Reforming All the Time

Recuperating the 1radition of the
Active Mind for leacher Education

Educational structures are more in flux now than they have been
in recent memory, Mr. Bickman notes, and before they freexe into
new rigidities and simplicities, there may be a chance to restore

thinking — the continual act of mind — as the central activity of

our schooling.

BY MARTIN BICKMAN

N AN article that appeared in the
September 1998 issue of the Kap-
pan, | argued that genuine school
reform can happen not through any
changeimposed from above but on-
ly through the consistent application
of intelligence and steady thinking,
by teachersand students,day by day, class
by class.* | traced a current of thought in
American intellectud history that | call the
tradition of the activemind, beginningwith
BronsonAlcott and Ra ph Waldo Emerson,
elaborated more fully by pragmatic philos-
ophers most centrally John Dewey, andflow-
eringinthe best work of the 1960sand 1970s
by writers such as John Holt and George
Dennison. This tradition has struggled con-
tinually — and most often unsuccessfully
— with theforcesof bureaucratization, au-
thoritarianism, and socid control. But it has
been realized in small and temporary tri-
umphs, such as Alcott’s Temple Schoal,
Dewey’s laboratory school at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, and Dennison'sFirst Street
School.

I'n short, the tradition of the active mind
views knowledge as provisiondly construct-
ed by themindin perpetud interaction with
the world. The outcomes of this process
are generaly culturd artifacts such asidess,
classifications, formulas,and worksof lit-
erature and the other arts— basically a
body of knowledge that has been organ-
ized and divided as the curriculum. The
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worst mistake of conventional education
is to overvalue and make fetishes of only
these end products, merely handing them
over ready-made instead of involving stu-
dentsin the process of reconstructing the
world for themselves, of engaging in di-
alectical movements between experienc-
ing and conceptualizing, acting and think-
ing, practice and theory. In trying to re-
cuperate the tradition of the active mind,
then, we should move toward apedagogy
that we would now term more construc-
tivist,more student-centered, more meta
cognitive, onethat engagesstudentsmore
as culture-creating agents than as vessels
for the reception of culture.

In my previous article, space preclud-
ed mefrom extending the implications of
my historical analysismoredirectly tothe
immediatetask of school reform. To budge
even alittleasystem as glacialy inert as
that in which wefind ourselvesis acom-
plex and multifaceted problem,and many
peoplewill haveto exert force on asmany
places as possible. But if my analysisis
valid, the best place to focus reform ef-
fortsiswhere the rubber hitstheroad:the
classroom itself. Moreover, the most prom-
ising point at which to break the vicious
circle of mindless self-replication is the
education of teachers. Teachers need to
be gventhe confidence, the freedom,and
the resources that are necessary to make
those immedi ate adjustments to each class
and student. Only inthisway will wereal -
ly transform schooling. Teachers should
be encouraged to join with their students
inapedagogical alliancefounded on self-

reflection and opennessthat will “re-form”
every educational situation.

To begin conceptualizing this process,
let us return to John Dewey. Dewey began
to noticethat hisownideaswerebeing seri-
oudyweakened, even undermined, by the
way they were being taught to teachers:

The drive of established ingtitutions
is to assimilate and distort the new in-
to conformity with themselves. . . . In
teachers colleges and dsewhere the ideas
and principles have been converted in-
to afixed subject matter of ready-made
rules, to be taught and memorized ac-
cording to certain standardized proce-
dures and, when occasion arises, to be
applied to educational problems exter-
nally, the way mustard plasters, for ex-
ample, are applied.

In other words, there was a fatal dis-
connect between medium and message, an
ironic mismatch that Dewey had described
asearly as 1916:

Whyisit, in spiteof thefact that teach-
ing by pouring in, learning by passive
absorption,are universally condemned,
that they are still so entrenched in prac-
tice? That education is not an af fair of
“telling” and being told, but an active
and constructive process,is a principle
amost asgenerally violatedin practice
asconcededintheory. Isnot thisdepl or-
ablesituation dueto thefact that the doc-
trineitself ismerely told? It is preached;
itislectured; it iswritten about.?

Unfortunately, the situation is no better
today. Schools of education most often adopt
condructivist, sudent-centered approaches
astheir explicit orthodoxy, but they present
these very ideas primarily through “fron-
tal lecturing” by theinstructor, along with
the usual apparatus of textbooks, paper-
and-pencil exams, and letter gades. | be-
came particularly aware of this situation
a my own university after severd students
saidto me, “Y ou know that stuff they talk
about over at the ed school ?Well, you ac-
tually doit!”

Dewey was astute enough to see that



beginning teacherswill not teach in ways
in which they have not themselves effec-
tively and enjoyably learned. They will rare-
ly adopt an approach becausethey aretold
it will work. Dewey not only diagnosad this
problem of what we might call the “en-
actment gap” in teacher training but also
offered specific suggestionsfor improve-
ment. In a 1904 article titled “ The Rela-
tion of Theory to Practice in Education,”
Dewey digtinguished the apprentice mod-
€ of teacher education from the |aboratory
model. Theformer aimsto produce as ef-
ficiently aspossiblenew teacherstofitin-
to the existing system. Asits nameimplies,
it conggs of a beginner, an apprentice, who
takesdirection from amaster teacher, watch-
eswhat that teacher does,and triesto rep-
licateit. If thisapproach sounds familiar,
it should. It is the model most widely in
useinwhat wethink of as” student teach-
ing”

Opposed to this notion isthe laborato-
ry model, which asks beginnersnot to fo-
cus so much on the techniques of teach-
ers but to concentrate instead on the en-
tire process of learning. Children are to
be observed at |east as much astheteach-
er. Inarareburst of eloquence, Dewey ar-
gued:“ The student should not be observ-
ing to find out how the good teacher does
it,in order to accumul ate a store of meth-
ods by which he also may teach success
fully. He should rather observe with ref-
erence to seeing the interaction of mind,
to see how teacher and pupils react upon
each other — how mind answersto mind."*
Although Dewey does not say so explicit-
ly, heisreally advocating akind of Coper-
nican shiftintheentireframe of reference
for teacher education — from teacher per-
formance and methodol ogy to how students
actudly learn. The apprentice model seems
to tum out functioning teechers more quick-
ly, but those teachers seem to lack the abil-
ity to keeplearning. Their “immediate skil l”
may be purchased at “the cost of power
to go on growing.” Indeed, Dewey con-
tinues, “ Such persons seem to know how
to teach,but they arenot studentsof teach-
ing.”®

Probably the aspect of gpprentice teach-
ing that most troubled Dewey is that it
posits the classroom as a realm hermeti-
caly sealed from the way we learn out-
sideit,from what he often calls*the con-
tinuity of experience” The apprentice
model does not ask the beginning teacher
to draw on self-reflections as to how he

or she has learned and is learning but
stresses routine mechanical methods:

Just because the student’ s attention
is not brought to the point of recogniz-
ingthat hisown past and present growth
is proceeding in accordance with the very
laws that control growth in the school,
and that there is no psychology of the
schoolroom different from that of the
nursery, the playground, the street,and
the parlor, he comes unconsciously to
assumethat education in the classroom
isasort of unique thing having itsown
laws. . . . Hence he comesto believe in
thepotency for school room purposesof
materials,methods,and devices which
it never occursto himto trust toin his
experience outside school .®

The laboratory method, by contrast, fos-
ters not only self-reflection but an inde-
pendence of thought that asks the begin-
ning teacher to understand as much as pos-
sible about the learning situation and to
respond to the classroom situation primar-
ily in light of this understanding. Dewey
asks the beginning teacher to focus “ up-
ontheinternd, not uponthe externd” When
one observer pressed him about the appar-
ent chaosof hisown laboratory school,Dew-
ey's response was to defend it not as the
optimum learning situation but as aneces-
sary phasein learning how studentslearn:
“Doubtless the school was overweighted,
especidly initsearlier years, on the‘in-
dividualistic’ side in conseguence of the
fact that in order to get data upon which
we could act,it was necessary to give too
much liberty of action rather than to im-
pose too much restriction.””

To apply Dewey’s ideas more directly
to our current situation in teacher educa
tion, | want to escort readers along themore
concrete route of my atemptsto enact those
ideasintwo courses| have taught. Thefirst
isanundergraduatecoursetitled The Ex-
perience of Education,” not intended so
much to produce futureteachersasto help
students become more reflective about the
learning they are immediately undergoing
intheinterest of enriching and improving
that learning. The primary text for thiscourse
isthe sudents’ own journass, in which they
monitor and articulatetheir learninginthe
light of readings and class discussions. |
want students to experience writing as a
way of clarifying thought, of fixing it for
awhile so it can be examined, reflected
upon, and extended. To thisend, we use

Ann Berthoff'sideaof the “didectica note-
book,” in which students writeon one side
of the page and use the other to make | at-
er connections and observations, putting
the mind in conversation with itself.?

Inthiscourse, students are asked to view
the activitiesin their other courses through
metacognitive spectacles, to observe the
structuresand processes of their own edu-
cation aswell asthe content. But we also
creete shared |earning situations within our
own classroom and analyze them. In one
such case | adopted anideafrom Eleanor
Duckworth and asked the studentsto fig-
ure out why and how the moon has phas-
es.’ But the equipment | had brought in as
manipulatives to help us— flashlights,
ballsof various sizes — wasnot up to the
task. With just aminute of classtimeleft,
wewerestill puzzled andfrustrated. Then
one of the students suddenly exclaimed,
“Just look at everybody’s facel”

Weweresitting around acircul ar table
inaroomwith windowsononly onewall,
and, according to our positions,the shad-
ing on our faces corresponded to the dif-
ferent appearances of the moon, with the
student directly facing thewindowsasthe
full moon, the one facing directly away
from the windows as the new moon, and
therest of usasall thegradati onsbetween.
The student had created awonderful ana-
ogy between facesand phases, andtheanal-
ogy wasenriched by thecircumstancethat
aswe |looked at the physical light on one
another we could also see the figurative
light of understanding bresk out as theidea
“dawned” on us. My university gives out
teaching avards, but what struck methen
was how much moreappropriatelearning
awards would be.

The second course | try to conduct in
the spirit of Dewey’s laboratory model is
titled“ Theory and the Teaching of Litera-
ture,” andit focuses specifically onteach-
er education.” This graduate class team-
teaches an introductory undergraduate course
in literature and then meets for the next
hour to analyze what happened in light of
theories about learning and reading and to
plan the next classes with thisanalysisin
mind. The graduate students are asked to
creste and execute their awn teaching meth-
odsand to observewhat happensintheclass:
room, not so much in terms of teacher per-
formance but in terms of what we can see
about how the undergraduateslearn. Wenot
only observe the dassroom itsalf — some-
timesevenusing videotape — but aso close-



ly andyze the informal and formal writing
that the undergraduates produce. This lends
acertainintellectual interest towhat isof-
ten the deadly experience of reading stu-
dent writing, especially when thisisdone
only for evaluative purposes or with the
intention of “correcting”it. The entireun-
dergraduate class,then, becomesthe main
text for the graduate class.

Onething | notice about both of these
classes — and thishaswide implications
for teacher education — isthat, by involv-
ing students in an experientia situation,
more conventional academic activities such
as reading and writing take on a much
greater immediacy and intensity. In both
courses | have foundthat | can quickly dis-
pensewith letter grades, whilein my more
traditional courses| need to keep them as
akind of self-defense againgt the compet-
ing demands of the sudents’ other courses
and commitments. Furthermore, in these
two courses, the students become much
more creative and active. Soon, they are
the ones bringing in readings for the en-
tire class and suggesting what we should
do and when. Sometimes this spirit spills
over into activism beyond the confines of
the courseitsdf, aswhen onegroup of stu-
dentsin “The Experience of Education”
wrote up a plan for improving the learn-
ing structures at our campus and invited
theuniversity president totheclasstohear
them out. And students in the graduate
coursereport that it is the first time that
the different parts of their lives — schol -
arship, criticism, learning, and teaching
— come together in meaningful ways.

These experiences, then,convince me
that we should not simply add more ex-
perientia components to teacher education.
Instead, we need to use care and imagina
tion inintegrating thesewith more academ-
ic work. We are so used to thinking only
by the course unit that we ssimply pilethe
brick of student teaching ontop of the brick
of social foundations on top of the brick
of educationd psychalogy, inthe blind (and
usually misplaced) faith that they will all
come together in the student’s mind. And
yet if we ourselves do not model synergis-
tic waysin which all thislearning comes
together, why should we expect students
to be ableto do it on their own?We need
to make teacher education at once more
practical and more intellectual by show-
ing in concrete detail how one relates to
the other.

Onepossiblemodel isPROBE,aprob-

lem-based teacher education program that
has been discontinued at my own univer-
sity.* All sudentsin this program do their
practice teaching concurrently with aca-
demic work,and the academic work isin-
tegrated with supervision in tutorid groups.
One of the first decisions made by the
PROBE plannerswasto dimineteall cours-
esintheregular teacher education program
and to substitute small tutorial groupsin
their place. Of course, this meant that in
many cases the tutor/professor would not
bean expert inthe many topicsto bedealt
with in the case studies and so would be
forced into the role of generalist and fa-
cilitator rather than expert lecturer. The
tutor becomes a model of the self-direct-
ed learner and problem solver rather than
the expositor of afont of knowledge, as
iscommonly the casein regular universi-
ty classrooms.”?

By all accounts the program was suc-
cessful and sparked few of thecomplaints
heard about the traditional teacher edu-
cation program, such asintellectual flab-
biness or cookie-cutter methodol ogy. One
consarvative aspect of the program,though,
was that,after some experimentation,the
designers decided to restrict the program
to those over the age of 25 who also had
someteaching experience. Whilethiswas
obvioudy in reponse to pecific problems,
it seemsto methat the best remedy for lack
of maturity and experience would have been
more guided experience withinthe program
itself. By the designers own reasoning, if
the program makes sense for studentswith
some experience, it makeseven more sense
for those with no experience. For the sake
of having this particular program succeed,
they were condemning more students to
the traditional teacher education model that
they criticized so forcefully.

One of the most deadening aspects of
thetraditionad modd isthe element of pre-
fabrication; syllabi are condructed prescrib-
ing daily readings before a student even en-
tersthe door. And that reading is also pre-
fabricated in textbooks, those weighty tomb-
stonesthat more often mark the death of
thinking than provide a genuine intellec-
tud experience asthey boil down the shift-
ing, protean play of mind of writers like
Plato, Emerson,and even Dewey into the
print equivalent of sound bites. The tex-
turesand specific qualitiesthat enrich and
distinguish each act of thought become
homogenizedinto asinglebland pudding.

The single most significant change that

| would advocate from the perspective of
thetradition of the active mind subsumes
all the others: give more freedom and re-
sponghility to Sudentswho arein the process
of learning toteach. If weareto trust them
very soon with the education of our chil-
dren, we should ask them from the begin-
ning to reflect on their own learning process-
esand to structure their own education as
teachers accordingly.

Of course, it is true, as Robert Frost
says, that thereisa“book side” to every-
thing and that many of useldersknow books
and conceptsthat will help beginners. We
need not throw students into a Summer-
hillean nightmare, but we should be respon-
sive and learned enough to suggest read-
ings that speak to genuine problems and
concerns arising from their classrooms at
the appropriate times. This kind of indi-
vidualized and small-group guidance is,
of coursg, labor intensive, but perhapswe
can borrow the time from what we would
have spent standing and delivering conven-
tional lectures. Instead of trying to convince
these studentsthat we have already solved
the problemsof education and that al they
have to do is |learn the solutions, we can
model amore open-ended and collabora-
tive approach. In sum, we would do well
tokeepin mind thewordsof George Den
nison aswetry to help our teacherslearn:

We cannot organize the education-
al event in advance. Certainly we can
plan and prepare, but we cannot organ-
izeit until we arein it and the students
themselves have brought their unique
contributions. And so there is a point
beyond which our tendency to organize
becomes inimical to experience, inim-
ical to teaching. Much that belongs to
teaching precisdy asaprofesson isthere-
foreinimical to teaching. Yet just this
tendency to organize and to elevate the
gratifications of the profession — the
status of expertise the pleasures of jar-
gon, the pride of method — iscomposed
largely of two things,both inescapably
human and hard to transcend: anxiety
and vanity.®

To say all of this, of course, isnot to
resolve or solve anything in itself but to
suggest a series of beginnings, avariety
of complex challengesthat need to be faced.
There are those who will immediately re-
ject these ideas in the face of such “ prac-
tical” obstacles as state licensing require-
ments. But if wedo not have general aims
to pursuein the first place, there will nev-



e be even the slightest movement toward
theuse of moreintelligenceinteacher ed-
ucation. Furthermore, we should think of
oursalves as educators not just of the young
but of the entire society, including legida-
tors, boards of education, superintendents,
and union leaders. Educational structures
aremorein flux now than they have been
in recent memory, and before they freeze
into new rigidities and simplicities, there
may be achanceto restore thinking — the
continual act of mind — asthecentral ac-
tivity of our schooling.
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