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II~ n a world where education has no standardized theory, success at learning 
' :L; l~irgely falls under the contr?l of authority figures who have little empathy 
\ µ_ tor those they are attempting to teach. Education, traditionally and in 
my own experience, has always tried to foster respect for authority, discipline, 
experts and teachers. Moreover, it is a process that does not involve the students; 
rather, all action is done by the teachers and the school administration with the 
assumed premise that they are acting in the best interests of the students. In this 
setting, teachers play the role of absolute authority figures (indisputable experts), 
and the students convenient sponges (inanimate objects). In addition, in this learning 
environment, students merely exist for the purpose of absorbing information, 
immutable facts that are presented under the dictating facilitation of the instructors. 

Even though the practice of effective educational theories is not commonly 
widespread in today's educational system, it exists. One of these solutions is the 
existentialist theory. Furthermore, in analyzing my various educational experiences 
in conjunction with the work of Paulo Freire, I am compelled to conclude that 
existentialism is the best and the most applicable theory in education. 

To better understand existentialism, one excellent way is to analyze the work of 
Paulo Freire, a world-renowned Brazilian educator who devoted his lifetime to 
bringing literacy to the dispossessed. In connecting his ideas to the basic ideology 
and application behind existentialism, one finds direct correlation between his ideas 
and the theory of existentialism. In his famous work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
Freire criticizes the approach of traditional education. He specifically exposes the 
"banking" system as an unfit method of trying to educate students. According to 
Freire, the "banking" concept of education is a process where teachers selectively 
deposit the information while students patiently receive, memorize and repeat the 
materials (53). With further elaboration, he interprets the "banking" system as a 
dehumanizing approach, for it turns students into objects (empty vaults); 
consequently making them subhuman (Freire 53). All ofmy early education, more 
or less, has been fostered in the traditional concept of the "banking" system, and 1 
have found that approach to be utterly oppressive and dehumanizing. 

For the first seven years of my primary education, I attended a semi-private school 
that was run by the communist government in my native land, Vietnam. Even 
though my parents had to finance the expenses of my education at this institution, 
it was not private, for it was a secular school that had to abide by the government's 
regulations. Here, oppression in its truest form manifested itself. It was common 
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for students to have to study and memorize only communist texts and literature. 
Students were often penalized for reading anything other than what the teachers 
assigned to them. The penalties that students faced in disobeying the rules were 
extremely harsh. The punishments included severe spankings, permanent expulsion, 
and school labor "confinement." In literal translation, school labor "confinement" 
is a period in which the students engage in various forms of school labor, such as 
sweeping the school courtyard, planting trees, cleaning boards, and beating drums 
(school bells in the English equivalent). Moreover, to avoid western influence and 
its possible instilling of radicalism, classroom instruction was confined to basic 
subjects of math, literature, and regional studies. The school's refusal to introduce 
other subjects, such as world history, foreign languages, and advanced sciences, is 
a clear indication oft he intrusive manipulation of the students' education Under 
this system, the aim was to educate students as little as possible. Barret William, 
the author of What is Existentialism, once said, "True learning aims to educate 
and equip students with the best of knowledge" ( 189). Clearly, my initial exposure 
to education was not conducive to true learning. 

Looking back, the way in which students showed mastery of various subjects 
carried even more oppression. The digestion and understanding of academic 
information are crucial in a student's education process as repeatedly emphasized 
by Spanos, the author of Existentialism (10). However, in my own educational 
experience, the absorption of academic information was fostered in such a way 
that was more damaging to my intellectual ability than promoting or enhancing it. 
Typically, all information was processed in the form of memorization. Students 
showed their mastery of various subjects by their ability to recite pages of text and 
information that had been presented to them by the teachers. It is obvious that my 
initial learning was based on the "banking" system, an approach that Freire fervently 
criticizes. In this particular educational setting, the absence of critical analysis 
and reflection upon materials was clearly evident. 

In evaluating my entire seven years of primary education, I see that it was nothing 
more than sitting in one wooden chair after another, listening to and memorizing 
lectures without understanding their concepts. Ultimately, the sole purpose of my 
education then was to cultivate respect for the communist authority, discipline and 
teachers. Though I was not conscious of my dehumanized condition at the time, I 
now realize that I was utterly dehumanized by a system that unrelentingly feared 
an independent mind. As James Baldwin once said, "It is very nearly impossible to 
become an educated person in a country so distrustful of an independent mind" 
(Baldwin I). I feel my seven years of elementary and junior high education was a 
waste of money and time, for I truly did not gain a meaningful experience from an 
oppressive educational system. 

Existentialism in its pure form is the philosophy of individual meaning, asking 
each man and woman to ponder the reason for his or her existence (Spanos 4 ). 
Paulo Freire strives to incorporate the essence of existentialism in his work as an 
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ideal theory in education. In his text, Freire emphasizes the need to involve students 

in their education process through the encouragement of individual reflection and 

critical analysis of the self in terms of how an individual relates to the world around 

him or her (Freire 74). 
Apparently, my educational experience in my homeland lacke~ the inherent 

concept that is so important in existentialism. However, to _g~rn an ove~all 

understanding of education in the United States and the ex1stentialist theory, 1t 1s 

helpful to analyze the educational experience of a high school student like myself, 

who has seen the worst of education in a communist country. 

My three years of high school education in the United States in many ways are 

quite similar to my seven years of elementary school in Vietnam. Though schools 

in the United States, particularly high schools, are not explicitly oppressive, the 

existence of oppression is evident. The manifestation of oppression at my high 

school was not in terms of physical punishments or that of school labor 

"confinement," but rather in the teaching approach. The majority of my classes 

were taught in the "banking" system, a structure where I depended heavily on 

teachers' lectures to learn the necessary information without being encouraged to 

reflect on and analyze the materials. Moreover, I can recall being taught the various 

memorization methods in reading classes. In this learning environment, the teachers 

are the experts and students the sponges who are there to absorb the facts. Thus, 

my high school educational experience in the United States neither fosters the true 

nature of learning nor follows the existentialist theory. 

In the existentialist classroom, students are looked upon as unique individuals. 

Therefore, in this setting, students are helped to understand and appreciate 

themselves as individuals who accept complete responsibility for their thoughts, 

feelings and actions (Morris 4). Moreover, students are encouraged to be responsible 

for determining for themselves what is true or false, right or wrong, beautiful or 

ugly. However, existentialism does not deny the importance of the teacher's role; 

rather, it redefines it. The teacher's role in the existentialist classroom is to help the 

students define their own essence by exposing them to various paths they may take 

in life and creating an environment in which they may freely choose their own 

preferred way (Kneller 24). Thus, existentialist teachers differ from the traditional 

educators who perceive themselves as the ones with an immense body of knowledge 

and the power to dispense it how and when they see fit. Because existentialist 

methods focus on the individual, learning is self-paced and self-directed. 

Furthermore, studies show that students learn best when they are allowed to discover 

facts and information for themselves (Spanos 145). In addition, an existentialist 

teacher gives a great deal of attention to the individual, and relates to each student 

openly and honestly, a concept that Paulo Freire wants to incorporate in today_'s 

education. In his book, Freire states, "The true educator and the authentic 

revolutionary put great emphasis on dialogues, an act where teacher and student 

use communication to resolve the contradiction of ideas" (Freire 74). Clearly then, 

the ultimate educational goal of Freire is to achieve the teaching elements that 
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exist in existentialism. 

Existentialism can also be evaluated for its practicality in today's world. Schools 

in a few parts of the United States now are finally beginning the process of adopting 

the existentialist theory. Though this theory is more widespread among private 

schools, it is being used by a few teachers in public schools (Larry 4). It is especially 

effective in areas such as literature and history, subjects that call for creativity on 

the students' and teachers' parts to make materials more easily processed and 

beneficial to students' learning. Spanos argues in his text, "Existentialism 

fundamentally is a century-old concept that is gradually gaining popularity in our 

fast-paced world" (Spanos 244). It is quite evident that existentialism is a valid 

and healthy approach to learning. 

Existentialism can also be applauded for its success in eradicating the spoon feeding 

approach in education. Forster once said, "Spoon feeding in the long run teaches 

us nothing but the shape of the spoon" (Forster 4). Theoretically and realistically, 

existentialism is quite the opposite of the "spoon feeding" approach in education, 

for it promotes the concept of individual reflection on academic materials in relation 

to how we, as unique individuals, fit in the whole scheme of the world. 

Existentialism is indeed a profound concept that I lacked in my educational 

experience in Vietnam and my high school years in the United States. With my 

current exposure to college courses, I realize that my education at the college level 

is more geared toward the existentialist theory. 

Having had the experiences with education at three different levels and in two 

different countries, I am able to confirm that my current college experience is 

conducive to true learning. At this level, most of my classes are not conducted in 

the "banking" system, and even though professors are still the ones with the 

knowledge, they do not deposit the information into students' "empty" vaults. 

Moreover, I find my college classes to be intellectually stimulating, for professors 

encourage students to generate ideas and take ownership of their thoughts. In this 

learning environment, I am able to reflect on new information and relate them to 

the world around me. In addition, I also have the opportunity to open I y communicate 

with my teachers, who in general regard students' opinions with understanding 

and respect. Realizing that I learn best in an existentialist classroom, I find my 

current college experience to be valuable, beneficial and meaningful. 

Even though my elementary education in Vietnam and secondary education in 

the United States differed immensely from each other in philosopy and approach, 

I now realize that neither was conducive to true learning. However, in reflecting 

on my current college experience and in analyzing existentialism in conjunction 

with Paulo Freire's work, I am compelled to conclude that existentialism is the 

best and most plausible theory for achieving a truly meaningful education. 

Furthermore, the praxis of existentialism will help to eradicate the oppression in 

our current educational system. 

l.'i 
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A Way to Survjve 

One night, in the middle of it, when 

I could not sleep, I began to think 

about failure and how to accomplish it: 

how not to succeed in business without 
really trying, how not to win 

the lottery, how to take each 
highly unrecommended step 
as carelessly as possible, how 
to lose friends and influence no one. 

Then I thought: Perhaps I am working 

too hard at missing the beat, perhaps 

some unconscious, but calculating, Darwinian 

sense is leading me, against my worst 

judgment, into choosing the surest 

way to survive, if nothing else. 

Philip S. Bryant 

The First Lesson of Beauty 
-To Lizzie B.-

Never turn 
away from 
your own beauty. 
It may gently 
tap you 
on the shoulder 
one day and 
you' II look back 
to a total 
stranger wondering 
what she wants of you
if you are in 
her way or just 
blocking her view. 
Step aside in deference 
to let her go by 
yet her walk and 
form, black curly head of hair. 
and air will look 
just like you 
moving farther ahead. 
You may 
think it an 
odd coincidence 
that you should 
meet someone 
so beautifully reminiscent 
as to have just walked 
out of one of your own dreams. 
Don't hesitate-
from a distance she turns 
and suddenly 
recognizes 
you like a long lost friend. 
Go ahead 
while she pauses there 
a moment-
waiting for you 
to catch up with her again. 
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