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Abstract  

7KLV� SDSHU� H[SORUHV� KRZ� WUHQGV� WRZDUGV� PHDVXUHPHQW� DQG� DFFRXQWDELOLW\� DUH� UHIOHFWHG� LQ� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ�
SROLF\� E\� FRPSDULQJ� D� FXUUHQW� SROLF\� GRFXPHQW�� µ7ƗWDLDNR�� FXOWXUDO� FRPSHWHQFLHV� IRU� WHDFKHUV� RI� 0ƗRUL�
OHDUQHUV¶��DJDLQVW�DQ�HTXLYDOHQW� WH[W�� µ0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ�DQG� WKH� WHDFKHU¶�� IURP����\HDUV�HDUOLHU��7KLV�DSSURDFK�
rests on the belief that the philosophy of a policy text can be perceived through close attention to the language 
and ideas in the text. The comparison shows similarities between the overall aims and perspectives behind both 
GRFXPHQWV�� EXW� ZKHUHDV� WKH� ROGHU� SROLF\� H[SODLQHG� 0ƗRUL� XQGHU-achievement in terms of sociolinguistic 
differences, TƗWDLDNR�FRQWDLQV�QR�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWional disparity, instead presenting five key words 
WR�HQFDSVXODWH�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�µ0ƗRUL�SRWHQWLDO¶�ZKLOH�VXJJHVWLQJ�WKH�VXFFHVV�RI�0ƗRUL�µDV�0ƗRUL¶�GHSHQGV�RQ�
µUHODWLRQVKLSV¶��7ƗWDLDNR�LJQRUHV�WKH�UROH�RI�ZLGHU�VRFLR-historical processes, leaving teacher competence as the 
PRVW� µYLVLEOH¶� H[SODQDWLRQ� RI� 0ƗRUL� XQGHU-achievement available to contemporary educational policy. In 
SXUSRUWLQJ�WR�PHDVXUH�WHDFKHU�FRPSHWHQF\��7ƗWDLDNR�KHOSV�VKLIW�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�IRU�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQW�DFKLHYHPHQW�
away from national education systems and goals, and onto the shoulders of individual classroom teachers.  

 

Keywords: 'HILFLW�WKLQNLQJ��0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\��SROLF\�GLVFRXUVH�DQDO\VLV��UHVWULFWHG�ODQJXDJH�FRGH� 

 

Introduction 

0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ� LV� FKDUDFWHULVHG� E\� VLJQLILFDQW� VWDWLVWLFDl disparity that has proved stubborn to shift, despite 
decades of targeted policy strategies and reform efforts. Given its importance, this ‘gap’ is so widely 
acknowledged that support for its existence from the literature seems superfluous. Most people who grow up in 
New Zealand are aware of this disparity, but for the last two decades and more it has been central in my life, as a 
SDUHQW� RI� D� 0ƗRUL� ER\� �DQG� DXQW\� WR� PDQ\� RWKHU� 0ƗRUL� FKLOGUHQ��� D� VFKRRO� WHDFKHU� LQ� (QJOLVK- DQG�0ƗRUL-
medium schools in Auckland and Whangarei, a contracted developer of materials for school qualifications, 
FXUULFXOXP�VWDWHPHQWV�DQG�FODVVURRP�UHVRXUFHV��DQG�D�UHVHDUFKHU�LQ�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ��ILUVW�DW�FRPPXQLW\�OHYHO��
and later through doctoral study and beyond.  

 This paper analyses a current MƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�policy text by comparing it with another policy on the same 
subject, from 40 years earlier. This approach rests on the belief that the philosophy of education underpinning a 
policy text can be perceived by paying close attention to the language and ideas present (and absent) in that text. 
Below I use close reading methods of critical discourse analysis to analyse and compare these two policies. The 
WLWOH�RI�WKH�FXUUHQW�WH[W�LV�µ7ƗWDLDNR��&XOWXUDO�FRPSHWHQFLHV�IRU�WHDFKHUV�RI�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV¶��7ƗWDLDNR�. The older 
WH[W� LV� WLWOHG� µ0ƗRUL� FKLOGUHQ� DQG� WKH� WHDFKHU¶� �� DEEUHYLDWHG�EHORZ�DV� µ0&7¶��7KRXJK�SXEOLVKHG� IRXU�GHFDGHV�
apart, these two policy texts have similar titles, and apparently much the same purpose: ‘This handbook has 
been pXEOLVKHG�SULPDULO\�IRU�WKH�XVH�RI�WKRVH�GLUHFWO\�FRQFHUQHG�LQ�WHDFKLQJ�0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ¶��0&7��S��Y���%RWK�
WH[WV� IRFXV� RQ� WHDFKHU� NQRZOHGJH� RI� WKH� KLVWRU\� DQG� FXOWXUH� RI� 0ƗRUL� VWXGHQWV� LQ� WKHLU� FODVVURRPV�� DQG� RQ�
UHODWLRQVKLSV�EHWZHHQ�WHDFKHUV�DQG�WKHLU�0ƗRUi students, parents and communities.  

 &RPSDULQJ�WKHVH�WZR�GRFXPHQWV�KLJKOLJKWV�KRZ�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\�KDV�FKDQJHG�GXULQJ�WKRVH����\HDUV��
UHIOHFWLQJ�WKH�FKDQJHV�LQ�0ƗRUL�OLIH�LQ�VFKRROV�DQG�LQ�ZLGHU�VRFLHW\��7KH�ROGHU�SROLF\�WH[W�WKURZV�LQWR�UHOLHI�WKH 
FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�DQG�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�7ƗWDLDNR��KHOSLQJ�LOOXPLQDWH�WKH�WKLQNLQJ�EHKLQG�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�DSSURDFK�
WR�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\��)LUVWO\�WKH�ROG�WH[W�LV�UHYLHZHG�EHORZ��QRWLQJ�LQWHUVHFWLRQV�ZLWK�7ƗWDLDNR��1H[W��WKH�
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7ƗWDLDNR�SROLF\�WH[W�LV�GHVFULEed, highlighting its differences from MCT. The final section contains a discussion 
and conclusion.  

������0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�WKH�WHDFKHU��0&7� 

0&7�LV�EDVHG�RQ�GHILFLW� WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�0ƗRUL� LQ�WKH�VHQVH�RI�VWDUWLQJ�IURP�WKH�SUHPLVH� WKDW�0ƗRUL�SHRSOH�DUH�
other than normal, in terms of classroom relationships between teachers and students, their parents, families and 
FRPPXQLWLHV�� µ'HILFLW� WKLQNLQJ¶� LV� D� NH\� FRQFHSW� LQ� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ� SROLF\�� RIWHQ� XVHG� DV� FRGH� IRU� UDFLVP��
&XUUHQW�SROLF\��VXFK�DV�7ƗWDLDNR��KDV�Dn expressed aim of eliminating deficit thinking, but in the process, the full 
PHDQLQJ� RI� WKH� FRQFHSW�� DQG� LWV� UHOHYDQFH� IRU� 0ƗRUL�� KDV� EHHQ� REVFXUHG�� 5HSOD\LQJ� WKH� DUJXPHQW� RI� 0&7�
provides a chance to examine and clarify this concept. 

 MCT must be understoRG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�PDMRU�VRFLDO�DQG�SROLF\�FKDQJHV�RI�LWV�DJH��ZKHQ�ZLGHVSUHDG�0ƗRUL�
XUEDQL]DWLRQ� DIWHU� WKH� HQG� RI� ::,,� UHVXOWHG� LQ� UDSLG� LQFUHDVHV� LQ� WKH� QXPEHU� RI� 0ƗRUL� FKLOGUHQ� DWWHQGLQJ�
‘Board’ or mainstream primary schools, and correspondingly fewer cKLOGUHQ�LQ�WKH�UXUDO�µ0ƗRUL�VFKRROV¶��DV�WKH\�
were then known. $JDLQVW�WKH�ZLVKHV�RI�PDQ\�0ƗRUL�FRPPXQLWLHV��ZKR�EHOLHYHG�0ƗRUL�VFKRROV�FDWHUHG�EHWWHU�
IRU�0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ�� WKH�1DWLYH�6FKRRO�V\VWHP�ZDV�ILQDOO\�DEROLVKHG�LQ�������WZR�\HDUV�EHIRUH�0&7�DSSHDUHG. 
When this policy was written, an international ‘ethnic revival’ was underway, partly explained as a reaction to 
the horrors of extreme ethnocentrism and Nazi philosophies of Aryanism in World War II. Post-war prosperity 
also supported tolerance and heightened ethical sensitivity towards marginalised groups in society, renewing the 
reputation of Aotearoa New Zealand for having ‘the best race relations in the world’.  

 By 1971, official policy had abandoned the earlier Victorian science explanations of ‘natives’ as ‘less 
evolved/intelligent’. The following opening sentences from MCT remain respectable today, though the use of 
µKH¶�WR�VWDQG�IRU�DOO�WHDFKHUV�JLYHV�DZD\�WKH�WH[W¶V�DJH��DOVR�WKH�VLQJXODULW\�RI�WKH�SKUDVH�µWKH�PRGHUQ�0ƗRUL¶�� 

If a teacher is to wRUN� VXFFHVVIXOO\� DQG� KDSSLO\�ZLWK�0ƗRUL� FKLOGUHQ� DQG� WKHLU� SDUHQWV�� KH�PXVW�
NQRZ�VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�>0ƗRUL@�KHULWDJH�DQG�DSSUHFLDWH�LWV�UHDOLW\�IRU�WKH�PRGHUQ�0ƗRUL��+H�QHHGV�
DOVR�WR�NQRZ�VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�UHODWLRQVKLSV�EHWZHHQ�0ƗRUL�DQG�3ƗNHKƗ. 

 This policy text is an essay of approximately 15,000 words, ‘based on material written by Miss Myrtle 
Simpson, previously Senior Inspector of Primary Schools in Christchurch, and editor of the Department’s series 
of infant readers, Ready to Read’. The research Simpson undertook for writing MCT is described as 
ethnographic observations, interviews with teachers, focus group meetings, and literature review (p. vi). Today, 
MCT is still readable and erudite, though it is necessary to take account of the dated stylistic characteristics, 
such as those pointed out in the above quote. The Introduction includes the following politically robust 
statements:  

7KH�WHDFKHU�ZKR�DSSUHFLDWHV�WKH�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�>0ƗRUL@�YLWDOLW\�DQG�SXWV�LW�WR�SRVLWLYH�
use – who does not respond to differences as if they were deficiencies – begins by drawing on an 
LQHVWLPDEOH� UHVRXUFH���� >7KH� 0ƗRUL� QHZ� HQWUDQW@� ZLOO� KDYH� WR� DGDSW� WR� WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQ� EXW� WKH�
institution will have to bend towards him.  

(YHU\�WHDFKHU�RI�0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHn should be in some degree a self-HIIDFLQJ�VWXGHQW�RI�0ƗRUL�KLVWRU\�
and culture (p. xi).  

 7KHVH� OLQHV�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�RXW�RI�SODFH� LQ�D�FRQWHPSRUDU\�SROLF\�� VXFK�DV�7ƗWDLDNR��DQG�HPSKDVLVH�0&7¶V�
stance that teachers have the power to act to bring about succeVV�LQ�WHDFKLQJ�0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ��0&7�DUJXHG�WKDW�
0ƗRUL�DV�D�SRSXODWLRQ�KDG�XQGHUJRQH�H[WUHPH��UDSLG�FXOWXUDO�FKDQJH�RYHU�WKH�SUHYLRXV�FHQWXU\��DQG�WKDW�WHDFKHUV�
ZHUH� UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU� SURYLGLQJ� 0ƗRUL� FKLOGUHQ� ZLWK� OHDUQLQJ� RSSRUWXQLWLHV� WR� DOORZ� WKHP� WR� VXFFHHd 
scholastically: 

7KH�WHDFKHU�KDV�D�GHOLFDWH�WDVN��DQG�VXFFHVV�GHSHQGV�XSRQ�ZLQQLQJ�WKH�>0ƗRUL@�FKLOG¶V�FRQILGHQFH�
and drawing out his particular store of experience to establish and strengthen communication. 
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2QFH�>WKH�0ƗRUL�FKLOG@�KDV�H[SHULHQFHG�VXFFHVV� he will go to any lengths to maintain progress, but 
only if he feels that his progress is important to the teacher. 

 7KH� LGHDV� LQ� WKHVH�VWDWHPHQWV�DERXW� WKH�SRWHQWLDO� IRU�VXFFHVV�RI�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV��DQG� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH�RI� WKH�
student-teacher relationship, aUH�DOVR�UHPDUNDEO\�VLPLODU�WR�WKH�FHQWUDO�FRQFHSWV�RI�7ƗWDLDNR�� 

 0&7�DUJXHV� WKDW�VLQFH�0ƗRUL�KDG�XQGHUJRQH�VRFLDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO� WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�VR�UDSLGO\��0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ�
had characteristic difficulties in English-medium classrooms arising from linguistic differences between school 
and home - over and above problems caused by cultural difference: 

It is the spiritual quality of 0ƗRULWDQJD��RI�WKH�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�µ0ƗRUL�ZD\�RI�OLIH¶��ZKLFK�ELQGV�XS�
the present with the past and future, which gives strength to the individual and his community and 
reconciles them with their environment. To appreciate this quality requires a self-effacement in the 
observer – an escape from egocentric and ethnocentric preoccupations – which will distinguish 
him from the merely actively curious (p. xi, original emphasis). 

 $V�WKHVH�TXRWHV�VKRZ��WKLV�WH[W�DGPLWV�QR�LQQDWH�GLVDGYDQWDJH�RI�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV�WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�RYHUFRPH�E\�
JRRG� WHDFKLQJ��1RU� GRHV� LW� KRPRJHQLVH�0ƗRUL�� µ0ƗRUL� KRPHV� DUH� DV� GLYHUVH� DV� WKH� KRPHV� RI� WKH� UHVW� RI� WKH�
community’ (p. 15). Nevertheless MCT identifLHV� D� GLVDGYDQWDJH� LQ� FODVVURRPV� VXIIHUHG� E\� PDQ\� 0ƗRUL�
children when it comes to ‘language requirements’:  

Learning at school requires thought processes which cannot be achieved by a child whose only 
ODQJXDJH�LV�D�UHVWULFWHG�FRGH��6SHDNHUV�RI�µ0ƗRUL�(QJOLsh’ will have increasing difficulty with their 
classwork unless the school is successful in teaching them a more elaborate language (p. 34).  

 The concepts used here of ‘restricted’ and ‘elaborated’ language codes are drawn from the work of Basil 
Bernstein (MCT, p. 22), who was a senior scholar in the recent field of sociology of education, described as ‘one 
of the most inventive modern thinkers in the social sciences’. But Bernstein meant the term ‘elaborate’ as a 
verb, not an adjective, and by ‘restricted’ meant ‘symbolic’ or ‘tacit’ rather than ‘limited’ or ‘inferior’. 
Reviewing the history of general misunderstanding of these terms, Rob Moore laments that Bernstein ‘made a 
bad mistake in choosing those particular terms’ since the widespread confusion resulted in Bernstein’s ‘relative 
marginalization’ (p. 59).  

Bernstein should be properly understood as using ‘elaborate’ in the verb sense and ‘restricted’ as 
in circumscribed... Restricted code came to be interpreted as an inferior (limited) version of 
elabRUDWHG� FRGH� �FRPSOLFDWHG�� DQG� DV� D� µGHILFLW� PRGHO¶� RI� ZRUNLQJ� FODVV� �RU� %ODFN�� >RU�0ƗRUL@�
speech. In fact, in Bernstein’s argument, these two things are not simply higher and lower versions 
of the same thing but things radically different in kind.  

 MCT clearly mis-applied Bernstein’s terms:  

7KH�ODQJXDJH�XVHG�LQ�PDQ\�0ƗRUL�KRPHV�LV�D�GLDOHFW�IRUP�RI�(QJOLVK����D�YHU\�UHVWULFWHG�IRUP�RI�
the English language. 

 MCT notes such a ‘restricted code’ is both normal and ‘satisfactory for day-to-day affairs’ then goes on: 

It is a drawback to a child at school, however, if he is restricted to this as his sole language, 
limiting his vocabulary and his speech patterns. Poverty of language is not the only drawback. A 
restricted code limits the ability of the child to form concepts, recognise relationships, choose from 
alternatives, and follow logical processes. As the development of these abilities is closely involved 
in the process of education, any factor that prevents a child from acquiring them limits his capacity 
to learn at school (p. 22). 

 The same approach as above of ‘reading past’ the outdated conventions of MCT may be applied to this 
discussion, which uses the terms ‘restricted’ and ‘elaborate’ language codes to refer to that which today would 
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usually be termed lower and higher levels of ‘literate cultural capital’. The 1971 text replaced the older ‘deficit 
WKHRU\¶� DERXW� 0ƗRUL� DV� JHQHWLFDOO\� LQIHULRU� ZLWK� WKLV� QHZ� µGHILFLW� WKHRU\¶� DERXW� 0ƗRUL� VWXGHQWV� EHLQJ�
disadvantaged at school because of their ‘inferior’ home language experience, requiring specific teaching 
approaches. MCT asserts these difficulties can be overcome with good teaching, however, which is not ‘deficit 
theory’ as dressed-XS�UDFLVP��ZKLFK�LV�KRZ�WKH�WHUP�LV�PRVWO\�XQGHUVWRRG�WRGD\�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ��
(In passing, note the reference to ‘relationships’ in the above quote, though here the word seems to be used as 
Bernstein meant it, in his ideas about what kind of curriculum and pedagogy can break the inter-generational 
link between low socio-economic status and educational underachievement. Although MCT, like many other 
academic texts, incorrectly applied Bernstein’s theories, this does not in itself invalidate the argument, and its 
wider implications: 

7KH�ZD\� >0ƗRUL@� FKLOGUHQ� DUH� UHDUHG� GHWHUPLQHV� WKHLU� ODQJXDJH� SDWWHUQV�� WKHVH� SDWWHUQV�PDNH� LW�
difficult for them to learn at school; their failure at school prevents them from improving their 
social and economic position; the next generation receives the same language patterns and the 
difficulties persist. So far, the schools have found it difficult to intervene in this cycle (p. 23).  

 The first sentence specifies the role of schooling in the inter-generational cycle that maintains socioeconomic 
privilege and lack of privilege, and powers the increasing polarization between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ in 
our communities. The latter sentence admits the failure by schools to uphold the meritocratic ethos at the heart 
of the education system of this country for most of its history.  

 Ethnic sociolinguistic differences are inter-related with, but not reducible to, the types of distorted thinking 
that inform prejudices, including judgements sometimes made by middle-FODVV� 3ƗNHKƗ� WHDFKHUV� DERXW�0ƗRUL�
families from low socio-HFRQRPLF�EDFNJURXQGV�� VXFK�DV� WKH�YLHZ� WKDW�0ƗRUL�SDUHQWV� µGRQ¶W� YDOXH¶�HGXFDWLRQ��
Such prejudices may well be based on lack of teacher knowledge about the scale of economic difficulty faced by 
parents, or the inter-generational memories of childhood experience of schools as dangerous places of violence 
and despair. Linguistic differences, on the other hand, are due not to teacher racism or ignorance, but to a 
different language heritage: they go hand-in-KDQG�ZLWK�0ƗRUL� LGHQWLW\� WKDW� LV�GLIIHUHQW IURP�3ƗNHKƗ�� µZKHQ�>D�
0ƗRUL� FKLOG@� FRPHV� WR� VFKRRO� KH� HQWHUV� DQ� LQVWLWXWLRQ� �DQG� YHU\� OLNHO\� PHHWV� D� WHDFKHU�� GHYHORSHG� IURP� D�
perspective different from his’. 7KLV�VWDWHPHQW�LV�FKDUDFWHULVWLFDOO\�WUXH�IRU�0ƗRUL�SHRSOH�ERUQ�EHIRUH�DERXW������
in rural areas, for whom going to school meant entry into the English-speaking world. 

 A language is a system with rules of meaning and structure that together forms a body of knowledge, 
mastery of which is known today as ‘literacy’. MCT based its advice for teachers on the well-established fact 
WKDW� 0ƗRUL� FKLOGUHQ� KDG� GLIIHUHQW� OLWHUDF\� NQRZOHGJH� FRPSDUHG� ZLWK� ZKDW� ZDV� WKHQ� FRQVLGHUHG� µQRUPDO¶� LQ�
SULPDU\� FODVVURRPV�� )URP� D� SXUHO\� OLQJXLVWLF� SHUVSHFWLYH�� QDWLYH� VSHDNHUV� RI� 0ƗRUL� ZKR� OHDUQHG� (QJOLVK� DW�
school were not linguistically disadvantaged, since all languages are considered linguistically equal. But native 
0ƗRUL� VSHDNHUV� ZHUH� FOHDUO\� HGXFDWLRQDOO\� GLVDGYDQWDJHG� LQ� D�PRQRFXOWXUDO�(QJOLVK-only school system, and 
hence left at a permanent socio-economic disadvantage. Wary of passing on the disadvantage they had suffered, 
such native speakers often chose to speak only in their second language (i.e. English) to their children, thereby 
feeding the ‘cycle’ of disadvantage described in the above quote, which continues to cKDUDFWHULVH� 0ƗRUL�
education at a statistical level.  

 This 40-year-ROG�SROLF\�WKXV�H[SOLFDWHV�WKH�YLWDO�OLQN�EHWZHHQ�OLWHUDF\�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\��
7KH� QDWXUH� RI�0ƗRUL� OLQJXLVWLF� KLVWRU\� VWLOO� LPSDFWV� DW� D� VWDWLVWLFDO� OHYHO� RQ� WRGD\¶V�0ƗRUL school entrants, as 
pointed out in recent research:  

,W�LV�D�IDFW��QRW�D�WKHRU\��WKDW�0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ�IURP�ORZ-income backgrounds typically 
begin school with considerably lower levels of literate cultural capital than middle-class children. 
(Tunmer & Prochnow, 2009, p. 182) 

 It is time to fast-forward four decades, to examine how these issues are reflected in contemporary policy for 
0ƗRUL�HGXFDLWRQ� 
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������7ƗWDLDNR��&XOWXUDO�FRPSHWHQFLHV�IRU�WHDFKHUV�RI�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV 

7ƗWDLDNR� FRPHV� XQGHU� WKH� XPEUHOOD� RI� WKH� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ� VWUDWHJ\�� Ka Hikitia (see 
www.minedu.govt.nz/kahikitia), named on the inside front cover of the booklet, with the key policy message, 
µ0ƗRUL�DFKLHYLQJ�HGXFDWLRQ�VXFFHVV�DV�0ƗRUL¶��7KLV�VWLUULQJ�EXW�RSDTXH�SKUDVH�LV�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�µ0ƗRUL�SRWHQWLDO¶�
policy approach that seeks to overcome deficit theory. But deficit theory is not the same as ‘negativity’, and to 
GHOHWH� IURP�SROLF\� DOO� QHJDWLYH� UHIHUHQFHV� WR�0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ�KDV� FRQVHTXHQFHV��ZKLFK� DUH�QRW� DOZD\V� LQ� WKH�
interests of 0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV��1RW�RQO\�GRHV�WKLV�PLVJXLGHG�DWWHPSW�WR�HOLPLQDWH�µGHILFLW�WKHRU\¶�FDXVH�SUREOHPV��
EXW� D� SROLF\�PHVVDJH� DV� RSHQ� WR� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ� DV� µ0ƗRUL� DFKLHYLQJ� HGXFDWLRQDO� VXFFHVV� DV�0ƗRUL¶� LQWURGXFHV�
problems of its own.  

 7ƗWDLDNR�LV�PXFK�EULHIHU�than MCT, totalling 19 pages, with the front cover counted as the first two of those. 
The Foreword on page 3 and the introduction on page 4 contain the only prose text, with the remainder 
FRQVLVWLQJ� PRVWO\� RI� OLVWV� RI� EXOOHW� SRLQWV�� 7KH� 7ƗWDLDNR� )RUHZRUG� Ls by Hon. Dr. Pita Sharples, who is a 
SURPLQHQW� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQDOLVW�� RQH� RI� WKH� IRXQGHUV� RI� .XUD� .DXSDSD� 0ƗRUL�� DQG� PRUH� UHFHQWO\� D� 0ƗRUL�
political leader (founding co-/HDGHU�RI�WKH�0ƗRUL�3DUW\��ZKLFK�IRUPV�SDUW�RI�WKH�FXUUHQW�1DWLRQDO-led coalition 
GoverQPHQW��� FXUUHQWO\� VHUYLQJ� DV� 0LQLVWHU� RI� 0ƗRUL� $IIDLUV�� ,Q� WKLV� )RUHZRUG�� 6KDUSOHV� DFNQRZOHGJHV� WKH�
KLVWRU\�RI�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQDO�GLVDGYDQWDJH� 

)RU�WRR�PDQ\�JHQHUDWLRQV��D�VLJQLILFDQW�SURSRUWLRQ�RI�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV�KDYH�QRW�DFKLHYHG�ZHOO��KDYH�
left school young, without worthwhile qualifications, and without any real options for work... we 
PXVW�PDNH�WKH�HGXFDWLRQ�V\VWHP�ZRUN�EHWWHU�IRU�0ƗRUL.  

 The meaning and intent of this statement is clear. But the next sentence signals a change of policy direction: 

We are VKLIWLQJ�WKH�HPSKDVLV�DZD\�IURP�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV�EHLQJ�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�XQGHU-achieving in 
our compulsory education programmes, to look at how education can be delivered in the context of 
WKH�YLEUDQW�FRQWHPSRUDU\�0ƗRUL�YDOXHV�DQG�QRUPV�� UHIOHFWLQJ� WKH�FXOWXUDO�PLOLHX� LQ�ZKLFK�0ƗRUL�
students live (p. 3).  

 A policy’s worth is not erased by a poorly-chosen word or two, but the intriguing phrase ‘vibrant 
FRQWHPSRUDU\�0ƗRUL�YDOXHV�DQG�QRUPV¶�ODFNV�FODULW\��DQG�ZDUUDQWV�IXUWKHU�H[SODQDWLRQ��)XUWKHUPRUH��VXJJHVWLQJ 
0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV�DUH�QRW�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKHLU�RZQ�DFKLHYHPHQW�LV�GXELRXV��DQG�DW�RGGV�ZLWK�WKH�FHQWUDO�PHVVDJHV�
RI�.D�+LNLWLD��7ƗWDLDNR�FRQWDLQV�QR� IXUWKHU� UHIHUHQFHV� WR�QHJDWLYH�HGXFDWLRQDO� VWDWLVWLFV� RU� WR� WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�
GLVSDULW\� LQ�0ƗRUL� VFKRRO� DFKLHvement, but the resulting silence is so resounding, in the sense of its distance 
IURP� WKH� HYHU\GD\� UHDOLW\� RI� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQDO� H[SHULHQFH�� WKDW� LW� EHFRPHV� WKH� SURYHUELDO� µHOHSKDQW� LQ� WKH�
room’. 7KH�HIIHFW�RI�WKLV�DPQHVLD�LV�GLVFXVVHG�EHORZ��5HDGLQJ�7ƗWDLDko entails reading many variations of the 
VDPH�IHZ�VWDWHPHQWV��DOO�HFKRLQJ�WKH�WKHPH�RI�µWHDFKHUV�DUH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�HGXFDWLRQDO�RXWFRPHV�RI�0ƗRUL�
learners’, slightly rephrased and refocused each time. The brevity, sparseness, generality and repetitiousness of 
WKH�7ƗWDLDNR�WH[W�VLWV�LQ�VWURQJ�FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�GHWDLOHG�H[SRVLWLRQ�RI�LGHDV��FRKHUHQW�DUJXPHQW�DQG�UREXVW�DGYLFH�
to teachers, contained in MCT. 

 7KH�7ƗWDLDNR� SROLF\� LV� EDVHG� RQ� ILYH� µFRPSHWHQFLHV¶� WR� EH� XVHG� IRU� WKH� SXUSRVH� RI� DVVHVVLQJ� WKH� FXOtural 
FRPSHWHQFH�RI�WHDFKHUV�ZKR�WHDFK�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV��(DFK�FRPSHWHQF\�EHJLQV�ZLWK�D�0ƗRUL�ZRUG��DQG�WKHVH�ILYH�
NH\�0ƗRUL�ZRUGV�DUH�SUHVHQWHG�LQ�D�IXOO-SDJH�FLUFXODU�JUDSKLF��VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�FHQWUDO�PHVVDJH��µ0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV�
achieving education success as MƗRUL¶��7KH�IROORZLQJ�OLVW�JLYHV�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�HDFK�ZRUG�FRPSHWHQF\�DV�VKRZQ�
on this graphic, followed in brackets by the alternate definitions given on the facing page: 

x Ako – practice in the classroom and beyond (taking responsibility for their own learning and that of 
0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV�� 

x Manaakitanga – values-integrity, trust, sincerity, equity (showing integrity, sincerity and respect 
WRZDUGV�0ƗRUL�EHOLHIV��ODQJXDJH�DQG�FXOWXUH�� 
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x Tangata Whenuatanga – place-based, socio-cultural awareness and knowledge (affLUPLQJ�0ƗRUL�
OHDUQHUV�DV�0ƗRUL��3URYLGLQJ�FRQWH[WV�IRU�OHDUQLQJ�ZKHUH�WKH�ODQJXDJH��LGHQWLW\�DQG�FXOWXUH�RI�0ƗRUL�
OHDUQHUV�DQG�WKHLU�ZKƗQDX�LV�DIILUPHG�� 

x :ƗQDQJD – communication, problem-solving, innovation (participating with learners and 
communities in rREXVW�GLDORJXH�IRU�WKH�EHQHILW�RI�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV¶DFKLHYHPHQW�� 

x Whanaungatanga – relationships (students, school-wide, community) with high expectations 
�DFWLYHO\�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�UHVSHFWIXO�ZRUNLQJ�UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV��SDUHQWV�DQG�ZKƗQDX��KDSǌ��
iwL�DQG�WKH�0ƗRUL�FRPPXQLW\�. 

 The same schematic appears again towards the end of the booklet, with each of the five ‘competencies’ 
matched to one or more of the New Zealand Teacher Council Graduating Teacher Standards for provisionally 
registered teachers, and Registered Teacher Criteria for fully registered teachers (see 
www.teacherscouncil.govt.nz��� 7KRXJK� 7ƗWDLDNR� VWDWHV� LW� LV� µGHVLJQHG� IRU� WHDFKHUV���� >DQG@� ZLOO� VXSSRUW� \RXU�
work’ (p. 4), it contains no explanation of how to use the competencies, simply referring the reader to guidance 
for schools and early childhood centres available on the Teachers Council website. The policy comprises a 
series of lists of bullet points relating to the five key words, describing ways teachers might be expected to 
GHPRQVWUDWH�FRPSHWHQFH�WR�WHDFK�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV�  

The behavioural indicators are not exhaustive and can be developed further by schools/ECE [early 
childhood education] services together with iwi to include expectations relevant to the local 
FRQWH[W��7ƗWDLDNR��S�����  

 The lists of ‘behavioural indicators’ are arranged in four columns, corresponding to stages in a teaching 
career: ‘Teachers will need to ensure they have the competencies of all stages up to their current level’ (p. 4). 
The four ‘stages’ – entry to initial teacher education, graduating teacher, registered teacher, and leader – imply a 
progression by which increasing levels of competence might be assessed. But the competencies (see above list) 
are based on values and awareness more than identified knowledge or skills, so are unsuited to this ‘checklist’ 
approach; and the claim to define progresVLRQV�RI�PHDVXUDEOH� LQGLFDWRUV� LV� WHQXRXV� DW� EHVW��7ƗWDLDNR�GHFODUHV�
itself to be ‘an important resource for teachers, boards of trustees, educational leaders, and providers’ even 
though ‘the competencies are not formal standards or criteria’ (p. 4). But the claim to be a resource for teachers 
sits at odds with being an assessment of teachers, especially given the brevity and generic language of the text.  

 7KH�ILYH�NH\�ZRUGV� LQ�7ƗWDLDNR�RULJLQDWH� IURP�SUH-(XURSHDQ�0ƗRUL� ODQJXDJH��HDFK�RQH� LPPHQVHO\�ULFK� LQ 
cultural meaning and symbolic power. No doubt starting off with a set of culturally-significant terms from 
WUDGLWLRQDO�0ƗRUL�ODQJXDJH�LV�GRQH�LQ�RUGHU�EHWWHU�WR�DOLJQ�ZLWK�WKH�µVXFFHVV�DV�0ƗRUL¶�SDUW�RI�WKH�NH\�PHVVDJH��
To base national education policy oQ� 0ƗRUL� WUDGLWLRQDO� WHUPV� LV� LQQRYDWLYH�� DQG� FRXOG� EH� LQWHUSUHWHG� DV�
UHVSHFWLQJ�DQG�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�0ƗRUL�ODQJXDJH��NQRZOHGJH�DQG�FXOWXUH��%XW�WKH�UHVXOW�LV�WKDW�WKHVH�ILYH�ZRUGV�KDYH�
been cut from their cultural, linguistic and discursive roots, and have in WKH� WH[W�RI�7ƗWDLDNR�EHFRPH�FXOWXUDO�
caricatures. Each of the five words has been patched onto phrases and values couched in the institutional 
ODQJXDJH� RI� VFKRROLQJ�� .QRZOHGJH� RI� 0ƗRUL� ODQJXDJH� DQG� FXOWXUH� PDNHV� DSSDUHQW� WKH� H[WHQW� WR� ZKLFK� WKH�
7ƗWDLDNR�Gefinitions distort the traditional meanings of these five key terms. 

 $QRWKHU� LQQRYDWLYH� IHDWXUH� RI�7ƗWDLDNR� DV� D� SROLF\� LV� LWV� LQFOXVLRQ� RI� WKH�1HZ�=HDODQG�7HDFKHUV�&RXQFLO�
UHJLVWUDWLRQ�FULWHULD��ZKLFK�DSSO\�WR�LQGLYLGXDO�WHDFKHUV��ZLWKLQ�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\��$V�QRWHG�DERYH��0ƗRUL�
education has been a longstanding challenge for schooling in this country, heretofore seen as a national 
UHVSRQVLELOLW\��2Q�RQH�KDQG��WKH�7ƗWDLDNR�GHVFULSWRUV�RI�SUDFWLFH�IRU�D�FRPSHWHQW�WHDFKHU�RI�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHUV�DUH�
vaguer and less stringent than the requirements laid out 40 years earlier in MCT. On the other hand, by 
LQFOXGLQJ� WKH� RIILFLDO� UHJLVWUDWLRQ� FULWHULD��7ƗWDLDNR� VKLIWV� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� DZD\� IURP� WKH�0LQLVWU\�� DQG� WRZDUGV�
classroom teachers being individually accountablH�IRU�WKH�DFKLHYHPHQW�RI�WKH�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV�WKH\�WHDFK�� 

 :KDW� DUH� WKH� HIIHFWV� RI� WKHVH� IHDWXUHV� RI� 7ƗWDLDNR�� FRPELQHG� ZLWK� WKH� DERYH-mentioned amnesia about 
sociolinguistic history and context? It appears that in a misguided quest to eliminate ‘deficit theory’, all 

http://www.teacherscouncil.govt.nz/
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µQHJDWLYH� IDFWV¶� FRQFHUQLQJ� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ� KDYH� EHHQ� VXSSUHVVHG� LQ� 7ƗWDLDNR�� :LOOLDP� 7XQPHU� DQG� -DQH�
Prochnow SRLQW� RXW� WKLV� VDPH� FRQIXVLRQ� LQ� WKHLU� FKDSWHU� RQ� WKH� OLQNV� EHWZHHQ� OLWHUDF\� SROLF\� DQG� 0ƗRUL�
education policy (cited on page 46 above). The resulting amnesia about its history and social context presents 
0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�DV�LI� IUHH-floating, with no obvious explanation left available but that of teacher competence. 
7ƗWDLDNR�FDVWV�WKH�µSRWHQWLDO¶�RI�0ƗRUL�OHDUQers in the hold-all concept of ‘relationships’, using these generalised, 
unexplained words in ways that obscure meaning and allow for multiple interpretations.  

 The (over-�HPSKDVLV�RQ�LQGLYLGXDO�WHDFKHU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\� IRU�DPHOLRUDWLQJ�WKH�ORQJVWDQGLQJ�0ƗRri disparity 
rests largely on the meta-analysis by John Hattie , which found that teacher competence had the largest effect on 
student achievement, and has been used to resource the policy mantra of ‘effective teaching’ across education, 
QRW� RQO\� LQ� 7ƗWDLDko and Ka Hikitia. Since Hattie’s study eliminated non-school factors, however, it is 
LPSRVVLEOH� IRU� WHDFKHU� FRPSHWHQFH� DORQH� WR� HOLPLQDWH� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQDO� GLVSDULW\�� �7KLV� LV� QRW� WR� VD\� WKDW�
teacher competence needs no improvement, nor that improved teacher competence would not make a 
VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLILFDQW�GLIIHUHQFH�WR�0ƗRUL�OHDUQHU�RXWFRPHV��  

 $V�GHVFULEHG�DERYH��7ƗWDLDNR�UHQGHUV�FXOWXUDOO\�VLJQLILFDQW� LWHPV�DV� µFXOWXUDO�FRPSHWHQFLHV¶� WKDW� µHIIHFWLYH�
WHDFKHUV¶�RXJKW� WR�GHPRQVWUDWH� LQ� WHDFKLQJ�0ƗRUL learners. It is claimed that in so doing, teachers will unlock 
µVXFFHVV�DV�0ƗRUL¶� IRU� WKH�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV� WKH\� WHDFK��7ƗWDLDNR�UHLWHUDWHV�VRPH�REYLRXV�FRQFHSWV�DQG�DWWLWXGHV�
RXWOLQHG� LQ�0&7��ZKLFK�DPRXQW� WR�DIILUPLQJ� WKDW�0ƗRUL�FXOWXUH�DQG�SHRSOH�DUH�RI�HTual value to any others: 
LGHDV�WKDW�µJR�ZLWKRXW�VD\LQJ¶�LQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VRFLDO�VFLHQFH��7ƗWDLDNR�UHSUHVHQWV�D�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW��EXW�QR�PRUH��
IRU�D�WHDFKHU�ZKR�ZLVKHV�WR�WHDFK�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV�PRUH�VXFFHVVIXOO\��6R�IDU�WKH�FRPSHWHQFLHV�WKDW�PDNH�XS�WKH�
7ƗWDLDNR SROLF\�DUH�µQRW�IRUPDO¶��7ƗWDLDNR��S�����EXW�WKH\�FRXOG�SRVVLEO\�EH�IRUPDOLVHG�DW�VRPH�IXWXUH�GDWH��7KH�
LQWHQW�RI�7ƗWDLDNR�PDWFKHV�WKDW�RI�0&7��KHOSLQJ�WHDFKHUV�LPSURYH�WKHLU�FODVVURRP�SUDFWLFH�ZLWK�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV��
Both texts have the same starting point, WKH�ROG�WH[W�DGYLVLQJ�WKDW�µHYHU\�WHDFKHU�RI�0ƗRUL�FKLOGUHQ�VKRXOG�EH�LQ�
some degree a self-HIIDFLQJ� VWXGHQW� RI�0ƗRUL� KLVWRU\� DQG� FXOWXUH¶� �S�� [L��� 7ƗWDLDNR� DVNV�� µ+RZ�PXFK� GR� WKH�
teachers know of their students’ history, tikanga and worldview?. But whereas the old policy explicitly linked 
this ‘self-HIIDFLQJ�REVHUYHU¶�DSSURDFK�WR�D�WHDFKHU¶V�FODVVURRP�OLWHUDF\�SUDFWLFH��LQ�7ƗWDLDNR�WKH�DUJXPHQW�VWDOOV�
at ‘relationships’, a word repeated 22 times in the brief text, while the word ‘literacy’ does not appear at all.  

Conclusion 

There is always a gap between the intented aims of a policy text, and how it becomes implemented over time. It 
is easy to see how the ‘deficit’ language of MCT may have impeded its acceptance, and hence its effectiveness 
to guide teacher literacy practice. At a national level, the MCT advice to focus on teacher-directed code-focused 
OLWHUDF\�LQVWUXFWLRQ�IRU�0ƗRUL�VFKRRO�HQWUDQWV�� LQ�RUGHU�WR�RYHUFRPH�WKHLU�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�ODFN�RI�OLWHUDWH�FXOWXUDO�
capital, was not followed. Whole-language approaches, which work well for new entrants with high literate 
cultural capital, but not for those with limited literate cultural capital, have dominated national policy for 
‘effective literacy practice’ for well over 10 years now. Equity has been reduced to equality, meaning everyone 
gets what works for the children of the elite. The introduction of National Standards has renewed emphasis on 
these approaches.  

 7KHUH� LV� D� GLVFRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� OLWHUDF\� DQG� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ� SROLF\�� KLJKOLJKWHG� E\� WKLV� FRPSDULVRQ��
Whole-language literacy pedagogy, which does not address the literate cultural capital disadvantanges suffered 
by low socio-HFRQRPLF�� 0ƗRUL� DQG� 3DFLILF� FKildren on entry to school, has been enforced in all primary 
FODVVURRPV��ZKLOH�LQ�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ�SROLF\��WHDFKHUV�KDYH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�FRPH�WR�EH�KHOG�SHUVRQDOO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�
IRU� VWDWLVWLFDO� GLVSDULWLHV� LQ� HGXFDWLRQDO� RXWFRPHV� IRU� 0ƗRUL� OHDUQHUV�� 7ƗWDLDNR� FODLms to provide a tool to 
‘measure’ the cultural competence of teachers, but in fact does little other than provide vague support for the 
fallacious policy notion that classroom teachers, not wider social and historical processes, are responsible for 
ongoing SRRU�HGXFDWLRQDO�RXWFRPHV�IRU�0ƗRUL�VWXGHQWV��$V�ORQJ�DV�WKLV�GLFRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�SROLFLHV�UHPDLQV�
LQ� SODFH�� DLGHG� E\� WKH� FRQIXVLRQ� EHWZHHQ� µGHILFLW� WKHRU\¶� DQG� µQHJDWLYH� IDFWV¶�� OLWWOH� LPSURYHPHQW� IRU�0ƗRUL�
outcomes can be expected. 
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Measurement, Metaphor, and Marks on the Page  
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Abstract: 

This paper takes ‘measurement’ as a will to determine or fix space and time, which allows for a comparison of 
ontological models of space and time from Western and MƗRUL traditions. The spirit of ‘measurement’ is 
concomitantly one of fixing meaning, which is suggested as the essence of the growth of the scientific genre of 
language that has taken place alongside the growth of science itself, since the European Enlightenment. The 
Periodic Table is an exemplar of the ideals of the deterministic philosophy of measurement, which underpins 
both modern English and the philosophy of science. The paper explores how such a philosophy is embedded 
within modern English, including the languagH�RI�HGXFDWLRQ��E\�FRPSDULQJ�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�(QJOLVK�DQG�0ƗRUL�
language, especially in relation to ideas of measurement, precision, space and time. 

 

Keywords: language of science, language relativity, left-brain/right-brain thinking 

 

Introduction: Mendeleyev’s dream and the language of science 

I saw in a dream a table where all the elements fell into place as required. Awakening, I 
immediately wrote it down on a piece of paper - Dmitri Mendeleyev, 17 February 1869. 

One of my favourite stories from science is that of Mendeleyev, working through a wintry night in rural Russia. 
His dream-inspired Periodic Table would become the central concept marking the coming of age of chemistry as 
a discipline - joining Newton’s mechanics for physics, and Darwin’s evolution for biology. Mendeleyev’s 
original insight left gaps in his table for elements that had not yet been discovered. Mendeleyev’s ‘dream’ is an 
example of literacy of the highest order - an act of pattern-seeking with a complex and incomplete array of 
words and numerals - that allowed him to ‘read’ the very blueprint of matter, inaugurating the modern 
understanding of atomic structure. Mendeleyev’s genius demonstrates the closely intertwined nature of literacy 
and science, a connection obscured by recent educational trends to separate ‘literacy’ from ‘language’ in the 
notion of ‘literacies’. The resulting Periodic Table is an exemplar of the manifestation in language and science 
discourse of what might be termed the ‘deterministic philosophy of measurement’. This term reflects the 
contemporary concept of ‘measurement’, which ultimately comes down to an exact determination of some 
aspect of material reality, or space and time, which can be numerically or categorically represented. Here the 
words ‘space and time’ (or space-time) represent the physical world in which we live. 

 Mendeleyev’s dream is part of the larger story of the development of the language of science, which is a key 
aspect of the overall development of modern science to its position today as the most powerful form of 
knowledge ever known to humanity, and a global network of complex social and technological systems and 
structures. According to Foucault’s notion of discourse, the real-world power of science lends symbolic power 
to the word ‘science’, which thus becomes a potent ideological item of significant political interest. This 
symbolic power is somewhat unrelated to science itself – it takes on a life of its own, referred to as ‘discursive 
power’ , which explains why the word ‘science’ is so widely used in an honorific sense. 

 Over time, the inter-related development of science and modernity in post-Enlightenment Europe embedded 
this deterministic philosophy of measurement within language, especially English, which, for historically-
contingent reasons, has become globally dominant both as a world language and as a language of science. The 
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language of science has been influential in all spheres including the development of systematic approaches to 
education, and of sub-disciplines including curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. These recent fields are 
emerging at a time when educational discourses are dominated by a cluster of related concepts including 
evidence, standards, outcomes and accountability. These concepts share this underlying deterministic notion of 
‘measurement’ as a fixing or specifying of some aspect of the phenomenon in question. The facile assumption 
that standardised testing is an objective ‘scientific’ way to ‘measure’ education reflects the influence of neo-
liberalism on education policy. Thirty years of neo-liberal re-shaping of national public policy and institutions 
has entrenched a culture of managerialism and technocratic approaches towards quality assurance, among other 
basic functions, in education systems. Given the totalizing nature of this neoliberal discourse, non-Western 
WUDGLWLRQV�VXFK�DV�0ƗRUL�RIIHU�DOWHUQDWLYH�YLVLRQV�DQG�SKLORVRSKLHV�RI�ZKDW�HGXFDWLRQ��OLWHUDF\��TXDOLW\�DQG�HTXLW\�
might entail.  

Binary models of thought 

'HEDWH� FRQWLQXHV� DERXW� ZKDW� LV� XQLTXHO\� µ0ƗRUL¶� DERXW� µ0ƗRUL� NQRZOHGJH¶� DV� XQGHUVWRRG� ZLWKLQ� WKH�
FRQWHPSRUDU\� HGXFDWLRQ� VHFWRU�� HVSHFLDOO\� LQ� 0ƗRUL-medium education. A bipolar debate concerning ‘MƗRUL�
science’, and related questions, features in the literatures on which educational research draws for its base of 
philosophy and theory. For example, the classical Anthropological debate about ‘rationality’ posited science 
against indigenous knowledge, in efforts to clarify what science actually is, and how it works. Secondly, the on-
going ‘science wars’ centre on the ‘two cultures’ in the academy, represented by the question of the status of 
social science, including education, as science. Thirdly, in work that was influential to educational thought of 
recent times, Jerome Bruner posited two basic modes of thought: ‘narrative’ and ‘logico-scientific’. Whether the 
split is made by discipline, culture, gender, politics, or any one of a number of other defining criteria, there are 
clearly two basic modes of thinking. 

 The problem with most such models of thinking is the tendency to assign logic to one side of the binary, 
thereby leaving it out of the other. Anthropology showed that logical coherence is characteristic of all cultural 
knowledge bases, Western and indigenous alike. Yet, although Eurocentrism has been officially expelled from 
the academy, the association of science with modern Western culture as ‘proof’ that Euro-Americans are more 
‘advanced’ and ‘intelligent’ than ‘primitive races’ remains a powerful subterranean message in social discourse, 
hence retaining influence even within academic circles. It makes little sense to assign logic to ‘scientific’ 
thought since narrative power also depends upon logical coherence. It is important, however, to uncouple logic 
from naturalism, to which science, but not narrative, is committed.  

 The two modes of thought are perhaps better known today as ‘left-brain’ and ‘right-brain’ thinking. Given its 
universal applicability as part of the biological heritage of humans, the left-brain/right-brain model of thinking is 
more useful than Bruner’s in domains such as science education, where Bruner’s influence, one step away from 
Eurocentric, is still evident in the dominant pedagogical metaphor that ‘science is a special way of thinking’. 
Cognitive science and brain medicine have established that left-brain thinking is analytical in nature, while 
right-brain thinking is holistic (in most healthy human brains). These two modes of thought are reflected in the 
two basic modes of language that can be termed ‘measurement’ and ‘metaphor’. This view understands logic as 
inherent both modes of thinking, and therefore in both modes of language. Not involving logic in the criteria by 
which to categorize thought eases the longstanding debates about rationality, including multicultural science 
education research, epistemological diversity and incommensurability. 

 The link between knowledge, culture and language has been known since the 1930s as the Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis. Though best known for his work on Hopi and other indigenous American languages, Benjamin 
Whorf was a chemist by training. His interest in what he called ‘configurative linguistics’ was fuelled by his 
work as an industrial insurance assessor, finding that the meanings understood by words such as ‘empty’ 
sometimes explained why workplace accidents occurred. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis was later sub-divided into 
‘weak’ and ‘strong’ versions (also called W1 and W2, respectively) by Joshua Fishman. Strong Sapir-Whorf is 
the idea that language determines thought, i.e., language determinism, a concept that has been thoroughly 
investigated and rejected, along with the emergence of the notion of a ‘universal grammar’. So-called ‘weak 
Sapir-Whorf’ (or W1) is the idea that language and knowledge are inter-related and influence each other, termed 
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‘language relativity’. Whorf’s idea of language relativity was a forerunner of the concept of ‘world-view’ , and 
his approach to languages and cultures has been recognised as an early form of poststructuralism.  

 Scientific English is a form of language that reflects the development of the modernist, deterministic 
philosophy of science. Research into the language of science has identified certain ‘syndromes’ of 
characteristics in scientific English, in particular the combination of a syntactical feature called ‘grammatical 
metaphor’ along with a much higher lexical density than everyday language, measured by the number of lexical 
words per sentence. These syndromes developed and became characteristic of scientific English in the era 
following the switch from Latin to English (and other European languages, but for simplicity this discussion 
refers only to English) as language medium of science, which took place in the post-Enlightenment period. The 
purpose of these characteristics of scientific English was to allow for the delineation of a step-by-step argument 
or chain of reasoning.  

 As developments in technology continue to enable measurement to become more and more precise, so the 
lexicon of science expands correspondingly. More significantly, the syntactical change to allow the step-by-step 
reasoning of science discourse occurred quickly in the Enlightenment period, once English became a language 
of science. Both specialised vocabulary and step-by-step chains of argumentation reflect the basic 
‘measurement’ mode of the scientific genre of English. In science language, word and sentence meanings are 
precise and stable, adhering to the universalist commitment that time and space are always and everywhere the 
same, with only one meaning being possible. The language of chemistry demonstrates this powerful precision, 
whereby internationally-agreed rules of nomenclature provide unique names for each of the many thousands of 
organic chemical substances, even down to unique names for the so-called left- and right-handed pair of 
substances that differ only in their effect on polarised light, a difference produced by changing the order of the 
four bonds from a key carbon atom in the molecular structure to four different chemical species.  

 Science discourse requires that words and sentences have unambiguous meanings. Thus, though rich, messy 
stories from the history of science are preserved within science words, such as the names of the elements, in 
operation science language is profoundly non-metaphorical: nouns, verbs and adjectives have stable, precisely-
defined meanings; and statements are intended to be understood literally, not metaphorically. Scientific English 
sacrifices richness of meaning in favour of precision: words and statements have single-layered meanings 
(which is not to be confused with the idea of simple vs. complex meanings). 

7H�UHR�0ƗRUL��IDYRXULQJ�ULJKW-brain thinking? 

6SHDNHUV�RI�0ƗRUL�ZLOO�LPPHGLDWHO\�UHFRJQLVH�WKDW�WKH�DERYH�ODQJXDJH�GHVFULSWLRQV�DUH�IRUHLJQ�LI�QRW�DQWLWKHWLFDO�
WR�WKH�ZRUNLQJV�RI�WH�UHR�0ƗRUL��,Q�FRQWUDVW�WR�VFLHQWLILF�(QJOLVK��WH�UHR�0ƗRUL�FDQ�EH�FKDUDFWHrised as a language 
in which even very small words carry many levels and nuances of meaning, within an overall worldview built 
IURP� WKH� ODUJH� WURSHV� DQG� PHWDSKRUV� RI� WUDGLWLRQDO�0ƗRUL� FXOWXUH�� 7KH� WHUP� µZRUOGYLHZ¶� LV� XQGHUVWRRG� DV� D�
personal-cultural ontological, epistemological and ethical paradigm. Using in-depth investigations of both 
WUDGLWLRQV�DQG�ODQJXDJH�IHDWXUHV��$QQH�6DOPRQG�FKDUDFWHULVHG�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�0ƗRUL�ZRUOGYLHZ�DV�VWUXFWXUHG�E\�D�
series of large interlocking bipolar opposites at many levels, from psychological to cosmic.  

 1RW�RQO\�DUH�0ƗRUL�ZRUGV�DQG�SKUDVHV�PXOWL-OHYHOOHG�LQ�PHDQLQJ��EXW�D�JUHDW�GHDO�RI�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�0ƗRUL�
words and statements rests in exactly how they are said by the speaker. Thus oratory is far more important in 
0ƗRUL�culture than in modern Western culture. Sacrificing precision for richness of meaning is associated with 
WKLV�SHUIRUPDWLYLW\�DVSHFW�RI�ODQJXDJH�LQ�WH�UHR�0ƗRUL��ZKLFK�LV�DEVHQW�IURP�PRGHUQ�VFLHQWLILF�(QJOLVK��7KH�QHHG�
WR�PRGHUQLVH� WH� UHR�0ƗRUL� IRU� LWV� VXUYival has led to many arbitrary decisions in recent decades, ‘fixing’ the 
PHDQLQJ�RI�FHUWDLQ� WUDGLWLRQDO�0ƗRUL�ZRUGV�E\�DOLJQLQJ� WKHP� WR�(QJOLVK�ZRUGV�� LQ�ZD\V� WKDW� UHIOHFW�GRPLQDQW�
contemporary understandings, sometimes obscuring the original richness of imprecision. One way this ‘richness 
RI� LPSUHFLVLRQ¶� ZRUNV� LV� ZKHQ� D�0ƗRUL� ZRUG� WDNHV� WZR�PHDQLQJV� VHHQ� LQ� (QJOLVK� DV� RSSRVLWHV�� VXFK� DV� WKH�
example commonly cited in education: the word ‘ako’ can mean either ‘to teach’ and ‘to learn’. However the 
‘mainstream’ version of this idea is that ako means both at once, when in reality the context (including non-
linguistic features such as performativity) determined which meaning was being invoked in a speech act. These 
differences and richness in meaning are not conveyed by the written words alone. 
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 3HUKDSV�WUDGLWLRQDO�0ƗRUL�ODQJXDJH�UHIOHFWV�D�FXOWXUH�RSHUDWLQJ�DV�PXFK�RU�PRUH�E\�PHWDSKRULFDO�ULJKW-brain 
thinking as the precise analytical left-brain mode. Modern English is influenced by the scientific genre, 
reflecting the dominance and leadership of analytical left-brain thinking, using precise, stable, literal meanings, 
ZKLFK� FDQ� EH� UHSUHVHQWHG� LQ� ZULWWHQ� IRUP� ZLWKRXW� ORVV� RI� FRQWHQW�� ,Q� WUDGLWLRQDO� 0ƗRUL� ODQJXDJH�� KRZHYHU��
lexical words play a far lesser role in carrying meaning, which has more to do with how lexical words are 
arranged along with many other small words. Over and above the words themselves, much of the meaning of a 
0ƗRUL�XWWHUDQFH�UHVWV�LQ�WKH�SDFLQJ�DQG�HPSKDVLV�HDFK�ZRUG�LV�JLYHQ��DORQJ�ZLWK�IDFLDO�H[SUHVVLRQ��JHVWXUH��DQG�
the use of other language devices, such as repetition, or extra non-lexical words added in for emphasis. 

 It is widely accepted that Western and Indigenous worldviews tend to be characterised by opposing binaries, 
but this does not make these ways of thinking mutually exclusive, in the sense of unable to be understood by 
someone brought up within the other culture or way of thinking. Worldview is a more up-to-date expression of 
the idea expressed as weak Sapir-Whorf, W1 or language relativity. Drawing these links helps explain why 
ELOLQJXDOLVP�� LQFOXGLQJ� .DXSDSD� 0ƗRUL� HGXFDWLRQ�� GUDZV� ILUH� IURP� µVRFLDO� UHDOLVWV¶� VXFK� DV� (OL]DEHWK� 5DWD. 
Bilingualism is necessarily committed to some degree of philosophical relativism, but Rata understands the 
SRVWFRORQLDO�0ƗRUL�critique of universalism as denial of universalism.  

 )URP�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�WKH�PRGHUQ�VFLHQWLILF�ZRUOGYLHZ��0ƗRUL�NQRZOHGJH�KDV�QR�H[SODQDWRU\�SRZHU�DERXW�
WKH� QDWXUDO� ZRUOG�� DQG� WKHUHIRUH� QR� YDOXH�� 7KH� VFLHQWLILF� YLHZ� LV� WKDW� 0ƗRUL� NQRZOHGJH� GRHV� H[LVW� LQ� VRPe 
scientific domains such as astronomy and taxonomy, arising from ‘detailed observations’ of nature , but that this 
NQRZOHGJH�LV�D�PHUH�VKDGRZ�RI�PRGHUQ�VFLHQFH�NQRZOHGJH�LQ�WKRVH�DUHDV��6FLHQFH�FRQVLGHUV�0ƗRUL�NQRZOHGJH�
to be underpinned not by working moGHOV� RI� UHDOLW\�� EXW� E\� µVWRULHV¶�� 7KH� TXHVWLRQ� RI�ZKHWKHU� RU� QRW�0ƗRUL�
knowledge is science (or a science, or anti-science) is really a question about how the word ‘science’ is being 
understood – 0ƗRUL� NQRZOHGJH� LV�PHUHO\� WKH� µSURYRFDWHXU¶� LQ� WKLV� YHUVLRQ or iteration of the old debate over 
ZKDW�FRXQWV�DV�VFLHQFH��7KH�GUDPDWLF�DQVZHU�LV�WR�VD\�WKDW�0ƗRUL�NQRZOHGJH�is a science, a claim that is usually 
MXVWLILHG�E\�SRLQWLQJ�RXW�DOO� WKH�µWUXH¶�LQIRUPDWLRQ�WKDW� WUDGLWLRQDO�0ƗRUL�NQRZOHGJH�LQFOXGHV�DERXW�WKH�Qatural 
world. Rebuttals invariably focus on the obvious flaws in this claim. Following the above argument, however, 
WKH�YDOXH�RI�0ƗRUL�NQRZOHGJH��DVVXPLQJ�WKHUH�LV�VXFK�D�WKLQJ��OLHV�LQ�LW�EHLQJ�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�VFLHQFH�� 

 Might the concept of worldview, and the claims about epistemological diversity, be explainable in terms of 
(among other things) relative balance between these two modes of thinking, left-brain and right-brain thinking, 
which could, for this discussion, be re-labelled ‘measurement vs. metaphor thinking’? This idea follows Sydney 
Lamb , who maps ‘left-brain’ and ‘right-brain’ thinking to ‘philosophical differences’ he terms ‘splitter-
thinking’ (associated with absolutism, universalism and reductionism) and ‘lumper-thinking’ (associated with 
reODWLYLVP�DQG�KROLVP���UHVSHFWLYHO\��2QH�RI�WKH�NH\�FRQFHSWV�RI�0ƗRUL�NQRZOHGJH��QDPHO\�µZKDNDSDSD¶��PD\�
EH�XVHG� WR� H[SORUH� WKLV� GLVWLQFWLRQ��7KH�GLFWLRQDU\� WUDQVODWLRQ�RI� WKLV� LPSRUWDQW�0ƗRUL�ZRUG� LV� µJHQHDORJ\¶�RU�
‘family tree’, but whakapapa is far more WKDQ� WKLV�� LW� LV� D� FHQWUDO� WURSH� LQ� 0ƗRUL� FRVPRORJ\�� WKRXJKW� DQG�
knowledge, termed a ‘cognitive gestalt’ ; a ‘way of thinking’ , p.59), a value and a concept, ‘both a noun and a 
verb’. 0ƗRUL� NQRZOHGJH� DQG�ZRUOGYLHZ�DUH� FRQVLGHUHG� DV�EHLQJ� LQWULQVLF�ZLWKLQ� WH� UHR�0ƗRUL�� D� SRVLWLRQ� WKDW�
accepts language relativity, while paying due regard to the limitations of relativism. Anne Salmond identified 
WKLV�DSSURDFK�� WDNLQJ�0ƗRUL� ODQJXDJH�DV� WKH�NH\� WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�0ƗRUL�ZRUOGYLHZ�DQG�0ƗRUL�NQRZOHGJH��DV�
key in semDQWLF� DQWKURSRORJ\� �� LW� LV� DOVR� DOLJQHG� ZLWK� .DXSDSD� 0ƗRUL� UHVHDUFK� SULQFLSOHV�� DQG� ZLWK� WKH�
‘diffraction methodology’ approach of reading two traditions ‘through’ each other , in the sense of seeking 
H[SODQDWLRQV�WKDW�µZRUN¶�IURP�ERWK�D�0ƗRUL�DQG�D�VFLHQWific perspective.  

 Amongst its other uses, the whakapapa concept is also a record of the passage of time, based on the 
imprecise unit of a generation. In a society organised along communal kinship lines, knowledge of whakapapa 
was of both social and economic value. Whakapapa is usually portrayed diagrammatically using ‘descending 
YHUWLFDO� OLQHV¶�� EXW� 6DOPRQG¶V� UHVHDUFK� VKRZHG� WKDW� LQ� WUDGLWLRQDO�0ƗRUL� WKRXJKW��ZKDNDSDSD�ZDV� JUDSKLFDOO\�
represented in carvings ‘as a double spiral marked by chevrons to show successive epochs’. If whakapapa 
PHDVXUHG�WLPH��WKH�VSLUDO�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�ZKDNDSDSD�UHIOHFWV�D�0ƗRUL�QRWLRQ�RI�WLPH�DV�F\FOLF��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�
Western concept of linear time. A cyclic concept of time (such as the Mayan wheel of time) is a well-established 
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characteristic that distinguishes indigenous from Western (or ancient from modern) thought. In the case of 
MƗRUL�QRWLRQV�RI�VSDFH-time, the cosmological dualities are like the spokes of time’s wheel.  

 Like whakapapa, the Periodic Table is also conventionally represented in linear form, comprising straight 
lines dividing the array of elements into rows and columns. Yet prior to Mendeleyev’s dream, in 1862 the 
French geologist Alexandre-Émile Béguyer de Chancourtois proposed the Telluric Helix model in which the 
elements were arranged in a continuous spiral around a cylinder. Spiral representations of the Periodic Table 
abound, though not in science education. These two pairs of linear/spiral forms are possible examples of left-
brain/right-brain representations. They form a suggestive link with ‘Kaplan’s Contrastive Rhetoric Doodles’, a 
diagram first published in 1966 by Robert Kaplan that was ‘intended to demonstrate a variety of paragraph 
movements that exist in writing in different languages’ in a paper for teachers, titled ‘Cultural thought patterns 
in intercultural education’. The Doodles diagram showed the patterns of English as a straight line, Oriental as a 
spiral. The word ‘rhetoric’ in the diagram’s title seems to mean something very like what would today be termed 
‘discourse’.  

Conclusion 

Thinking about recording the Periodic Table, or whakapapa, in a spiral, rather than linear form, is like a 
heuristic thought experiment for better understanding the difference between left- and right-brain ways of 
structurally conceptualizing complex arrays of information. We can ‘understand’ how either representational 
form works; but on the other hand, not many of us would independently think of transforming the conventional 
form of the Periodic Table, or common written forms of whakapapa, into a spiral-form representation. This 
paper has attempted to advance the philosophical argument presented in , where the relevance of Sapir-Whorf 
and Kaplan’s Doodles to the ‘MƗRUL�VFLHQFH¶�GHEDWH�ZDV�VXJJHVWHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�HSLstemological diversity at the 
level of discourse.  

 Cognitively speaking, the straight line and the spiral form another cosmological duality, but one that is 
overcome by changing perspective – zoom in up close on one part of the spiral and you will see a straight line. 
Lamb (2004) is interested in mapping the working of each hemisphere of the brain to the various language 
functions taken care of by each side. This paper applies Lamb’s idea to the question of how left- and right-brain 
modes of thinking may work together, or in opposition, in representations of science – both in the characteristics 
of scientific English, and in ‘school science’ (i.e. curriculum representations of the nature of science). The 
development of scientific English in the period of the European Enlightenment is likely to have reflected an 
increased relative importance of left-brain or ‘measurement’ thinking, taking advantage of burgeoning new 
technologies to observe nature to previously unimaginable levels of detail and precision, and a concomitant 
relative decrease in language performativity and other language functions aligned more closely with right-brain 
or ‘metaphor’ thinking.  

 In practice, of course, working science is highly diverse and multilingual; it relies on reciprocal relationships 
between metaphor and measurement, and on the engagement of all available cognitive resources. Scientific 
thinking cannot therefore be equated with left-brain thinking, but this paper suggests that science discourse, 
especially as presented in the school curriculum, may reflect a different relative balance, with more emphasis on 
left-brain and less on right-brain thinking, by comparison with the indigenous discourse of a non-Western 
culture such as MƗRUL�� ,W� VHHPV� UHDVRQDEOH� WR� VXJJHVW� WKDW� WKLV� GLfference may contribute to the documented 
DOLHQDWLQJ� HIIHFW� RI� VHFRQGDU\� VFLHQFH� HGXFDWLRQ� RQ�0ƗRUL� DQG� RWKHU� LQGLJHQRXV� VWXGHQWV�� WR� DQ� HYHQ� JUHDWHU�
extent than students in general. In school science education and beyond, the characteristics of left-brain thinking 
(as described by Lamb, above) have invalidly come to be associated with the nature of science, in a way that 
supports forms of scientism (i.e. ideological distortions of science) including the claims made by neoliberal 
economics to include ‘scientific’ approaches to social policy. The imbalance between ‘measurement’ and 
‘metaphor’ modes of thinking and language seems characteristic of neoliberal discourse – lots of information 
but no wisdom, a checklist approach that misses the ‘bigger picture’.  

 The discourses, worldviews and epistemologies associated with indigenous cultural cosmologies, and the 
languages in which they are expressed, may differ most importantly from those of modern Western science in 
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terms of this balance between the two great psychological modes of operation. This model supports the assertion 
RI� D� FRKHUHQW� IRUP�RI� HSLVWHPRORJLFDO� GLIIHUHQFH� EHWZHHQ� µ0ƗRUL� NQRZOHGJH¶� DQG� �VD\�� WUDGLWLRQDO� FXUULFXODU�
knowledge, while also clearly showing continuity between the two, and a way of explaining how the differences 
are not captured in language by single words, but at the level of the paragraph, central metaphor or discourse. 
The ideas brought together in this paper suggest new approaches to future investigations into the role of 
language in multicultural education, and interculturalism more widely. 

 

References 

Ammon, U. (Ed.). (2001). The Dominance of English as a Language of Science. Berlin and New York: Mouton 
de Gruyer. 

Barad, K. (2007). Meeting the universe halfway: quantum physics and the entanglement of matter and meaning. 
Durham & London: Duke University Press. 

Barton, B. (1993). Ethnomathematics and its place in the classroom. In E. McKinley, & P. Waiti (Eds.), 
SAMEpapers 1993 (Vol. 1993, pp. 46-68). Hamilton: CSMER Publications. 

Bruner, J. (1986). Actual Minds, Possible Worlds. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press. 

Clark, J. A. (2006). Dogmas of Ethnicity. In E. Rata, & R. Openshaw (Eds.), Public Policy and Ethnicity (pp. 
170-184). Basingstoke and New York: Palgrove Macmillan. 

Crystal, D. (2003). English as a Global Language (2nd edition). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

'XULH��0��+�� ��������3ǌWDLDR��7LGHV�RI�'LVFRYHU\�1JƗ�7DL�0DWDWǌ��7LGHV�RI�0ƗRUL�(QGXUDQFH (pp. 136-162). 
Melbourne: Oxford University Press. 

Fishman, J. A. (1982). Whorfianism of the third kind: Ethnolinguistic diversity as a worldwide societal asset 
(The Whorfian Hypothesis: Varieties of validation, confirmation and disconfirmation II). Lang. Soc., 
11, 1-14.  

Halliday, M. A. K. (1993). Some grammatical problems in scientific English Writing science: Literacy & 
discursive power (pp. 69-85). London and New York: Routledge. 

Halliday, M. A. K. (2004). The language of science. London and New York: Continuum. 

Halliday, M. A. K., & Martin, J. R. (1993). Writing Science: Literacy and Discursive Power. London and New 
York: Routledge. 

Hoyningen-Huene, P., & Sankey, H. (Eds.). (2001). Incommensurability and related matters. Dordrecht & 
Boston & London: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

Kaplan, R. B. (2005). Contrastive Rhetorics. In E. Hinkel (Ed.), Handbook of Research in Second Language 
Teaching and Learning (pp. 375-391). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Kearney, M. (1984). World View. Novato, Ca: Chandler & Sharp Publishers, Inc. 

Lamb, S. (2004). Philosophical Differences and Cognitive Styles Language and Reality (pp. 496-502). London 
and New York: Continuum. 



Georgina Stewart 

190 

Lee, P. (1996). The Whorf Theory Complex: a critical reconstruction. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins 
Publishing Company. 

McHoul, A. W., & Grace, W. (1998). A Foucault primer: discourse, power, and the subject. Dunedin, N.Z.: 
University of Otago Press. 

McKinley, E. (2003). Brown bodies, white coats: postcolonialism, Mäori women and science (Unpublished 
Doctor of Philosophy thesis). University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand.   

Mika, C. T. H. (2012). Overcoming ‘BHLQJ¶� LQ� )DYRXU� RI� .QRZOHGJH�� 7KH� IL[LQJ� HIIHFW� RI� µPƗWDXUDQJD¶��
Educational Philosophy and Theory, 44(10), 1080-1092. 10.1111/j.1469-5812.2011.00771.x 

Penetito, W. (2010). :KDW
V�0ƗRUL�DERXW�0ƗRUL�HGXFDWLRQ" Wellington: Victoria University Press. 

Pinar, W. (2012). What is curriculum theory? New York, NY: Routledge. 

Pinar, W. (Ed.). (2007). Intellectual advancement through disciplinarity: Verticality and horizontality in 
curriculum studies. Rotterdam: Sense. 

Rata, E. (2012). The politics of knowledge in education. New York: Routledge. 

Roberts, M., Haami, B. J. T. M., Benton, R., Satterfield, T., Finucane, M. L., Henare, M., & Henare, M. (2004). 
:KDNDSDSD�DV�D�0ƗRUL�0HQWDO�&RQVWUXFW��6RPH�,PSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�WKH�'HEDWH�RYHU�*HQHWLF�0RGLILFDWLRQ�
of Organisms. The Contemporary Pacific, 16(1), 1-28.  

Salmond, A. (1978). Te Ao Tawhito: A semantic approach to the traditional Maori cosmos. Journal of the 
Polynesian Society, 87, 5-28.  

Salmond, A. (1985). Mäori epistemologies. In J. Overing (Ed.), Reason and Morality. London and New York: 
Tavistock Publications. 

Schlesinger, I. M. (1991). The wax and wane of Whorfian views. In R. L. Cooper, & B. Spolsky (Eds.), The 
Influence of Language on Culture and Thought. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Siegel, H. (2006). Epistemological Diversity and Education Research: Much Ado About Nothing Much? 
Educational Researcher, 35(2), 3-12.  

Sokal, A. D. (1996a). Transgressing the Boundaries: An Afterword. Philosophy and Literature, 20, 338-346.  

Sokal, A. D. (1996b). Transgressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum 
Gravity. Social Text, 14(46/47 Special Issue on 'Science Wars'), 217-252.  

Sorell, T. (1991). Scientism: Philosophy and the infatuation with science. London and New York: Routledge. 

Stewart, G. (2010). Good science? The growing gap between power & education. Rotterdam, The Netherlands: 
Sense. 

Stewart-Harawira, M. (2005). The New Imperial Order: Indigenous Responses to Globalization. London and 
New York: Zed/Huia. 

Strathern, P. (2000). Mendeleyev's dream: the quest for the elements. New York: St Martin's Press. 



Measurement, Metaphor, and Marks on the Page 

© 2013, Philosophy of Education Society (PESA)   191 
 

Taubman, P. (2009). Teaching by numbers : deconstructing the discourse of standards and accountability in 
education / Peter M. Taubman. New York: Routledge. 

Wetherell, M., & Potter, J. (1992). Mapping the language of racism: Discourse and the legitimation of 
exploitation. New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf. 

Wilson, B. R. (Ed.). (1970). Rationality. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 



Christoph Teschers 

192 

The University of Wisdom – Exploring the role of wisdom for 
secondary and tertiary education 
CHRISTOPH TESCHERS 

College of Education, University of Canterbury, New Zealand 

 

Abstract 

We live in an age of measurement and accountability. Emphasis is given to supposedly easily assessable skills, 
such as reading, writing and maths. In such an environment some humanistic aspects of education seem to get 
lost in the wider scheme of politics, policies and assessments. Among these are concepts such as Bildung, 
spirituality and wisdom. This article will explore the notion of wisdom in relation to other terms of educational 
relevance, such as Bildung, knowledge, character, spirituality and practical wisdom. Further, Eastern and 
Western philosophical approaches to the concept of wisdom will be taken into account in an attempt to 
comprehensively explore its meaning and dimensions. In this context, philosophers like Lauxmann (2004), 
Schwartz & Sharpe (2010), de Mello (1992), Maxwell (2012), Lau (2009), Tucker (2003), Laozi (n.d./1993) and 
others will be drawn on. The role of wisdom in and for education will be discussed in light of a review of 
possible aims and ends in education. The practical focus of this discussion will be placed mainly on secondary 
and tertiary educational settings.  

 

Introduction 

This article has been inspired, among others, by a text from Frieder Lauxmann called Die Universität des 
Nichtwissens [The university of non-knowing]i, which has been published in Lauxmann's (2004) book Die 
Philosophie der Weisheit [The philosophy of wisdom]. Among others, Lauxmann argues for a reevaluation of 
the emphasis on scientific/disciplinary knowledge in today's (western) societies and education systems. The 
relevance of wisdom for educationists is its great potential, more so than plain knowledge, to lead to a good and 
beautiful life. The development of an art of living, which might lead to a good and beautiful life, however, has 
been argued for to be a fundamental aim of education (Teschers, 2013). 

 In the course of this article, I will explore the relations between wisdom and other notions of educational 
relevance, such as knowledge, Bildung, character formation, practical wisdom and spirituality. The intention is 
to give the notion of wisdom a more tangible appearance and to propose a possible place for it within schools 
and universities. The claim of wisdom being an important aim of education in itself is hardly new: philosophia – 
the love of wisdom – has been highly valued by the ancient Greeks, Romans and other civilisations already. 
However, the connection between philosophy and wisdom as well as its value for a good and well lived life 
seems to have been forgotten – at least where school curricula and outcomes are concerned (Lauxmann, 2004).  

 John Ozolins (2012) explores the rise and fall of general education since the 19th century and traces the 
causes for the neglect of wisdom in education today to economical, political and ideological changes beginning 
in the mid 1970s. This period could be identified as the turn from the Keynesian welfare state to neo-liberal 
ideas of individual freedom and minimal state interference, which led to a strong economical influence on 
educational policy and curricula. However, Ozolins argues, with reference to Codd (1999), that educational 
models based on economic agenda are bound to fail, as they neglect the social aspect and behaviour of human 
beings. Ozolins (2012) continues that human beings cannot be reduced to a mere commodity for economy – a 
human resource – and that a reduction of educational aims to prepare for economy and industry is ‘simplistic 
and ignores the complexity of human needs and aspiration’ (Ozolins, p. 2). Drawing on the examples of 
America and Australia, Ozolins concludes that traditional educational values, such as enlightenment or personal 
growth, are threatened by economic pressures and aims of productivity and cost-effectiveness. 
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 Lauxmann (2004), as mentioned above, explored the idea of wisdom as well and came to similar conclusions 
about how economic and modern beliefs have devalued the idea of wisdom and corrupted modern education 
systems. His main position is that a thriving modern society needs both a flourishing economy and people who 
are able to think beyond (p. 17). He argues that this conflicting situation is needed for a society not only to 
develop, but also to survive at all. A single-minded focus on economy, as is increasingly the case today, will 
lead to the desolation of society. 

 Lauxmann interprets wisdom as ‘knowledge without knowledge’ (p. 24). According to Lauxmann, ‘wisdom 
manifests in the not provable, not pre-formed and often not comprehensible truth’ (ibid.), which cannot be found 
in a textbook or the Internet, but which is of a very different nature. Wisdom cannot be taught, but a teacher can 
be wise and teach in this manner. Lauxmann proclaims that one cannot possess wisdom, but wisdom ‘happens, 
it shows itself, it takes place’ (ibid). His main critique of modern schooling and education systems is the 
increased focus on scientific and facts knowledge and a lack of space and time for leisure, contemplation and 
falling in love with the world, which is, according to Lauxmann (2004, pp. 25-29), the only way to find wisdom. 
This is also the reason for wisdom being rarely popular in current school settings: it is not measurable or 
assessable, and it is not easy to come by. However, wisdom has a connection to truth, which is of a very 
different quality than anything knowledge can provide: wisdom brings forth the good for the one who is wise 
and for his or her surroundings. Therefore, striving for wisdom, in school as well as outside of formalised 
learning situations, is important and rewarding not only for individuals, but also for society as a whole. 

 If current proclaimed values of a democratic society, active citizenship and personal autonomy are more than 
empty phrases, more is needed than an economical driven curriculum. A pursuit of wisdom could be one answer 
to fill this gap. 

 For the purpose of this article, wisdom will be presented as part of a continuum, which spans from 
disciplinary knowledge, life-knowledge, Bildung, practical wisdom, to wisdom itself and to spirituality. As the 
German concept of Bildung encompasses the aspects of knowledge, self-formation and practical wisdom, the 
next section will discuss this concept in more detail to point out the distinctions to wisdom, as it will be 
discussed here, and also provide some examples how it can be supported in school settings.  

Bildung 

According to Liebau (1999), Bildung is one of the three central concepts of education: Erziehung [upbringing], 
Bildung [self-cultivation], Entfaltung [flourishing]. Bildung has its origin in the German Idealism: in contrast to 
the notion of achievement, it is ‘the life-long labour on the perfection of one’s own person [that] lies at the heart 
of the classical concept of Bildung’ (Liebau, 1999, p. 28). It is the development and cultivation of one’s own 
self that takes precedence, as it is believed that through the perfection of individuals the development and 
perfection of humankind in total will come to pass. This relation, according to Liebau, has two consequences: 
the healthy self-interest of the individual to further one’s own Bildung is to be encouraged as it is in the best 
interest of society, and each individual has a responsibility to pursue Bildung for the same reason (pp. 28-33).  

 The concept of Bildung, as it is understood today, has been strongly influenced by Wilhelm von Humbold at 
the end of the 18th century, who connected scientific and humanistic approaches to conceiving the world with 
the notion of aesthetics. Therefore, Bildung is closely linked with art, music and theatre, but it also refers to the 
beauty from within: ‘this one has Bildung, who orients oneself to the standard of aesthetic and moral perfection, 
and who strives to shape one’s own self accordingly’ (Liebau, 1999, p. 29). In the end, it is the development and 
perfection of humankind that is of concern to the German Idealists, and, therefore, they take the economy and 
governments to be of lesser importance and merely as supportive institutions that are necessary to allow citizens 
to pursue Bildung and their own perfection. Bildung is also one of the key aspects of Schmid’s (2000) concept 
of the art of living, and, according to Schmid, necessary for living a good and beautiful life as he understands itii. 

 As Bildung is a life-long process, the role of schooling to support Bildung is to provide the foundation for 
each individual to be able to engage in a continuous process of self-bildung. Instead of focusing on facts or 
disciplinary knowledge, learning how to learn needs to be emphasised, not to acquire advanced technical skills 
and qualifications, but to enable life-long humanistic learning. It also needs to be pointed out that this level of 
learning needs to be accessible and achievable for all individuals as, despite ‘all the inequality in society, it is 


