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Abstract
The paper addresses the rich nature of the practice of teaching, a richness

that cannot be realized where assessment is reductively conceived. It is argued
that teaching-to-the-test involves a frustration of the possibilities of the human,
even a denial of the human. Laying something before someone, by contrast,
speaking with them about this thing, addressing them and listening to them,
would acknowledge both that what is taught admits a space for response and
that the learner is someone capable of response. Taking this as a starting point,
the author uses evocative film scenes to help the reader acknowledge certain
aspects of what teaching implies, and which, especially in our time, are passing
unnoticed, somehow denied. The paper focuses its attention on unveiling the
exposure inherent in the practice of teaching, which is strongly connected with
the nature of speech. At the heart of speech is having something to say. To speak
is to lay something before someone for their attention. At the heart of teaching
is having something to teach. The paper goes on discussing these ideas in
connection with works from Buber, Vansieleghem and Masschelein, and Rhees.
The author invites the readers to be wary of ways in which teaching practices
may conceal repression and denial, which ultimately implies a failure to see the
way the world is. A kind of teacher’s exposure, that mixes human vulnerability
and personal connection and engagement, is inherent in good teaching and
learning.

(1) Boyd Bode Memorial Lecture 2014.
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Resumen
El trabajo aborda la rica naturaleza de la práctica de la enseñanza, una riqueza

de la que no nos podemos dar cuenta cuando la evaluación se concibe de forma
reduccionista. Se argumenta que la enseñanza enfocada a la superación de
exámenes implica una frustración de las posibilidades del ser humano, incluso
una negación de lo humano. Por el contrario, presentarle algo a alguien, hablar
con ellos sobre ello, dirigirse a ellos y escucharlos, sería un reconocimiento de
que lo que se enseña admite un espacio para la respuesta y que el alumno es
alguien capaz de responder. Tomando esto como punto de partida, el autor utiliza
evocadoras escenas de películas que ayuden al lector a reconocer ciertos aspectos
de lo que implica la enseñanza, y que, especialmente en la actualidad, están
pasando desapercibidos, negados en cierto modo. El trabajo centra su atención
en desvelar la exposición inherente a la práctica de la enseñanza, que está
fuertemente relacionada con la naturaleza del habla. En el corazón del habla, se
encuentra el tener algo que decir. Hablar es exponerle algo a alguien para que
le preste atención. En el corazón de la enseñanza, se encuentra el tener algo que
enseñar. El trabajo continúa discutiendo estas ideas en relación con obras de
Buber, Vansieleghem y Masschelein, y Rhees. El autor invita a los lectores a tener
cuidado con los modos en que las prácticas de enseñanza pueden ocultar la
represión y la negación que, en última instancia, implican un fracaso en ver cómo
es el mundo. Una cierta clase de exposición del docente, en el que se mezclan la
vulnerabilidad humana y la capacidad para conectar e involucrarse
personalmente, es inherente a la buena enseñanza y el aprendizaje.

Palabras clave: filosofía de la educación, formación del profesorado, concepto
de enseñanza, experiencia en la enseñanza.

Most teachers would agree that teaching-to-the-test is a bad thing, and
yet in one form or another it is prevalent today, perhaps more widespread
than ever. An outsider might think of this as a relatively minor matter:
surely assessment is just a means of checking that the students know
what they have to know and that the teachers are teaching them
appropriately. Insiders can tell a different story, knowing that the realities
of teaching in a classroom are such that the occasions for deviation from
plans and programmes present themselves at every turn. Many will take
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the view that these are occasions that should not necessarily be rejected
because they can present the possibility of critical thought and spark
moments of spontaneity and originality.

In what follows I shall have much more to say about such occasions,
but it would be wrong to pass too quickly over the question of
assessment, our starting point for this discussion. In many ways
assessment is a prime determinant of what actually happens in schools—
and, for that matter, in other educational contexts. The nature of the
assessment inevitably affects conceptions of the good teacher and shapes
the way that teachers are trained. The target of my opening remarks, let
me be clear then, is not assessment itself but those forms of it that
encourage ‘teaching-to-the-test’.

This expression should not be left without further explanation because
it compresses a number of thoughts or expectations. It implies that the
test will be structured on the basis of fairly explicit behavioural
performance, such that the good teacher will rehearse the students in
such performance and the good examiner will apply the criteria for
success in a more or less rigid way, without, that is, the need for the
exercise of too much in the way of judgement. The latter is made possible
because of the reductively specified nature of the criteria. These, it is
assumed, will ensure that the assessment is ‘objective; where teachers
exercise judgement, this will be ‘subjective’.

But there is reason here to ponder what exactly is meant by ‘criteria’.
Of course, in a sense teachers may become excessively focused on
preparing students for summative tests, whatever form these take. While
in the past this may have been a matter of second-guessing the questions
that would come up in the exam, now it is more likely to involve
unwavering attention to the checklist of criteria against which the
students will be judged. It is important that, in teachers’ parlance, as in
that of those they teach, the word ‘criteria’ has come to be understood in
a technical way—precisely in terms of items on a check-list that
enumerates the requisite behavioural performances, defined in more or
less reductive terms. This usage is technical because it parts company
with the more ordinary, more original use of that term. The technical
sense hides the fact that, even though the word is not exactly an everyday
one, criteria are inherent in all human practices, from sitting on a chair
to the very act of speaking, about which I shall have much more to say
below. A consequence of hiding this fact is that teaching itself is
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understood differently: the thought is encouraged that teaching must
involve a quasi-technical form of communication, insulated in part from
the ordinary demands and dynamics of human interaction and speech. A
vocabulary of performance and delivery, of skills, competences, and the
setting of objectives, gives this an apparent air of professional legitimacy,
yet in fact this suppresses the inherently human richness in teaching and
learning, the richness found in what has sometimes been called the sacred
triangle of teacher, learner, and content. This is a richness that cannot be
realised where assessment is reductively conceived.

Yet one of the appeals of such a reductive conception of curriculum is
surely the way that it can prevent mishaps. It plays into the discourse of
risk management and into the culture of auditing. Paradoxically, it both
provides a source of security for teachers anxious for reassurance about
what they are doing and surreptitiously fosters the sources of that
anxiety— perhaps through constructed competitiveness between
institutions or through punitive, ‘naming and shaming’ forms of
inspection. And, paradoxically again, it exposes them to the sometimes
artificial yet humiliating pressures of performance-monitoring, while at
the same time disabling them for the exposure inherent in teaching and
learning when this is most alive. None of this is to argue against
assessment. We need better forms of assessment and, perhaps on the
strength of this, a better understanding of what teaching and learning
might be. It is to draw attention to the errors that abound when criteria
are understood in this reductive way and when confused ideas of
objectivity hold sway.

But why highlight this word ‘exposure’ here? What is at issue in the
adoption of this word? Perhaps a way into this is to be found through
reflection on the common experience of learning to teach. Of course this
is very contextual: the challenges for the teacher in an elite university are
different from those facing the high-school teacher in a deprived urban
school, which are different again from those that meet the elementary
school teacher in a rural environment. If we allow ourselves to stress for
the moment the positive side, these challenges can appear exhilarating,
prompting the desire to inspire the learners, even when perhaps what is
most needed is a more low-key and patient taking stock of what one is
doing. On a more negative note, they include embarrassing, sometimes
painful moments—from losing one’s thread or covering over an awkward
pause to more obviously stressful kinds of confrontation. It is not
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uncommon, especially perhaps amongst younger teachers, to experience
fear, embarrassment, even humiliation. Sometimes this has to do with
apparently trivial matters, but sometimes this is not so. In any case
negative experience of this kind is characteristically thought of as
something to be avoided or overcome, through better management of the
situation. I want to suggest that this response is understandable but too
quick: that such experience is an indicator of what is at stake in teaching.
I refer to this as a kind of exposure partly because this is consistent with
the way that many new teachers describe what they feel when they are
faced with a class, where they know that things can and do go wrong.

Think also how, even where no embarrassment is involved, teaching
can, so to speak, get to you. Film-makers certainly seem to have
appreciated this: one thinks of the roles given to such bankable stars as
Sidney Poitier in To Sir with Love, Robin Williams in Dead Poets’ Society,
and, more recently, Hilary Swank in Freedom Writers. All three films
depict the classroom with a kind of short-hand, relying to a large extent
on clichés and stock images—of the classroom, of rebellious students, of
teachers as tedious traditionalists, but then also of the heroic teacher, the
teacher who redeems. None is a good guide for anyone seeking to enter
teaching. But their box-office success relates to the way they evoke the
kinds of aspiration and emotional conflict that teachers do indeed face.
However much they sentimentalise or glamorise or distort, they are
touching on nerves of reaction that the audience’s common experience
of classrooms will at some time have laid bare. And if these accounts are
more than tinged with Hollywood values, one can also turn to a highly
successful, yet more eccentric film, Alan Bennett’s The History Boys, or to
lesser-known films such as the Dardenne brothers’ Le Fils where the
depiction is to be taken more seriously. Think how as a trainee—and
perhaps as an experienced teacher—you can feel deeply,
comprehensively called into question by what you are doing, not simply
tested in relation to your professional expertise, understood in more or
less technical terms, but challenged as a person.

Hollywood, then, somehow has recognised that this is so, but Plato
was on to it too. Everyone knows that Plato depicts Socrates the teacher,
but the prevalent image that has come down to us is of Socrates the
master reasoner, Socrates the ace of Q&A technique. In dialogue after
dialogue, we see Socrates in conversation with a younger man, pondering
the nature of justice or goodness, and leading the discussion towards the

Standish, P. TEACHING EXPOSED: EDUCATION IN DENIAL

Revista de Educación, 373. July-September 2016, pp. 103-120
Received: 09-01-2015    Accepted: 30-03-2015

107



truth, not through the sheer force of his own argument but through the
posing of questions in such a way that the learner, through his responses,
comes to see the truth for himself. This is the “Socratic technique” that
has now been adopted as a self-conscious pedagogical practice in some
quarters. Another high-profile film, The Paper Chase, about a charismatic
professor at the Harvard Law School, is partly about this technique. But
the glamorising and marketing of these practices—in the guides to good
pedagogical practice as well, no doubt, as in some of the films—rely on
potted images of Socrates and gross simplifications of what Plato was
about. What is lost in the process is a depiction of scenes of teaching and
learning in which Socrates emerges as an altogether more complex figure
and in which education is seen as more pervasively present in human
interaction. It is not the case that the dialogues always lead inexorably to
a logical conclusion, and we should not think, as the conventional
reception of Plato’s writings in philosophy has tended to do, that where
they do deviate from the argument this is a failing on Plato’s part. It is a
mistake to suppose, as students of philosophy have sometimes been
encouraged to do, that we can do justice to them if we pare down the
dramas to get rid of the scene-setting—no less than the humour, the
flirtatiousness, the embarrassment, and the occasional drunkenness—so
that the nub of the argument is laid bare.

Moreover, and notwithstanding Socrates’ extraordinary pedagogical
powers, it is a mistake also to suppose that he always leads the learner
to a successful resolution to the argument. Sometimes Socrates loses his
way. The philosophical power of the dialogues depends in part upon the
human vulnerability of the participants, and the personal magnetism that
is relevant here cannot be understood without a sense of this. Contrast
his relation to his students with that of the sophists, the experts in
argument, the masters of debate, who will use and sell on their skills for
whatever purpose they may be needed. And remember how the dialogues
often turn our attention away from the apparent “nub of the argument”
towards the interests and affections and rivalries of the protagonists,
towards the ways in which they are intellectually and personally
challenged and exposed.

But let me make an aside here. Part of the potency of the image of
Socrates and of the Hollywood heroes alluded to above is charisma. I
would like to dispel the idea that this is where my concerns lie. One
example I like to recall is Israel Scheffler’s recollection of the man who
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taught him algebra, who would appear not to show much interest in what
he was doing and whose relatively impassive approach provided little in
the way of encouragement or reinforcement, but who succeeded
somehow in enthusing them all. Each week he would set them problems
and then more or less ignore the class while they set to work. The
students returned their answers, whereupon another set of problems was
set. No feedback or reinforcement, just precision in the setting of tasks,
attunement to what would catch the interest, an acute sense of what led
on to what and of how to lead the learner through these stages. This is
not charisma but it is brilliant teaching of a kind, and we tend to forget
that good teaching comes in different kinds. Moreover, in depictions of
the transformational, charismatic teacher, we typically see the conflicts
and crises of turn-around moments, not the humdrum and routine of
every day, every week. Hence, the patience and quiet tenaciousness that
most teachers will need do not often figure in the scene.

What teachers do we admire? We do not usually hear teachers being
remembered for their excellent schemes of work or meticulously detailed
lesson-plans. Once again, from the learner’s point of view, it seems that
something more is at stake, something closer to the heart of the person.
Think here of the apprentice car mechanic’s relationship to her instructor,
of the musician to his teacher, or the athlete to her coach. These can turn
on things other than charisma.

Much that we do in educational policy and practice (including practice
in teacher education) is designed to master or manage the risks of the
exposure we have been considering. This has the effect of presenting
such factors in a more negative light than they might otherwise appear,
and it encourages a kind of denial of this aspect of the experience of
teaching. To my mind, this blocks realism in thinking about teaching. Let
me try to say why.

Exposure has a physical aspect. It is not for nothing that the teacher
can feel herself to be on display in front of the class. Perhaps, say, before
entering the classroom, one checks one’s dress. Is a strap loose, a collar
askew, a zip undone...? One becomes conscious of one’s mannerisms,
sometimes quirks that one did not know one had—and if one did not
know the students will soon ensure that one finds out. These are
occasions the class will be looking to exploit. A telling and mildly comic
scene in Freedom Writers depicts Erin Grewell’s first day of teaching.
Anxiously preparing for the arrival of her class, she writes her name on
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the blackboard, smudges it, and clumsily rubs it out with her hand. Then
she cleans the chalk from her hands by rubbing them on her backside—
which of course becomes apparent to all when later she turns to write
on the board. The whole thing is pretty much implausible when one
watches the immaculately dressed Hilary

Swank, but it is evidently what the real Erin Grewell did. This was a
class of problem fourteen-year-olds, but let me match it with an anecdote
from a seminar group at university. I was very struck by a remark, made
in response to a paper I gave on themes similar to today’s, by a colleague
in Philosophy at the University of Dundee. He was a somewhat portly,
balding man, perhaps at the time in his mid-fifties. He described how in
one of his classes a student had said to him out of the blue: “You look
like the kind of person who wouldn’t go to a party.” The remark’s
complete incongruousness and finely judged offensiveness suggest so
much; they show something about the exposure of teaching. In the
classroom the teacher’s body is there, on display in a sense and exposed.
When my colleague recounted this to me, the point he was reaching for
was that this ugly remark was made in that same space of exposure that
was necessary for much that he saw as important in his teaching. He was
stoical in the face of it rather than bruised.

But exposure, as this example already shows, has to do with more
than the body: it relates to the nature of speech itself. And, with the
exception of marginal cases, speech, always temporal, is central to
teaching. To use the word “speech” as opposed to “language”, and to think
of sentences as opposed to propositions, is, as we shall see later, of no
little significance. It is in the temporality of speech that there are
embarrassing moments, where I am put on the spot, where I dread facing
the class today, after what happened yesterday, and where at times my
words fail me, I stumble and falter, I am at a loss... The tendency in
contemporary conceptions of teaching is to see its temporality in terms
of the lesson-plan and the scheme of work. I want to invite thoughts that
extend in a different direction. We need to accept the inherent risks within
teaching, risks of the kind that are faced by the actor and the stand-up
comedian (and perhaps by the counsellor and the priest); it is not that
we should not plan, of course, but we need to acknowledge the tension
between planning and spontaneity; and we need to give teachers more
confidence in living with this tension.
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It goes without saying that speech in pedagogical contexts takes
different forms—from the uninterrupted reading of a complete text to ad
libbing, from clearly target-oriented Q&A to a more exploratory opening
of conversation.

And we can distinguish a kind of purity of language, say, exchange
for clear technical purposes from more open forms of utterance, in which
the play of language is not suppressed—the former found perhaps in the
acquisition of routine or technical skills, the latter in more discursive
kinds of learning.

Both have their place. It is important, however, to note the attractions
of purity of this kind, especially from the point of view of those most
concerned with the monitoring and management of performance. While
such language is indeed appropriate enough in its place, the danger is
that it comes to be imposed on other, broader aspects of learning. The
suppression of language can then quickly become a kind of repression,
distorting the activity in question and fostering a misleading conception
of speech and communication. And the repressed, I am inclined to think,
will eventually return.

This narrowing conception of language is even legitimated in some
communications courses and textbooks, where the idea of speech is
promoted as a skill, perhaps integrated with other interpersonal skills.

Consider the following formulation. A has an idea that she wishes to
communicate to B. She codes it into words and says those words. (Writing
would involve a further step in the coding.) B decodes and then, ideally,
has the same idea as A. Now whatever the common sense plausibility of
this, of which Aristotle was persuaded too, it is surely wrong. It misses the
extent to which the thoughts we have originate in the public circulation of
signs. The thoughts you have in your head right now are thoughts already
in language—in fact, not just in “language” but in a language (in English
or German or Greek or Chinese). Hence, to think like this is wildly to
underestimate the significance of language and speech.

It is helpful to connect this error also with the now classic, nihilistic
move of surreptitiously diminishing the significance of content. Speech
is never about nothing; even phatic communion (“How are you? Nice day,
isn’t it?”, etc.) has its content. The parallel to this in education is to think
of teaching in terms of sets of skills (classroom management, etc.) that
are devoid of content, thus removing one point of the sacred triangle of
teacher-learner-content.
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At the heart of speech is having something to say. At the heart of
teaching is having something to teach. We can think of impoverished
forms of this: pouring facts into empty vessels, exchanging information...
Non-impoverished forms are to be found where the content is something
worthy of attention. In such circumstances, to speak is to lay something
before someone for their attention. To lay something before someone, for
their attention, starts from the assumption that they are capable of giving
their attention—which is to say that they are capable of having a
response. And the thing that is so laid before them is not a matter of facts
that speak for themselves but rather something that requires response for
its significance.

Of course in many cases it will not seem quite like this, because so
often the responses that are expected seem to be established in advance.
But this offering of words and response is surely what characterises the
traditions of learning that have come down to us (as suggested by Michael
Oakeshott’s phrase “the conversation of mankind”); and, further, it is
closely connected to what it is to be a human being, and to what it is to
treat someone as a human being.

To the extent that this is right, it suggests that teaching-to-the-test
involves a frustration of the possibilities of the human, even a denial of
the human. Laying something before someone, by contrast, speaking with
them about this thing, addressing them and listening to them, would
acknowledge both that what is taught admits a space for response and
that the learner is someone capable of response. It is important, as we
have seen, that this is a space in which things can and will go wrong.
Such strategies for closing off this risk extend to a kind of suppression
or denial of the responsiveness of the other person, the learner, and this
both enacts and models the denial of the human.

Why, let’s ask again, should we speak of this as exposure? The
embarrassment felt by the (novice) teacher is an embarrassment at feeling
out of position. At first sight, it looks as though this must be wrong (i.e.,
I ought to be back home, I say to myself, on secure ground and in
position).

But to see it is as wrong involves a kind of complacency in my being
fully at home with myself where I am, in not being challenged, with no
need to risk my words, no need to make myself vulnerable. The impetus
to allowing oneself to be out of position in this way comes, if we can but
see it, from two sources: from what is being said (which requires being
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opened through speech) and from the learner (as a human being capable
of response). But wait—perhaps I should add a third: it comes also from
the very possibility of my own becoming, without which I am less than I
can be.

If this is right, teaching is relatively unlike such other professions as
medicine or the law, where the speech involved is typically more clearly
contractually defined, more transactional, and more technical. One way
to articulate this specialness is to say that it has something closer to a
priestly nature—which is partly why D.H. Lawrence, raging against the
nihilism of the times, including the debasement of religion, speaks of the
triangle of teacher-learner-content as “the holy ground”. Lawrence’s own
practice and success as a teacher is surely to be understood in relation to
his willingness to see the ugliness of the battle of wills in human
relationships, and his powerful descriptions of these aspects of
experience, outside school and within, add greatly to the credibility of
this image, rescuing it from idealism and sentimentality. In the complex
historical intertwining of education and religion, the idea of the holy
ground is not without its problems. Perhaps some headway can be made
if we turn away from the question of teaching’s credentials relative to
other professions but look inwards, as it were, and etymologically at what
“profession” might mean.

In what sense does the teacher, the professor, profess? It is said that
one professes a faith, so where does the teacher’s faith lie? Much of what
students learn depends upon the testimony of their teachers. But
“testimony” is a weighty word, and this can surely seem overblown: often
the teacher just leads the students through the pages of the textbook,
they follow the curriculum as prescribed, they tell the students what they
need to know for the exam... How can this be called their testimony? Yet
there is a level at which what the students’ learn is underwritten by the
teacher’s presence and actions—this is even a presupposition of the role.
And surely, to paint a brighter picture, this is how good teachers
understand what they are doing. I recall attending a parents’ evening at
a school in Houston in the 1990s and listening to the physical education
teacher speak evangelistically of his subject—of how it had changed, of
how it was no longer so much about basketball, competition, and results,
but about health, happiness, and wellbeing. He was a keeper of the faith,
as were others whom I heard that evening. And one can easily extend
and generalise this: the teacher who loves her subject is testifying to the
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value of the knowledge she passes on and to ways of thinking and acting
appropriate to this. Normally this goes on at a level below that of the
evangelism of the physical education teacher at the parents’ evening: it is
implicit in what the teacher does every day. She is present in her words.
She stands behind her words. To say this is emphatically not to identify
any particular pedagogical skill she employs, nor to define any particular
behaviour, for these qualities could be manifested in multiple ways; it is
to acknowledge something about her relation to what she knows and her
commitment in speaking about it—her seriousness about what she is
doing, if you like, though this is not to imply that she cannot laugh. To
have pedagogical skill and to pass on knowledge in the absence of this
relation and commitment would then be tantamount to a kind of
fraudulence. Perhaps this is not so uncommon, and perhaps, I concede,
it is inevitable in some degree. Teachers will usually be required to cover
some topics that they have little taste for. Furthermore, there are surely
some things that are taught (say, keyboarding skills) that scarcely warrant
the faith we are considering here, but these will be marginal to this
broader educational endeavour.

The religious connotations of testimony can, then, be amplified a little
further if we see this teacher, this professor of the faith, as bearing witness
to what it is that she teaches—that is, to the value, interest, and
importance of the topic that is her concern, to the value of the activity,
and to the practices of enquiry through which these goods come to light.
Her own enthusiasm and commitment will here serve as a kind of
exemplar. This comes about not in a theoretical way but in the dynamic
circumstances of her speaking to others. This involves a kind of exposure,
and to deny this is a denial of education.

In a sense this is the crux of what I wanted to say today, and I could
in a sense leave it there. But before finishing I am going to try to place
my views by drawing into the picture three further considerations. This,
I believe, will refine and give further substance to what I have tried to
say.

First, I want to acknowledge some work that, I think, rises above other
attempts in the philosophy of education to draw attention to the place
and importance of speech. Here I refer specifically to a paper by Nancy

Vansieleghem and Jan Masschelein entitled “Education as Invitation to
Speak: on the teacher who does not speak” (Vansieleghem and
Masschelein, 2012). The paper is part of a larger project that in part

Standish, P. TEACHING EXPOSED: EDUCATION IN DENIAL

Revista de Educación, 373. July-September 2016, pp. 103-120
Received: 09-01-2015    Accepted: 30-03-2015

114



responds to the film by the Dardenne brothers that I mentioned earlier—
Le Fils. Its approach to its topic involves an exposition of the I-Thou
relation in Martin Buber, especially with reference to his sense of the
centrality of speech in teaching, within educational institutions and
beyond. The central character in the film is a teacher of carpentry who
works in a rehabilitation centre for young offenders, and the film
concerns this teacher’s encounter with a sixteen year old boy who has
just arrived in his class. It is important that the man and the boy are
taciturn by nature, and dialogue in the film is quite limited. This is not a
scene of efficient instruction or communication. When words are spoken,
they seem to interrupt the silence, sometimes awkwardly and to no effect,
but then sometimes, and perhaps awkwardly still, they confront an
impasse, open a space, and break through to something new.

I shall not burden the present account with further description of the
film or of Vansieleghem and Masschelein’s sometimes moving exposition,
but rather shall draw attention to what it is they want to oppose and
where they seek to take the reader instead.

Of course they are aware of the extensive work that has been
produced emphasising the importance of dialogue in teaching, and they
survey the diverse connotations this has—from the literature of conflict
management and management of the emotions, through more specifically
pedagogical literature, to the emancipatory theories of Habermas, Dewey,
and Freire. What they advocate, by contrast, has nothing to do with a
mastery of situations, with the negotiation of positions, or with reaching
collective agreement. Speech in Le Fils is seen to be something else—to
open the possibility of a new relation to oneself; and this is achieved
through a readiness to “ex-pose” oneself—that is, to put oneself out of
position. Such speech is necessary, in Buber’s words, in order to teach

not what is and must be, but how life is lived in the spirit, face to face with
the Thou. That is, it is ready on every occasion to become Thou for them, and
open up the world of Thou—no; it is not ready: it continually approaches and
touches them (Buber, 1984, p. 42).

Buber seems to falter in his own expression here, and this is entirely
to the point. In their elaboration of how such commitments might be
interpreted, Vansieleghem and Masschelein endeavour to show the
proximity of this account of speech to the idea of inspiration. The
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grammar here helps to show something important. To be inspiring is,
strangely perhaps, also to be inspired, which insight eases at a stroke any
sclerotic conception of an irreducible active/passive divide. To take in
something, of spirit, from outside (that is, to be in-spired) is itself a kind
of ex-position. Such thoughts dismantle or displace any complacent
conception of the subject as the sovereign ego, the autonomous bearer
of rights and responsibilities, in active, transactional communication with
others. To be inspired is further understood as a reception of words, and
this requires of the individual a distinctive kind of openness, an openness
that our schooling often teaches us to deny.

In my view some of the familiar ways of receiving philosophical
thinking of this kind—from Buber, Levinas, and Derrida, for example—
have made the mistake of grafting it onto accounts of interpersonal
relations and the politics of recognition. If I am right, something else is
at stake here. It is as if the accounts I criticise dwell too much on one
side of the triangle, the relation between teacher and student, to the
neglect of the importance of content. In Vansieleghem and Masschelein’s
account, this is plainly avoided as the interaction between the teacher
and the boy occurs in their common working with wood—in the
particular rhythm of actions, of

fetching the wood, looking at it, touching it, checking diagrams, making
comparisons and thinking... These repetitive actions focus the gaze: attention
is concentrated on the wood itself, its grain, its textures, its resistances...
Technique and discipline exhaust the energy of any generalised inscription
of meaning and open the possibility of becoming present in the present, in
which one exposes oneself to things and to words (Vansieleghem and
Masschelein, 2012, p. 96).

This generates the ethos that makes it possible to inspire and to be
inspired.

Such a notion of inspiration, as should by now be clear, is something
other than that exemplified by, say, the Robin Williams or Hilary Swank
characters alluded to above, and the possibility of education that is
opened is again different from the salvation stories such films depict.

Nevertheless, I find myself uneasy in part with what is said here. It is
as if language is being enlisted to reach beyond itself, with the repetition
of hallowed terms in sometimes memorable cadences, all of which
contribute to a powerful suggestiveness but which leaves the need still
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for greater clarity. I have similar reservations about the part played in my
own text by the insistent repetition of “exposure”. But how else does one
proceed? We can make some progress here, I think, by a kind of via
negativa, and this will involve considering what stands in the way of the
lines of thought here described.

In mainstream philosophy is it not said that there has been a linguistic
turn? Surely this should answer to our needs. But the early tendency
within this, which continues to have enormous influence, was to consider
language in terms of propositions in the light of a Fregean problematic
of sense and reference. Ground-breaking departures from this include J.L.
Austin’s work in the 1950s on the contrast between constative and
performative utterances, which showed how we do things with words.
This coincided with the enormous influence at the time of Wittgenstein’s
later work, which had insisted on the variety of things we do with
language—that is, the variety of language games—understood not in any
trivialising sense but in the light of the diversity of human practice. The
Jewish sources of influence referred to above, with their emphasis on
speech as the encounter with the other human being, turned attention
also to language not as something abstract (once again, the proposition)
but as the stuff and substance of the always temporal relations between
human beings, which in part constitute the world. There are precedents
here in American thought too, in Emerson and Thoreau, whose insights
antedate these 20th century developments in thought in so many respects.
It is in what we do with words that we account for ourselves, and our
convictions are what we are convicted by; or, as Thoreau will have it, we
are sentenced by our words. For all these lines of thought, the emphasis
on personal engagement in speech steers attention away from the
preoccupation with the proposition; these are insights against which that
preoccupation has shielded so much from many philosophers. So the via
negativa here involves registering and being disturbed by this blindness
in the tradition to what language is. In education especially we should
be troubled by this, and it is not surprising if attempts such as this essay
by Vansieleghem and

Masschelein are realised in an idiom that strains the philosophical
sensibilities of some.

As a second point, and in spite of the acknowledgement here of
Wittgenstein, I want to consider some remarks of Rush Rhees, Wittgenstein’s
student and friend. Although deeply in tune with his teacher’s thought,
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Rhees believed that there was something missing. Wittgenstein had drawn
attention with great subtlety not only to the variety of language games
but also to the significance of rule-following and to the nature of the
child’s initiation into this. But all this still failed, Rhees thought, to do
justice to something fundamental about what we do with words. In
thinking of the learner of language and what it is to learn to speak, he
writes:

When he can speak, we may be delighted because “He can say things himself
now—not just repeat”. But what is important is that he can say things: not
just that he can construct new sentences—as it were in an exercise. You can
set him exercises if you want to test his vocabulary. But this is not how you
find out whether he can speak.

You might test his knowledge of a foreign language by setting him exercises.
And it would be something the same if you wanted to see whether he had
mastered a particular notation; or again, if you wondered whether he could
do arithmetic. Wittgenstein used to speak of teaching a child to multiply by
going through examples of multiplication for him, then getting him to go
through these and through other exercises while you corrected his mistakes,
and then saying “Go on by yourself now”. But if you said anything like this
about teaching a child to speak, you would have left out the most important
thing. (It would be like training a very intelligent parrot.) The point, roughly,
is that if he can speak he has got something to tell you or to ask you. In
arithmetic it is different. “Telling you things” is not part of his achievement
when he learns to multiply, whereas it is his principal achievement in learning
to speak (Rhees 2006, p. 159).

Having something to say, realising that one has something to say, and
realising that this is something that we human beings do together are
signal moments in the development of the child. That we can speak about
things, representing the world, if you like, is a condition of what the world
is (as opposed to its being a mere environment or habitat): it partly
constitutes the world. Speaking in this way is then a part of the dynamic
interaction between people into which the child comes.

Third and finally, I want to take issue with a common way in which
Wittgenstein’s thought is sometimes interpreted. He emphasises the way
that so much more is taught than is learned. In a way this is obviously
true, but it should not be taken to imply any priority of learning to
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teaching. It can in no way be used to give credence to the fiction of the
education of

Emile. Although I am sure that Rousseau’s concerns are elsewhere, the
bowdlerised version of Rousseau’s thought that has been familiar in
teacher education supports the idea that the learner learns not from the
teacher but from experience, as if nature were all that was needed. But
this is at odds with Wittgenstein’s sense of a language game—that is, of
a practice into which newcomers must be initiated. For there must be
“elders” who know how to go on, and it is through being guided by them
that children will learn. It will be objected, no doubt, that this is simply
not true of first-language learning: children learn regardless of whether
anyone teaches them; they learn simply through exposure to the
language. But what exactly is this exposure? Children do not simply look
on. Left simply to “look on”, children would not even survive. They
inevitably interact from the start. Their elders respond to them in some
way, feeding them, picking them up, dressing them, and all this occurs
inevitably within shared practices. It is not that the elders need
deliberately teach: it is rather, I want to say, that teaching is already there,
internal to the relation between people and inherent in all practices. How,
in fact, could it be otherwise? Levinas’ phrase “the other teaches me” need
not then be seen as a hyperbole. And repressed though this may be, it is
what is realised especially in the ex-position of speech. Teaching comes
then to be seen as inherent in the human. The other draws me out of
position (out of security, away from a role, and away from any mere
positing.) We spend much of our lives, including some of our schooling,
learning how not to acknowledge this. And that is the easier route.

Any expectation prompted by my title that this lecture would be a tale
of scandal—of the iniquities of teachers, of cover-ups by boards of
education, of corruption on the campus—will by now have been sadly
disappointed. Yet I do want to sound a note of scandal here. We can speak
of being scandalised by, for example, the growing inequalities of wealth
in the world or by failures in government responses to the spread of the
ebola virus, where there may be good reason for such reactions. But the
sense of scandal is more typically characterised by the feeling that there
has been an offense to propriety, to correct forms of behaviour and
received ideas. Some thirty years ago I was trying to write about humility,
touching on themes that are not so far from what I have said today, and
I was impressed by some comments by R.K. Elliott, at the time Editor of
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the Journal of Philosophy of Education. He suggested to me that it was
important to bring out the stifled sense of scandal that my thoughts
provoked in some of my audience—in other words, that this related to a
certain philosophical propriety in the thoughts of my critics. Questions
of propriety are close to matters of property, and this perhaps further
explains the defended response of those who are scandalised in this way.
The sense of discomfort occasioned by some of the thoughts we have
considered today—perhaps especially by those expressed by
Vansieleghem and Masschelein—can lead to the sense that a kind of
boundary is being crossed in a way that threatens prevailing ways of
thought and is unacceptable. The evocation of speech in which they are
engaged goes off the scale of any measure of effective communication,
and the alleged lack of definition in what they say offends our still
Cartesian philosophical propensity towards “clear and distinct ideas”. I
am not immune to this unease myself, but I am sure that we should be
wary of ways in which our sense of philosophical propriety may conceal
repression and denial, which ultimately must be a failure to refusal to see
the way the world is. It is exposure of a kind that is needed, and this is
inherent in good teaching and learning.
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