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A careful analysis of the teacher-student relationship at any level, in-side or 
outside the school, reveals its fundamentally narrative character. This relationship 
involves a narrating Subject (the teacher) and patient, listening objects (the students). The 
contents, whether values or empirical dimensions of reality, tend in the process of being 
narrated to become lifeless and petrified. Education is suffering from narration sickness. 

The teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static, compartmentalized, 
and predictable. Or else he expounds on a topic completely alien to the existential 
experience of the students. His task is to “fill” the students with the contents of his 
narration— contents which are detached from reality, disconnected from the totality that 
engendered them and could give them significance. Words are emptied of their 
concreteness and become a hollow, alienated, and alienating verbosity.  

The outstanding characteristic of this narrative education, then, is the sonority of 
words, not their transforming power.“Four times four is sixteen; the capital of Pará is 
Belém.” The student records, memorizes, and repeats these phrases without perceiving 
what four times four really means, or realizing the true significance of “capital” in the 
affirmation “the capital of Pará is Belém,” that is, what Belém means for Para and what 
Pará means for Brazil. 

Narration (with the teacher as narrator) leads the students to memorize 
mechanically the narrated content. Worse yet, it turns them into “containers,” into 
“receptacles” to be “filled” by the teacher. The more completely she fills the receptacles, 
the better a teacher she is. The more meekly the receptacles permit themselves to be 
filled, the better students they are.  

Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the 
depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues 
communiqués and makes deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize, and 
repeat. This is the “banking” concept of education, in which the scope of action allowed 
to the students extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits. They do, 
it is true, have the opportunity to become collectors or cataloguers of the things they 
store. But in the last analysis, it is the people themselves who are filed away through the 
lack of creativity, transformation, and knowledge in this (at best) misguided system. For 
apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human. Knowledge 
emerges only through invention and reinvention, through the restless, impatient, 
continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with 
each other.  

In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who 
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing. 
Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of 
oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry. The teacher 
presents himself to his students as their necessary opposite; by considering their 
ignorance absolute, he justifies his own existence…. 

The raison d’être of libertarian education, on the other hand, lies in its drive 
towards reconciliation. Education must begin with the solution of the teacher-student 



contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are 
simultaneously teachers and students.  

This solution is not (nor can it be) found in the banking concept. On the contrary, 
banking education maintains and even stimulates the contradiction through the following 
attitudes and practices, which mirror oppressive society as a whole: 
a. the teacher teaches and the students are taught; 
b. the teacher knows everything and the students know nothing; 
c. the teacher thinks and the students are thought about; 
d. the teacher talks and the students listen—meekly; 
e. the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined; 
f. the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply; 
g. the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the action of the 
teacher; 
h. the teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not consulted) 
adapt to it; 
i. the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own professional 
authority, which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the students; 
j. the teacher is the subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere objects. 

It is not surprising that the banking concept of education regards men as 
adaptable, manageable beings. The more students work at storing the deposits entrusted 
to them, the less they develop the critical consciousness which would result from their 
intervention in the world as transformers of that world… 

Those truly committed to liberation must reject the banking concept in its entirety, 
adopting instead a concept of women and men as conscious beings, and consciousness as 
consciousness intent upon the world. They must abandon the educational goal of deposit-
making and replace it with the posing of the problems of human beings in their relations 
with the world… 

Liberating education consists in acts of cognition, not transferrals of 
information…The practice of problem-posing education entails at the outset that the 
teacher-student contradiction be resolved…Indeed, problem-posing education, which 
breaks with the vertical patterns characteristic of banking education, can fulfill its 
function as the practice of freedom only if it can overcome the above contradiction.  

Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher 
cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers. The 
teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in 
dialogue with the students, who in turn while being taught also teach. They become 
jointly responsible for a process in which all grow… 

The students—no longer docile listeners—are now critical co-investigators in 
dialogue with the teacher. Students, as they are increasingly posed with problems relating 
to themselves in the world and with the world, will feel increasingly challenged and 
obliged to respond to that challenge.  


