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COURSE DESCRI PT I ON 
Education is a central social institution, forming an organizing force in society together with 
other institutions such as law, health care, or family. Ideas about what education is, what 
purposes it should serve, and how we should go about it, are therefore closely entwined with 
ideas about what a society is and how it should function. In this course we will discuss 
influential theories of education and social justice, and their connections. (ÒSocial justiceÓ is 
interpreted here as a contraction of its expanded form, Òsocial and ecological justiceÓ: we may 
study accounts of justice pertaining to interactions between persons, as well as to interactions 
with non-human others.) 
 
A single course cannot offer a comprehensive account of the history and contemporary 
developments of political and educational theory. Not all theories of education, nor all theories 
of social justice, will be addressed. We will read and discuss some theories that have become 
important points of reference in subsequent debates about education and social justice, such as 
Paulo FreireÕs Pedagogy of the Oppressed. We will also read and discuss a selection of 
contemporary critiques and conversations in the area of education and social justice. The course 
begins with PlatoÕs The Republic, a classic utopia, and ends with Margaret AtwoodÕs Oryx and 
Crake, a contemporary dystopia. Utopias and dystopias are powerful ways of conveying 
dreams of just societies and fears of unjust societies. They also offer rich questions about the 
role education can and should play in working towards a just society. 
 
 
COURSE OBJ ECT I V ES 
This course is designed to provide learning opportunities that will assist you in: 
¥ gaining a familiarity with the theories and their vocabulary; 
¥ gaining experience with reading, using, and critiquing theory in a variety of genres; 
¥ locating yourself in the theoretical field; 
¥ developing insight into social conditions and changes affecting education today, and into 

what makes these conditions and changes contentious. 
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CL A SSES 
The classes will consist of a mix of seminar style discussions, short lectures, and small group 
discussions and other activities. I am aware that the reading list for this course is extensive. The 
purpose of the readings is to introduce you to a wide spectrum of educational theories and 
theories of social justice, so that you may discover theoretical traditions that you wish to 
explore in greater depth. 
 
Using the words of feminist poet Adrienne Rich (1977), I believe that Òyou cannot afford to 
think of being here to receive an education: you will do much better to think of being here to 
claim one.Ó This means that I expect you to take responsibility for your own learning, and that 
you should expect me to be available to further support your learning, for instance by meeting 
with you individually to discuss your ideas or by suggesting other materials in your area of 
interest. 
 
I expect all to come to class prepared, but if time constraints are such that you cannot read all 
the readings in a given week, I would rather that you read one of the articles or part of the 
chapter well, than that you skim the readings superficially. In weeks 5 through 10, two or three 
students will be asked to take primary responsibility for studying the readings and framing the 
class discussion. 
 
 
COURSE REA DI NGS 
Atwood, M. (2003). Oryx and Crake. Toronto, ON: Seal Books/Random House. (ISBN: 

0770429351) 
Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. New York: Free Press. (ISBN: 0684838281) 
Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed (30th anniversary ed.). New York: Continuum. 

(ISBN: 0826412769) 
Plato. The Republic (F. M. Cornford, Trans). Oxford: Oxford University Press. (ISBN: 

0195003640) 
 
In addition to these books (marked as  in the week-by-week planning), we will read some 
chapters that are available on reserve in the Education Library and some articles that are 
available on-line (through the UBC libraryÕs subscription to electronic journals, unless 
otherwise specified). They are marked as   (copied chapter) or  (on-line article), 
respectively. All URLs for the on-line articles are provided on the course WebCT site.  
 
 
COURSE REQUI REM ENT S A ND EV A L UA T I ON 
 
Reflective inquiry (25%) 
For this first assignment you have a choice between an autobiographical (or auto-reflective) 
inquiry, and a reflective inquiry into a philosophical text. In either assignment, the emphasis 
should be on inquiry: what matters is your ability to question and your willingness to let 
questions lead to more questions, not your ability to produce answers.  
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Perhaps you can use the words of Rainer Maria Rilke as inspiration: 
É I would like to beg you, dear Sir, as well as I can, to have patience with everything 
unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves as if they were 
locked rooms or books written in a very foreign language. DonÕt search for the answers, 
which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them. And 
the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the 
future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer. 
(excerpt from a letter written to Franz Xaver Kappus on July 16, 1903; published in 
Letters to a Young Poet) 

 
If you choose to write an autobiographical inquiry, you should examine the development and 
shifts in your own thinking about social justice and injustice in the context of education. What 
are the key issues of social (in)justice in relation to education that interest, excite, and/or anger 
you today? Can you trace where this interest comes from? How did you develop your current 
perspectives on poverty, racism, human rights violations, sexism, ecological destruction, 
homophobia, and so on? Was there a transformative personal experience or did your awareness 
grow slowly? Were you raised with a strong sense of social justice or does your current pursuit 
of studies into questions of social justice constitute a break from the environment in which you 
grew up? And so on, and so forthÉ  
 
You do not have to present me with a coherent chronological narrative or an answer about Òthe 
originÓ of your interests and questions; your writing can be reflective and exploring. I would 
encourage you to work genealogically or, in Michel FoucaultÕs (1971/1984) terms, following 
Òeffective historyÓ rather than Òtraditional history.Ó (Traditional history seeks an origin 
(Ursprung), while effective history traces descent (Herkunft).) We will discuss this difference 
in class. 
 
If you choose to write a reflective inquiry into a philosophical text, you should examine the 
development of the argument or critique in the text. What questions does the author raise? 
What questions does s/he not raise? How does this text help you to see concepts or issues that 
you are thinking about in a new way? What further questions does the text help you ask? And 
so on, and so forthÉ  
 
Your reflective inquiry will be evaluated according to the following criteria (in order of 
importance): 
¥ quality of the questions (i.e., are your questions genuine, open questions, and are you able 

to see what further questions may hide under your initial questions?)  
¥ quality of the writing (i.e., is your writing clear, and free from spelling and grammatical 

errors?) 
You do not have to use outside sources or references in your inquiry but, if you do, I will also 
take into consideration the accuracy with which you represent other peopleÕs ideas, and your 
use of references. 
 
Length: no more than eight pages. Due date: October 17th 
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Philosophical essay (50%) 
The purpose of this essay is for you to present a philosophical argument that incorporates at 
least one of the course texts. Please choose your own topic according to your interests and 
ongoing graduate workÑ keeping in mind the theoretical nature of the courseÑ and then have 
your topic approved by me. At the end of the course we will have a small conference in which 
each of you presents (a short version of) your paper, and a colleague responds to it. This means 
that you will need to have your paper ready in time for your respondent to prepare her or his 
response. After the conference, you may wish to make some changes based on your 
respondentÕs suggestions, questions, and critique. If you do, please hand in both the version that 
you sent to your respondent, and the revised version. 
 
Your essay will be evaluated according to the following criteria: 
¥ quality of the argument (i.e., is there a clear claim and do you support this claim with good 

reasons?) 
¥ accuracy in referring to other peopleÕs ideas 
¥ relevance of the argument to social justice in education today 
¥ quality of the writing (i.e., is your writing well organized, clear, and free from spelling and 

grammatical errors?) 
¥ proper use of sources (i.e., do you use references to support or illustrate rather than make 

your argument, and do you cite properly and consistently?) 
 
Please note that, although I do not assign a fixed weight to each criterion, I have listed the 
criteria in order of importance. In other words, perfect citations and proper grammar cannot 
make up for a weak argument or an argument with little or no connection to social justice 
issues in education! 
 
These descriptions may help you assess whether you are on the right track: 
 
A+ Stellar paper that exceeds expectations. Ready to submit to academic journal with no or 

minimal improvement. Interesting, clear, and convincing argument. Demonstrates excellent 
grasp of theoretical literature used. Timely and important topic that will greatly interest 
readers concerned with social justice in education. 

A Very good paper that meets expectations. Could be submitted to academic journal with 
some improvement. Argument is generally clear and convincing. Topic is relevant to social 
justice in education. Any errors in writing and referencing are small and do not hinder the 
argument. 

A- Good paper that meets most but not all expectations. You may need to adjust you claim, 
provide more or stronger reasons for your claim, or clarify the relevance of the argument to 
social justice in education. Any errors in writing and referencing are small and do not 
hinder the argument. 

B+ Acceptable paper that needs more work. You need to strengthen the argument and provide 
more explanation of the pertinence of your argument to social justice in education. Some 
errors in writing and referencing hinder the effectiveness and clarity of the argument. 
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B (and lower): The argument falls apart, you try to argue a trivial point, or it is not clear what 
point you are arguing exactly. There are serious problems with your use of sources. The 
essay lacks a clear structure and/or grammatical and spelling errors get in the way of the 
argument. Please revise and resubmit the work. 

 
Length: no more than fifteen pages. Due date: to be decided. 
 
Response (25%) 
The purpose of the response is to formulate a thoughtful reply to the essay written by one of 
your colleagues. As in any conversation, a thoughtful reply requires careful listening. A good 
response, therefore, begins with a careful and respectful reading of your colleagueÕs work. First 
you summarize what you took to be the main argument(s), then you reply to these arguments. 
In your reply, you can suggest counter-arguments you think the author should explore, you can 
question and critique the assumptions on which the argument rests or the examples provided Ð 
but in each case, remember: a good response is neither an uncritical celebration nor a brash 
dismissal.  
Your response will be evaluated according to the following criteria (in order of importance): 
¥ quality of the critique (i.e., have you selected one or a few important aspects of the paper 

and responded to them critically, reasonably, and thoughtfully?) 
¥ accuracy in referring to the paper you are responding to (i.e., have you understood precisely 

what claim your colleague made and how s/he supported it?)  
¥ quality of the writing (i.e., is your writing well organized, clear, and free from spelling and 

grammatical errors?) 
 
Length: no more than five pages. Due date: on the day of the conference (to be decided). 
 
General  
For ease of reading and evaluating, please make all your assignments double spaced, left 
justified, in a reasonable font size (Times 12 is a good indicator, but you may wish to use other 
fonts for aesthetic reasons), with margins between 1 and 1.5 inches. I do not accept handwritten 
work. We will discuss expectations around genre, structure, clarity, grammar and spelling in 
class. Please submit all assignments both electronically (Word or .pdf) and on paper. 
 
One of the things I value in academic work is understanding how none of us comes to know 
what we do on our own. As educational scholar Madeleine Grumet (1988) writes,  

Lodged right in the middle of this term that we extend to honor the people who have 
influenced and cared for us, is the word ‘knowledge.’ An acknowledgment is an 
admission. It makes explicit what is tacit, or sometimes denied, in every scholarly 
monologue: none of us knows alone. (p. ix) 

Please acknowledge the people through whose knowledge you have come to know what you 
do. 
 
My main concerns in referencing are a) that you honour other peopleÕs ideas and wording, and 
b) that you are consistent in the way you note your sources. To this end, you may follow a well-
known reference format, such as APA, MLA, or Chicago style. The reference format I will use 
is APA (5th edition). 



 

 6 

If I have any reason to believe that you have handed in an assignment you did not write 
yourself, or that you have failed to attribute certain sections of your paper to their respective 
authors, I will examine my suspicion by submitting the electronic copy of your assignment to 
TurnItIn. For more information on UBCÕs subscription to TurnItIn, please see 
http://www.vpacademic.ubc.ca/integrity/turnitin/index.htm. If I find evidence of academic 
dishonesty, I will follow procedures as outlined in the Academic Regulations of the 2007/2008 
University Calendar. (For your information: the word ÒplagiarismÓ comes from the Latin 
plagirius, kidnapper, which is derived from plaga, net. DonÕt kidnap other peopleÕs ideas!) 
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SCH EDUL E 
Week 1 (September 5):  
Introduction 
 
Week 2 (September 12) 
  Taylor, C. (1985). Social theory as practice. Philosophy and the human sciences (pp. 91-

115). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
  hooks, b. (1994). Theory as liberatory practice. Teaching to transgress (pp. 59-75). New 

York: Routledge. 
 
Week 3 (September 19): 
 Plato parts I and II 
 
Week 4 (September 26): 
 Plato part III (IV, V and VI optional) 
  Spelman, E. V. (1994). Hairy cobblers and philosopher-queens. In N. Tuana (Ed.), Feminist 

interpretations of Plato (pp. 87-107). University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press. (Reprinted from Inessential women: Problems of Exclusion, pp. 19-36, Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1988) 

 
Week 5 (October  3): 
 Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. New York: Free Press. 
 
Week 6 (October  10): 
 Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed (30th anniversary ed.). New York: 

Continuum. (pp. 43-97)  
 
Week 7 (October  17) 
 McLaren, P. & Farahmandpur, R. (2001). Teaching against globalization and the new 

imperialism: Toward a revolutionary pedagogy. Journal of Teacher Education, 52(2), 
136-150. Also available on-line from http://www.gseis.ucla.edu/faculty/pages/mclaren/ 

  Ellsworth, E. (1989). Why doesn't this feel empowering? Working through the repressive 
myths of critical pedagogy. Harvard Educational Review, 59(3), 297-324. 

 
Week 8 (October  24) 
 Rawls, J. (1985). Justice as fairness: Political not metaphysical. Philosophy and Public 

Affairs, 14(3), 223-251.  
 Papastephanou, M. (2005). RawlsÕ theory of justice and citizenship education. Journal of 

Philosophy of Education, 39(3), 499-518. 
 
Week 9 (October  31): 
 Fraser, N. (1996). Social justice in the age of identity politics: Redistribution, recognition, 

and participation. The Tanner Lectures on Human Values, delivered at Stanford 
University, April 30ÐMay 2, 1996. Available on-line from 
http://www.tannerlectures.utah.edu/lectures/Fraser98.pdf 
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 Knight Abowitz, K. (2001). !Charter schooling and social justice.! Educational Theory, 51(2), 
151Ð170. 

 
Week 10 (November 7) 
 Mouffe, C. (2000). Deliberative democracy or agonistic pluralism. Political Science, 72, 1-

17. Available on-line from http://www.ihs.ac.at/publications/pol/pw_72.pdf 
  Boler, M. (1999). Feeling power: Theorizing emotions and social control in education. In 

Feeling power: Emotions and education (pp. 1-29). New York: Routledge. 
 
Week 11 (November 14): 
 Atwood, M. (2003). Oryx and Crake. Toronto, ON: Seal Books/Random House. 
 
Week 12 (November 21): 
Reserved for student presentations 
 
Week 13 (November 28): 
Reserved for student presentations 
 


