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The heart of teaching is how teachers feel about their students. If we, as teachers, can
teach for our students’ sakes, as well for the sake of our own intellectual journey, then
our profession can become what it should be: generous, life-enhancing, immortal, That's
why we tell pedagogical parables to audiences of young teachers, enjoining them to make
all these connections, fast,

One of the most telling parables comes in a short story, “I'he Laugh of Akiva,” by
Cynthia Ozick, invelving an ancient anecdote about Akiva, the Jewish sage. Akiva was
walking with colleagues in the ruins of the Temple at Jerusalem after the Romans had
destroyed it. Remembering the old prophecy that the Temple would be destroyed, his
rabbinic friends wept at seeing the prophecy fulfilled. Akiva laughed. And after he laug-
hed he chided them for forgetting that there had been a second prophecy—that the Tem-
ple would be rebuilt. “And that®, continues the narrator, “is pedagogy. To predict not
from the first text, but from the second. Not from the earliest evidence, but from the
latest.... The hoax is when the pedagogue stops too soon.... and takes aggressiveness for in-
telligence, and thoughtfulness for stupidity, and arrogance for popularity, and dreamers for
blockheads, and brazenness for the mark of a lively personality.” Teachers should use such
anecdotes: they must be patient and predict from the second text, so that both teacher
and student can laugh in mutual triumph in the end.

Unfortunately, good will towards students and earnest attention to teaching are not ubi-
quitous, There are too many teachers who don't value students, who in some sense don't
even see their students. Teaching is not an important part of their professional lives. It is
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something they do on their own, not something that involves others. It’s a perfermance,
a traveling show; it could take place anywhere, before any audience. They may respect
“teaching” (thus understood), because it is something they know they're good at, but they
have forgotten learning. Students’ ignorance is not the problem: ignorance exists like a
hole in the desert, into which the teacher is to pour learning.

The hidden fact about the teaching profession—perhaps not too well hidden—is that
learners complicate it enormously. Many teachers secretly resent being engaged with lear-
ners. They want to get on with their own work, and genuine involvement in this is re-
inforced by ambition, egotism, and institutional pressure to produce. Many are frustrated
by the existence of learners, and this makes them behave, sometimes, in hostile ways.

Totally Unprepared

“Teachers are thrown into the classroom without any preparation for teaching”—this is
one of the complaints heard all over the country, and it comes from well-meaning college
teachers who are unhappy at their lack of preparation. Many teachers are right to be
unhappy, but also do not come in totally unprepared. By the time the teacher steps into
that first classroom, they have been prepared to deal with students: everyone has heard—
and possibly rehearsed—snappy comebacks, defensive remarks, haughty tones, nasty laughs.
Graduate students chuckle over the best answer to give to any student who asks a ques-
tion one cannot answer; the best answer, according to one overheard conversation, is “We
don’t know that yet.” Said in a particularly cool and lofty tone, it was thought to be
remarkably effective. The “we”, of course, were the collective Masters of Knowledge,
whom the prospective teachers aspired to join; this didn’t include classroom students.

Yet the students are professed aspirants too; and even if some of them don't care parti-
cularly about learning, why exclude all of them automatically? From kindergarten on,
there is the perception that the educational process is a hierarchy, and when it’s our turn
to move toward the top, most of us unthinkingly begin to reproduce that hierarchy. Once
student days are over, few teachers know what goes on in another instructor’s classroom,
and in that isolation, it’s easy to assume that everyone else is busily climbing to the top
in the same way.

Most teachers, it seems, do reject the snappy comeback, defensiveness, haughtiness, and
nasty laughter. They don’t need to be threatened with parables of pedagogical humiliation
to know that they should care. But what will replace the attitudes of those who are bur-
dened by their profession? For most, there are nobler models te be found. Many people
probably go into the teaching profession, whether they know it or not, because someone—
it doesn't matter where in their education—filled them with affectionate attention.

When I give astudent a look that conveys a particularly challenging attitude of good
expectation, some of that attitude comes straight from my fourth-grade teacher, Florence
Sayer. The student sees a look that was directed at me in 1951, and that had been in use
in classrooms as early as 1933. There was some toughness in that look —there was more
toughness in that era, on the whole—but in it there was a prophecy that welcome words
were about to come. The traditions of the teaching profession are not all m texts from
Plato and Rousseau and Dewey; many of the most important parts of that heritage are
intangible and unrecorded. The code-words these days are “eye contact” (“Make eye
contact”), but this cold phrase doesn’t capture the intensity and pride which many reme-
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mber {rom their earliest encounters with learning.

Many wonderful leaders of discussion classes today probably look at students with the
steady attention and approval that their parents gave to them when they were learning
to walk. The English developmental theorist, D.W. Winnicott, has analyzed the situation
of the toddler: the youngster, teying to reach its parent’s outstretched arms, is discovering
what it's like to learn. The parent kneeling on the floor a few feet from the child is cre-
ating a space in which learning takes place, in which there is little danger, much intrinsic
reward, and the right amount (not too much) of excitement, and reinforcement, and laugh-
ter. There are several kinds of laughter connected with learning, but the prophetic,
promissory laugh drives out the mean, defeatist laugh.

A Learning Environment

What does the parent kneeling on the floor have to do with pedagogical improvement
at the college level? At their most ambitious, those involved with the improvement of
teaching try to show teachers, very subtly, how to create environments in which the most
learning takes place, with increased pleasure for everyone concerned. Anyone teaching at
the college level is very likely to have been on the receiving end of many loving, approv-
ing, educationally productive looks. The good teacher tries to encourage each child to
become an adult who can give the same approval and encouragement. And that usually
requires a revolution in consciousness. The revolution doesn’t occur simply because a per-
son does the work necessary to get an advanced degree in a special subject. A doctoral
robe gets the graduate into a classroom filled with curious faces, but it won't create a teach-
er: it only makes the new teacher feel like a usurper, a Macbeth in stolen robes that
hang loose upon him. Any book or program that purports to help teachers has to help
the usurper grow into these robes.

The first step in this revolution of consciousness is to learn to deprecate the old ways.
This can be hard—and not just because teachers tend to mechanically reproduce the hi-
erarchical system they themselves endured. A lot of people admire teachers of the old school
who shamed and goaded them into learning. They boast about ancient cruelties visited
upon them. “I needed that,” they say, recounting some humiliation that reduced them to
tears, but forced them to work harder. It has taken them twenty years to be able to tell
the story of that humiliation. Why not simply reject the entire association between cruelty
and learning? There is no evidence that learning is enhanced when teachers are the lords
of lessons, and students are their victims. Tom Jones’s Thwackum and Dotheboys’ Hall
and James Joyce’s pandybatter have been rejected—it’'s a wonder that there’s any faith
left in this discredited association. Yet even now a faint belief lingers that the classroom
should not be an entirely pleasant place.

Teachers must overcome vestiges of the adversarial and the estranged that cling to at-
titudes toward students. Not just because it cripples the student but because it can also be
damaging to the teacher. Too many teachers continue to dread their students, and thus
their classes, throughout their careers. This dread has something to do with the fear of
not knowing enough—even though, as Professor Zeph Stewart of Harvard told a group of
new instructors, “You are the experts... you know more than your students by an order
of magnitude.” Most people know this is true, at the rational level. But they fear being
shown up. In the atmosphere many teachers have unwillingly but almost automatically
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recreated in their classroomns, mutual humiliation is possible. Joseph Nye, professor of gov-
ernment at Harvard, sitting on a Harvard-Danforth Center panel discussing teaching,
recommended telling students, “You're bound to stump me if youre any good.” That
formula elevates everyone high enough so that a little ignorance doesn’t drop anyone out
of heaven. Everyone—starting with the teacher—has to feel free to say, “I don't know,
but 1 can find eut.” Everything changes in this atmosphere: correction is made in a dif-
ferent tone, or not by the teacher. Helen Vendler, a professor of English appearing on an-
other panel, urged teachers to let the students comment on one another’s positions, because
eventually one of them will present the teacher’s point of view. These and similar proce-
dures deliver the message: in this classroom, there’s no danger that anyone will be destroy-
ed. This is a reassurance that everyone going into teaching needs. Losing the fear of annih-
ilation is worth a lot. Most prospective teachers will readily give up their poses and tones,
certain archaic signs of authority about which they were, in any case, deeply ambivalent.

Losing Control

The danger teachers fear most, perhaps, is losing control over the classroom. What cures
this fear, in part, is discovering how easy it is—relative to the general nightmares—to stay
in charge. “I am the decisive element in the classroom,” the psychologist Haim Ginott has
written. “It is my personal approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that
makes the weather.” Professor C. Roland Christensenn emphasizes this quote from Between
Parent and Child early in his faculty seminar on teaching. His whole course could be said
to deal with the way teachers use their ascribed authority. Professor Christensen ‘uses a
case study approach, citing stories that come from actual classrooms. These are dramatic
examples—class situations in which a student makes a remark that could be construed as
insulting to a minority group, and one member of the group begins to pack up his papers
as if he were going to walk out. Other cases study a class in which a student starts talk-
ing and looks as if she won't ever stop, another in which no one ever contributes with
spirit, And Professor Christensen’s question is always, “What would yox dop” Imaginative-
ly, in his classroom, nightmares are transformed into actual situations, and helplessness
into control.

As teachers become empowered to act through these examples, there is also a chance to
decide how to use the newly acquired control. In a group of teachers from all disciplines
talking about a case every conceivable attitude toward students will be voiced, from
“crush them” to “love them.” Professor Christensen is intentionally reticent, so each partici-
pant has to decide where to stand on his or her own. Soon enough, “crush them” loses its
prestige, It begins to look like a prescription for failure, Loving themp It isn't possible to
love all students, and it isn't desirable to love a few.

“The most important principle of successful teaching is to have a deep respect for stu-
dents,” says Otto Eckstein, professor of economics. Some teachers might have a problem
with “respect”—something a student, and everyone else, needs to earn. But positive expec-
tation is an attitude that can be brought forward unearned, in advance of evidence, or
even (remembering the second prophecy) in contradiction to evidence. It approximates
respect; it produces the same effects.

The teacher’s obligation, in short, is to value students enough to value everything done
for them: not only sincere listening, but also writing recommendations, and explaining
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how the introductory sentences of their first papers can be made interesting. It means the
teacher holds himself back in a feverish class discussion, even though he knows he could
make the best contribution of all. What advances the good teacher to this degree of selfless-
ness? It is a state arrived at gradually, by accepting the duties that come with using the
right models. “Being a teacher means assumning responsibility for somebody’s life, at a
certain level,” asserted Harvard Dean Henry Rosovsky. “It's a very, very sericus business.”

“If you really respect your students, there are certain corollaries that follow,” Otto Eck-
stein feels. “One of them is: the student is valuable, the student may exceed your own suc-
cess.” This statement is not so much a warning, but a potential source of pride. He does
warn that the teacher might be disappeinted initially—*the talent isn’t always running from
day one.” This fact, which often infuriates or discourages new teachers, can be transform-
ed into a source of hope. John F. Kennedy hadn’t been an unusually assiduous student
when he took Social Analysis 10, the course Eckstein now heads, but he hadn’t been in-
timidated or alienated by economics: he'd learned enough to get a good start in the field.
If the students do start running and exceed our success—if they turn into presidents or
saints or Nobel Prize winners—it is because, like their parents, teachers helped them to do
it. Not only do teachers make the second prediction, that the Temple will rise, remember
the prophecy, and draw the right pedagogical conclusions, but they also help to build the
Temple.

That’s what the education of teachers is all about—proving to them that they care
even more about reaching than they had thought. This amount of care is plausible—that
is 1o say, possible—for most. It is not incompatible with real knowledge of students, or
even with occasional irritation at their faults. Like everyone, at times students have other
subjects on their minds, do perfunctory work, reveal that they've lost their place in the
dialogue. Teachers can extend to students the same charity they would extend to them-
selves, their friends, or their children.

On the whole, teachers can do their tasks with accumulated satisfaction as the years
pass, and the numbers and careers of those who have been taught grow, and the teachers
themselves are better and accomplish their goals more easily. It’s not presumptuous. to
compare teaching to building the Temple, the danger is quite the opposite, in trivializing
it, because it may look merely like a set of jobs—mixing mortar, carrying hods: The
builder must have a vision in his head, a clear image of what the building will finally
look like. : *
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