ISSN: 1941-0832

RADICAL TEACHER

A SOCIALIST, FEMINIST, AND ANTI-RACIST JOURNAL ON THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF TEACHING

Moving my Political Work Outside the Classroom

by Scott Ritchie

ARTIST ALBIO GONZALEZ, SMASH BANTU EDUCATION, 1980

RADICAL TEACHER 41
http://radicalteacher.library.pitt.edu No. 133 (Spring 2026) DOI 10.5195/rt.2026.1474



http://radicalteacher.library.pitt.edu/

hings keep getting more restrictive in the college
of education where I teach in the southeastern
United States. “You cannot use the words diverse or
diversity in your teacher education syllabi,” our dean told
us a few years ago, in response to a ban on Critical Race
Theory. Then came attacks on DEI. University centers
closed. People’s titles changed. Student groups were
defunded and dismantled. Trans- and gender-inclusive
student housing shut its doors. As the 2025-2026 school
year opens, those of us who teach at public universities in
my state must post our syllabi online for the public to be
able to access. Next semester, we must make our curricula
vitae (CVs) public. The right wing “wokeness” assessors
must have easy access to our data.

What did I do on the first day of school? I moved a lot
of my political work outside the classroom. Let me explain.

For decades, radical educators have debated whether
one’s political work should occur within the formal
education system or outside it (see Horton & Freire, 1990).
After working inside the system for years, I am moving
much of my political work to spaces outside of the
classroom while also advocating for new classroom spaces
that will allow me to teach the critical curriculum I feel is
important for P-12 teachers. In this essay, I focus on one
particular change I have made: the formation of a study

group.

As a radical educator who studies the political
economy of schooling, I understand that U.S. schools and
universities serve as an ideological superstructural arm of
the capitalist ruling class. Until we transform capitalism,
education will always serve billionaires and not working
people. Like Assata Shakur asserted, “No one is going to
give you the education you need to overthrow them.
Nobody is going to teach you your true history, teach you
your true heroes, if they know that that knowledge will
help set you free” (Shakur, 1987, p. 181). As the vast
inequalities and crises of capitalism become more
apparent in the U.S., and the potential for revolt among
the masses grows stronger, it comes as no surprise when
the government enacts authoritarian measures in many
areas, including education. I hope my work as a scholar-
activist may serve a dual purpose: a long-term goal of
helping build the conditions necessary to transform
capitalism and a more immediate goal of creating
educational spaces of resistance in the meantime.

Because of Draconian measures against teaching the
truth in the Deep South that have made it nearly
impossible to do the kind of teaching I feel is necessary, I
decided I needed at least one space in which I could teach
authentically, without censure. This would be a space
where true political education takes place, education for
liberation and transformation. As someone whose political
views have become more radical with age and experience,
I wanted to experiment with teaching radical politics in a
small setting, one without the restrictions that characterize
teacher education initial certification programs. I also
wanted a space where students could learn from
revolutionary thinkers and activists of the past and explore
how their successes and failures speak to current events.
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This year I secured university funding to mentor a
group of first year undergraduate students in a study
group inquiry project on anti-imperialist education.
Throughout the semester, we have read and discussed
books as well as engaged with films, podcasts, and other
media on anti-colonial and anti-imperialist theory. We
have explored 20th century liberation movements in the
Global South and how the issues they faced are connected
to what is happening today in Venezuela, Palestine, and
other areas. In the spring, we are starting a research study
on critical literacy that explores in more depth how
education upholds the status quo and how we might help
move education away from colonial and imperial models
and toward liberation.

Does this mean I am replacing radical teaching in full-
size university classes with a small study group? No. I am
doing an educational “reset” given the current climate. In
addition to offering authentic political education for
undergraduate students, this inquiry group serves as an
educational “sandbox,” an experimental play space where
I have the opportunity try out various curricular and
pedagogical approaches that may be used in other arenas.
My hope is that I will grow this project and scale it up to
be used in settings that are both inside the formal
classroom space (my scheduled teaching) as well as
outside of it (such as student clubs and organizations). So
far, the experimentation is paying off; in the fall, I was
able to use curriculum developed for this study group in
my master’s level teacher education classes, and vice
versa. For example, I developed a mini-unit on the political
economy of race that I used in both settings, with positive
feedback from students.

While this study group is happening, I am also trying
to utilize and build additional structures to sustain radical
pedagogy. These include rewriting existing course content
and curricula so that they maintain their political edge
without using banned terminology; exploring the possible
launch of a new degree program that has fewer restrictive
accreditation and certification requirements than other
teacher education degrees; and organizing with other
faculty to push back against repressive measures coming
down from the state.

As Freire argued, the pedagogy of the oppressed takes
place both in the classroom and in the streets (Shor &
Freire, 1987). If we are serious about radical education,
we can help develop the conditions necessary for
transforming society: educating for critical consciousness,
building internationalist solidarity to overcome capitalism’s
divide and conquer techniques, and engaging ourselves
and our students in praxis through reflection and action.
For some of us, this happens within the walls of our
assigned classes; for others, it happens in extra-curricular
spaces outside the classroom and in social movements.
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