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Teaching is not the lever for changing or transforming society. 

Formal education…cannot really be the lever for the transformation of society.









Freire, 1987, pp. 46, 129
Prologue
To situate critical thinking in the lived world, I will begin with a recent experience.  At a New Year’s Eve party with seven Presbyterians last December, there were also five Asians present: two men from China, one from Korea, and two women from Taiwan.  The Asians were enrolled in graduate studies in Louisiana, Mississippi, Kansas, and two in Chicago.  The church invited them to Alabama while their universities closed for the Christmas holidays. My wife and I had just spent three days at the minister’s former home two hundred miles away, where she invited us as educated chaperones for the international students, whom she took to see the farm where she grew up.
After standing around chatting and eating pizza for a while, it became very quiet, so I asked two questions.  Why do we celebrate January 1 as the beginning of a new year when there is no place marked off on the Earth’s orbit to indicate when the year begins?  Why is it 2005, when the Earth has orbited the sun for four and a half million years, or was it four and a half billion?  An elderly man replied, “It depends on your religion.”  

I remained silent, so the widowed hostess took us out to her front yard, where we lit sparklers and danced around on the lawn with them.  I was glad she did not wait until midnight for this.  I was also glad six weeks later when I received a Chinese greeting card from Louisiana announcing the beginning of the Year of the Rooster!  Celebrating a new year is indeed a matter of religion for Jews, Muslims, and the Chinese, to name a few who celebrate it at different times.  My questions, however, challenged the veracity of religion, for saying it is 2005 imposes the calendar that Pope Gregory XIII introduced in 1582 and the European, Judaic-Christian tradition upon the other cultures of the world.  Although we can benevolently accept that the celebration of the so-called New Year depends upon one’s religion, this begs the question because it relies upon historical, human traditions, whereas the questions were about astronomy and require the domain-specific truth of the matter.  One has to consult astrophysics to learn whether the Earth and its solar system is four and a half million or billion years old to reach an epistemically valid conclusion.  This lies behind the change in the name from 2005 A.D. (Anno Domini) to 2005 C. E. (the Common Era).

 In other words, critical thinking should be concerned with the truth within its own operations.  Perhaps any consideration of thinking for educational purposes should be domain-specific and, to be worthy of being called critical, related to the standard epistemic considerations informing Western philosophy since Thales, more notably since Socrates and Plato.  This paper will therefore address the question of teaching the truth, for when thinking occurs within a viable epistemology, it will be accompanied by learning the truth, which seems to be just about as critical as thinking can get.  Thinking is always about something, so models of critical thinking that lack a domain-specific epistemology that provides truth rely on the passé doctrine of mental discipline and have little educational value. 

Introduction

Truth in teaching, however, may very well have been the most controversial issue in educational philosophy ever since Socrates confronted the Sophists in ancient Greece. Deepened by Plato to the issue of the role of knowledge in education, this question of truth in teaching concerns the nature of knowledge and how it can promote the good life for the individual and society.  What is good knowledge?  What is knowledge good for?
Both questions have remained controversial throughout the ages because of the debates among philosophers regarding the relative importance of sensory data and ideas, i.e., of perception and conception, in the processes of ascertaining the truth. An adequate consideration of the debate between Anglo-American empiricism and Continental rationalism persisting since Bacon and Descartes in the early 17th century, however, requires a brief account of the role of controversial issues in education—in our own education about the controversial issue of truth in teaching.  This may illuminate the questions of what is good knowledge, what is knowledge good for, and truth in teaching, for it will help to establish the moral parameters of what Suzanne Rosenblith (2004) calls the epistemic ethos.

Instead of rushing headlong into the matter by choosing either empiricism or rationalism, depending upon a personal preference for the perception of sense data or the conceptualization of ideas, and instead of rejecting both in the postmodern skepticism that questions the credibility of any normative theory of knowledge as such, only to substitute semiology or sociology of knowledge for epistemology in a category mistake of catastrophic proportions, a touch of Socratic ignorance can encourage one to consider both sides of the issue if one really wants to know what is good knowledge and what it is good for. Socratic ignorance encourages one to take a neutral approach to one’s own education in this matter of legitimate controversy, lest one be deceived by some sophist who is more interested in defending a cause than in establishing the truth of the matter.  Is not open-minded neutrality the sine qua non of becoming aware of something new?   Of learning any truth?  Of any education?

In other words, neutrality towards the various theories of knowledge may help resolve the epistemological questions precisely where the truth is the most difficult to ascertain, i.e., within the context of the study of controversial issues in education, where the truth is all the more essential to their adequate comprehension and deserves the deepest respect rather than the optimistic, false “spin” of the advocates of their biased perspectives

Several ways of teaching controversial issues neutrally will be stated briefly to contrast them with the teaching of valid, non-controversial knowledge, of the truth, in the school curriculum.  Then teaching the truth will be supported with a version of postmodernism expressed by Maxine Greene to preserve the valid characteristics of good knowledge in the epistemic ethos of schooling. A different view of postmodernism will be rejected to show how the neutrality appropriate to the study of the controversial issue with which Western educational philosophy began will lead to a neo-modern perspective of truth in teaching.

Neutrality and Truth in Education

Neutrality in schooling has been severely challenged by the notion of ‘defensible partiality,’ i.e., by the idea that teachers of social studies should be openly committed to the resolution of social problems in favor of the majority of the people in society or the world, originally expressed by Theodore Brameld (1965), who claimed, however, that it should not interfere with the student’s objective, critical study of social problems, for their impartial study would lead anyone to accept the need for social reconstruction (pp. 88, 154). Why, then, is it necessary to argue that the teacher should be openly transformative?

The question of neutrality thus arises in a significant way about matters in which there is considerable controversy in society and in which the controversy is quite legitimate.  It is not whether teachers can be neutral but whether they should be and how they should go about it.  Six approaches will be specified in order of increasing complexity. At the first level, the classroom can be said to be neutral in the cognitive sense when controversial issues are simply excluded from it, following Horace Mann’s suggestion.
 The second level includes controversial issues but only those aspects that can be dealt with objectively, e.g., when students learn information about drugs or sex but do not examine related questions of value and morality. At the third level, ‘both sides’ of the issue are presented impartially and without comment to enable students to learn about the different views on the issue. On the fourth level, the teacher points out the advantages and disadvantages of each view in turn.  These higher levels would do a great deal to promote critical thinking about the issues discussed. 

A fifth level is attained when the teacher makes an internal criticism of each view and abstracts its partial truth. For example, the controversy between conservative and progressive educational philosophies in the West started with Plato’s attempt to have the most intellectually able students acquire the best knowledge available in society through his invention of higher education.  By the time he retired from his Academy, its curriculum included the empirical disciplines that Aristotle said belonged in education, e.g., biology, chemistry, and medicine, with the focus upon their conceptual aspects as outlined in the third level of Plato’s ‘divided line’ (1974/circa 375 B.C.E, Book VI. 509d-511e).  These are still emphasized today in what are called academic subjects in honor of Plato’s Academy.  The half-truth that education involves building the curriculum from the top down, however, was strongly controverted by progressives such as Rousseau, Froebel, Pestalozzi, Francis Parker, and John Dewey, who correctly insisted that genuine education depends upon building the curriculum from the bottom up, i.e., on the child’s actual development, by starting each lesson with the child’s own.

Thus the greatest conservative and progressive educational theories ever written each has an extremely important truth:  maintain the best knowledge in society by having elite students acquire it at the university, but always base one’s pedagogy and curriculum on the present state of the pupils’ growth.  On the one hand, no advanced industrial society is going to abandon the academic tracks in secondary schools that prepare students for the university (and other modes of tertiary schooling), although Plato’s rationalistic epistemology is highly questionable (even for Plato: see Parmenides). On the other hand, experienced teachers will always try to begin where the children and youth are and take them as far as they can go, whether or not they are university bound, although Dewey’s instrumentalist pedagogy leaves insufficient room for dialogue with the teacher and the acquisition of organized knowledge.

An educational philosopher involved in teacher education can elucidate the strong points of both Plato and Dewey on the fifth level of neutrality without indicating a preference for either rationalism or empiricism.  This juxtaposition of oppositional viewpoints is very likely to induce critical thinking, especially if conducted on the sixth level, where the teacher is like an actor, playing the role of spokesperson for each view in turn because one truly believes each view is a legitimate expression of a human being with his or her own dignity, perhaps following Plato (1956, 1974) and Dewey (1916), for instance, with Buber (1965) and Freire (1970) to consider both dialogical and problem-posing pedagogies adequately.

The general significance of neutrality to the epistemic ethos of teaching the truth may become clearer through a brief comparison of the role of controversial issues and good knowledge in schools.  Except for issues of legitimate controversy, the only knowledge that qualifies as curriculum content in public, state-supported schools is drawn from the arts, crafts, trades, sports, professions, and academic disciplines (Vandenberg, 1990, pp. 200-216; Vandenberg, 1998, pp. 144-147).  Because much of their knowledge is not controversial, it can be taught and learned objectively.  The knowledge of the disciplines, however, is the more controversial the closer it is to the frontiers, even in the natural sciences.  Teaching controversial things within the disciplines requires attention to their epistemic characteristics due to their variable basis in evidence.  The student should always learn the degree of acceptance a fact or theory enjoys within a discipline and understand how well it is established evidentially because part of acquiring knowledge as knowledge is becoming aware of the degree of confidence one can place in it.  For example, the theory of biological evolution may be only a theory, but it enjoys a basis in evidence so massive that complete confidence can be placed in it ((Morowitz, et al., 2005). On the other hand, the theory that human intelligence is reducible to brain processes is speculative and should be studied along with other speculative theories of the mind/body relation.
 Otherwise the epistemic grounding and truthfulness of such theories are not fully appreciated.

To establish a consensus in the classroom regarding a controversial issue as advocates of transformative pedagogy often desire changes the nature of its cognitive components by obscuring the real issue in a serious lack of truthfulness.  This sectarian use of the classroom manifests the semi-liberated consciousness and is contrary to human dignity (Freire, 1970, pp. 21-23; Freire & Shor, 1987, pp. 11-20; cf. Gur-Ze’ev, 2005, pp. 344-345, 352, 356), especially when it occurs in the teaching of educational philosophy through emphasizing one epistemology at the expense of others, or by denigrating all epistemologies.

Teaching the Truth:  Neo-Modernism

A loyalty to human dignity--and human possibility--is maintained when the teacher is loyal to the knowledge and/or skill being learned. It is maintained in regard to controversial issues when the teacher is truthful to the various perspectives on the issues, e.g., to both conservative and progressive exemplars such as Plato and Dewey in educational philosophy.  This constitutes an epistemic ethos that transcends the nihilism resulting from negative postmodernism and naïve constructionism, and it makes education possible.  The sophistry of dissident postmodernism is apparent when its major spokesperson claims that any ‘meta-narrative of knowledge’ lacks credibility, but in a subsequent publication shows he is a Christian apologist (Lyotard, 1990, pp. 34f., 38), defending his faith in the doctrines of the Judaic-Christian tradition that have been falsified by the natural sciences. These doctrines simply cannot be restored by doubting the truthfulness of scientific knowledge, to which all teachers should be loyal.  Sophistry also shows in Foucault’s confession, ‘I have never written anything but fictions’ (1980, p. 193).

One way to maintain the epistemic ethos and truth in teaching in the face of dissenting postmodernism is found in two claims of Harry Broudy:  ‘Each discipline has its own method of investigation,’ and, ‘To persuade the learner to perceive, classify, and relate as does the expert in a given domain of knowledge is the unabashed objective of Realistic teaching method’ (1961, pp. 323, 339-340).  Without a minimal realism, both teaching and truth are impossible. Teachers in the natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities, for example, teach about real things in the natural, societal, and lived worlds, respectively, and they truthfully disclose them to students (Vandenberg, 1988, pp. 70-74). As Charles Sanders Peirce claimed, the real is that which is discovered by communities of qualified investigators when the investigation is carried sufficiently far (1958, pp. 133-134; cf. Vandenberg, 1990, pp. 130-132, 218-220). Referring to it as a minimal realism allows for subsequent investigations by qualified investigators, paradigm shifts, etc.

Teachers who majored at the university in the subject they teach in high school often understand the various kinds of empirical, rational, quantitative, qualitative, historical, or interpretive methods and canons of inquiry used in their area of expertise in domain-specific ways relative to the characteristics of the things or phenomena in the domain.  As Alfred Schütz claimed, each discipline is a distinct province of meaning with its own cognitive style and epistemic protocols (cf. Vandenberg, 1997, pp. 9, 11-12). Thus the importance of perception, conception, experimentation, quantitative, qualitative, historical, or interpretive research
 can vary by the domain to promote truth in teaching.  A meta-narrative of knowledge that fits all domains is not needed to establish truth in teaching within a specific domain (cf. Vandenberg, 1983).

A second way to maintain the epistemic ethos of truth in teaching and learning is to accept a loose, flexible combination of the main theories of knowledge that retains the half-truth of each.  Kant, for example, roused from his dogmatic, rationalistic slumber by David Hume, claimed that concepts without perceptions are empty, just as perceptions without concepts are blind.  This combination of rationalism and empiricism can be thought of as an aggregate, rather than as a synthesis, to allow that some domains of knowledge need to be more conceptual to disclose things truthfully, while others need to be more perceptual. The aggregate is compatible with the versions of postmodernism that can be called late modernism or, preferably, neo-modernism.  It does not try to exalt an empiricism in the footsteps of Bacon, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, Spencer, and Popper, nor a rationalism in the trail of Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, and Habermas, although it strongly includes their modernist traditions—both of them.  Unlike Kant, however, the proportion of perception to conception and the nature of their interrelation to constitute an epistemic ethos that allows truth in teaching can remain domain-specific, as Broudy suggests. 

Indeed, the epistemic ethos can remain lesson-specific.  Perception of sense data through showing, describing, pictures, demonstrations, computer imagery, doing something, laboratory work, and field trips help insure that students are learning about something in the world, i.e., that the conceptual framework used does indeed open up something in the world to the students. This disclosure that is truth keeps concepts from being empty.  On the other hand, conceptualization through telling, explaining, defining, quantifying, questioning, discussion, quiet reflection, reading, and writing may open up things in the world that the students cannot yet discriminate perceptually.  Their conceptualized disclosure keeps the perceptions from remaining ‘blind’.

A Pedagogic Epistemic Ethos

This flexible aggregate is well illustrated in teaching by Maxine Greene (1973). After surveying major theories of knowledge, she turned to the phenomenology of the child’s world, relying on Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1964) before making her pedagogic recommendations. The small child has its being in the world perceptually such that it comes to live in the primary world of the senses, which becomes structured by nonverbal activities and the informal language of the family.  This tacit knowing, to borrow a phrase from Michael Polanyi (1964), who seems to strongly parallel  Merleau-Ponty, persists independently of school learning, sometimes in opposition to it, unless a pedagogy brings these pre-judgments of things, these prejudices, up into explicit awareness by the students’ exploration of their inner horizons.  When the interior exploration leads to the exploration of the outer horizons in the world through curriculum content, it allows the child or youth to pursue truth as well as its own being in the world by letting things in the world be disclosed by the knowledge in the curriculum--with the teacher’s guidance, of course.  After indicating how the child lives in the primary world of perception that will inform the rest of its life unless revised through education, Greene suggests:
The crucial concern is for self-awareness and critical cognitive action for the sake of gaining perspective on personal life and remaking the social domain.  How should the teacher determine whether this should be his [sic] focal concern?  How might the differences among the philosophical points of view affect his [sic] practical judgment?  Can he [sic] not function on some occasions as a latter-day rationalist and, on other occasions, as an empiricist?  Can he [sic] not, while functioning as a pragmatist, pay sufficient heed to the truth of a student’s being to integrate a notion of liberation with the Deweyan conception of what is most worthwhile? (1973, p. 168)

This perspective is postmodern, for it does not exalt one of the theories of knowledge as if it were the only valid meta-narrative, but it does not throw out the baby with the bath water by dismissing them completely.  It is neo-modern because it functions as did the aggregate of Plato, Dewey, Buber and Freire mentioned earlier in this paper--on the sixth level of neutrality.  It retains the partial truths, i.e., the disclosures, of at least four epistemologies and presumes that public schools should transmit good knowledge, i.e., truth, throughout society, which has been a core belief of modernism since the invention of the printing press and that remains paramount after the invention of the computer and mass communication systems.

If it seems too progressive for Greene to include Dewey’s and Freire’s social concerns among the others, the point is, rather, to include their epistemic ethos.  Teachers often hear students ask, after learning something new: ‘So what?’  ‘Of what use is this?’ ‘What difference does this make?’  The question of what a bit of knowledge is good for can be addressed with Dewey’s pragmatism.  It is good for the student’s experienced problems when it is related to these problems.  Similarly, if Merleau-Ponty was correct about how the child’s development of its perceptual world informs the rest of its life, there should be frequent consciousness-raisings to insure that previous mislearnings do not interfere with learning new things through curriculum content, as in Freire’s pedagogy. The critical thinking stimulated by these pedagogies, furthermore, is supplemented by the inclusion of rationalism and empiricism in Greene’s flexible aggregate because these allow for the presence of factual, propositional knowledge and its conceptualization in the modes of the standard, academic disciplines of conservative education when the teacher who is offering new knowledge finds it appropriate to emphasize the perceptual aspects of propositional knowledge and/or the conceptual aspects of theory.

When Greene adds that she is raising unanswered questions, it suggests they are matters of legitimate controversy, but answers to them seem implied: ‘Yes, the teacher can sometimes do a, b, c, or d.’ Together the questions constitute the epistemic ethos that requires teachers to decide when to focus on perception, conception, practical use, or the student’s existential becoming someone, too.  Whereas for Broudy these questions are domain-specific, for Greene they are lesson-specific.  Not only can the lessons in one subject vary to focus on perception, conception, practical use, or existential understanding in turn, these variations can occur within a lesson to help promote truth as disclosing something in the world.  It all depends upon the particular teacher in a particular classroom with particular children or youth, i.e., upon the exigencies of the immediate situation (cf. Dewey, 1916, pp. 201-203).  Further elucidation requires lesson-specific research to correctly interrelate these aspects, but the epistemic flexibility may very well fulfill the goals of multicultural education as well as those of critical thinking.

The Stream of Consciousness

The problem with traditional epistemologies is that their authors reify perception and/or conception or aspects of them, such as sense data, hypotheses, quantitative data, clear and simple ideas, primitive axioms, basic concepts, signs, paradigms, falsifiable sentences, and so forth, as well as so-called processes such as induction, deduction, abduction, experimentation, quantification, etc. These reifications, and their parallels in recipes for critical thinking, have to be put into brackets, out of play, if one is to grasp and describe phenomenologically the swift stream of consciousness as simultaneously perceptually and conceptually conscious of things in the world, at least when one is wide-awake and possesses a holistic consciousness of things in the world that is not alienated from the world nor from its perceptual or conceptual modes of being.

The stream of consciousness, moreover, should not itself be reified as a thing that exists independently of the embodied disclosure of things in the world of which an existing person is aware.  The teacher should be perceptually and conceptually aware of the things and phenomena in the region of the world to which one is introducing students in order to open them up to the students through the relevant and appropriate domain-specific aspects of inquiry.  The teacher should therefore use inquiry, expository, didactic, dialogical, collaborative, and other pedagogies interchangeably, perhaps switching between them within a lesson, as Greene suggests, to utilize those over-emphasized aspects of traditional epistemologies that nevertheless truthfully disclose some partial truths of the epistemic ethos to critical theorists with open minds. 

This epistemic flexibility requires continual dialogue with students to ensure the teacher helps them to explore their world, not the teacher’s world but the world as the students see it out there.  Then the truth disclosed by the teacher will open up the world to the students as they open to it in a genuine co-disclosure that occurs when the teacher and students have their being in the world together because they consciously focus their attention on the same thing or phenomenon in the world (Heidegger, 1962, pp. 145, 197, 334; Vandenberg, 1969, pp. 53-55; Freire, 1970, p. 56: Vandenberg, 1971, pp. 138-142; Vandenberg, 2003, pp. 594).

This description of truth differs somewhat from the notion that factual statements, or propositions, are true when they correspond to some aspects of something in the world, for students can learn factual information verbally without seeing what is referred to if and when the concepts are empty.  They are not in the truth, however, unless the factual information actually discloses something in the world to them.  As Martin Heidegger said, ‘”Truth” is not a feature of correct propositions which are asserted of an “object” by a human “subject” and then are valid somewhere, in what sphere we know not; rather, truth is disclosure of things through which an openness essentially unfolds’ (1977, p. 129).  

In other words, propositional knowledge is not truthful because it corresponds to things or phenomena in the world as if truth were a property of linguistic statements in and of themselves. This merely reifies sentences into propositions that are truthful, however, when and only when they actually disclose things or phenomena in the world to someone who allows them to disclose themselves through allowing them to open themselves up in one’s lived world, i.e., through allowing them to be.  These disclosures require the teacher to function sometimes as an empiricist, rationalist, pragmatist, or raiser of consciousness as Greene suggests so that propositional and/or conceptual learning allows things in the world to open themselves up to the students as the students open themselves up to them. This does not denigrate propositional knowledge but grounds it ontologically in the being of the students and in the being of the thing or phenomenon depicted, i.e., in the being of the world, i.e., in being.  It simply brings propositions back to life.

Truth in teaching therefore requires that the teacher be neutral in regard to the controversies regarding various epistemologies, as Greene recommends.  This includes being neutral toward any model of critical thinking that isolates thinking from a domain and from a domain-specific epistemic ethos, for truth in teaching requires the flexible, domain-specific epistemic ethos in the classroom.  What is knowledge good for?  It opens one to the world as it opens the world to one. It lets the being of the world and the being of the students come into being.  At least good knowledge, truth, enables one’s being in the world as it enables the being of the world.  Truth lets the Earth be four and a half billion years old because it lets it be what it is (Jones, 1977, p. 22;  Soreghan, 2005). 

Dis-closing the world in its beauty and goodness, truth lets being be.

 Notes

1. Mann (1957, p. 97):  ‘When the teacher, in the course of his [sic] lessons or lectures on the fundamental law, arrives at a controverted text, he [sic] is either to read it without comment or remark; or, at most, he [sic] is only to say that the passage is the subject of disputation, and that the school room is neither the tribunal to adjudicate nor the forum to discuss it.’

2. Do neurologists explain away the truth of their own empirical research by referring to their own brain processes as causing it?  Of course not.  As the director of neurosurgery at John Hopkins Children’s Center, Ben Carson (2003, p. 30), says, ‘The human brain, as I came to realize, is simply a mechanical component of an entity of far greater beauty and power: the mind.’  This attests to a person’s self-conscious, free initiative, but it is not meant to deny the embodiment of the living stream of wakeful consciousness.

3. It may be worth noting that this paper engages in interpretive research understood as a hermeneutic of exemplary texts to bring historically significant understandings to bear on a contemporary problem.  See Vandenberg, 1973, 1974, and 1983.

4. For example, ‘Water freezes at 32 degrees’ and ‘Water freezes at 0 degrees’ are both true not because they correspond to reality but when and only when they disclose some possibilities in the world to someone. Either can help one adjust a refrigerator’s thermostat.
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