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Engaging Freire’s 
Humanizing Pedagogy 
with Student-Created 
Texts

Catharyn C. Shelton

The top-down approach of assigning the whole class articles by authors of historically privileged 
identities, and expecting students to dutifully read and reflect in writing, is an ineffective way 
to respect, excite, connect with, and challenge students, most especially students of identities 
historically marginalized in the online academy. In this article, I discuss how student-created 
texts can be used as an alternative to engage and affirm the humanities of students, the class, 
and communities beyond the classroom. Drawing upon Freirean (1970) notions of humanizing 
pedagogy, I explain how developing student-created texts can create space for students to center 
identity, values, place, and social change in their online class experience. Then, by engaging with 
texts created by peers, students learn from, with, and about others; therefore, fostering empathy, 
connection, and critically conscious inspiration among class participants. An illustrative example 
of student-created texts and accompanying assignments within the online higher education setting 
is offered. I advance the concept of student-created texts not as a universal method to simply be 
reproduced. Rather, Freirean humanizing necessitates radically reconstructed approaches enacted 
by critically conscious educators. Student-created texts may be one piece within a larger system 
of coursework, that when paired with critical ideology, foci, and dialog between students, profes-
sor, and community, can support online classroom communities aspiring to Freire’s ideals.
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Why won’t students do the assigned 
readings? That’s the question on the 
minds of many online professors to-

day. Assigning the whole class an article by au-
thors of historically privileged identities, and ex-
pecting students to dutifully read and then reflect 
in writing is an ineffective way to respect, excite, 
connect with, and challenge students, most espe-
cially students historically marginalized within the 
online academy. When students have no choice or 
human connection to a text, why would they have 
any motivation to read it? Today’s online universi-
ty students exist in a world where generative artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) can do the reading and write 
a reflection for them. When an assignment feels 
robotic, students won’t hesitate to submit a robotic 
response, if they bother submitting it at all.
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Sure, a few eager students will always do the 
readings to earn their “A,” but who is left behind? 
It is no secret that dehumanized practices dispro-
portionately exclude or harm university students 
of identities historically marginalized by society 
and systems. For example, graduation rates for 
Asian and White undergraduates are above aver-
age, while rates are below average for Hispanic, 
Pacific Islander, AmericanIndian/Alaska Native, 
and Black undergraduates (NCES, 2019). Online 
professors must take heed.

Student-Created Texts as a 
Humanizing Approach

Course texts can (and should) be reimagined. 
In what follows, I introduce the concept of stu-
dent-created texts, or texts written, created, and 
published by the students within a course, as a 
way to engage and affirm students’ humanity. With 
this approach, students learn through text creation 
and then engage with texts created by their peers. 
Please note that I understand “texts” to include 
written and spoken word, visual materials includ-
ing video or social media content, and collections 
of materials curated by students.

I come to this work as a professor of education 
who has taught online for nearly a decade, with a 
focus on infusing critical, feminist, and culturally 
sustaining lenses into my courses. For example, 
see my past work considering how assessments 
and grading can be critically reimagined to avoid 
the reproduction of inequity (Shelton et al., 2020). 
I find that student-created texts are one approach, 
among many, that professors can use to create 
space for students to center identity, values, place, 
social change, and counter-narrative in their online 
class experience. Engaging with texts created by 
their peers facilitates learning from and about oth-
ers, with the potential to foster empathy, connec-
tion, and inspiration across class participants.

Freire’s Humanizing Pedagogy

To design online learning with student-cre-
ated texts, I draw upon notions of a humanizing 
pedagogy, as initially introduced by Paolo Freire 
(1970) and then advanced by many scholars, key 
among them Lilia Bartolomé (1994) and María del 
Carmen Salazar (2013). Freire’s humanizing peda-
gogy demands that educators push beyond the ma-
nipulation and control of students, to instead foster 

humanização, or students becoming more fully 
creative, communicating, socially transforming 
participants in the world (Freire, 1970). Salazar 
(2013) explained that humanizing pedagogy must 
be:

•	 Tied to social change
•	 Rooted in respect, trust, and relations of rec-

iprocity
•	 Locally generated based on student input 

into the curriculum
•	 Adaptive to the needs of marginalized stu-

dents
•	 Reflective of the diversity of students’ lives
•	 Appreciative that students are experts of 

their own background knowledge

As Salazar (2013) emphasized,

Above all, Freire encourages educators to listen 
to their students and build on their knowledge and 
experiences in order to engage in contextualized, 
dynamic, and personalized educational approach-
es that further the goals of humanization and so-
cial transformation (p. 127).

Humanizing pedagogy cannot be reduced to 
decontextualized and reproducible methods (Bar-
tolomé, 1994). Instead, humanizing pedagogy 
necessitates radically reconstructed approaches 
enacted by critically conscious educators who 
privilege students’ expression of consciousness. I 
therefore acknowledge that student-created texts 
must be part of a larger system of coursework, that 
together when paired with critical ideology, foci, 
and dialog, may aspire to approach the Freierian 
ideal of humanizing pedagogy.

Student-Created Texts: An Example 
from the Field

In what follows, I offer an example of how to 
engage Freirean humanizing pedagogy within the 
online classroom, through student-created texts. 
This example comes from a 7-week masters-lev-
el online course that I teach, entitled, Technolo-
gy in the K–16 Classroom. This course is offered 
through a public state university, which is a re-
cently minted Hispanic Serving Institution, locat-
ed close to the Diné, Hopi, Hualapai, Havasupai, 
Paiute, and Zuni nations with expressed commit-
ments to Indigenous student success and inclusive 
excellence (Northern Arizona University, 2024). 
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Table 1.  Teaching for Justice with Technology Assignment Instructions
Objectives
•	 Explore lessons focused on facilitating students’ understanding of diversity, justice, and action
•	 Integrate student-centered technology into a pre-existing lesson plan focused on diversity, justice, and/or action
•	 Create materials to support student learning for a pre-existing lesson plan focused on diversity, justice, and/or action

Create 1–2 materials/resources to support your selected lesson:
•	 For example, you might create: a student handout made in Google docs, student manipulatives, an example student creation, 

a rubric or checklist for the lesson, a student instruction sheet for how to set up/ use the technology, a Padlet board where 
students will post their work, bulletin board materials, Powerpoint slides for direct instruction, a parent letter created with 
Canva, etc.

•	 It is okay to create physical materials (not digital). If so, you can take a photo of them to submit.

Write a summary of the tech-ified, justice-oriented lesson. Address:
•	 Include a link to your original lesson (the low tech version from Learning for Justice, Morningside, or Derman-Sparks et al)
•	 What will students do?
•	 What will the teacher(s) do?
•	 What technology will be used?
•	 What social justice standards will be addressed? 
•	 What International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE, 2024) student standards will be addressed?

Link to Student Example [redacted]

Post your material(s) and lesson summary to Padlet

Figure 1.  Padlet Board Illustrating Student-Created Texts Generated for the Assignment, “Teaching for Justice with 
Technology”

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​dlea/​article-pdf/​21/​3/​81/​11104671/​dl-10-2024-0017en.​pdf by guest on 09 September 2026



84	 Distance Learning	 Volume 21,  Issue 3

I include these details to foreground the socially 
just mission of this university, which justifies the 
Freirean lens as a logical approach to serving the 
students and the communities in this context.

This example learning experience occurs over 
weeks 4 and 5 of the course. First students spend a 
week developing a text. Given the course’s focus 
on technology in the classroom, the text they devel-
op is a technology-infused lesson plan focused on 
diversity, justice, and/or action and accompanying 
learning materials. Full details and instructions for 
this assignment are presented in Table 1. Students 
share the texts they create to a class Padlet board 
(https://padlet.com/), which is an online pinboard 
created by the professor, where students can post 
content, view content posted by others, and post 
replies to each other’s posts (see Figure 1). I use 
a free Padlet account. The next week, students en-
gage with the student-created texts their peers de-
veloped, along with a popular press article. They 
then write a guided reflection connected to these 
texts (see Table 2). In my 7-week course, students 
engage a cycle like this developing student-created 
texts and dialoging around them for three different 
topics (the topic illustrated in this example, along 
with two additional topics).

Implementing Student-Created Texts

The example above illustrates how student-cre-
ated texts can be implemented in a classroom driv-
en by humanizing pedagogy. In what follows, I 
offer considerations for implementation, with the 
understanding that student-created texts are not a 
universal method to be merely reproduced (Bar-
tolomé, 1994). Instead, it is my intent to offer a 
single example of what one component of an as-
semblage of radically reconstructed teaching and 
learning could look like. To engage student-cre-
ated texts from a lens of Freirean humanizing, 
educators must bring critical consciousness and a 
focus on privilege, social concerns, and students 
of historically marginalized identities. I offer three 
critical considerations that professors and course 
designers should consider for such an assign-
ment’s design and implementation:

First, I intentionally layered student-created 
texts with other texts throughout my course, in-
cluding scholarly publications, popular press arti-
cles, short-form video and podcasts, and profes-
sor-created content. For example, in the learning 
experience I discuss in this article, students engage 
with student-created texts via Padlet alongside 
Turner’s (2019) popular press article, “Teaching 

Table 2.  Reflection Journal Assignment Instructions 
Overview
The purpose of this assignment is to reflect on teaching for justice with technology. You begin by reading a short article, then 
explore your peers’ lesson ideas from our class Padlet. Finally, you write a reflection in your journal.

Follow these Steps
1.	 Read “Teaching Kindness Isn’t Enough “(Turner, 2019)
2.	 Explore 5 of your peers’ diversity lessons in our Padlet: [Link redacted]
3.	 Write a journal addressing the prompt below

Prompt
•	 After reading “Teaching Kindness Isn’t Enough”:
•	 Why should I not hang a “Be Kind” poster in my classroom?
•	 Cite specific evidence or quotes from the “Teaching Kindness Isn’t Enough” article in your response.
•	 How could different/additional phrasing make a “Be Kind” poster more justice-oriented?

After exploring 5 peers’ tech-infused social justice lessons:
•	 Describe 2–5 lesson approaches/ideas that stood out to you.
•	 What opportunities and challenges do you imagine experiencing when teaching lessons like this with your future students?
•	 What questions or comments (if any) do you have for your professor about student-centered technologies and specifically 

about Teaching for Justice with Technology? If you don’t have any questions, it’s ok to skip this item.

How Will I Be Graded?
•	 This is a formative assessment. It will be graded based on the course formative assessment rubric (see Figure 2) ETC 447 

Rubric
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Kindness Isn’t Enough.” In the week preceding 
the learning experience, no student-created texts 
were included at all. Students engaged with a You-
Tube video, a popular press article, and a scholar-
ly article focused on that week’s topic of digital 
citizenship. The act of positioning student-created 
content on equal ground as other more traditional 
academic texts expresses respect and trust for stu-
dents’ background and home knowledges. 

Second, I wrote the assignment instructions 
and prompts carefully to align with the tenets of 
humanizing pedagogy outlined by Salazar (2013). 
For example, prompts intentionally center student 
choice to be adaptive to students’ lived experienc-
es, needs, and expertise, particularly students of 
historically marginalized identities. The assign-
ment’s content focuses on teaching for diversity, 
justice, and action, which pushes students to grap-
ple with social inequities, power, and privilege. 

Third, it was important when designing this 
teaching/learning, that students do not just write 
the texts, they also engage with texts created by 
their peers. This facilitates learning from and 
about others, fostering students’ (and my own) 
humanização through empathy, connection, and 
reciprocity.

Conclusion

We exist in an era of online university learning 
that prioritizes and prizes mechanistic, automized, 
surveilled, and rote online learning experiences. 
Advocates for humanizing approaches to online 
teaching and learning may tout simple solutions, 
such as adding instructor videos or infusing stu-
dent collaboration activities. While sometimes 
these efforts may offer students some relief, they 
fail to truly realize Freire’s aspirations for human-
izing pedagogy, which is to enable students to be-
come more fully creative, communicating, social-
ly transforming participants in the world. Mehta 
and Aguilera (2020) point out,

Much of the current rhetoric around humanizing 
online teaching and learning tends to privilege a 
more “autonomous” stance, which frames meth-
ods and technologies as autonomously able to in-
fluence teaching and learning, in contrast to the 
more “ideological” framing in which Freirean 
traditions of humanizing pedagogies have been 
rooted. (p. 112)

To engage Freire’s vision of humanizing peda-
gogy, professors must center humanização as an 
aspiration, one that can be fostered by featuring 
students’ knowledge, engaging issues of power, 

Figure 2.  Formative Assessment Rubric
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fostering critical dialog, taking action, and making 
collective meaning between the classroom and the 
places we inhabit. Student-created texts may be 
one way to begin to engage Freirean humanizing 
in the online university classroom.
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