 

indigenous woods. A major distinction between the two projects was the emphasis 

placed on the 2007 project to embrace and address the entire hillside, while remaining 

focused on the 30 odd feet in front of Jorge’s home. 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 As discussed previously, ‘communication’ did not define all of the issues that 

emerged from evaluating participant survey responses and course observations. It did, 

however, reveal itself to be of significance to the foundation of both the content and 

structure of the course: in moments when student-to-student and/or student-to-
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resident relationships faltered, the weakness was communication. The following 

findings detail these short-comings, but also shine a light on the critical crossroads 

where communication – i.e., one's attention to communication issues – can impact the 

educational outcome. 

 

Getting It Right 

 Rather than begin with the moments of the program where communication was 

potentially negative I felt it was best to start with those where it was positively 

embraced. The moment that first springs to mind is, of course, the retreat. The six of us 

had never had the opportunity to meet in the same place at the same time, and the 

opportunity to lay everything on the table marked the first time that many of the details 

had ever been shared amongst us. For the most part, this meant filling Meghan in on 

the smaller issues that never quite made it into our regular emails, but there was also 

the possibility that we share the frustrations we had felt toward one another but had not 

wanted to divulge at the time. This group, however, took a higher road – if there were 

any personal issues, they were kept out of conversation. Instead, we were able to 

channel our energies into positively reformulating negatives into positives into which I 

will go significantly deeper toward the end of the chapter. 

 The other big thing that I think went right was the incidental decision to place 

students in a home where the primary focus was not their academics and the principle 

language was not English. Many of the observations we made as students during the 
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2006 session were prompted by our discussions with housemates. Saunaka has lived 

with Dona Marcia for several years. He is a postman for the city of Salvador and, at the 

time, was finishing his Masters degree in history. The providence of this combination – 

someone who had intimate knowledge of the city through space as well as time – gave 

us a sweeping perspective of the culture and detailed looks at buildings and streetscapes. 

He was able to join our group on an architectural tour of the city and gained us entrance 

into several spaces that we would not have otherwise found. One of these was an old 

monastery in whose basement hid a series of catacombs, beyond which the hillside 

structure opened up under graceful arches. Several people had made their home in this 

relatively isolated space, and their presence brought home to us the multiple layers of 

life and self-construction that comprise the city, both architecturally and socially. 

Another housemate, Naoul, had lived with Dona Marcia for several months and was 

working in a local children’s non-profit in a considerably poorer part of the city as part 

of his Masters study in anthropology. He seemed, to us, an impossible mix of inside 

intelligence and outside perspective. We were all of relatively the same age and so he 

became a friend as well as a dear housemate, and openly addressed all of the questions 

we had about our surroundings. In social situations when such topics would likely not 

have been raised without him, we discussed the juxtaposition of the touristy historical 

section of Salvador and significantly poorer areas built up within and around it. He was 

friends with many of the children who routinely asked for money in the streets, and 

expounded upon the social and economic lectures we received as part of the course. That 

we had the opportunity to live with two such individuals was a happy accident of 
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context. We all happened to be in the same city at the same time, and our interests often 

collided. Or, perhaps more accurately, their knowledge became our interest. 

And…not so right 

 I have already defined these relationships as internal and external, or, academic 

and community, for the sake of explicating their correspondence with critical 

communication pedagogy and consequentialist sustainability. I now offer two supplementary 

lenses through which to view the findings below: idle communication; and 

miscommunication. Idle communication refers to any instance in which an individual does 

not (a) express, (b) listen, or (c) reflect on, a potentially meaningful piece of information. 

Readers will note that because reflection is so often touched upon by the other modes of 

communication that it does not garner a separate section. Miscommunication refers to 

elements of any communication medium – correspondence, conversation, presentation – 

whose message is (a) misconstrued by the recipient, as deemed by the sender, or (b) 

improperly represented by the sender, as deemed by the receiver. Responsibility for 

these lies with both the sender and receiver of the message, but need not denote pre-

meditation. 

 IDLE COMMUNICATION: EXPRESSION  

 The first introduction to this category is my failure to communicate my concerns 

about the first two weeks with either Meghan or Wes. But perhaps the best 

introduction is our lackluster approach to the residents of Rua Santo Antônio and 

Plataforma in general. Though this was the case overall, there are some significant 
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differences between the sessions from which to draw a few conclusions. In 2006 we were 

a small group of mainly English-speaking individuals which made initial forays outside 

the group very intimidating, but there were several young boys who became regular 

visitors and, eventually co-workers, on the project. In these relationships it was they 

who first expressed an interest in us, asking us our names in English and exchanging 

vocabulary word by word. Lars, who did not speak Portuguese, found that he was able 

to communicate with a soccer ball and quick games were often played just above the 

site. Slowly, the boys began staying to work with us when school was not in session. 

We were able, within the limits of safety, to share the workload with them, and they, in 

turn, demonstrated faster, less wasteful, more interesting solutions than the students 

had been able to come up with on their own. The testament to these relationships was 

the boys’ visible anticipation when the 2007 group arrived to start anew. It is true that 

the 2006 session had little communication with adults in Plataforma, and that there 

were no community meetings to introduce ourselves or collaborate on the project 

design, and yet, on our last evening, people piled into the street in front of Jorge’s to 

share popcorn and watch a slideshow with us.  

 That is the moment – the closing party – in 2007 when I realized just how 

different the experiences had been. The students had spent the afternoon making 

lanterns, sweeping up the storage space and painting flower pots, but when we gathered 

to watch a new slideshow after dark, there were only a handful of people. It struck me 

particularly because Emily asked, ‘were there more people at this event last year?’. 

There had been no formal organizing for either event, just the word put out by the boys 
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and a few young men who also worked with us from time to time. So why the noticeable 

absence? I believe that the size of the group was an issue, both for the residents and the 

students. For the residents, it meant a more intimidating presence. The roadway was 

consistently blocked by a large group shoveling, hacking, and, sometimes, welding, for 

the majority of the day. The focus that the students placed on their work and on one 

another appeared to isolate them from the rest of the world. This only served to 

exacerbate the ‘snowglobe’ effect that is already part-and-parcel of our foreigness. The 

other side effect of group size was that it decreased the amount of work that could be 

shared outside of the students. In both sessions, work was the primary facilitator for 

meaningful relationships, and the larger number of students in the 2007 group meant 

that sometimes they didn’t even have work to do. The foil the two groups provide one 

another is a deliberate exaggeration of their differences, but the lessons that it reveals 

are of benefit to both future sessions of the Studio and the larger pool of educational 

programs. 

Lesson #1: Look for alternative routes to communication barriers. 

 Culture, described by Fassett and Warren, is shared and created through 

communication, and it therefore makes sense to mine the cultural details for a more 

effective means to communicate with someone. These details can also be a way in which 

you find yourself more connected to that someone than you had previously thought. By 

recognizing that this is an option, students need not feel trapped by what seem to be 

insurmountable barriers to communication. For these students in particular learning 
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Portuguese is a daunting task, but, as Lars and the boys at the site discovered with 

soccer, communication can be straightforward even without the use of words. 

Lesson #2: Smaller student groups help to mitigate ‘group syndrome’. 

 Huddling together is basic human instinct, particularly when you are in an 

unfamiliar situation. As with the difficulty in translating espoused theories into theories-in-

use, breaking the habit of keeping to the familiar is easier said than done. Breaking up 

larger groups into smaller ones, over either space or time, has the same effect as 

breaking up a collection of bubbles on top of the water; the more broken up they are, the 

more surface area each bubble exposes. This lesson might also be coupled with one of 

the lessons from ‘Getting it right…’, that is, having a home-base that does not facilitate 

further isolation.  

 

IDLE COMMUNICATION: LISTENING  

 The argument could be made that listening was a difficulty that everyone 

shared. This makes us all quite human, but when we stop listening to the persons in our 

immediate context, it can make for a frustrating experience. The examples in this 

category are entirely internal; one student-student and a combination of student-

educator. The former relational context was a fairly intense issue during the 2007 

session. As Sue wrote, “there were quite distinct groups, defined by dormitory, age and 
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university.”155 And while she observes that they generally worked well together, there 

were character differences that arose which made group decisions problematic at best.156 

Had group decisions been confined to where to eat lunch or dinner they would have 

been more manageable, but the difficulties arose during design sessions for the project 

and frequently derailed efforts to finalize materials and key design elements. The 

concrete test tiles used as an example above were one resolution to a particularly 

controversial and on-going debate about surface materials. Up until that time it 

appeared that all conversations about concrete ended in a stale-mate, each party 

unwilling to budge.157 Similar disputes over additional material selections and overall 

form occurred throughout the design process, which was, given the situation, also 

during construction, so that disagreements delayed progress a bit more each time. 

Critical time to reflect and disengage from the project would have given them the 

chance to resolve some of the emotional tension that hindered the project’s 

development. 

 It didn’t help that this pattern was sometimes repeated in their student-educator 

relationships. Toward the end of the project the focus shifted from surface materials to 

‘urban interventions’, Lula’s elegant name for elements that took the scale and presence 

of the site into consideration. In group discussions with both Lula and Jack, the idea of 

totem poles was tossed around as one way in which they could dimensionalize the 

project. The main resolution for the site was a series of concrete pavers bordered by a 

french drain running the length of the wooded edge of the street, and the group 
                                                
155 Sue Brockbank, "Reflective Inquiry: Brazil Studio,"  (2007). 
156 Ibid. 
157 Personal communications, August, 2007. Santo Antonio, Salvador, Bahia, Brazil. 
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appeared to agree that vertical elements would create a sense of connection between the 

surface treatment and the larger site. The totem poles were particularly appealing 

because they could be seen from the top of Rua Santo Antônio, and a decision was 

reached to purchase four narrow poles at least 15 feet in height that could then be 

painted. Enter the point of contention. Selecting colors is never arbitrary, and the 

students sought out a number of references which offered both color choices and design 

ideas. After having spent a significant portion of the first two weeks learning about 

Candomblé and the Afro-Brazilian tradition, one of the references they used was the 

orixá (spirit or saint, but also god) for whom Jorge kept the terreiro (temple), and this 

was the decision they proceeded with. Red, white and black paints were purchased along 

with iron symbols which represented the orixá. The problem pointed out by some of the 

students was that the overwhelming majority of the neighborhood was Catholic and did 

not practice Candomblé.158 The students in this instance did not express an interest in 

slighting Candomblé, but rather in acknowledging the reality of the neighborhood in 

which they were working. However, the concerns they brought to the group and to the 

design instructors were set aside by both parties, and the totems were finalized with all 

of the purchased ornamentation.159 I wrote about a similar experience from the year 

before where we felt our requests to have a community design meeting were repeatedly 

dismissed without further discussion.160 What both of these situations fail to do are offer 

opportunities for reflection. If there is a reason for pushing a particular solution or to , 

rightly or wrongly, there is an opportunity to learn from that reasoning. Listening, in 

                                                
158 Brockbank, "Reflective Inquiry: Brazil Studio." 
Personal communications. August, 2007. Plataforma, Salvador, Bahia, Brazil. 
159 Ibid. 
160 Megan Clark, "Critique: Brasil Studio,"  (University of Texas at Austin, 2006). 
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these instances, involves responsibility on the part of both parties to acknowledge the 

value in what the other is saying. Failure to do so is not only failing to acknowledge the 

educational possibilities of the moment, but also casting inadvertent judgment on the 

nature of the questions being posed.161  

Lesson #3: Set aside time for reflection that is not tied to decision-making. 

 This follows the same principle as exploring and becoming operationally 

oriented to a place without the added weight of an academic agenda. Being with a new 

group of people, like being in a new place, is challenging enough without the 

complication of projects and deadlines, and the structure of a program needs to 

acknowledge and respect the ‘getting-to-know’ you phase. The length of the Brazil 

Studio is short enough that the entirety of the students’ stay is still in the early stages, 

and it is also worth noting that this time for reflection is beneficial even for those who 

may feel that they have surpassed the phase. 

 

Miscommunication 

 There was a perception among the students, for some more so than others, that 

the project would be conducted alongside a group of local students and residents.162 

This did happen during the first 2006 session held at Kilombo Tenondé, where four 

                                                
161 Brockbank, "Reflective Inquiry: Brazil Studio.", Megan Clark, "Brazil Studio Observations,"  (2007). 
162 Brockbank, "Reflective Inquiry: Brazil Studio." 
Clark, "Brazil Studio Observations." 
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Brazil Studio students worked alongside students from the Universidade Federal da 

Bahia and friends of the Kilombo, who also worked with us during the second session. 

With an interest in the possibilities that arise when local residents and students are able 

to work on both the intellectual and physical components of a project, and students had 

concerns that the amount of money spent on ‘importing’ people to work on community 

projects is out of sync with the overall goal of benefiting the community.163 Without 

having been there, it is difficult to know how the course was presented to students at 

various University’s, but I did make similar observations in 2006 about the course 

literature. Specifically, that it described a study in local building practices and local 

materials in addition to the general cultural immersion through lectures and classes in 

capoeira, samba and other Brasilian art forms.164  The course description goes into detail 

about the investigation of various types of Brasilian wood and the interaction between 

students and local builders to facilitate the exchange of material knowledge and 

building methods.”165 Although I recognized that this was the case for the first 2006 

session I felt that the course had been misrepresented. To this end I ci te two points: (1) 

that we, in fact, did work with local residents and local materials on both occasions; and 

(2) that it is our expectation of the formality of these events, coupled with the way the 

information was presented, that causes frustration. Indeed, if the exchanges between the 

students and the young boys were cited in the same manner as are the exchanges 

between the early 2006 students and the bamboo instructor, the miscommunication 

might be reconciled. The lesson here, as with each of the situations above, is that group 

                                                
163 Personal communication. August, 2007. Salvador, Bahia, Brazil. 
164 “Brazil Studio Course Description”. Axis Mundi, Spring 2006. 
165 ibid. 
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reflection would provide an opportunity to present some of these concerns. Creating a 

safe environment to do this is one of the key elements of critical reflection. This 

environment is not developed spatially as much as it is relationally; that is, the more 

exposure students have to one another, to the educator and to the community, the more 

opportunity that the group as a whole has to build trust.  

 

 

 

RETREAT 

So how do some of these issues get resolved? 

 For starters, you gather all of the stakeholders in a room – or all of the 

contiguous stakeholders, as the case may be – and give each person the opportunity to 

share the ups and downs of their experience with the rest of the group. And then, 

together, you work through how these problems might be translated into future 

improvements. That was precisely what happened at the retreat. We began by talking 

about why each of us was there, why the Brazil Studio was important to us and why we 

wanted to continue being involved. From our ensuing talk about impressions, concerns 

and personal reflections we debated how recruitment might be expanded to other 

disciplines as well as channeled to specific international venues, and, then, ultimately, 

about how the course should be structured: its length, its location, its components, and 
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its goals. Weaved in throughout the day were monologues, dialogues and group 

discussion about the importance of communication, and at the end of it we were left 

with a map for the 2008 session, detailed below, and a semblance of the Studio’s future: 

fuzzy-flexible, but goal-oriented. The fact that these changes – all communication-based 

– were at the center of this map  is a practical, experiential reinforcement of the theory 

and evaluation from the preceding chapters. 

Changes in internal/academic communication 

1. Creating an earlier connection between fellow students and the program 

through multiple on-line exchanges. There will be a discussion board for all past, 

present and future students of the program, as well as a potential on-line project 

that would be required of enrolled students prior to arriving in Brazil as a means 

to increase group collaboration. Facilitating earlier involvement among students 

opens up greater opportunities for building trust within the group, which, in 

turn, is reflected in the design and decision-making process. 

2. Creating a daily, or at least consistent, group reflection time that focuses on 

anything but the design of the project itself. This is supported by building Wes 

in exclusively as a conflict-resolution facilitator, so that the students feel 

supported in navigating not only the architectural, but also the emotional and 

social components of the program. 

3. Creating a similarly consistent group reflection time to focus on matters of 

design. The hope is that separate venues will allow students to address issues of 

group dynamics outside of the decision-making process, but also that facilitated 
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discussion around design ideas will help students to effectively address and 

communicate their ideas to a more open audience. 

4. Reconnecting with former students and ensuring that relationships with future 

students are maintained to gain their critical feedback and help to guide course 

improvements. This would function in the same way as the retreat, except on an 

on-going and informal basis such that the students have the time to digest and 

respond to the program in their own time. The hope is that by providing an open 

environment in which to give feedback throughout the course that students will 

feel comfortable doing so afterwards as well. 

External/community-based communication 

5. Creating earlier connections between the students and residents in Plataforma. 

Ana Paula is an English-speaking neighbor of the Rua Santo Antônio project site 

and has become a good friend of the program. The intention is to create an on-

line pen-pal system with her and potentially other residents of Salvador for 

students who have enrolled in the program. This touches on the issue of trust, 

but also provides a social opportunity for the students to connect and talk with 

individuals about whatever they choose, and builds a relationship that can then 

facilitate other types of engagement once the students are in Salvador. 

6. Creating an earlier presence in Plataforma. Typically, the Studio’s have been 

based in Santo Antônio or other parts of the city for much of the first two weeks. 

Getting students into the community with assignments for an observational 
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journal in hopes that the awkward time at the start of construction can be 

mitigated.  

7. Creating a consistent weekly or bi-weekly time to meet with the community in a 

social context. This might end up being somewhat like the reflective discussions 

for the internal communications where trust is the key issue here. The 

opportunity for students and residents to acclimate to one another through 

different mediums acknowledges the liminality of the ‘getting-to-know-you’ 

phase. 

8. Offering earlier and more consistent language classes with someone in 

Plataforma. While Meghan has never required that students speak or learn 

Portuguese and the lessons above call for seeking out alternative means of 

communication, all of the students have expressed that their overall comfort 

level and personal independence was affected by a (lack of) facility in the 

language. 

 

SYNTHESIS 

 Following the principles of consequentialist sustainability, communication is a 

means for helping individuals to piece together the consequences of their actions. It is 

therefore also a means for achieving a more conscientious and, yes, sustainable 

resolution. In the case of the Brazil Studio, the students, in relating to the residents, are 

still students – i.e., they are consciously engaging in a learning experience as such – but 
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they are also practitioners, engaged in creating something that they hope will benefit 

the residents. Perhaps it is the word ‘hope’ that raises eyebrows. You can never be fully 

assured, 100% positive, that your actions will be fruitful, but by failing to communicate 

with those individuals upon whom your actions have a daily impact, you decrease the 

likelihood of their benefit exponentially. More so than that, neglecting to communicate 

is actually neglecting to collaborate, so that your ideas and your actions remain isolated 

and the goals of a project like those set out by the Brazil Studio – to develop something 

that can and would be repeated in our absence – become hollow. Communication is also 

a means through which we discover our own perspective. Through critical communication 

pedagogy students are made aware of the depth of communication; that it is not simply 

speaking and responding, but also listening, questioning, and reflecting. The 

overwhelming argument for stabilizing this type of internal, academic communication is 

two-fold. One: drawing on the evidence above, problems with student-student and 

student-educator relationships have the potential to dominate the learning situation, 

meaning that subsequent, external goals involving relationships between students and 

residents are overshadowed; “a learner can get stalled at any phase of the process.”166 

And, two: referring back to consequentialist sustainability, the consistency of 

communicative actions between strictly internal contexts and external contexts 

establishes a pattern, a personal habit. Lev Vygotsky made this argument for the zone of 

proximal development (ZPD), his term for the cognitive space between a person’s actual 

                                                
166 Daniel Schugurensky, "Transformative Learning and Transformative Politics: The Pedagogical 
Dimension of Participatory Democracy and Social Action," in Expanding the Boundaries of 
Transformative Learning, ed. Amish Morrell and Mary Ann O'Connor Edmund O'Sullivan (New York: 
Palgrave, 2002). p.69. 
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mental development and their potential development.167 According to the zone of 

proximal development and its supporting theories, consistent exposure to a particular 

action or process within a specific socio-cultural context accelerates an individual’s 

assimilation of that action.168 Fassett and Warren regard it as the deconstruction of the 

myth that classroom behavior is just a rehearsal for external behavior; that is to say, the 

classroom is not an extension of ‘real life’, but life itself, and should be treated as such.169 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
167 L. S. Vygotsky, Mind in Society : The Development of Higher Psychological Processes (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1978). 
168 J.V. Wertsch, Voices of the Mind: A Sociocultural Approach to Mediated Action (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1991). 
169 Deanna L. Fassett, and John T. Warren, Critical Communication Pedagogy (Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications, 2007). p.69. 
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Chapter 7: Where to go from here – Some thoughts for the beginning 

Method means the path, we understand method as the means of cognition; but the 
path in all of its points is determined by the goal. 

Lev Semenovich Vygotsky, 1927 

 

HOW DID I GET HERE IN THE FIRST PLACE? 

 When I began this journey it was with the goal of scanning the educational 

landscape for a means to engage students in sustainability, empowering them to create a 

contextual map of the future. It is a lofty goal, carrying just a touch of the trademark 

idealism with which new, or rather, re-purposed educational methods are said to have. 

Woe is she who enters into an educational undertaking without taking stock of the 

pitfalls of those before her. My enthusiasm for Marilyn Doerr’s use of the currere method 

has yet to wane in spite of the lost translation from ‘I know’ to ‘I act’. As a reader-

witness to her candidness, I was inspired to give it a go, believing that trial and 

disappointment are a better lot than regret. And so I set my sights on writing 

curriculum. Never mind that curricular planning courses were offered in the Graduate 

School of Education; I signed up for a class. Or that I had tried, and dismissed, writing 

an outline for curriculum during my undergraduate program; I just wasn’t prepared. 

But no matter how I weighed it, the task of developing a curriculum ended up seeming 

both foolish and misdirected. I was torn between a desire to do justice to the entire 

spectrum of sustainability education and my gut instinct that a universal curriculum 

was counter-intuitive to the contextual essence of sustainability. 
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 Although I realized I would not approach sustainability education from the 

directed platform of curriculum, I realized that what I was searching for was method; a 

way of thinking and approaching problems of sustainability that prepared students to 

address them at all scales. That method was, for me, design thinking. There is no way to 

describe the first article that was leant to me; I think I actually got chills. I was reading 

about “new disciplines of integrated thinking” and learning that “what is regarded as the 

designer’s style…is a characteristic way of seeing possibilities through conceptual 

placements.”1 ‘Placements’, as Richard Buchanan sees them, are nearly the opposite of 

categories.2 Unlike a category, the boundaries of a placement are permeable and flexible, 

used only to characterize a specific context. He writes that “the application [of 

placements] to a specific situation can generate a new perception of that situation and, 

hence, a new possibility to be tested.”3 I use quotes if only to underscore the profoundly 

parallel themes of design thinking and consequentialist sustainability. What I had previously 

thought of as a disciplinary disparity between science and the ever-broader discourse of 

sustainability had now become a methodological disparity between science and design. 

My working hypothesis stated that “design thinking provides a tool to better 

understand the relationships that are key to sustainable design and, in turn, 

sustainability.”4 The hypothesis then grounds the education of sustainability into the 

educational methodology of design thinking. And yet the closer I looked into method and 

methodology, the less convinced I was of the fixedness of method, that is, the 

                                                
1 Richard Buchanan, "Rhetoric, Humanism, and Design," in Discovering Design: Explorations in Design 
Studies, ed. Victor and Richard Buchanan Margolin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Megan Clark, "Design Thinking for Sustainability: A Secondary School Approach" (paper presented at 
the Mid-Thesis Review, Austin, TX, December 18 2006). 
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probability that practice always lines up with theory. Any argument that I could make 

for pitting two methods against one another – even if the effect was intended to show 

how they might complement each other in educational practice – had to be founded on 

their fixed position in practice. 

  Further, design thinking methodology, as it is applied in schools, addresses a 

specific type of professional student. In spite of adoption by corporations and business 

schools the method centers on the intrinsic capabilities of design practitioners. And 

although business educators express certain success in translating the educational 

methods of design thinking for their students, the fact remains that business students are 

not exposed to the supporting courses and studio classes that help design students to 

develop their unique sensibilities. By extension, then, how could the method translate to 

other students? To high school students, or even middle school students? 

Designer/educator Alex Gilliam, in working with students at that age, expressed a 

concern that design thinking is difficult for most people to translate from classroom to 

practice, and that it is exceedingly so for those who are not immersed in design 

education. 5 That is, students may relate to the ideas emotionally, but their practical 

implementation tends to fall back on other, more vernacular ways of approaching a 

problem rather than the methodological details of design thinking. I found myself 

searching for an appropriate adaptation that might side-step these issues, a way to align 

sustainability education with design thinking that didn’t require design education. But 

then I returned to the reality of design practice, the reality that even designers can’t be 

                                                
5 Gilliam. 
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held to the rigor of the profession’s methodology. The realization was problematic, not 

simply because it debunked my entire premise up until that point, but because I was left 

without a replacement, a method that aligned itself with both the theory and practice of 

sustainability education. 

  I recently attended a conference of sustainable design professionals. The 

conference reinforced my disconcertion about the increasingly celebrated role of 

designers in resolving issues of sustainability, but it also gave me a conspiratorial nudge 

towards communication. My attendance at the event was part of a concerted effort to 

include and embrace the perspective of a younger generation on sustainable design. The 

group of us, young professionals and students, sat for a panel discussion that was 

conducted with a blitz of audience-scripted questions, one of which asked that we use a 

single word to identify the skill we wish our respective institutions had taught us in 

preparation for a career in sustainability. Out of the six young professionals, two replied 

simply, “communication”, and one replied, “negotiation.”6 Though I couldn’t pin down 

the reason at the time, light-bulbs began popping off inside my head. It isn’t entirely 

unusual, but I couldn’t shelve it, and that’s I started to outline what I referred to in 

Chapter 5 as my ‘scrap-paper proposal’ for the integration of critical communication and 

sustainability education. Suddenly, all of the connections that I had thought too 

simplistic – or, at best, only sub-plots – were the only ones that made practical sense. 

Out came the scribbled notations I had made in the margins of the most recent Brazil 

Studio survey responses about failed communication and miscommunication, and on 

                                                
6 "The Future of the Profession: The Next Generation" (paper presented at the 6th Annual Leadership 
Summit on Sustainable Design: 'Inspiring Change in Sustainable Design', Austin, TX, October 16 2007). 
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went the search for articles and texts that thematically related. The scholars, educators 

and activists who narrate the critical communication pedagogy movement helped to 

illuminate new ‘direction’ and, even, greater ‘purpose’ in sustainability education.  

 

WHAT NOW?  

 No study would be complete without asking some additional questions. Those 

entertained below represent additional stumbling blocks, moments of perplexity and 

trial in my own research process. While addressing them would have greatly altered the 

scope of the study, ignoring them would violate the critical foundation upon which it is 

based.  

Question 1: What role might psychology play in expanding this study? 

 Educational philosophers, educational psychologists and developmental 

psychologists sometimes appear to change shirts in the middle of the game. To assess 

the immensity of John Dewey’s contribution to the field of education, it is easy to see 

how the lines between philosophy and psychology have been blurred. While these have 

been detailed in Chapter 4, it is another contributor, psychologist Lev Vygotsky whose 

work on theories of cultural mediation, contextualism, mediated learning, and the zone of 

proximal development offers additional insights into the developmental connection 

between critical communication pedagogy and consequentialist sustainability education. 

Subsequent research extends the benefits of mediated learning and the zone of proximal 
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development, developed with respect to young children, to learning for all ages and all 

purposes.7 The foundation of the theory, unlike Piagetian developmental theory, does 

not focus on age appropriateness, but, rather the potential embodied in a dialogical 

learning context. Theoretically speaking, this harks back to the role of abductive logic – 

what might be possible – in consequentialist sustainability, but it likewise supports the 

methodological role that communication plays in expanding the boundaries of a 

student’s potential for understanding. These cursory observations provide a platform 

from which to further explore the psychological merits of the study, and give rise to 

additional sets of questions about the applicability for the methodology proposed in this 

study. 

 

Question 2: Can critical communication pedagogy really foster empowerment? 

 This question asks the same thing of empowerment that the study and others 

ask about caring. That is, is the possibility to motivate students grounded in praxis or in 

theory? At the end of Chapters 4 and 5 I argue that the theoretical connections between 

‘caring’ and ‘doing’ are unsubstantiated in practice, a criticism supported by educator 

Elizabeth Ellsworth. And yet, her most cited article on the subject is entitled, “Why 

isn’t this empowering?: Working Through the Repressive Myths of Critical Pedagogy.” 

Are empowerment and caring equally impossible? Are they really the same thing? 

Unlike the largely literature-based studies that might apply to strengthen the 

                                                
7 Wertsch, Voices of the Mind: A Sociocultural Approach to Mediated Action. 
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theoretical connections between Vygotsky’s psychology and this study, the possibilities 

for substantiating empowerment require further observational research. I would argue 

that one reason why students in the Brazil Studio might not feel empowered is precisely 

due to the lack of critical communication advocated and practiced during the course. In 

this sense, returning to the Brazil Studio for the 2008 session would offer the 

opportunity to observe the effect that the communication-based changes will have on 

the overall atmosphere and attitude of the students. The role of course assistant for that 

session has yet to be determined, and I myself will not be returning in that capacity, but 

the infusion of critical communication pedagogical practice into the course, and the 

renewed commitment of the group to that practice gives me great hope for the 

realization of praxis in consequentialist sustainability education. By continuing to ask 

reflexive questions of themselves and of their students about the course, its structure, its 

meaning, and its path, they are making a commitment to the value and viability of the 

sustainability. 

 

 FINAL THOUGHTS  

 Fassett and Warren write extensively about these reflexive research 

responsibilities within the field of critical communication pedagogy, cautioning against that 

“artful guise, the lure, of critique; in engaging it, you imagine that you” somehow rise 

above it.8 The questions here relate to what they call “living there in that uncomfortable 

                                                
8 Fassett, Critical Communication Pedagogy. p.88. 
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space” knowing that there are angles you have not broached and vulnerabilities you 

cannot cover. And yet their text twists one last time, as is the prerogative of any author, 

particularly a ‘critical’ one I’m learning. They express concern that wrapped up in all of 

the neck-twisting reflexivity is a ‘Dear John’ letter to any hope that is left in the 

teaching profession.9 Freire assuages us by writing that “hope must be rooted in 

practice, in the struggle.”10 My journey as a formal student has now come to an end, and 

I am about to embark on a new journey, on behalf of another generation of students. We 

will all be new to the context, and we can lean on one another as we seek out the 

perspectives which help us to create a better sense of where we are and how we ought to 

act. We will find our hope in the recognition of missteps and wrong turns, and if we ask 

too many questions along the way I just might be inclined to celebrate. 

 

                                                
9 Ibid. p.157. 
10 Freire, Pedagogy of Hope. 
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