Reflections on the teacher’s tasks: Contributions from philosophy of education in
the 20th century

Introduction

Philosophical reflections on teaching are typically less specific and direct than practitioners
might wish, but they are capable of having a profound, often gradual, effect on practice as a
fundamental re-thinking of the overall enterprise of teaching, its manner, aims, and
assumptions, begins to take shape. Philosophy operates at a certain level of generality and
abstraction, to some extent removed from the immediate and pressing problems which beset
the context in question. It is worth recalling, however, Bertrand Russell’s warning about
“the tyranny of the here and now” from which philosophical reflection may help us
escape.' Philosophy, said A. N. Whitehead, makes its slow advance by the introduction of
new ideas, widening vision and adjusting clashes.” Over time, discussion of fundamental
principles, categories and beliefs which structure and define teaching can open the way to a
very different conception of the tasks which are central.

It may be useful to consider how philosophers of education, in the century now
drawing to a close, have helped us to think of teaching differently and also, thereby, to teach
in a different way. The various tasks facing teachers discussed in what follows, drawn from
some of the most influential philosophers of education of the twentieth century, coalesce
into an overall conception of teaching which is both coherent and compelling.” There is no
suggestion, of course, that anything like a complete account of a teacher’s tasks is offered
here. Taken individually, those tasks identified say something important and fundamental
about the role of the teacher; collectively, they offer the basis of a philosophy of teaching for

the twenty-first century.’

1. Engage in reflective practice
Teaching begins to take on a problematic and challenging aspect when, in John Dewey’s

words, the schools are organized in such a way that “every teacher has some regular and



representative way in which he or she can register judgment upon matters of educational
importance.”” Dewey saw democracy as requiring the free exercise of intelligent judgment,
and he thought of judgment as expressing the very heart of thinking and reflective inquiry.®
He deplored the way in which subject-matter and methods were dictated to passive teachers
by way of officially approved, ready-made regulations and directions, and he promoted the
view of the teacher as intellectual leader and reflective practitioner.’

In addition to noting the affront to democratic values, Dewey put forward a number
of compelling arguments against any school system which sought to restrict reflective
practice on the part of teachers. First, the best teachers will not be attracted to a profession
where the conditions are such that no self-respecting intelligence would tolerate them.®
Second, unless teachers with enough courage and ability to tackle difficult social and
political questions can be attracted to the profession, the schools are likely to produce a
passive body of citizens who, like their teachers before them, lack discriminating judgment.’
Third, habitual exclusion of teachers from opportunities to exercise intelligent judgment will
tend to reduce their sense of responsibility and actually undermine their ability to make
good judgments.'’

It would be unfortunate if one were left with the impression that, for Dewey,
reflective thinking is invariably explicit, methodical and systematic, reducible in effect to a
technical formula."" Dewey recognized, and has helped us to see, that reflective teaching
demands an ability and a willingness to reflect on one’s teaching, and to make appropriate
pedagogical decisions, in the immediate context of practice, as teaching is occurring. For
example, Dewey pointed out that “even young pupils react in unexpected ways. There is
something fresh, something not capable of being fully anticipated by even the most
experienced teacher, in the ways they go at the topic, and in the particular ways in which
things strike them.”'* Dewey stressed that he did not mean that all advance planning must
be rejected; but if the teacher cannot or will not recognize and respond to the opportunities

presented in unexpected moments in the classroom, teaching and learning soon take on



conventional and mechanical forms. What we have recently come to call reflection-in-action
is vital, where judgment must be sudden and decisive, and where a teacher needs the ability
to improvise and invent. Such on-going reflection in the midst of teaching is surely
indispensable if we accept Dewey’s further observation that “everything the teacher does,
as well as the manner in which he does it, incites the child to respond in some way or other,
and each response tends to set the child’s attitude in some way or other.”"* The teacher
must be alert to the ways in which students are reacting as the lesson is unfolding and be
capable of responding, as Dewey put it, “automatically, unconsciously, and hence promptly
and effectively.”'* The teacher’s business, Dewey said bluntly, is to see that the occasion is
taken advantage of, and this requires intelligent observation and judgment.'’

Moreover, an almost intuitive sense of the child’s educational needs seems implicit
in the observation that “it is the teacher’s business to know what powers are striving for
utterance at a given period in the child’s development.”'® Dewey’s point is that we have to
see the outcome, we have to read the meaning of the child’s actions: “Some of the child’s
deeds are symptoms of a waning tendency....other activities are signs of a culminating
power and interest; to them applies the maxim of striking while the iron is hot.”'” The
teacher must be able to recognize the difference, and no textbook can provide the answer.
Instead, the source must be what Dewey called “that sympathetic understanding of
individuals as individuals” which gives the teacher an insight into what is going on in the
student’s mind.'® Greater maturity and experience allows the teacher “to evaluate each
experience of the young” and to determine which experiences are conducive to continued
growth.'” Reflective practice, then, requires the teacher to interpret the significance of what
he or she observes, to make judgments about the educational value of certain experiences,
and to find ways of creating a vital and personal learning experience for the student.”® It is
not surprising that Dewey thought of the reflective teacher as to some extent an artist despite
his well-known emphasis on the scientific method: “And so it is with the artist teacher. The

greater and more scientific his knowledge of human nature, the more ready and skilful will



be his application of principles to varying circumstances, and the larger and more perfect

will be the product of his artistic skill.”?'

2. Suffuse learning with suggestiveness

Although Whitehead remarked, in the context of a discussion of mathematics, that we make
progress by extending the number of important things we can do without thinking about
them,”> many of the challenges in teaching which concerned him demand the very kind of
reflective judgment and perception suggested in Dewey’s remarks about the artistic teacher.
For example, the problem of reconciling the introduction of some order into the mind of the
young child with the need to keep alive the enjoyment and excitement of learning requires
an enormously difficult balance in teaching.> Whitehead also thought that teachers need to
worry about the fact that, paradoxically, their teaching can be “too good” in the sense that it
presents too much information at the expense of an opportunity for fresh ideas from the
students. In his own words, it damps students down.”* The passage of time has confirmed
Whitehead’s fears that knowledge would become conventionalized, initiative would be
suppressed, and the very tests created to measure ability would exclude recognition of
anyone whose ideas lay outside the conventions of learning.”> He urged teachers to be
acutely conscious of, and on guard against, deficiencies in the material being taught, and to
teach their students to be on guard also. Once learning solidifies, Whitehead remarked, all is
over with it.*

One useful strategy in the face of such problems is to think in terms of our having
achieved certain half-truths which would serve fairly well as long as we remember that they
are only half-truths.”” Whitehead himself had grown wary of certitude by the time he came
to write his educational essays having witnessed, as he put it, every generalization about
mathematical physics which he had learned as an undergraduate abandoned in the sense in
which it had then been held. He observed that “nothing is more curious than the self-

satisfied dogmatism with which mankind at each period of its history cherishes the delusion



of the finality of its existing modes of knowledge.””® In education and teaching, the fatal
consequence of such a tendency is to reduce the ferment of inquiry to the dull acquisition of
inert, static ideas, the passive reception of disconnected bits of information.

A delusion comes over us that teaching is essentially a matter of imparting exact,
clear knowledge and Whitehead proposed, as an antidote, that learning be suffused with
suggestiveness so that a deceptive clarity and sense of obviousness would not convert half-
truths into supposedly indubitable knowledge.** Although the value of suggestiveness is
introduced in the context of a discussion of university education, it is clear that the idea has
general application in Whitehead’s philosophy of education which rejects the view that
students should first learn passively and then apply their knowledge; the applications
themselves are part of the knowledge in question.’® Moreover, the life of the mind cannot be
postponed until some future date; whatever interest a particular subject may have must be
evoked here and now. To suffuse learning with suggestiveness is to keep alive a sense of
what is not yet known, the possibility of reinterpretation of basic ideas, an awareness of
controversy, and an enjoyment of surprise; it is also to prevent knowledge from becoming
too familiar by continually seeing it in new applications or from new perspectives.

Teachers, on Whitehead’s view, have to model, and cultivate in their students, activity
in the presence of knowledge; knowledge must come to the students with the freshness of
its immediate importance. Robert M. Hutchins was quick to respond that we simply lack
teachers with the ability to suffuse learning with suggestiveness in the manner required, and
he expressed the fear that, in lesser hands, Whitehead’s view would lead to an eclectic, trivial
course of study which would mirror the chaos of the world. To which we should reply that
our hopes for teacher education should not mirror present deficiencies in the profession.
Whitehead did not disguise the fact that teachers face an enormous challenge in finding in
practice that exact balance between freedom and discipline, as they attempt to foster romance
amidst the acquisition of definite knowledge. It is immensely difficult, but “the broad

primrose path leads to a nasty place.”"



3. Foster the wish for truth

An overriding concern in Bertrand Russell’s social and educational philosophy was to
articulate and champion an ideal of individual liberty in the general spirit of the values and
principles advocated by John Stuart Mill. In the context of education and schooling, this
concern translated into the view that children at school should experience a preparation for
freedom in the sense that they would gradually become able and willing to exercise freedom
of choice.’” Russell urged that students encounter the kind of teaching in school which
would enable them to form a reasonable judgment on controversial issues, though it was
clear to him that this is inevitably a somewhat utopian aim.” Nevertheless, Russell’s ideal
school is one in which both teachers and students exercise freedom of opinion and in which
open discussion of any controversial question flourishes. As the century ends, it is clear that
we are still a very long way from achieving this ideal, and not everyone would endorse it. It
is a tribute, however, to the work of Russell and subsequent philosophers of education that
we now pay more than lip-service to this aspect of teaching, and the case for it is much
better understood.

Russell’s chief target is the idea, in reality a form of miseducation, that the teacher’s
task is one of implanting “truths” in the minds of students in such a way that it would be
difficult if not impossible ever to question those ideas or even to imagine that they might be
questioned.** This practice was so prevalent, in Russell’s view, that he was driven to declare
that the world would be a better place if State education had never been established. Of
course, evidence, information, facts and knowledge are all vital if our views are to amount to
more than unsupported opinion; and Russell certainly wanted students to become
acquainted with the best available evidence and information.”> An all-important qualification,
however, rests on an underlying epistemological conviction, which might be termed
fallibilism, namely the idea that our beliefs are not certain but possibly mistaken. Students,
therefore, need to develop the ability to weigh the evidence, to consider counterevidence, to

assess the impartiality of claims, to practice constructive doubt, and to distinguish between



genuine and sham expertise. Russell concluded that truthfulness rather than truth ought to
guide teaching: “Education ought to foster the wish for truth, not the conviction that some
particular creed is the truth.”*°

What he had in mind was a genuine commitment on the part of teachers and
students to thought and inquiry which would include: developing the habit of forming one’s
views on the basis of evidence; being ready to accept new evidence against existing beliefs;
and proportioning the degree of one’s conviction in accordance with the weight of
evidence.”” A consequence of this is that intellectual honesty and open-mindedness are
crucial qualities in teachers if they are to inculcate in their students a sense that final truth is
unattainable but that approximate truth is attainable and worth striving for. Russell made it
clear that he was not advocating an intellectual shrugging of the shoulders; skepticism about
dogma should involve an active search for better ideas.”® Recent writers have identified a
further threat to Russell’s ideal, pointing out that many students may indeed be indifferent
to the wish for truth, and thus reluctant to engage in critical thinking, because they have been
persuaded that everyone is simply entitled to believe what they will.** The result is not so
much a lazy skepticism as a kind of complacent confidence on the part of students that they
already possess the truth, their truth, making genuine inquiry and discussion pointless.
Ironically, of course, it has become fashionable in recent years, even in philosophy, to
dismiss ideals such as the wish for truth as illusory," and the task which Russell set for

teachers remains as necessary and as challenging as ever."'

4. Make students puzzled

In a fine discussion of critical thinking, John Passmore, like Russell, draws attention to
questions and issues where the answer is not known to anyone, to controversial matters
where only further inquiry will produce an answer if one can be found at all.** The teacher
can be helpful, of course, in introducing students to strategies, principles and examples

which they can draw on in tackling such problems, but the students are, to some extent, on



their own. It is certain that students will encounter, no doubt are already encountering,
controversial questions where they will need to be able to think the matter through for
themselves; and thus facing such questions at school is an excellent preparation for an
uncertain future. As Passmore has remarked, “one thing we can say with confidence about
the twenty-first century: it will be different from the present century in ways we cannot now
predict.”*’

An emphasis on trying to prepare students for the unknown explains one central
methodological tactic which he recommends to teachers: wherever possible and as soon as
possible, substitute problems for exercises.** By a problem, Passmore means a situation in
which the student is obliged to think out what rule applies in the case, or how a certain rule
which is known to be relevant is to be applied. The student does not immediately see how to
make use of what he or she knows; critical and imaginative reflection is necessary. Such
reflection needs to begin as early as possible in school, interwoven with the acquisition of
information, habits and skills.

Passmore’s conclusion is that one of the educator’s tasks is to make students
puzzled, an observation which, in my own experience, itself continues to puzzle many
student teachers.*’ Indeed, Passmore goes further, commenting that unless students leave
school puzzled, their teachers have failed as educators. This does not mean, as Passmore
makes clear, that it is a virtue in teachers that they leave students confused and merely
bewildered. Rather, he has in mind students sensing that something is problematic and
being caught up in wondering how the matter can be resolved.*® To be puzzled is to have
one’s curiosity aroused because something is unexpected, unclear, or in some way unusual,
such that customary behavior, beliefs and assumptions are disturbed. As Passmore puts it
elsewhere, being puzzled is a special sort of not knowing, not knowing “what to make of” a
situation;*” it is to be in search of that which will explain or make sense of what is puzzling.
It captures an important aspect of the wish for truth. When student teachers are initially

puzzled by Passmore’s comment, it is because it runs counter to an unexamined assumption



that it is the task of teachers to resolve their students’ puzzlement, to explain to them what
they find puzzling.** Sometimes, this is their task; but it is vital for teachers to realize that
this cannot be a complete account of their role. Leaving student teachers to puzzle over
Passmore’s point may help them to see the role of the teacher as more problematic than

they had anticipated, and to begin to see the pedagogical value of puzzlement itself.

5. Risk one’s own judgments
In each of the tasks examined thus far, there is an element of risk for the teacher. To engage
in reflective practice is to risk adverse consequences if one’s considered view leads to a
decision which runs counter to conventional wisdom. The temptation to keep to the safe and
sure path in teaching is powerful. To suffuse learning with suggestiveness, or to foster the
wish for truth, will lead one to inquire into issues where others may feel that inquiry is
unnecessary, inappropriate or harmful. A recent example would be the backlash against
teachers who inquire into topics which may lead to negative conclusions being drawn by
their students about actions taken by various institutions and organizations in their own
society, thereby supposedly undermining that civic pride and respect for one’s country
which is commonly taken to be an aim of education. To make students puzzled is to risk the
anger and consternation of students, and their parents, who demand to know why the teacher
is not providing the answers he or she is supposed (and paid) to know, a reaction which is
not unknown even at the university level.

Israel Scheffler suggests a further task for teachers which also carries with it
uncertainty and vulnerability. Scheffler’s conception of teaching is one in which the ideals
of genuine inquiry and rationality are paramount. It is an account which places ethical

constraints on the manner in which teaching is conducted: first, when teachers try to get

students to believe certain things, the reasons offered must be the teachers’ own reasons in
the sense that they themselves accept the cogency of those reasons; second, teachers must

be willing to have their reasons challenged and evaluated by the students as the latter



develop their own, independent judgment. The task for the teacher is “to reveal, and hence
to risk, his own judgments and loyalties in the process of teaching others.”*® Teaching
requires us “to reveal our reasons to the student and, by so doing, to submit them to his
evaluation and criticism.”’

The teacher’s opinions and claims to knowledge are put at risk because teaching is
not identified with the authoritative presentation of ideas for uncritical acceptance, but
viewed as a process of inquiry, involving dialogue and questioning, in which the students’
own assessment of the ideas is encouraged, respected, and taken into account.’' The
students’ contributions must be actively welcomed, not grudgingly tolerated, if the notion of
a right to ask for reasons is to be taken seriously in practice. In some teaching contexts, no
doubt, the actual risk the teacher encounters is slight because the evidence for the claims in
question is very strong, or because the students have not yet developed the skills,
dispositions and attitudes needed to raise searching objections. Nevertheless, vulnerability in
principle is vital if teachers are to acknowledge, and to be seen to acknowledge, the
dependency of claims to knowledge on reasons and evidence, their own limited expertise,
and the possibility of error, in their attempt to promote an appropriate orientation in students
to the process of inquiry. Scheffler notes that in accepting the risk, the teacher gains in self-
awareness and a more reflective attitude towards his or her underlying assumptions.

Perhaps the main intellectual virtue required by a teacher who accepts the
responsibility of risking his or her beliefs is open-mindedness. In recent years, this virtue
has been thought by many to require neutrality in teaching, where the teacher’s own views
and commitments are not disclosed to the students; the teacher, on this conception, facilitates
a discussion without being an active participant in the sense of defending a particular point
of view. As a strategy designed to prevent students from merely adopting the teacher’s
views in an unreflective manner, such pedagogical neutrality is sometimes desirable,
especially early on in the discussion when alternative possibilities are being explored. Open-

mindedness in teaching, however, does not necessitate this kind of self-censorship on the
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part of the teacher. It is important and desirable at times for teachers to claim that such and
such are good reasons for drawing certain conclusions, holding certain views, and so on,
and a willingness on the part of the teacher to change his or her mind in the light of
objections can be demonstrated even though he or she has ventured an opinion. This is a
particularly telling lesson about open-mindedness for students, because it takes considerable
courage to admit that one is mistaken, or having second thoughts, in a context where such an
admission may, however inappropriately, invite the charge of incompetence and where many
of one’s colleagues would never admit to error or doubt. The risks here need to be faced,
however, if teachers are to show by example what it means to be committed to intellectual

honesty in inquiry and thereby encourage their students to take risks also.

6. Transcend mere instruction

One principal form of pedagogical honesty, closely connected to the virtue of humility, is
that which recognizes limits to one’s own knowledge and understanding and limits to the
advice and help one can offer others. Paulo Freire emphasized this point by way of
responding to the criticism that he himself had presented universal remedies to problems
which take very different forms in different contexts, and that he had little to say about the
“specificities” of important educational issues as they occur in particular places. Freire
insisted that he did not set out to provide recipes for teachers in the form of definite
methods and techniques which can simply be imported into various contexts. To pretend
otherwise would be simply dishonest in the absence of sufficient knowledge about the
context in question. Freire stressed that he needed to be “reinvented and re-created
according to the demands -- pedagogical and political demands -- of the specific
situation.”* He had little time for those he labeled “Freirean tourists” who used his ideas
superficially. The notion of reinvention implies that educators must discover what, if
anything, Freire’s ideas can say to them in their own context; his writings, like all texts,

must not be approached as frozen in time but as a vehicle for dialogue and reflection.
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These self-reflective remarks, and the concept of reinvention, serve to illuminate
Freire’s view that “teachers have to transcend their merely instructive task and to assume
the ethical posture of a mentor who truly believes in the total autonomy, freedom and
development of those he or she mentors.”’ It is important to be clear at once that Freire is
not suggesting, any more than Dewey, Whitehead, Russell, Passmore or Scheffler, that the
presentation and acquisition of content knowledge and technical ability is unimportant. To
transcend is not to abandon. Freire remarked that it is absurd to deny students the
knowledge they need to survive.”* He maintained, perhaps surprisingly, that students need
to be taught the “standard” form of the language even though that dominant form is
impregnated with ideology and power. Without a command of elite usage, students will
simply not possess the skills they need to engage in critical reflection on the condition of
their society.”® Similarly, there is no suggestion that in “transcending their merely
instructive task”, the teacher’s own knowledge is unimportant. Freire said bluntly, “if I
don’t know, I cannot be a teacher.”® As teachers, “we must become prepared, competent,
capable. We should not frustrate those students who come to us hoping for answers to their
expectations, to their doubts, to their desire to know.””’

For Freire, however, “technique is always secondary and is only important when it
is in the service of something larger.””® In commenting on instruction, then, Freire is not
primarily dealing with methodological questions at all, but with fundamental ethical and
epistemological issues. His well-known critique of the “banking” conception of education,
where teachers seek to transfer knowledge to passive students, addresses the ethical duty of
the teacher to learn with the students as the latter are encouraged to develop their own
independent reading of the world; and it explores the epistemological insight that knowing
involves a critical inquiry in which the students seek to re-invent the ideas being encountered
in the teacher’s comments or in the books being read. The liberating teacher, the one who
transcends mere instruction, is one who is able to animate the critical response of the

student,’® whether or not this is done by way of lecturing or other approaches to teaching.
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Freire warned that “teachers can all too easily adopt the role of dispenser of knowledge”,
and he made the point that they need to keep alive the ethical conviction that authoritarian

imposition is oppressive and dehumanizing.*

7. Release the imagination

Merely to mention this task, one which has a close affinity with the Freirean notion of
reinvention, is to bring to mind the philosophy of Maxine Greene where the place of the
imagination in learning and teaching has always been at centrestage.’' Throughout her
work, Greene has been preoccupied with the seemingly ineluctable slide into “unthinking
submergence in the social reality that prevails”.°> The world we experience tends to be
taken for granted, conventional ideas are accepted at face value, the categories in use remain
unchallenged, and the everyday becomes so familiar that it ceases to seem problematic. In
the context of education, such unreflective acquiescence is encouraged by teachers’
uncritical reliance on slogans and abstractions which, as Greene puts it, dominate
imagination. These ancient images “too often hang like veils between the teacher and ‘the
phenomenology of the situation’”.%?

Entrapment in the given, the ready-made, and the presuppositions of one’s culture
means that one’s imaginative capacity is unable to break with, and break through, barriers of
expectation and prejudice, hence the emphasis on the idea of releasing the imagination. In a
memorable image, Greene suggests trying to take a stranger’s perspective on everyday
reality so that one can, in her words, begin to look inquiringly and wonderingly at the world
that has for too long been taken for granted. To think of the teacher’s task in terms of
imagining such alternative possibilities is at once to begin to undermine that dominant
conception of meritorious teaching which is preoccupied with questions of efficiency and
technical skill.**

Greene views the arts, especially literature, as crucial in releasing those imaginative

abilities which may help us to connect with other people,” to reveal what is hidden, to find

13



our own silenced voice, and to disrupt the conventional framework. There is nothing
inevitable or automatic about this. Literature may be taught and approached in such a way
that students are persuaded to believe that they are encountering an authoritative way of
viewing the world, not noticing that other perspectives have been excluded, as Greene reveals
was the case in her own development.®® It is equally true, however, that literature and the arts
have the potentiality to allow us to see from different vantage points by making available a
range of perspectives and, echoing Freire, Greene speaks of coming to read the world
differently as a result of reading literature.

The task for teachers is twofold. In the first place, they need to release their own
imagination. Unless they are merely clerks or functionaries, those “minor technicians” in
Scheffler’s telling phrase, teachers will be in search of ways in which their work can be
improved, including the development of a new conception of what that work is. Greene
reminds us that when we are constrained within the boundaries of the apparently inevitable
and fixed, it takes imagination to recognize that such a search is even possible. Moreover,
the capacity to articulate a vision of how things might be and should be requires teachers to
draw on ethical and social imagination which can be the first step towards taking action to
bring about change. If teachers are to make appropriate pedagogical decisions, they need to
understand how the world looks and feels to their students, and it is imagination which
makes it possible, in so far as it is possible at all, to cross what Greene calls “the empty
spaces” which loom between teacher and student. Secondly, the task is to find a way of
teaching such that the imaginative capacities of the students are also released. Here Greene
speaks of teachers creating situations in which the young are moved to begin to ask
“Why?” as a question for their own reflection, not just to pose to their teachers. The
students have been provoked to go beyond what they have been taught, to explore on their
own. If teaching is to lead to students coming to what Greene calls “openings in
experience”, then we, as teachers, “have to experience breaks with what has been

established in our own lives; we have to keep arousing ourselves to begin again.”®’
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The term “release” does not signify that the imagination exists fully formed, ready
to pour forth once the barriers are removed. When the barriers are dismantled, what is
released is a potentiality for growth which needs stimulus, encouragement, and opportunity.
Nor need we conclude, notwithstanding Greene’s own fascination with literature and the
fine arts, that she would quarrel with Whitehead’s observation that there are different types
of imaginative functioning which are provoked by different experiences, knowledge and
ideas.’® Greene speaks, for example, of the need for students to have a sure grasp of the
foundations of the particular form of inquiry in question, plus rigorous practice, if
imaginative work in that field is to be possible. We must not forget, however, that teaching
for imagination needs to ensure that such initial training and instruction merges into

empowering if students are ever to go beyond what they have been explicitly taught.®”

8. Confront the hidden curriculum

Maxine Greene’s concern about unthinking submergence in the prevailing social reality
leads on quite naturally to a consideration of those learning outcomes which lie hidden from
view. Talk of the hidden curriculum gained widespread currency at the end of the 1960s
when the phrase was used by Ivan Illich to refer to what he took to be an inevitable
consequence of schooling, namely that it conveyed the idea covertly that only what was
learned in school was valuable.”” The idea of the hidden curriculum, of course, was quite
familiar to earlier philosophers of education long before the contemporary phrase was
coined. It is in evidence in Dewey’s remark that everything the teacher does incites the
student to respond in some way or other. Dewey reminded us that a teacher’s best
conscious efforts may be counteracted by influences of which he or she is unaware.
Similarly, Russell had a hidden curriculum in mind when he criticized the promotion of
superiority and privilege at Eton and Oxford. This may not be their conscious purpose,
Russell conceded, but it is nevertheless as strong and effective as one which is explicitly

formulated.
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In contemporary philosophy of education, of course, the problem of the hidden
curriculum has been very widely discussed. No one, however, has done more to explore its
far-reaching implications than Jane Roland Martin who provides the clearest and most
useful analysis in the literature of the nature and function of the hidden curriculum.”' The
phenomenon essentially involves the bringing about of a learning state, not necessarily in
the context of schooling, which is not openly intended.”” There is of necessity some content
to a hidden curriculum though not always the same content, and the learning state which
results may be valuable or harmful. Furthermore, a hidden curriculum is relative to context
in the sense that it is of some setting, at some time, and for some learner. Thus, while there
may be a dominant hidden curriculum in a particular setting affecting most of the children,
there may also be idiosyncratic outcomes for particular learners. It is a consequence of such
relativity to context, Martin argues, that the search for hidden curricula is never at an end,
and in this way the search becomes part of that on-going reflective practice advocated by
Dewey. As teachers on guard for hidden curricula, we need to continually retrace our steps
not only because the content of the hidden curriculum may change, as settings and learners
change, but also because we ourselves become aware, through consciousness raising, of
hidden messages which we too once overlooked. The need for reflective practice could
hardly be more apparent.

Martin is explicit about the teacher’s task once an undesirable hidden curriculum is
identified: “There can be no doubt that when the hidden curriculum we find contains
harmful learning states, we must try to root them out.””* It seems appropriate, then, to say
that the teacher’s ongoing task is to confront the hidden curriculum because what is
involved is an enormously difficult and interminable struggle which will often demand
courage. In tackling one unintended learning state, there will surely be others which we have
missed; and the one identified may take on new and unnoticed forms. The problematic

character of the situation is aggravated by the fact that in trying to root out the hidden
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curriculum we must recognize that we may end up doing more harm than good; even
enlightened reform, Martin points out, can carry with it an undesirable hidden curriculum.

Despite the apparently impossible task, her message to teachers is not one of
despair. Although there is no formula which will ensure success, and despite the fact that the
matter is complicated inasmuch as other settings outside the classroom also contribute to the
same hidden curriculum, there is much that teachers can do especially perhaps in trying to
identify and, where possible, modify those conditions and practices which generate the
hidden curriculum in the first place. Moreover, following up on Freire’s notion of
consciousness-raising, Martin reminds us how promoting knowledge and skill in students
concerning hidden curricula can be “a form of self-defense against the onslaught of
unasked-for learning states”.”* Here the teacher’s work will involve trying to develop in
students relevant skills, such as becoming better able to detect a hidden curriculum and
knowing how to avoid unwanted learning outcomes, coupled with the development of
appropriate attitudes.

The general point here, as Martin herself puts it, is that knowledge can mean power,
the truth of which is illustrated in a striking way in her own life and work. Martin illustrates
the insidious nature of the hidden curriculum in an autobiographical remark concerning her
own early teaching and the exclusion of women’s voices: “So hidden were we that although
I had been discussing Emile in my own philosophy of education courses, I had no more
included Book V (concerning Sophie) on the syllabus than my professors had on theirs.”””
Soon after turning her attention to the problem of the hidden curriculum, however, Martin
began the work on women for which she is justly renowned and in which she ultimately
makes the case for the view that a particular hidden curriculum, one which favours male
cognitive perspectives, has entered into the very idea of liberal education which has shaped
educational practice over the years. Making the point that confronting this problem will be
enormously difficult, Martin writes: “A curriculum which, through critical analysis, exposes

the biased view of women embodied in the disciplines and which, by granting ample space
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to the study of women shows how unjust that view is, is certainly preferable to a curriculum
which, by its silence on the subject, gives students the impression that the ways in which the

disciplines look at the world are impartial and unbiased.””®

9. Promote caring dispositions
Throughout the preceding discussion, it is abundantly clear that an ethical dimension is
firmly embedded in the overall perspective, attitudes and approach which teachers are
expected to bring to the particular tasks which have been identified and to their work in
general. Consider, for example, Dewey’s call for the teacher’s sympathetic understanding
of individual students; Whitehead’s remark that inert ideas are not simply useless, they are
harmful; Russell’s contempt for the way in which schools attempt to mould the opinions of
defenceless children; Passmore’s reminder that the critical spirit describes a teacher’s
character and is not the kind of thing which can be misused; Scheffler’s insistence on the
need for teachers to give honest answers to students’ questions; Freire’s idea that education
and schooling should have a liberating not a domesticating function; Greene’s emphasis on
the young being encouraged by their teachers to find their own voices; and Martin’s
concern to foster the skills, attitudes and values which will help to prevent students from
becoming victims of what is offered to them in the name of education. A powerful ethical
conviction emerges from this body of work that education must respect students as persons.
In the work of Nel Noddings, the student’s own emerging ethical orientation and
dispositions become a central focus of the teacher’s work: “Like good parents, teachers
should be concerned first and foremost with the kind of people their charges are
becoming.”’”” Noddings reminds us, for example, of the lack of civility in classrooms, not
just between teacher and students, but among students themselves, culminating in a school
climate where students are afraid of one another and treat each other badly.”® She asks us to
reflect, for example, on the kinds of “heroes” teachers often present to students for their

admiration and emulation, where success in the pursuit of wealth takes pride of place over
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fine examples of integrity and fidelity to persons.”’ She is further concerned that our
educational practices, in the form of hidden curricula in literature, history and science
courses, as well as the competitive ethos and the hierarchical structure of schools,
perpetuate uncritically the influence of the traditional “warrior code” leading to violence
being glorified or seen as a necessary evil, and one’s “enemies” being portrayed as wholly
evil.** Echoing Dewey, Noddings observes that everything we do as teachers has moral
overtones.*'

Her aim is to return moral education to a central place in the work of schools, a
powerful stimulus here being a picture she offers of the contemporary world “wracked with
fighting, killing, vandalism, and psychic pain of all sorts.”** A world, we might add, where
incidents reminiscent of the 1964 Kitty Genovese case no longer seem to have the capacity
to shock.*’ Noddings’ contribution has been to advance a revised conception of morality
and moral education which can only be intimated here. It accords a prominent place to
caring relationships, where the one who cares is fully receptive and attentive to the needs and
purposes of the other person; and where the person who is cared for acknowledges and
responds to what the carer has done.** In caring, Noddings observes, we listen openly
without laying on descriptions and interpretations which reflect our own needs and
desires.* Such an emphasis on open listening has important implications for teaching and
learning, and is especially important for a community of inquiry in which all participants
respect and sustain each other and try to incorporate “connected knowing” into critical
discussions.*

The task of promoting caring dispositions involves several components. Teachers
model caring behaviour when they treat students with consideration, give them personal
attention when it is needed, and try to ensure that their classroom practices are respectful;
caring teachers engage in genuine and open dialogue, founded on mutual trust, in which
teacher and students feel able to revise and reconsider initial positions and points of view as

they retreat from an aggressive and hostile argumentative style and come closer to a form of
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interpersonal reasoning; progress in developing the dispositions requires appropriate
opportunities for practice, and teachers who take caring seriously will look for activities and
arrangements which help such dispositions to flourish, and will carefully monitor the
process to ensure that the objectives are being met; and finally, the task involves what
Noddings calls confirmation, by which she means bringing out the best in people, finding
something worthy in the student so as to hold out to that person an image of himself or
herself which is finer than may be apparent, leading ultimately to responsible self-
affirmation.®’

Although associated with the history of women’s experience as nurturers, an ethic
of caring is presented by Noddings as an appropriate ethical orientation for both men and
women because it is rooted in the basic human longing to be cared for. It tries to restore in
us that spontaneous (natural) response of concern and solicitude for another person which
is not dependent on a sense of duty. It plays down the significance of determining moral
principles in favour of a direct response to the person(s) with whom one is in sustained,
interpersonal contact, asking oneself such questions as: What does this person need? Am |
able to fulfil this need? What effect will my actions have on this person? As Noddings puts

it, “carers must rub elbows with recipients of their care.”*®

10. Retire gracefully

There comes a point when a teacher who is concerned to see his or her student emerge as a
self-directed, autonomous individual needs to recognize that it is time to step aside, ready to
be consulted from time to time if that is desired, but generally moving beyond the teacher-
student relationship in order to allow one’s students to find their way on their own. Many
philosophers of education have commented on the importance of such a development.
Referring to the approach to teaching advocated by Scheffler, R. F. Dearden remarked that
as it succeeds, “so independence of the teacher is gained and more and more valuable self-

direction becomes possible.”** Earlier in the century, in the context of distinguishing
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teaching and indoctrination, William H. Kilpatrick maintained: “The teacher’s aim must be
to make of his pupils and students capable, independent thinkers. He must be very much on
his guard lest those under him build dependence on him.”*°

Indoctrination, of course, necessarily carries with it a sense of on-going dependence
and control, and it is not surprising that it is in the context of a discussion of indoctrination
that we find perhaps the most memorable statement of the teacher’s responsibility to work
at trying to ensure that in the end he or she is addressing an equal, someone who has
outgrown the initial need to have a teacher present. R. M. Hare put it this way: “It is by the
readiness to retire gracefully, indeed, that we can most easily tell the educator from the
indoctrinator....the educator is trying to turn children into adults; the indoctrinator is trying
to make them into perpetual children.””' Hare’s famous phrase, “adolescents into
adults”,”* very effectively captures the idea of developing into an independent-minded
person capable of thinking for oneself. And he sees the true teacher, the educator, as the
person who is pleased when this happens; we can tell, he says, by the expression on the
teacher’s face which side of the fence they are on. Hare makes it clear that this does not
mean trying to avoid influencing children, even (especially) in controversial areas such as
moral education. What is crucial, however, is that our influence should not amount to trying
to stop the growth of the capacity to think for oneself.

Paradoxically, then, one important task for the teacher is to recognize when the time
for teaching this child or these students is over, when further work would only interfere with
the opportunity people need to go it alone or to decide for themselves when they need to
seek out a teacher. To ignore this task is to run the risk of undoing whatever good might

have emerged from pursuing the various tasks outlined earlier.”
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