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Reflections on Education:  A Reaction to Limitations, A Psychology of Caring

I believe one of the driving motivations for my becoming a teacher was the impact which I realized a few well-chosen words, or ill chosen for that matter, could make on others.  I suppose that the same could be said for various forms of ministry, and social work as well.  It’s amazing the impact an encouraging word can have.  Anyone reading this is undoubtedly familiar with this phenomenon.  However, the impact of a teacher which most caught my attention was not involving academics, but affective behavior.


I try to listen to others.  It is both a glory and a problem I have.  I want to dig deeply into meaning.  I want to determine the motivations behind the actions and the words.  No, not because I think I can change the myriad problems of the world, but rather in order to gain empathy, not sympathy, for what drives others.  We can all think of examples and instances wherein we have become acquainted with the trials and troubles of others, particularly our students.  It is in how we react to these situations that determines the type of teacher we are attitudinally.  Are we an observer of life, or a proactive participant, or a facilitator for change?


While these three classifications are unabashedly oversimplifications and are not in any way meant to be hierarchical, I do believe they will serve well as discussion models.  All three categories exist in the range of human interactions.  All three are necessary for normal, social intercourse, and all three types exist in any school environment.  It is to the degree that one category of personality is dominant over the others in a school environment that may determine that school’s relative success in serving societal and student needs.  For the successful functioning of any educational situation, there needs to be a near-balance of the three personality types in any school staff.


The observers of life are generally casual in obtaining information and cautious about dispensing solutions.  Input for change must come to them, it is rarely solicited by them.  They may be sympathetic to the plights of others, but that sympathy will remain a private, internal matter, unshared with the actors in the comedy or tragedy before them.  Many school-site and district administrators, by the very nature of their occupational demands, may be classified thusly.  They are outwardly neutral, by design.  They retain the balance of presumed impartiality in order to avoid the labels of favoritism or, even worse, prejudice.  They can ill afford to personalize an issue.  The relatively smooth, efficient operation of any school’s bureaucracy (and that is not necessarily a derogatory term) could not be possible without them.


The second category of personality often found involved in education, in its broadest sense, is that of proactive participants.  These are the individuals who delve deeply and often into the wellspring of private emotions.  The day-to-day struggles and tribulations of others provide the foundation on which their professional lives, and often their private ones as well, depend.  Examples of these individuals in the school environment often include the counselors, the nurses and health technician, and the social support personnel in outreach programs.  These individuals exude sympathy and the pathos found among many of our students may often lead to emotional burdens too difficult to bear, or professional burnout from the depth of involvement with the students.  It’s difficult to maintain an internal, psychological balance amidst tears and unbridled emotional stress.


The third category is what I call facilitators for change.  These personality types attempt to maintain a perspective on the world view, much as do the observers of life, while still being truly concerned over the plights of the students, as are the proactive participants.  This attempt to reconcile the extremes of personal involvement itself poses problems.  How can one be empathetic without eventually becoming sympathetic?  How can one remain apart, retaining a sense of perspective, without eventually merely typecasting students or reducing them to numbers without emotion?


It would be marvelous if we in education could change our emotional makeup from day to day, applying each of these three personality types in response to the unique demands of each unique day and each unique student.  And many of us try.  Unfortunately, most of us rely predominantly on one personality type with, perhaps, a thin layer taken from the other two categories.  Fortunately, most schools have a sufficient breadth of personnel and all three types may be found on staff.  Our students need this diversity of personality types, just as we need their diversity of ages, gender, learning styles, cultures, preferences, languages, and emotions.  It would be a disservice to any learning environment to be so sterile as to offer only one approach to learning and to understanding.  It would be a disservice to any learner to rely upon only one type of teacher as the only available model or mentor.  The various types of personal caring and involvement are necessary on our campuses, and teachers, administrators, and support personnel would be well advised to reflect on the necessity of providing this emotional diversity.


Uniform standards in public education have been adopted.  Period!  All the remonstrations and recriminations in the educational world will not change that fact.  The mind-set of seeking perfection is clouding the acceptance of curricular standards and is interfering with the creation of usable scopes and sequences.  Classroom professionals, those charged with constructing the day-to-day objectives for their students in an attempt to meet those standards, must realize that the implementation of those standards along the continuum from kindergarten or first through twelfth grade, represents what I would call a heuristic of perfection.  It is extremely unlikely that any graduating senior, regardless of grade point average, has mastered the entirety of all curricular standards.  It is even less likely that any given student at any intermediate level has acquired all the designated skills at the previous grade level.  If they had acquired all prerequisite skills, then teaching thirty-six or more to a class would not be an issue of constant contention.  These are subjects of discussion I also hear constantly at professional gatherings.  Why then, if we can acknowledge the imperfection of teaching an all (grade-level standards) to an every (“all students will”) must we become so nervous and regimented that we fail to give ourselves credit for doing the best we are able with our limited selves?


Yes, there are those who would seek to remove failing professionals from the classroom, from administration, and from supervision.  Why not?  We do not wish to be represented by an incompetent attorney nor operated on by an incompetent doctor.  These images are also drawn from overheard conversations at professional gatherings.  Well, if we wish to be considered as professionals then we had best accept the fact that our clientele - students, parents/guardians, and the public - will want to hold us to standards.  I believe the problem lies not in the standards themselves, but in the measurement of meeting them.  I am not referring here to the attainment of certain thresholds on standardized testing or snapshot exit examinations.  Those concepts carry with them the seeds of their own destruction anyway.  When voluminous standards are aligned to a minimal number of questions, such as on annual achievement tests, then the possibility exists for grossly divergent scores from closely aligned students purely on the basis of minimal errors.  I am also not referring to professional educators meeting only a single criterion of standards.


Life is not like that; it is considerably more complex and, I must add, a bit more forgiving.  I can not imagine being told, “You screwed up your marriage; you can’t remarry!” or “You couldn’t make it at McDonalds; you can’t apply at IBM!” or “You’re a recovering alcoholic; we can’t take the chance!” anymore than I can imagine hearing, “You do not fully understand the formation of the superlative degree of adjectives; you can not be promoted!” or “I know your ninth-grade students read at the fifth-grade level in September, but by June they only read at seventh-grade level, not at their own grade level; we will not be renewing your contract!”  To be sure, these examples are ludicrous.  Or are they?


What I am referring to is the increasingly pervasive fear of failure in education.  Not the fear of failure of our students, but the fear of failure of ourselves as teachers.  The current standards are tightly drawn.  This is not a bad thing; it is a neutral thing.  It is no different than accepting that there are three degrees of adjectives or four arithmetic functions or that life science is taught at seventh grade and the westward expansion in eighth grade.  The standards should be viewed as declared goals.  If all students were able to meet all elements at all grades along the continuum of public education, then instruction could be reduced to rote and provided solely in a computerized delivery system.  Teachers would be superfluous.  However, and it is the crux of public education, all students are not able to meet all elements at all grades obviously.  The reasons are multi-various:  different bases of prior knowledge, different gaps in acquired knowledge, different levels of educational valuation, and, not least, different learning styles.


I recently finished reading Will Durant’s The Story of Philosophy and am certainly indebted to his 1926 overview for a much-refined understanding of the foundations of Western philosophic thought.  I found myself continuously highlighting those areas and comments with particular relevance to education and to books: the coded retransmission of the stored knowledge deemed important by society.  Perhaps it is, in the final analysis, this aspect of philosophy that is the most directly applicable to us in the new millennium.


For those unfamiliar with Durant’s Story, he deals with sixteen eminent philosophers, from Plato to John Dewey.  As an educator, I know that I should hold Dewey in high esteem; and yet, there is much to his philosophy that I cannot reconcile with my own.  I truly believe, for instance, that there is a place for the study (and transmission) of belles-lettres in public education and that there are elements of a liberal education which should be retransmitted from one generation to the next, even if not directly utilitarian in that sense implied by Dewey.  The merely practical, or the merely immediately applicable, or the merely pragmatic, often do little in providing a cultural goal of integrity towards which to strive.  Not all the factory workers in the world will ever read all of Plato nor quote from Shakespeare, yet probably nine in ten have heard of both, half have likely read or been read to from one or the other, and perhaps one in ten can provide an epigram from the Bard, at least in the English speaking world.  It is the cultural acknowledgement of the greatness of these two that is being recognized and so honored, and not the utility of their wisdom.  Without role models to emulate, education becomes merely the staid and pedantic reiteration of facts and dogma.


Let me be a model to my students, as much by my gifts as by my failures.  I value my scars not less than my wrinkles and certainly not less than whatever may pass as an educational beauty mark.  It is from my subjective interpretation and transmission (actually reinterpretation and retransmission) of my educational content area that my students learn.  They learn by absorption and reflection; they learn by reiteration and recombination; they learn by emulation and rejection.  There is no linear methodology of instruction for all students, as there is no singularly receptive student for each teacher.  What may be rejected or ignored today may become the one keystone element in a student’s education tomorrow.  What works seamlessly today for that one disenchanted student, may become the “Huh?” of the most attentive student next to her tomorrow.


As I bring a wealth (and its concomitant, dearth,) of information and misinformation into my classroom daily, I also bundle along my own momentary, subjective psychology and sociology and anthropology and biology and even history.  These are what make me unique.  I cannot help today but be an optimistic iconoclast, a Southern Californian, a feminist, a “senior citizen,” a white male, and a reforming alcoholic, drug abuser, and gadabout.  I am an admixture of these all.  How in the world can I expect my students to arrive in class with anything resembling a uniformity of expectations, attentiveness, motivation, effort, or preparation?  They each and all, individually and collectively, represent as diverse a spectrum of educable personalities as do their educators, perhaps lacking only in historical longevity, but not necessarily lacking in the acuteness of momentous life incidents.


There is a movement lose in the world of formal education, adherents of which are advocating a uniformity of instruction.  Whether defined as “standards,” or “scope and sequence,” or “exit exam,” such a level of expectation cannot help but be culturally, and for that matter temporally, biased.  No sooner do we establish and disseminate an “agreed upon” doctrine to our educators, then we turn loose the dogs of misunderstanding and misapplication and create wormholes in the very facts and values we sought to inculcate in our young.  And yet, THIS IS NOT NECESSARILY BAD!


I believe in public education!  I believe in the free and open access to the tools of preparation!  I believe in the diversity of opportunity!  I believe in public education because it carries with it the very seeds of its own misunderstanding!  Like any constantly mutating -osophy or -ology, public education continues to metamorphose.  It is constantly changing to represent what society wants of it.  The very people who are charged with transmitting the doctrine or dogma or facts or icons that have been underwritten by society, do so in their diverse ways and with their myriad idiosyncrasies and their unique histories and even their biases.  And, THIS IS NECESSARILY GOOD!


I have argued before that I cannot be a universal teacher because I am an individual.  I hasten to add the obvious that there is no such thing as a universal student.  There is no “typical” in anything in public education:  students, teachers, administrators, schools, districts, assessments, or standards!  And for this, I am profoundly grateful.  I do not long for a Skinnerian appreciation of Gregorian Chanting, Steinbeck novels, Latin phrases, Chinese cuisine, directly taught grammar, or the collaborative use of literature circles.  I would not be the teacher I am without them, but can anyone envision a twelve-year-old easily submitting to this instructional methodology, six periods per day, 180 days per year, from every teacher?  Whew!  I can’t either, and yet it works for me, as both student and teacher.


Our students are diverse.  I don’t just mean they come in different shapes, sizes, colors, genders, and packaging; they are each uniquely individualistic.  They need the diversity of the various categories and typecasts of individualistic teachers that the students can encounter throughout their years in public education.  It is the very randomness, not to be confused with capriciousness, of these disparate teachers that I laud.  I truly value the observers of life, and the proactive participants, and the facilitators for change, in all their various professional costumes.   I quake and tremble that the next iteration of a standards-like movement could be directed at the selection process used in teacher-education institutions.  Perhaps we will have to keep some level of validating content literacy; and perhaps we should continue to exclude active tubercular carriers; and we will probably never reverse the exclusion of convicted felons (although I am not at all certain that discharged or probationary “ex-convicts” might not make some of the best role models for our young!); but must we expect, accept, or even strive for a level of uniformity in teacher recruitment?  I hope not.  I believe that is the path towards extinction for public education and, perhaps, for any form of intuitive education at all.


Perhaps it is my age (almost “senior citizen”), but I find that I am much more ecumenical and accepting in my expectations of my peers in our profession.  I try not to sit in judgment on their classroom management styles, or their curricular selections, or their delivery systems, or assessment materials; yet, I am often asked to do so.  I am certain that I fail as often as I succeed in trying to maintain a level of objectivity.  I caution all before I respond that what I have to offer is but the opinion of one, and I try to phrase suggestions in an open-ended manner:  “I wonder what would . . .?” “What would be the opposite of . . .?” “Have you considered . . .?” and so on.  I do not possess that individual teacher’s background, history, temperament, confidence, content knowledge, et cetera, and I will not presume to invalidate one instructional technique over another.  I would be a phenomenal mentor if I could do this all.  I cannot!


I would be a phenomenal educator if I could merely oversee my students and identify those who will come back and thank me later.  It would make all the difference on those “bad” days.  I cannot!  Like you, I have students who return and comment or reflect on a particular day they remember or on a particular topic they loved.  I cannot for the life of me recall it ever having been the specific day I thought I was “really on,” or the exact topic I just knew they would all “get into,” or even the student whom I could have identified ahead of time.  In honesty, I cannot always even name the student in front of me shaking my hand so vigorously or hugging me so firmly.  But that is as it should be, at least for me.  It makes me teach to all the students all the time.


There is too much to public education:  too many students to educate, too many “experts” in the field, and too many obstacles to overcome or ignore for the sake of creating student time.  So what?  These are public education.  What I know, what I profess, is that we must continue to solicit, train, welcome, nurture, and praise those representatives across the entire spectrum of professional education who delight in the idiosyncratic, who are different, who offer point and counterpoint to public expectations merely by their very being, and, finally, who give of themselves daily as exemplars of all that is good in a pluralistic society.  They succeed by modeling:  reflecting the ability to make errors, to be risk-takers; to learn from their errors; to change and grow; to provide the loam of growth for others by their words and their actions.  I respect the gifts everyone has to offer education, even those of people with whom I might disagree.  And I thank them!

