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Supervision and the Moral Character of Learning and Teaching

Introduction

This paper argues that instructional supervision should take account not only of the cognitive learning that is being promoted by the teacher, but also the moral character of the learning.  The objective of the paper is to call attention to an aspect of supervision that receives insufficient attention in the field, as well as in the scholarly literature on Supervision.  The paper is theoretical in nature, in that it attempts to lay out an argument for an approach to learning that draws both on learning theory, curriculum theory, and ethical theory.  The paper wants to highlight the moral character of learning that deals specifically with the academic curriculum.   Supervisors rarely conduct conversations about or promote  attention to this aspect of learning the curriculum.  Neither, I suspect, do we professors of instructional supervision.

The paper begins with a distinction between the “General Ethics” of teaching and learning, and the “Special Ethics” of the practice of teaching and learning.  From the Special Ethics perspective, the paper explores the particular “good” that learning and teaching uniquely cultivates, thus clarifying deep value dimensions within the activity of learning and teaching that enables educators to advocate for its integrity over against an exclusive attention to the cognitive dimensions of learning.  Supervisors are urged to attend equally to these value dimensions in the interaction of teachers and students around the academic curriculum. Real learning is an intrinsic moral good and it produces further internal goods for learners as human beings.  After some examples of the moral character involved in learning different parts of the academic curriculum, the paper proposes a model of moral learning and teaching that supervisors can use to enter into conversations with teachers about this aspect of their practice.

Delineating the special or particular ethics of teaching

General ethics in education is more concerned with the ethics of everyday life as that gets played out in the institutional context of schools and involves issues around fairness, truth telling, respect, equity, conflict, misunderstandings, and loyalties, for example.   Most case studies in the literature on ethics in teaching, or in educational administration (Strike, Haller, & Soltis, 1998; Zaretsky, 2004; Langlois, 2005) deal with ethics in education from this position.   Special ethics has much more to do with the ethics of the profession of educating.  Part of that special ethics is about preventing harm in the process of educating; but part of that ethics is about promoting the "good" involved in the practice of educating (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2001).  

Just as medical ethics is concerned with promoting the good of its professional practice, which is physical health; just as business ethics is supposed to be concerned with promoting the public and individual good involved in trade, commerce and contracts, just so one would expect educational ethics to be grounded in the particular good involved in teaching and learning.  What is that good that education is supposed to pursue, promote, support?  Shapiro & Stefkovich (2001) advance that that particular good   is “the best interests of the child.”  I want to specify that in schools, the best interests of the child is the good to be found in learning—not any old kind of learning, but in a deep and broad learning that enables the child to accelerate the process of self-understanding and agency in relation to the natural, the cultural, and the social worlds (del Rio & Alvarez, 2002; Chaiklin,2002).  The good of learning involves the good of discovering, naming, constructing oneself as one is introduced to the natural, cultural and social worlds that constitute one's public "situatedness."  The good of learning involves, as well, learning to enact one’s life as an agent as least as much as a patient, that is, to participate as a member of those worlds.  The ethics of teaching then comes to focus very intentionally on the proactive pursuit, cultivation, and support of those goods of learning in and for a democratic community and polity.  


The current scholarship on ethics in education has done a reasonably good job of describing the General Ethics of teaching in and administering schools but not a good enough job of describing what the proactive pursuit of those special goods of learning might look like.  Lacking that clearer focus on the proactive pursuit of those goods of learning, the profession of teaching fails to grasp that their core work—not the work that surrounds that core work (communicating with parents, avoiding racism or religious prejudice in the classroom, collaboratively setting up the ground-rules that will govern classroom behavior, etc.) but the core work of the complex and intricate practice of teaching--is moral work.  The general ethics of justice, care, and critique (Starratt, 1991) provide guidance for how to respond ethically to students, colleagues, parents, policy makers, and the public at large while going about the core work of their profession.  General ethics, however, do not provide sufficient ethical insight into the specialized professional work of teaching, a work whose moral character is intimately tied into cultivating the moral character of learning.

The ethics of teaching is bound up with the ethics of learning

Teaching is the practice of a profession; that profession professes to stimulate and cultivate and sustain learning in its deep and broad sense (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Nixon, Martin, McKeown & Ranson, 1996;  Sizer, 1996; Wood, 1998).  As Macintyre observes, “What is distinctive of a practice is in part the way in which conceptions of the relevant goods and ends which the technical skills serve—and every practice does require the exercise of technical skills—are transformed and enriched by these extensions of human powers and by that regard for its own internal goods which are partially definitive of each particular practice or type of practice.” (1981, p. 180, emphasis mine) The good of learning, then, can be asserted as the good which the technical skills of teaching serve and which are transformed and enriched by the extension of human powers which learning produces.

The activity of learning, however, is itself a large generalization.  What is the special good of the learning that takes place in schools, a good so important that societies everywhere throughout history have attended to its preservation?  It is the good of learning, in an organized way (frequently referred to as the scope and sequence of the curriculum), the accumulated wisdom of the tribe or nation about how the world of nature works, how the social world works, how the cultural/religious world works. That learning involves learning about who one is by how one belongs to the natural, social, cultural, and religious worlds, about membership in these worlds, about the rights and responsibilities of membership. These learnings constitute such an important good for both the individual young person, the community of young persons, and the adult society, that they are usually placed under the direction of persons who have made a special effort to systematize, or organize that knowledge in its basic intelligibility, who, in short, practice the profession of education.  The assumption behind this formalized process of teaching and learning is that through it, the new generation of members will be able to participate as full adults in carrying on and renewing the life of the community. 

 The heart and soul of the ethics of teaching is to be found in the cultivation of learning in pupils.  The world cultivation involves a metaphor taken from the work of agri-culture. It suggests that the teacher is somewhat like the gardener who aerates the soil, provides supports for the shrubs and plants to hold on to, prunes them, waters them and weeds the soil around them.  It suggests as well that the teacher is a culturing resource and model, providing critical appraisal of the learners’ work the way cultural critics would, relating their work to criteria of style and grace, logic and clarity, robustness and sophistication, simplicity and integrity. 

The phrase, “cultivation of learning,” emphasizes that the work of the teacher is focused on learning. When we speak of teaching as cultivating learning, we mean engaging something larger than skills and information.  We mean that teaching cultivates literacy, cultivates character, cultivates taste, cultivates civic dispositions; cultivates generous understandings of the processes and patterns in nature, in social life, in cultural life; 

Knowledge as Independent, Dependent, and Interior

Tom Sergiovanni (2001) suggests helpful distinctions between assumptions about knowledge.  He suggests that some teachers think about knowledge as standing above the learner.  From that perspective the learner must acquire that knowledge in its pristine integrity. The knowledge stands apart from the learner as a self-contained body of knowledge. The knowledge is defined and formulated by scholars through the methods they use to uncover and report that knowledge.   In contrast, some think of the learner as standing above the knowledge.  In that case, knowledge is something to be used by the learner for a variety of purposes such as solving problems, applying the knowledge in an argument or policy discussion, using the knowledge to pass an exam, or to fill out one’s portfolio. Still others think of knowledge as something the learner must bring inside, must relate it to the person he or she is, must explore its meaning and value for the trajectory of her or his personal, social, and civic life.  Like food that, when digested, enters into the living biological systems of the person, nourishing the body, strengthening it, sustaining it, so knowledge is the food that feeds the construction and growth of the person.  Even more, while one may say that the knowledge is in the person, the person is also in the knowledge.  When we think of the content knowledge of the curriculum the teacher is supposed to know, we can view it from each of those assumptions and see the implications for their professional development that flow from each assumption.   We can also see how this perspective would change the pedagogy the teacher employs to bring about this personal encounter with the knowledge of the curriculum.


This third approach to content knowledge brings us closer to the moral character of learning. Though the content knowledge might be stimulated from the knowledge “out there,” it doesn’t remain out there.  It becomes the learner’s knowledge; it enters into the learner’s understanding of her or himself; it situates the learner in the natural, cultural, or social world, it is inside the learner; it becomes a part of her.  The learner, to be sure, will continue to feed and enrich that inside knowledge with further study of other knowledge sources. These learners come to see themselves inside the knowledge and see the knowledge inside themselves.  There is a dialogue between the knower and the known.  The intelligibility of the known enhances the intelligibility of the knower.  In naming the known, the knower is implicated in a relationship of responsibility to the known, a responsibility to name it truly, accurately, in its clear, at least for the moment, meaning.  But that meaning does not stand totally outside the knower.  The meaning of the known is also what it means to me, not in a whimsical, arbitrary way, but in a way that implicates me in the relationship to the known and in the integrity of announcing what it means to me. 


From this third perspective--and this is the perspective on learning that ties it to the intrinsically moral character of learning--everything within the biophysical, the cultural, the social worlds has within it some form of intelligence, whether that is found in its genetic or cellular intelligence, the intelligence of a human artifact, the intelligible patterns of human association.  That intelligibility may have been discovered by someone else and enunciated in a theory, an interpretation, a formula. Nevertheless, in coming to know some aspect of reality, the knower has to come to know that reality in some kind of personal appropriation of that reality’s intelligibility.  Otherwise, all the knower would know is the formula, the theory in its verbal or mathematical expression, but not apprehend the reality those expressions pointed to.  The knowledge would be of the name, but not of the reality behind the name. Without that dialogue with reality, mediated through language, theoretical frameworks, or formulae, then the intelligibility of that reality does not engage the intelligibility of the knower, for it does not illuminate any relationship with the knower’s reality.  The knower needs to understand that relationship if the knowledge is to mean something to the knower.  Otherwise, what is the point of learning anything if it does not reveal to us the world where we already are living in new and engaging possibilities, in its complexity and depth?


What we have said about the learner taking knowledge inside of him or herself in a dialogue between intelligences applies equally to the teacher who, before becoming a teacher, has to go through the same process of learning.  Thus, “Shakespeare” is not only a corpus of poems and plays that sits on a library shelf, a body of work the teacher has read, memorized, analyzed, critiqued, perhaps even played a part in a production of.  Shakespeare is now inside the teacher.  Romeo, Lear, Falstaff, Richard, Hamlet, Ophelia, Cleopatra, Lady Macbeth have entered the teacher’s soul, have set up a dialogue with the teacher’s identity, have opened doors to the intimate chambers of the human heart and the human beast.  Those characters speak to the heroic, as well as to the devious, defensive, and silly impulses of the teacher.  Through these characters the teacher recognizes aspects of him or herself.  She also recognizes how many of these dramatic characters have become stereotypes for recognizing and naming those traits in others.  They stand for the breadth and depth of human possibility, as well as for the tragic predicaments humans face.

When that teacher teaches the “content knowledge” of Shakespeare, that content knowledge can now emerge in its transformative power.  Teaching Shakespeare now becomes the teacher’s opportunity to help Shakespeare speak to the humanity of the learners, and thereby increase their self-knowledge and their knowledge of the heroic, the foolish, and the darker side of human nature.


Similarly, for the biology teacher, the content knowledge of genetics works its way inside.  It helps the teacher understand her/himself more profoundly as a living organism in nature.  A personal appropriation of genetic biology establishes a dialogue between the intelligibility of the double helix and the intelligibility of the teacher’s biological inheritance. That dialogue also reveals how science enables nature (in this case, human nature) to understand itself, and enables humans to understand the “mind of nature” (Augros & Stanciu, 1987; Bateson, 1979; Eisely, 1962; Prigogine & Stegers, 1984; Zohar & Marshall, 1994).  Such knowledge places the knower in a new relationship to the worm that contains most of the genetic material that humans possess.  Such knowledge places the knower in touch with an enormous history, an “immense journey” (Eisely, 1957), of terrestrial life which has creatively and patiently struggled through day after day after day, year after year after year, century after century after century, millennium after millennium after millennium until it had finally figured out how to think for itself, then think about itself, then think about its thinking, and, finally, think about what it wanted to do with itself (Seilstad, 1989).  This knowledge reveals the knower to him/herself in a profoundly transformative way.  

This kind of personalized knowledge of genetic biology—attained only after considerable study and reflection—now prepares the teacher to facilitate at least the beginning of a dialogue between DNA and the learner’s mind, imagination and soul. This dialogue will lead to multiple additional dialogues with DNA in worms, insects, flowers canaries, gerbils, sheep dogs, classmates, even Shakespeare and his circus parade of heroes and heroines, villains, knaves, and fools.  Perhaps the English teacher and the Biology teacher might hold a seminar on the Shakespearean variations of DNA.

We have to keep in mind that the moral character of learning involves not only the situating and construction of an individual identity, but a social construction of an “US.”  In drawing out the relationship of each person to the natural, social, and cultural worlds they are studying through the school’s academic curriculum, the teacher will also probe with the students, the implications of that relationship to all of them as a community, as a polity, as a people on a common journey.  Thus, the dialogue of learning is not only between the individual learner and the curriculum, but among the learners themselves concerning the various ways they bring their individual insights around the curriculum into a larger appreciation of what this curriculum unit suggests about their common membership in the natural, social and cultural worlds.   

A Model of Teaching and Learning to Guide the Moral Agenda of Supervision 

Given that the cultivation of learning lies at the heart of the teacher’s professional practice, then teacher growth in that work defines, so to speak, the agenda for a career-long work, and the basis for supervisory dialogue.  The model assumes that teaching, like learning, is also a moral as well as an intellectual practice.  Teaching flows from the teacher’s dialogue with the curriculum material as a source of intelligibility about the world as well as about oneself.  The teacher’s dialogue with the learner before, during, and after the learning episode is not only an intellectual exercise.  That dialogue is an effort to be present to the learner as a person of intrinsic worth, not simply a mind to be filled with knowledge.  That dialogue is an effort to communicate a sense of respect and caring as well as an invitation to the learners to explore the worlds of nature, society, and culture as their worlds where there are places for them to become someone special, and as worlds awaiting their collective effort to transform. The model is illustrated in figure 1.  





Figure 3.1 Model of the Teaching-Learning Relationships

The first order of business in a teaching learning situation is for the teacher to establish a working relationship with the learners.  That relationship has first to build up 

some trust between the teacher and the learners.  The learners need to know that the teacher is interested in them, cares for and respects them as human beings with huge potentials.  The learners need to see the teacher as an authentic person, not as some distant, cardboard authority figure, but someone who can laugh and cry, someone who is consistent and reliable, someone who tells the truth.  

The teacher has to try to get to know the learners as well as possible. Figure 2 attempts to outline the knowledge that results from that dialogue with the learners.  That dialogue helps teachers know the learners’ individual interests, hobbies, career interests, special talents, academic strengths and shortcomings, fears and uncertainties, cultural 











Figure 2  First leg of the Model: Teacher’s Working Relationship With Learners

challenges.

For primary school teachers establishing a dialogue with the learners in the class is a relatively manageable task.  For secondary and middle school teachers who normally teach one discipline in many classroom during the day, getting to know over one hundred students very well is a daunting task.  Some schools try to lessen the burden by having two or three teachers from the different subject areas teach the same learners for two or three successive years.  That extended time frame enables those teachers to share their knowledge of that group of students and to share ideas on how to capture their interest in the curriculum and to overcome learning problems learners might be having in several subject areas.  That arrangement also provides opportunities for cross-disciplinary learning activities as well as for student peer coaching.

The second leg of the triangle concerns the teacher’s knowledge of the curriculum (Cf. Figure 3).  As indicated earlier, that knowledge can be relatively superficial and naïve, as simply external knowledge of an academic area to be mastered and reproduced for assessment exercises, or it can be personalized knowledge that continues to reveal the knower’s relationship to the natural, cultural, or social world.  Primary teacher have a life-long agenda here, for they may know one or two academic areas reasonably well, but have a very limited mastery of several others.  They have to continually listen to the curriculum content talk back to them, to show a side of its intelligibility that will be useful for students to discover, that will in turn talk back to the students and help them see more deeply how they are connected to the natural, cultural, and social worlds.

One of the challenges for primary teachers is to translate their relatively sophisticated understanding of the subject matter into the design of learning activities that can appeal to the minds and imaginations and feelings of their young learners, while at the same time 








Figure 3.3 Second Leg of the Model: Teacher’s Dialogical Relationship with Curriculum Subject Matter

being true to the integrity of their own understandings.  This translation of the teachers’ understandings of their subject matter into appealing and clarifying learning activities is, of course a challenge for teachers at all levels. Again, because of the diversity within classrooms, much of this translation will have to be more and more customized to fit various groups of learners.


One important aspect of this dialogue with the subject matter concerns the teacher’s setting up what level of knowledge and understanding of the subject matter is being sought.  Initially it might be simply mastering the vocabulary, the names used in identifying aspects of the subject matter.  Subsequently the knowledge sought might involve using the categories or names to classify various particulars under that category.  

There might follow an attempt to have the learner tell a story about something related to the objects/subjects they are studying.  Beyond that, the knowledge sought might be to put that skill of classification to use in solving some kind of a mystery or problem.  Gradually the teacher may expect to see a personal connection between the learner’s experience and the objects/ subjects they are studying (Chaiklin, 2002).  In any event, the teacher’s dialogue with the curriculum will always take place with the students standing in the picture, with the teacher asking of the subject matter, “What do you have to say to these learners that might be of particular importance to their lives?  How do you connect to them?  How might they connect to you?  How do you help them understand something about themselves that adds value to who they are?  How do you re-place, re-mind these learners within the natural, cultural or social worlds?”


These questions lead naturally to the third leg of the triangle, the dialogue between the students and the subject matter (Figure 4). The teacher’s work on this 








Figure 4 The third leg of the Model: Teacher’s efficacious pedagogy brings learners into dialogue with the curriculum.

leg of the triangle involves the teacher bringing together the teacher’s knowledge of the students with the teacher’s knowledge of the curriculum and designing learning activities 

that bring the students into active dialogue with the subject matter.  Those activities can involve games, puzzles, memory tricks, projects, problems, reading and writing exercises, dramatic performances, story-telling, dance, experiments with color, shape, sounds, movements, measurement exercises, songs, debates, jig saw exercises—whatever will bring the learners into some kind of experience with and of the subject matter.  As the learners becomes more familiar and more comfortable with the subject matter, the teacher will inevitably involve the learners in reflective questions about how they are making sense of the material, and how the material is talking back to them.  The important part of any pedagogical scheme is to bring the knowledge from outside to inside the learner.  The teacher should insist on the learner being responsible to the knowledge they are personally appropriating and that means naming what they know carefully and truthfully, not attempting to inflate their knowledge beyond what it is, not making believe that they know something when they don’t (Chaiklin, 2002).  The learners should constantly be encouraged to name what they know as far as they know it, even if that knowledge is expressed tentatively.  Such responses as “ It seems to me that this story is about making friends, about the risk of making a friend, because when you tell stuff to your friend that you wouldn’t tell to anyone else because they might think you’re weird, you hope your friend will still accept you.”  The response indicates a learner attempting to articulate some truth about the nature of friendship, especially as the learner may have experienced it in her or his own life.  The teacher might follow up with the question: “And when a friend accepts what you tell about yourself as ok, how does that make you feel?”  The question invites the student to generate additional learnings about friendship, not from a book, but from a dialogue with his own experience of friendship.  But the teacher can also refer back to the story and ask whether the story provides confirming evidence that friendship is risky but worth the risk.  The question requires the student to take elements of the story further inside to probe what his answer will be.  


No matter what the academic subject matter, the teacher can always encourage this movement from outside knowledge to inside knowledge, bringing the learner into dialogue with that knowledge and how that knowledge might be in relationship to the learner, what that knowledge helps the learner to understand about her or himself.  This kind of learning process always intentionally raises the questions, “What’s the point of learning this stuff?  What does it have to do with us?  Why is it important?  What is its value for us?” Requiring the learners to answer those questions as truthfully as they can occasions that ongoing dialogue with knowledge that makes it personal and personally significant.


Teachers will always be refining their pedagogical skills and strategies.  One of the obvious reasons behind supervisory practice is precisely to support improvement of their pedagogical skills and strategies. Often these strategies, however, reveal a menu of exercises, a bag of tricks to hook students into learning the material, without being grounded in any kind of deeper purpose than it helps learners prepare for exams.  This third leg of the triangle provides that deeper connection to the moral character of the learning process which should guide and shape all of the pedagogical skills and strategies the teacher employs. Conversations about this connection should become an essential part of the formative agenda of the supervisor.


Let us listen to a teacher’s reflection on her effort to target her pedagogy towards the perceived needs of students.

The most beneficial aspect of the process was probably the initial planning of it…thinking about it even before the implementing…thinking in my own mind what I could do with my particular group of students and my unique situation…what would be one thing that I could really work on and concentrate on this year that would impact them.  And I think even if I’d only done a small segment of what I’d planned, I think it would have been worthwhile because it made me look at what the needs might be within my students that I could have a personal impact on within the school year.  It made me take a look at myself and at my teaching and what I could work on.(Adams, 2004, p.113)

In passing it might be helpful to observe how this teacher was not using an officially proscribed technique based on research studies (knowledge above the teacher), but was calling on the knowledge gained from experience, the knowledge inside her, to construct new approaches to her teaching.  The tone of her reflections reflects a deep commitment to her students, and to a dialogical working relationship with them, thus indicating professional growth on both the first and the third leg of the model outlined above.

A Large Framework for Supervision 

Granted that supervisors will need to differentiate expectations for beginning teachers, newly tenured teachers, and veteran teachers, the model described above provides a large framework to guide their conversations.  The model suggests that teachers need to continuously improve their dialogical knowledge on all three legs of the triangle, not simply to improve student performances on high stakes tests, but to improve learners’ abilities to connect their individual and collective lives to the worlds revealed in the academic curriculum..  For some teachers that might mean a year or two additional learning about special needs children and how better to respond to them.  For other teachers that might mean a year or two additional learning about how to motivate and respond to the slower learners in the classroom.  For yet other teachers that might mean a year or two devoted to a greater personal understanding of the science embedded in the curriculum he or she teaches.  For still others, it may mean a year working in a new team to develop appropriate rubrics for assessing student work, not only from the standpoint of mastering the curriculum standards, but connecting that mastery to the trajectories of their lives.  For teachers feeling the intense pressure to map their teaching to the state curriculum standards, that may mean developing a personal understanding of the knowledge required by the standards in order to reconstruct his or her teaching in such a way that students can encounter that material in a dialogical learning process.


With this large framework for approaching the professional work of teachers, supervisors can engage the teaching staff of the school to probe where the teachers see needs and possibilities for improving their cultivation of the authentic learning of all their students.  The framework suggests that the focus of supervision is never one thing.  Rather there will be productive learning opportunities in one leg or the other for different teachers and groups of teachers.  A much more sophisticated and variegated program of supervision should be available so that teachers can personalize their learning in those areas where they need to, or where they see promising opportunities for improvement.  With the framework, teachers can begin to assess on which leg of the triangle they want to focus attention. That assessment, in turn, can become the focus for supervisory episodes they may be in line for. 

Conclusion 

This paper has attempted to illuminate an aspect of student learning that is currently neglected in our country’s classrooms, and to connect supervision to the agenda to restore some of that balance.  If the argument is valid, then it suggests that we who “profess” the scholarly foundations for supervision in our leadership preparation programs need to introduce these concerns into our courses and into our scholarly writings about supervision.  It also suggests that we should be conversing with our colleagues who teach courses in pedagogy, learning theory, and curriculum development about the moral character of teaching and learning, and the moral content of the academic curriculum (beyond the character education curriculum materials).  Insofar as we are connected to practica experiences for our graduate students, we should have them explore these conversations with the teachers they might be working with. Finally, we ourselves need to delve more deeply into the learning theories and human development theories that might be more hospitable to this understanding of learning.  Currently, there are openings in the sociocultural approaches to learning that show some promise (Wells & Claxton, 2002), but they seem too  wedded to the promotion of academic learning for its own sake.  They seem only tangentially interested in learning becoming a source for personal identity; instead, they seem to limit their perspective to viewing personal identity simply as a site for learning.  
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