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My preferred approach as a philosopher of education is to identify concrete educational
problems or themes and to reflect on them with the goal of helping teachers better their
practice. This is not a matter of theory prescribing practice, but of helping educators
themselves to articulate the contours of that practice, and the goods that are internal to it.

What do teachers do?

There are two main ways of describing what (school) teachers do: they teach, e.g., History (the
curriculum, conceived as subjects and skills), or they teach Year 6 (a certain cohort of
students). Of course, they are always doing both, but the self- and other-definition of teachers
usually inclines either to the “what” or the “who”. I recently had a conversation with a middle
school teacher seconded for an extended period to the senior school (in a K to 12 school
divided into primary, middle and senior sections), in which I was also working for a time.
“You guys are much more concerned with curriculum up here,” he said, “whereas our focus is
on relationships.” This seems to me to get it wrong from both ends—from one end, because the
curriculum  a relationship, from the other, because the teacher-student relationship  the
curriculum. Certainly, the pressures of curriculum coverage were greater in the senior school,
given the imminence of external university entrance exams, but the teachers in the senior
school were no less deeply concerned about the lives of their students than were those in the
middle school; more importantly, I would suggest, they saw their faithful embodiment of the
curriculum and their guiding of students to work competently within it as the fundamental
means of demonstrating that concern. The way in which my colleague had framed the issue set
the personal-pastoral dimension over against the curricular one, at the same time as it ignored
the intrinsically relational character of teaching itself. ' He viewed the curriculum as “technical
apparatus”, a tool with which a teacher works, which is not only disconnected from the person
of the teacher, but implicitly impedes relationships with students.

My colleague’s view is the traditional one, of curriculum as external prescription for the
conduct of schooling. Hence, teachers will often appeal to the imperative of “covering the
curriculum” as the major impediment to possible pedagogical innovations that they themselves
acknowledge are more faithful to a biblical view of the person. From this perspective, the
teacher is construed as a technician, responsible to implement the curriculum by the means that
are deemed rationally most efficient. The ideal of a “teacher-proof” curriculum was intended to
leave as little room for teacher judgement as possible; a politically prescribed program would
remove from the teacher the responsibility to make any value decisions whatsoever. The ends
of teaching are then not in the hands of the professional practitioner, and in this sense are not
considered internal or intrinsic to the practice.

" In fairness, I should report that when I discussed this with him quite recently, he agreed that he had constructed a
false dichotomy.



There have been various critiques of this paradigm, each in its own way challenging the model
of “technical rationality” that funds its institutionalization. The term “technical rationality”
owes its currency in the educational literature to the work of Donald Schoén and his analyses of
“reflective practice”. In addition, Lawrence Stenhouse’s “teacher-as-researcher” (Stenhouse,
1975) and the action research movement that grew out of it (e.g. Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988;
Winter, 1987, 1989), Alan Tom’s depiction of teaching as a “moral craft” (Tom, 1984), and
Nel Noddings’ advocacy of a school that is organized around “centres of care” (Noddings,
1992), in their various ways proffer alternatives to this paradigm.

As my title suggests, I regard curriculum as the mode of living of the teacher as professional.
And as the office of teacher entails the office of learner(s), it is a mode of living in relationship.
As a living relationship, it neither should nor in fact can be imposed effectively from without;
equally, in the context of a school, it should not be merely idiosyncratically generated, for it is
situated within the communal goals of the institution in which the teacher works.

Historical and spiritual roots

I wish to suggest that this division between the personal and the technical, pervasive in my
experience of schools, is but one further instance of the fact/value split that has characterized
modernity. However, in an effort to uncover the spiritual roots of this split, I think we need to
go beyond the confines of academic philosophy to recognise the concrete context in which it
was partially conceived, for it is in such contexts that many philosophical problems have their
origin. While it is true that René Descartes’ view of reason as method framed the debates for
the centuries that followed, it is significant that the socio-political crucible that was sixteenth
century Europe motivated him to withdraw in meditation.

But before returning to that context, I commence with a more immediate one, which
symbolises perhaps better than any other the depths to which technical rationality can sink. I
refer to the Wannsee Conference of 1942, convened to map the contours of the “final solution”.
It should give us pause to reflect that half of the participants possessed earned PhDs from
prestigious European universities. And it is an irony of history—tragic, not comic—that one of
the participants was named Martin Luther. This allusion is not gratuitous, for, as Toulmin
(1992) has demonstrated, it is Luther who largely established the milieu from which emerged
the Cartesian constructs that frame the modern era.

Throughout the mediaeval period, a view of the person as threefold—intellective, sensitive and
deliberative—prevailed, with the deliberative seen to be as constitutive of humanness as the
other two dimensions, if not, indeed, fundamental to it. In Thomism, the Aristotelian version
gained prominence. According to Aristotle, reasoning was of two kinds, one taking abstract
universals as its subject matter, and another focusing on practice. , practical
reasoning embedded in , was not the mere technical implementation of ends prescribed
by theoretical reason. Rather, practical reasoning begins with the intuition of value.
Deliberating on the steps required to actualise that value, we discern what is possible for us
here and now, we decide for it, and then act (cf. Garrison, 1997, xvii-ixx; Maclntyre, 1984,
161-62). is intelligent action, not detached from but attached to values. It is as we



habituate ourselves to acting in ways that are proper to our humanity that we acquire the
virtues.

It is no hyperbole to say that Luther abhorred Aristotle: he considered him the very devil
incarnate, and regarded the notion that moral virtues can be acquired through the exercise of
practical reason as “the worst enemy of grace”. According to Luther, a sinful will not only
prevents humans from acting on what they know to be right (as for Augustine), but also
poisons its ability to direct reason beyond the merely calculative. While this new conception of
reason prepared the way for the development of modern science, it also severed the connection
between practical reason and any first principle or Reason may be applied to secular
affairs, but is useless when it comes to distinguishing ultimate human purposes or what is truly
of value. The latter lies in the hands of God alone (Painter, 1999, 71-76).

It is thus that Luther prepared the soil for the dichotomy between facts and values that came to
characterise modernity. This was a religious and philosophical construct, embedded in a two-
realm view of life—“One can be a Christian and a prince, but one cannot be a Christian
prince”—that may be traced through Immanuel Kant and Auguste Comte into the twentieth
century. Howard Gardner, the author of the theory of multiple intelligences, in an allusion that
is evidently literary rather than theological, yet that nonetheless indicates the pervasiveness of
this perspective, opines, “We probably will never re-create an Eden where intellectual and
ethical values commingle, and we should recognize that these virtues can be separate. Indeed
... these virtues are often all too remote from one another” (Gardner, 1999, 211). We will see
that Gardner regards this separation as not merely descriptive, but normative.

Kant completed the foundations of modern approaches to ethics by seeking universal laws that
were independent of local, historical, and cultural contexts. As pietistic Lutheran, Kant had in
mind a characteristically Lutheran move, that of demarcating the realm of natural reason in
order to make way for that of faith. In other words, his intention was to safeguard the role of
the latter, but he instead helped to guarantee its irrelevance. Luther’s nominalism may also
have been at work here, because in Kant’s “Copernican revolution”, it is the mind’s categories
that make experience possible. In this light, the “categorical imperative”—“Act only on that
maxim which you can at the same time will to be a universal law”— is an imposition of moral
order by the knowing subject. This leads to the subsumption of questions of value in
epistemology, a disembodied ethics of abstract duties, and a denaturing of values as universal,
nomological principles. The hegemony of theory over practice reaches its apogee in twentieth
century logical positivism, where “facts” and “values” were not only radically dichotomized,
but all “values-talk” was construed as nonsensical.

The personal and the instructional in the teacher’s office

While the chimerical character of this free-floating rationalism has been recognised by many in
the postmodern era, this is by no means universal, as Gardner, once again, evinces: the
“division between the ‘true’ and the ‘good’ has been entrenched in Western civilization; the
fact that many other cultures meld the realms of knowledge and virtue leaves most
contemporary Westerners untouched, if not bewildered” (Gardner, 1999, 68). As for Luther
and Kant, the way to avoid “epistemological problems” is to restrict a definition of the



intelligences “to the processing of ‘contents in the world’” (p. 204)—which is much the way
that most teachers conceive of the school curriculum.

But a one sided identification of curriculum with subject matter separates it from both the
instructional role of the teacher and the personal-pastoral dimension of teaching that is
prominent in any school committed to being—among other things—a caring institution. If the
instructional and the pastoral as the relational dimensions of teaching are thought to stand aloof
from the subject matter, the intrinsically ethical and other normative characteristics of the
central purpose of teaching—Ileading in learning—are obscured.

In recognition of the importance of personal relationships, teachers, and Christian teachers in
particular, will often argue that schools should be, above all, places of care. Unfortunately, as |
noted earlier, the significance of care can be too readily in its application to the
personal and pastoral. Nel Noddings (1992), however, takes this “above all” to mean that the

should be structured around “centers of care.” She takes the issue of care into the
heart of schooling, the teacher and student in relationship, as teacher and student.

As sympathetic as [ am to Noddings’ emphasis, I do not see schooling and teaching as
activities distinguished by “caring”. Teaching has a significant caring dimension, of
course, perhaps even as the “halo” that hovers over all the school’s functions (Seerveld, 1980),
but it is not, I suggest, qualified ethically.

In this I differ with Dooyeweerd, and others in the reformational tradition (e.g., James Olthuis
and Calvin Seerveld). But Dooyeweerd also acknowledged that the bonds of mutuality that
result between students and teachers are determined in their typical character by the
“tuitionary” or instructional role of the school (Dooyeweerd, 1953, vol. III, 287-288), and
although Seerveld contends that “The core of the school ... is the teacher-student pedagogical
relationship exercised in a community of trust”, he also claims that a school “rightly specializes
in nurture, makes training [of skill, imaginativity, speech and thought] its explicit focus”
(Seerveld, 1980, 141, see p. 142). If it is instruction or training that is crucial, this is the
qualifying function that actually distinguishes the school from other societal structures. In other
words, the “bonds of mutuality” are primarily not those of friendship or pastoral oversight, but
of pedagogy or instructional intent.

In my own experience as a high school teacher, this distinction has been underscored by those
students with whom I had been on very friendly terms who later became my friends: a period
of implicit negotiation was required as the authority relationship that had previously framed
our interactions was transformed into a voluntary relationship of congeniality.

In this regard, I have argued elsewhere that a school is a techno-culturally qualified institution,
and that teachers may be described as “articulate artisans” (Blomberg, 1978, 1995, 1999).This
notion is reflected in the view of teaching as a craft (Tom, 1984; Van Brummelen, 1998), in
Stuart Fowler’s depiction of the teacher as a “social artisan” (Fowler, 1997), and John Van
Dyk’s rendering of teaching as “multidimensional formative activity consisting of guiding,
unfolding, and enabling” (Van Dyk, 2000, 88). The authority of the teacher’s office empowers
her or him to shape or form both the physical and the social environment for the purposes of



learning, and to guide students in their self-formation. This techno-cultural formation is a large
part of the curriculum, whether, explicit, implicit or “null”.

Does this not imply what [ was earlier at pains to deny: that the teacher is a technician? Within
a fact/value split frame, in which the teacher’s role is restricted to the realm of the former, it
certainly does. But an integral perspective, which sees normativity (or “meaning”) as
pervasive, requires, I believe, a conception of curriculum as continuous with the character of
the teacher. Indeed, if character is as much about how a person relates to the environment
indwelt as it is about inner individual qualities, it may be that the curriculum  the character of
the teacher, in much the same way that a doctor’s diagnostic ability and manner constitute who
s’he is doctor. That is to say, the embodiment of virtues is complementary to the value-call
of creation which evokes them as response. That teaching can be reductionistically
misconstrued in a technicist manner is itself an indicator of the significance of the techno-
cultural dimension.

A view of curriculum that does not honour this continuity with the teacher’s character leads to
an abrogation of professional responsibility on the teacher’s part, which is not only personally
unethical (I am not being faithful to my calling) but anti-normative in other ways as well, as I
hope to illustrate. I reiterate that my experience in schools and with teachers, and
predominantly with Christian schools and teachers, persuades me that this is a fundamental
issue. The structures of schooling are too often believed to establish constraints that teachers
and administrators are powerless to outwit, and the struggle for more effective and faithful
schooling is over before it has had a chance to begin.

A living relationship

A construal of curriculum in terms of teachers and students in relationship with one another—
and yes, with “stuff” to be learnt—implies that the teacher is a partial embodiment of the
curriculum, for good or for ill; it is in the of the teacher that the curriculum is
encountered. This construal implies further the aspiration that students will achieve a similar
embodiment, commensurate with their individual abilities. Given the teacher’s leadership role,
the exercise of teacher judgement is central in seeking the better pedagogical course, one that
will more readily promote worthwhile learning. Judgement (practical reason or )
should serve the realisation of pedagogical value. But the term “value” similarly is not one
dimensional, and encompasses a plurality of norms. The ethos of teaching thus involves much
more than morality, narrowly construed, and requires the simultaneous realisation of a
normative complex (cf. van der Kooy, cit. Goudzwaard, 1979, 65). In unpacking the term
“multidimensional” in the definition of teaching quoted above, Van Dyk surveys normative
and anti-normative expressions of teaching in the dimensions of faith, trust, fairness,
imaginativity, pacing, social relations, communications, planning and appraisal, feelings, and
liveliness—a list of aspects the origin of which is readily recognisable by the current audience.

Commonly, “curriculum” is regarded as a noun (a “thing”), but it can be parsed also as a
preposition, a verb or an adjective. It would thus concern relationship, activity, and a
developing description of the world, respectively. In light of my present focus, I will at this
point turn my attention to the prepositional character of curriculum.



Prepositions indicate the relation of one thing to another. If curriculum is a relationship, the
person of the teacher is only one its facets. If, as the song proposes, “love and marriage go
together like a horse and carriage”, and “you can’t have one without the other”, neither can you
have a teacher without a student. These offices are relationally defined. And once you have a
teacher and a student (and some “stuff”), you also have a curriculum, because this is just what
they do together, as teacher and student.

The purpose of teaching is that others might learn. There must be a sustained sensitivity to
what will promote learning on the part of those with whom one is engaged. If a person is
willing to declaim, without consideration for learning efficacy, this may constitute oratory, it
may even represent a desire to communicate, but this is still at least one step removed from
teaching. There must be “pedagogical interest” (van Manen, 1991, 195-198). Etymologically,
“interest” derives from the Latin for “to be between.” This is the space between teacher and
student, in which “obedience to truth [might be] practiced” (Palmer, 1983, 69). Interest implies
a concern that is shared, a desire to make a difference. It is a interest, because it is

the younger person in learning. The curriculum as experienced/enacted is a relationship
in time between teacher, student(s) and pedagogical interest.

The conception of curriculum as noun is so powerful that the question of the link between
curriculum and subject matter is mostly begged from the outset: it is assumed that curriculum
is defined by reference to certain subject matter, thus importing all the connotations of “school
subjects” that pervade the traditional system. Of course, all relationships have a subject matter.
It is assumed that in an intimate, personal relationship, this “subject” is the other person, the
“Thou” to my “L.” This cannot be all there is to the relationship, all the content that it contains,
but commitment to the other will give these other subject matters a particular focus. We are
willing to pass time, to waste time, with friends, because the very subject matter of their lives
is of interest to us, because interest us. But in a pedagogical relationship, any and every
subject matter is to have a pedagogical interest, or the teacher is abusing authority over and for
the student.” Content or subject matter is by no means irrelevant, but it will be selected to serve
identified pedagogical goals. This, not any particular subject matter or subject matter in
general, is what defines the teaching task.

It is certainly not the case that “anything goes” in the teacher-student relationship. The
curriculum is the frame in which a person relates in the office of teacher to persons in the
office of student. It is analogous to the way in which the norms of a medical consultation frame
the relationship between doctor and patient in service of the latter’s health; or those of a trial
frame the manner in which lawyers, judge and jury relate to a witness in pursuit of reliable
evidence; or those of a family oversee how parents orient themselves to their children in
seeking their comprehensive well-being. Obviously, none of these frames is rigid or
deterministic. They do not decree one and one only course of action, for ongoing

2 My Graduate Assistant, Tanya Weber, disagreed emphatically with this statement. She argued that time spent
with students (for example, driving sports teams or on trips) is valuable even when it has no pegagogical intent, as
it creates an atmosphere of trust and respect when the teacher then has those students in a classroom. I agree
wholeheartedly with this observation, and it accords with my own experience, but it reinforces rather than detracts
from my point, by distinguishing between what is and what is not a pedagogical engagement.



responsiveness is essential, but each relationship has a peculiar purpose that identifies it as just
that kind of relationship and not another.’

For the teacher, then, subject rather than subject matter should be the privileged
concern (Fenstermacher & Soltis, 1992, 40-44). Pedagogy is not something added to subject
matter, but merges with that subject matter, transforming it into understanding, skills, attitudes
or values shaped especially for the purpose of learning (Goodlad, 1990, 280; Shulman, 1987,
7): the curriculum. The conscious crafting of subject matter to serve pedagogical interest is the
art of teaching: doing math and teaching math are by no means the same thing.

The learner’s role

But does not my depiction thus far place too much emphasis on the teacher? What is the
learner’s role? What if they are not up to the task? As we have been treading, though warily, on
Aristotle’s territory, it may be appropriate at this point to allow him to speak:

Men will become good builders as a result of building well, and bad builders as a result
of building badly. Otherwise what would be the use of having anyone to teach a trade?
Craftsman would all be born either good or bad. (Aristotle, 1953, 56)

Sadly, we tend to think of talent as a fixed ability, and thus of students as “bright” or “dumb”,
and we are blind to the pervasive discrimination these categorizations perpetrate.* While the
nature-nurture argument has long raged, teachers are neither surgeons nor genetic engineers:
they can do nothing about nature, and thus should attend only to what they do to help those
in their care maximize their abilities, by shaping the physical and social environment so as to
give access to cultural-cognitive tools (Egan, 1997) with which to work. Instead of focusing on
individual abilities, we should focus on creating talented environments (Barab & Plucker,
2002), constructing spaces in which students are afforded opportunities to grow.

A justification for this use of “abilities” and “talents” lies in the parable from which our use of
the latter term derives (Mt 25: 14-29). There a link between the number of coins the master
gives and the ability of each servant. But, despite our linguistic conflation of the two, the coin
or talent is the ability. There is a gracious, equitable allocation, based on a judgement of
what each can bear. There is no reason to assume that the servant with two coins will not also
bury them, for he has only twice the ability of the least able, while one servant presumably has
five times as much. What we do with what we are given is important, and the office of student
is not characterised by passivity. The unfaithful servant was counted such because he was fully

3 ” is reminiscent of Aristotle, but alludes more immediately to Alasdair Maclntyre’s understanding of a

“practice”—except that MaclIntyre denies that teaching has “its own goods” (MacIntyre & Dunne, 2002, 9). I
obviously disagree with MaclIntyre, as does Joseph Dunne.

* We may be ever so sensitive to racist, economic and sexist discrimination, etc., but adjudge meritocratic
discrimination benign. If indeed we are born with intellectual aptitude, or other kinds of ability, then we should
not be congratulated for it, as this was totally beyond our control; if we believe we earn acclamation, we are
similarly blind to the concentration of the world’s resources that have been devoted to our education. Yes,
children are differently gifted, each a unique image-bearer of God, but our task to is rather than to



accountable for what he did or did not do with what he was given. We are indeed responsible
for our own self-formation, but society’s teachers, whether parents, church, media, or
government, are responsible for the opportunities they afford.

Talent, then, is not something locked inside individual heads, it is shared with an environment,
situated in and distributed across it, the people, materials, tools and other resources it affords.
This space between what [ know and what I am able to reach out to and make known is what
Vygostky called the “Zone of Proximal Development”: too little challenge, and there is no
growth; too much challenge, and there is anxiety and “incompetence”. Teachers live “in the
zone”, discerning what kinds of opportunities for talented performance, for realisation of value,
to offer students.

Teaching leads students to a life. It looks for incremental improvement. It ought not be
concerned with an absolute standard—an externally prescribed curriculum—of which most
students will fall short, but with how student can move forward. Too often, schooling is

framed by a deficit model, in which failure is emphasised, when it ought to be impelled by
hope for children’s growth, an affirmation of children’s successes, evaluation that is more often
formative than summative. This is to overturn the so-called “Matthew Principle”, a term
coined—the pun is unavoidable—from our parable: in schools, those who have, get more,
those who have little have even that taken away. Instead, the gospel imperative is that we
honour the weak. Whether in kindergarten or college, we are only fully teachers when we are
designers of spaces for imagination and transformation. Though the system-world of schooling
can overwhelm the life-world of teaching, teaching is in service of learning, not subservient to
the delivery of content. This is the ethical imperative of the practice of teaching. We thus
escape the view of curriculum as static, and see it as a living relationship between teachers and
students, who together seek human flourishing by the realisation of value.

A living curriculum

“Realisation of value”, in its double sense of understanding and actualizing, is one way of
characterizing wisdom (Maxwell, 1984). Wisdom is more a process than a body of doctrine. It
is a way of living. Now, ironically, a “way of living” is also “curriculum”; Calvin popularized
this term, using it in the final edition of the , in place of “course of life, and it gained
currency though its use in schools in Calvinist Glasgow and Leiden (cf. Doll, 2002; Hamilton,
1989) It was not backward looking, as a “curriculum vitae” has to be, and as school curricula
so often are, but drawn forward, educed by a sense of calling, the Spirit at work in our lives (cf.
McKnight, 2001). It shares its etymology with “career”,” and curriculum ought to be
continuous with the course of people’s lives, after leaving school in the afternoon or in ten
years time, for what we seek are people motivated and disposed to lead an abundant life, life-
long: not people who read, and never do, but those with a to read, who will It
was because Calvin, unlike Luther, understood that Christ’s work of redemption was as
radically reconciliatory—*“at-one-ing”—as the Fall was absolutely alienating, that he and his
followers put more trust in education.

> Walsh suggests that we also attend to the connotation of ‘care’ (for one’s life) in ‘career’ (Walsh, 1993). And
‘course’ is a third derivative from a common Latin source.



Theory into practice?

The twofold rendition of “realisation” may seem to entail that wisdom is first, a matter of
knowing and second, a matter of knowing . It could thus be but a recasting of the
theory into practice paradigm, a matter of “the application of general rules or abstract
principles to concrete situations”, as the Call for this Conference phrased it. But this
conception of wisdom is inadequate, on at least two counts that I will consider briefly.

The first inadequacy is with respect to the narrowing of understanding to its propositional
form, which is only one dimension among many. I take it that under-standing is indeed sub-
jecting oneself to the multiplicity of meaning, the plurality of norms, that creation reveals.
Ethical, lingual, social and jural responsiveness, amongst others, are modes of understanding,
ways of wisdom. The intuition of value—and intuition is, I think, the Dooyeweerdian
replacement for the medieval notion of that Luther helped Protestants to jettison—is
the first moment in the phronetic movement, when one attaches to or affiliates with the
revealed meaning of creation.

The second inadequacy is with respect to the fact that understanding and implementation are
always situated within a dynamic environment, implying the temporal-historical moment of
knowing in any judgement (Blomberg, 1998). Theoretical or other principles can never
be , in any straightforward sense of the term, because theoretical principles sacrifice
their authority when removed from the realm of generalization in which they were birthed, and
there is always a multiplicity of norms to be realised simultaneously in any given context. The
recognition that timeliness, sensitivity to this situation here and now, is at the heart of decision-
making, points a way through the horns of the dilemma constructed by the putative separation
of universal norms (remote, above time and context) and concrete local action that our culture
inherited with the theory into practice paradigm. Normativity is never realised in abstraction,
but only in responsiveness to the other, suggesting what might be termed an ecological
epistemology of , the dynamic cohering of all things. It is realised in living
relationships, in teachers and students embodying curricular meaning.
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