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Abstract

This paper is something of a response to Nel Noddings (2003, p. 241) comment that “it is more nearly right to describe teaching as a practice than as a profession, and there is more to be gained by doing so.”  Distinguishing features of bureaucracies, professions, practices and traditions are considered to see which may be better to describe teaching for identified purposes.

Introduction

This paper is something of a response to Nel Noddings (2003, p. 241) comment that “it is more nearly right to describe teaching as a practice than as a profession, and there is more to be gained by doing so.”  This comment was made in her contribution to a Special Issue of the Journal of Philosophy of Education (2003) on Education and Practice: Upholding the Integrity of Teaching and Learning.  [These two sentences may be taken to be a literature review but they are intended to identify the tradition that has given rise to this paper and the paper is intended to contribute to the evolution of the identified tradition.  This tradition may be part of and inform other traditions including philosophy of education and school teaching.]

Noddings’ paper “Is teaching a practice?” addressed one of two questions that prompted the Special Issue of the journal.  The other question was “Is any conception of the philosophy of education as a distinct area of philosophical enquiry a mistake?”  I have indicated my answer to this question in the opening paragraph of this paper and will concentrate on the former question.  

Noddings (2003, pp. 241-6) begins her paper by reviewing the work of Scheffler and others in defining ‘teaching’. Noddings points to the three senses in which ‘teach’ is used; as an act, as an achievement or as an enterprise.  It is only as an enterprise that it makes sense to ask “Is teaching a practice?” because an act or an achievement (or even a number of them) could not be a practice.

Although Noddings (2003, p. 243) somewhat deprecates this work of Scheffler, et al as “a bit of sophisticated game-playing” she acknowledges that it had a significant purpose, namely, to distinguish desirable behaviour called ‘teaching’ from unacceptable behaviour called ‘indoctrination’ or ‘conditioning’.  As pointless logical conceptual analysis, such deprecation is justified, particularly if one does not accept it as “a type of theoretical activity in which the mind contemplates the unchanging and eternal aspects of things, an activity in which the mind, in virtue of that within it which is divine, contemplates in a way that reproduces the activity of God.” (MacIntyre, 1988, p.142)  One point of this paper is to highlight the significance of knowing why a question is asked in order to be able to give an appropriate (internal or external cf. Marshall, 2004) and satisfactory answer.  In particular, we should know who wants to know and why, whether teaching is a practice. 

One way of understanding a question of the form “Is teaching a practice?” is to construe it as asking an empirical question whether teaching really is a practice.  A convincing answer to such a question would indicate those features of the real world that support or refute the claim.  It may be that the features that constitute the real world are those that exist at present and are, in some sense, external to the enquirer such that the enquirer’s thinking does not make it so.  Some form of empirical investigation would seem to be called for in answer to this form of question but this is not to endorse the Bush Administration’s redefinition of ‘educational research’.  The investigation would take established criteria for something to be a ‘practice’ (perhaps in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions) and seek to match the features of the real world to these criteria to a degree that would permit a definitive answer. 

The question posed as the title of this paper seeks to avoid that approach to answering a question of the form “Is teaching a practice?”  It does so in two ways.  First, it uses my preferred term ‘tradition’ instead of ‘practice’.  Second, it seeks to include what might be or what should be, as central features of the consideration of an answer.  Instead of asking what is, we consider making a decision as to how we should regard teaching.  The purposes of the tradition and the values I share with other participants in the tradition become important parts of the enquiry and significant elements in deciding the answer.  It is thus not just a matter of identifying what is but it is my thinking that helps make it so (cf Searle).

Some recent examples of such questioning are to be found in the work of Hess (2004) and his respondents and Reid (2003).  Hess proposes a conception of ‘public schooling’ that will help public education regain its status as a shared ideal in America, although some of his respondents question his motives and the efficacy of his proposal.  Reid seeks to shift the focus in Australian thinking about public and private schooling away from funding issues to the “publicness” of education and to propose a way of breaking down the binary between public good and individual choice.  These are not exercises in empirical or logical identification but are arguments designed to better achieve a purpose that is itself likely to be a matter for consideration in the process of conducting the argument.  

The problem

A problem with Noddings critique of MacIntyre’s answer to the question ‘Is teaching a practice’, is that she shares some of his assumptions about teaching and academic practices even although she goes some way to change them.  “We too often associate teaching almost exclusively with competence in one subject” (Noddings, 2003, p. 250) and, in Noddings case, her example is a high school mathematics teacher.  In this she shares with MacIntyre and Dunne the assumption of what a teacher is (and the extension of this concept to include the professor of mathematics).  Noddings goes some way to challenge this assumption by using pre-primary and primary teachers as counter examples (but does not discuss how this should be seen as a challenge to her discussion of the high school mathematics teacher as the exemplar of teaching).  She also goes some way to change this assumption (which is why she made the quoted comment) by stressing the relational features of teaching, specifically care and trust as ends in themselves.  

Noddings uses MacIntyre’s conception of ‘practice’ and shares his assumptions about academic practices, in this case, mathematics. Noddings (2003, p. 249) outlines the criteria of being a mathematician (including applied mathematicians, some university professors and few high school teachers) and claims that “Few schoolteachers meet these criteria”.  The use of ‘schoolteacher’ here and the listed criteria should indicate that the problem is that it is not clear (out of context) what counts as a teacher or a mathematician.  Schoolteachers (as defined) are not the only ones who teach and mathematicians (as defined) are not the only ones to practice mathematics.  Noddings (2003, p. 248) specifically acknowledges that “We have to be careful here not to slip from MacIntyre’s definition of ‘practice’ to another, more common, meaning.”  But this calls into question the usefulness of the application of MacIntyre’s conception of ‘practice’.

Noddings (quoted at the beginning of this paper) indicates that the use of MacIntyre’s conception of ‘practice’ is both more nearly right and more useful than describing teaching as a profession.  In what follows I shall consider various ways of describing teaching and the purposes there may be for such descriptions.

Bureaucrat

In the nineteenth century development of large scale centralised systems of compulsory schooling, a major innovation was the bureaucratisation of teaching.  Describing teaching as a bureaucratic enterprise is to privilege some forms of behaviour as correct and worthy.  In particular, it serves to emphasise the functions and procedures associated with teaching a class of children compelled to attend a school that is part of a system rather than emphasise those functions and procedures associated with teaching a person.  As a bureaucrat, a teacher is concerned more with process than product.  A bureaucrat processes standardised forms in prescribed ways to produce whatever the resulting product may be.  The product is good if it results from a fair process.  The process is fair if it conforms to the prescribed rules and expectations for such things as teacher behaviour, classroom management, teaching techniques and syllabus coverage.  Some criteria of a bureaucracy are;

1. Hierarchy of authority

2. Fixed distribution of official duties

3. Position (on fixed salary) exists independent of the current office holder

4. Prescribed qualifications for each position

5. Officials appointed not elected

6. Specialised training to handle specified procedures

7. Duties carried out impersonally without regard to who is involved

8. Dependence on written records

9. Promotion based on qualifications and seniority

10. Life-long tenure and pension rights

Haynes (2002, pp.178-9)

Not all schools were bureaucratised and some entrepreneurial schools remained firmly in market mode and others retained all the qualities of a feudal system.  To ask “Is teaching a bureaucracy?” is to seek an answer that will enhance or diminish the significance and legitimacy of the bureaucratic functions of teaching as an enterprise.

Professional

Educational sociologists got excited for a time asking “Is teaching a profession?”  This question was motivated largely by teachers’ desire to ape the rise in social esteem and remuneration of medical practitioners and similar groups during the latter part of the nineteenth century. As Noddings (2003, p.247) indicated, “When sociologists discuss professions, they mention the following features; control over selection and regulation of members, specialised knowledge and language, altruism or service, privilege and status hierarchies, collegiality and autonomy.”  In contrast to the prevailing bureaucratic view of teaching, the professionalisation of medical practice commonly occurred in a private, entrepreneurial setting, dealt over a relatively short time with individual clients facing a specific crisis, and had available some “magic bullet” procedures with obvious outcomes.  In contrast to the bureaucrat, the professional acted for the client in the client’s interests, did whatever possible to achieve the client’s desired outcomes and took personal responsibility for their own professional judgements and the conduct of the case.  But this was not what was meant when teachers were enjoined to be professional.

Practice

MacIntyre’s (1984, p.187) stipulative definition of ‘practice’ is 

By a ‘practice’ I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.

MacIntyre (1984, p.187) continues by saying “But the question of the precise range of practices is not at this stage of the first importance.”  What has made it more important since he wrote that statement is his own failures at identifying practices, even within the paragraph from which these quotes are taken.  There he says “Bricklaying is not a practice, architecture is.”  This claim is understandable if bricklaying is an act and not an enterprise but a brickie is as much a participant in a MacIntyreian practice as is an architect.

Noddings (2003, p. 251) takes issue with MacIntyre’s rejection of teaching as a practice and sees benefits in describing teaching as a relational practice of care and trust, in particular, so as to counter the consequences of teaching failing to be accepted as a profession, to make teaching more attractive “to people with lively intellectual interests” and to increase “the pride that good teachers feel in doing their work.”  It may well be that describing teaching as a (MacIntyre) practice could also be of benefit to those like Hess and Reid in the attempt to redefine public schooling by helping to focus on the goods internal to this practice, the excellence achieved in successful practice and the distinctive functions of care and trust in this practice.

Strike (1999, pp. 235-6) takes this latter aspect seriously and, with respect to trust, he claims that because

Catholic schools have a sense of community rooted in a praiseworthy tradition while public schools have privatised human flourishing in some measure, accounts for these differences (in producing good citizens).  Public schools cannot articulate a meaning for education beyond its instrumental uses.  They lack moral coherence. They make trust a personal matter between individual teachers and students, because they cannot establish the conditions of community that allow trust to be a bridge of affiliation to larger communities and their larger purposes. They thus erode the conditions required for an education conducive to human flourishing.

It may also be helpful to take the matter of care beyond the relation between teacher and student to that of the institution of school in a society that has no useful role for any person under the age of 17 years.

Tradition

MacIntyre (1988, p. 12) subsequently provided a stipulative definition of ‘tradition’, as used by Strike above,

A tradition (of enquiry) is an argument extended through time in which certain fundamental agreements are defined and refined in terms of two kinds of conflict, those with critics and enemies external to the tradition who reject all or at least key parts of those fundamental agreements, and those internal, interpretative debates through which the meaning and rationale of the fundamental agreements come to be expressed and by whose progress a tradition is constituted.

In so doing he explicitly rejects the conservative (Burke) account of tradition as it is commonly understood.  He limits the use of the term ‘tradition’ to forms of sustained intellectual (religious, philosophical and cultural) enquiry on a large scale including those based on Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas and liberalism.  However MacIntyre (1988, p. 349) recognises that

In each of them (traditions of enquiry) intellectual enquiry was or is a part of the elaboration of a mode of social and moral life of which the intellectual enquiry itself was an integral part, and in each of them the forms of that life were embodied with greater or lesser degrees of imperfection in social and political institutions which also draw their life from other sources.

As all practices are informed by intellectual enquiry in much the same way as the moral and social lives indicated above, it is a matter for consideration why these traditions should themselves not be considered practices.  Conversely, why the practices should not be considered traditions given the interconnected relations between the identified components.  Moreover, MacIntyre (1984, p.191) draws attention to the fact that 

Every practice has its own history…. To enter into a practice is to enter into a relationship not only with its contemporary practitioners, but also with those who have preceded us in the practice, particularly those whose achievements extended the reach of the practice to its present point. It is thus the achievement, and a fortiori the authority, of a tradition which I then confront and from which I have to learn.

A clear benefit of describing the identified things as practices is that it makes clear that what is and what should be the practice is dependent upon the lived practical judgments and acts of the participants.  A clear benefit of describing them as traditions is that it makes clear that the lived practical judgments and acts are part of an evolving tradition that relies on past agreements in judgment and is faced with future challenges to those agreements.  As MacIntyre (1988, p. 135) indicates, we

can only engage in practical rationality itself and in enquiry into practical rationality from some one particular point of view developed within the kind of tradition which has been able to embody itself to the necessary degree in the kind of social relationships, in the forms of community which are necessary for its exemplification.

If we could describe teaching as a tradition and thus help identify those fundamental agreements in judgment central to the practical rationality of teaching together with the current points of contention in the teaching community, it may help us to make a positive contribution to the policy debate about public education and compulsory schooling.  It may also help individual teachers understand the nature of the judgments they make, to understand the communal nature of the standards by which teaching excellence is judged, and assist them in deciding what they should do as good teachers.  It may also help teacher educators to avoid the mistake of trying to assist persons to become teachers by making them mathematicians, historians, etc. rather than developing them as participants in those traditions.  It may help to clarify the role of teachers as exemplars of a range of traditions in our society, including that of a caring, trustworthy teacher.

Conclusion

To describe teaching as a bureaucracy is to facilitate teachers’ conformity to hierarchical authority and follow prescribed rules.  To describe teaching as a profession is either to enjoin teachers to be professional, that is, act competently, ethically and autonomously or to professionalise the enterprise in order to increase the status and economic position of its practitioners.  To describe teaching as a practice or a tradition is to emphasise the social nature of the practical reason used in the enterprise.  To describe teaching as a tradition is to emphasise the evolving nature of the enterprise and the active engagement needed to influence the evolution of the practical reason informing it.  Unlike the somewhat limited number and scope of things that seem to be called practices, what should be described as traditions are matters for negotiation as they cover a wide range of sophisticated social activities, including teaching of various kinds.  Some of the difficulties associated with identifying practices and traditions have been outlined in Haynes (2004).

The main point of this paper and its choice of ‘tradition’ to describe teaching, is to highlight the contribution that doing philosophy of education makes to the evolving tradition of practical rationality that enables judgments to be made about the act, achievement and enterprise of teaching and about education as an aim, goal, achievement or evaluative yardstick of teaching.  This contribution includes the production of standard arguments for use in controversial matters, setting standards of adequacy for educational arguments, proposing aspects of the tradition for new or renewed consideration, taking partisan positions to argue for preferred outcomes in the evolution of the tradition, as well as contributing to the evolution of philosophy of education itself in the light of developments in other aspects of philosophy.  In so doing, philosophers of education may help articulate an “epistemological crisis” (MacIntyre, 1988, p.362) and even contribute to its solution and assist the evolution of the tradition of school teaching in changing social circumstances.

This is a work in progress.  What is sought from the members of PESA today is help in identifying a more felicitous term than either ‘practice’ or ‘tradition’ to capture what is being attempted in the use of these terms in this context, without all the distracting baggage that each term carries from uses in other contexts.  Alternatively, a suggestion of a technical jargon term that may have such force as to establish itself to mark out the notion of an evolving complex social activity with distinctive practical reason informing the judgments and acts made within and about it.
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