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I never attempt to teach my pupils; 
I only attempt to provide the condition in 

which they can lea.rn. 
:,' 

Low Guat Tin 

fter teaching for a number 
f years, things took a slight 
rn last year - I decided to 

use a slightly different approach in 
the classroom. I decided that I 
would "antagonize" the class, use 
sarcasm and also asked them to 
determine each lesson's agenda. 
"What do you want to learn today?" 
was a question I asked. The class 
tried to list a topic here and there 
and inevitably I would shoot them 
down as not worth delving into. 

The participants were at their 
wits' end and I too was quite 
disappointed for I wanted to 
challenge them, to create the 
dissonance that I believe so firmly 
in. , I believe that confusion is an 
important component to learning, 
especially where adults are 
concerned. I believe that when there 
is dissonance, the organism would 
consciously seek consonance; the 
organism wants to be in a state of 
equilibrium and when they come to 
grips with it, there will be much joy · 
and excitement, just as those who 
emerged from Plato's cave (The 
Republic Bk VII) with such 
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exhilaration! But for that to take 
place, they must seek new 
information, they must refocus, they 
must shift their paradigm a little. 

Further, didn't Knowles ( 1970) 
tell us that adults learn differently? 
I feel that the participants in the 
progranunes I teach need to be more 
reflective, to become reflective 
practitioners, for administrators 
need to reflect, to assess the values 
of life and education and to 
determine what men should be and 
do. Reflective thinking should be 
one of the goals of education. 

The year passed uneventfully. It 
was certainly not the best year in 
my teaching career. It was alright 
but neither the participants nor I 
were challenged ·Qr excited. A few 
were inspired to read for they were 
welcomed to all the books in my 
office. But the year did not end in a 
high note for me. 

It was thus that I looked forward 
to a trip to the US in June. I felt I 
needed to go back to visit my 
professors in University of 
Michigan and to spend time reading 
in the university libraries and 
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bookshops. I needed to read about 
issues which concerned me. I was 
also enrolled for a 4-day course on 
Dimensions of Learning in 
Washington D. C. 

I have attended so many 
workshops, seminars and confer
ences that I was wondering if I 
should attend the 4-day inten
sive,workshop at all. Anyhow, I 
turned up at the hotel and I was 
cooped up in that hotel for 5 days. 
(Cooped up because the hotel was 
in the middle of nowhere, and I did 
not leave the hotel at all!) 

It was a timely course for on the 
first day we learnt about the first 
dimension which is Posi live 
attitudes and perceptions about 
Classroom Climate qnd Classroom 
Tasks. It was in brief, a dimension 
about "Safety in the Classroom" 
The importance of classroom 
climate, the need for students to feel 
accepted by teacher and peers and 
comfort and order, i.e., structure in 
the classroom were discussed. 

While I have always remembered 
to ensure that participants in my 
lectures/classes felt comfortable 
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both physically and emotionally and 
have always worked at establishing 
rapport with them, I have in my 
eagerness to challenge them to shift 
their paradigms, been quite "harsh". 

How can students learn when the 
classroom climate is harsh? For fear 
of ridicule dare they question me? 
Dare they interact freely with me? 
And if they do not feel safe with me 
would most of the time in class not 
be spent protecting themselves-their 
fragile selves? 

Yes, I believe many of us well
meaning teachers have assaulted our 
pupils' "fragile selves", many of us 
have unknowingly "asaulted" our 
pupils self-concept, we have 
unconsciously "shredded" their 
concepts of themselves. And this 
often comes from excellent, caring 
teachers, wh~ may not be aware of 
the impact of their behaviour on 
their pupils. 

Dimension One tells me too that 
there is another aspect of safety in 
the classroom which teachers have 
to address. The first as discussed 
above is emotional safety and the 
second--safety in the task. I was 
reminded of this in my first lesson 
this academic year. I had returned 
~om the States recharged, eager to 
meet the participants and keen to 
share with them what I've been 
through. 

I excitedly went to class and 
taught, talked, listened and 
challenged. Half way through the 
session, one hand went up and a 
voice asked "Dr Low, what are the 
objectives of this lesson?" I was 
taken aback! Yes, while they had a 
stimulating hour, questioning 
assumptions, challenging biases, 
examining blind spots, arguing 
about perceptions, in the final 
analysis they wanted to know what 
were my lesson objectives. These 
are heads of Depts who are so used 
to Specific Instructional Objectives 
(SIOs) who would step into a class 

14 

to observe and expect to see their 
teacher's lesson plans with SIOs all 
properly written out and here I am 
their lecturer "caught" without 
SIOs! 

I was puzzled for I thought it was 
an extremely good lesson on 
paradigm shift and my initial 
reaction was "Gee, this is a lesson 
on paradgim shift and you have not 
shifted!" My initial reaction was to 
say "You ::rare now in a different 
situation, please shift gear and look 
at things differently! Wake up!" 

On reflection, I realised that the 
topic on paradigm shift is so new to 
them and for people who are so used 
to SIOs I have not provided them 
with the second form of"safety" and 
that is, safety in the task at hand. 
To feel "safe", even adult learners 
must know what the teacher is 
driving at, they need to know the 
objectives of the lesson. Lessons 
must have "handles" which they can 
hold on to. And many adults need 
to have lots of notes in their hands 
to feel safe! "Safety" in a course is 
sometimes equated with quantity of 
handouts. 

Yes, there are many teachers in 
our midst who go to class with very 
clear objectives and conduct the 
lesson competently but not taking 
into consideration the pupils 
emotional safety. We have heard of 
students who are so nervous in some 
lessons that they do not learn 
because all the time they are thinking 
of ways to protect themselves. 
Other teachers give so much 
emotional safety/.~ecurity but 
lessons are so unstructured that 
pupils do not know what is expected 
of them or what they are supposed 
to do. Many of our pupils are not 
ready to handle ambiguity, they need 
clear guidelines. 

And I find that adults also need 
clear guidelines. They need to know 
what is required of them in the 
course, what do lecturers look for 

in the assignment, and how will they 
be graded? The fears that children 
and adults have about failure is a 
real thing and as teachers how can 
we help them to overcome some of 
these unfounded fears? I also .want 
to echo the words ofPullias (1975) 
who said and I quote in length: 

One of the greatest functions 
of a teacher is to give his 
students a "vision of 
greatness," which is a 
figurative way of saying a 
clear picture of their potential 
as human beings and of the 
possibility of realizing that 
which they can be. . .. the 
individual cannot or will not 
see and take advantage of 
opportunity, however 
physically available it may 
be, unless he is brought to 
believe that he has 
possibilities for growth and 
that this opportunity is a door 
for him. 

As teachers how can we help our 
pupils, how can we give them this 
"vision of greatness"? 
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