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Educators' Choice of Words 

Low Guat Tin and Lim Lee Hean 

. ·,.· c>~r-· percep~ions 

are in ·.a -·sense' 

guid~d· by our 

·z«ngtiage anct· · · 
. _thoughtS. 

One need not be a veteran teacher or administrator to come 

across expressions like "I can't handle that class", "We must 

deal with such pupils properly", "You should settle the group 

fast", "We need to treat her like that to teach her a lesson" and 
~)":' 

"fix hiny up to get work done". 

Such choice of words gene,rate certain images. Our perceptions 

are in a sense guided by our language and thoughts. We 

visualise ourselves gearing up to show "who's .boss" when we 

have to handle a group of 40 difficult pupils. In dealing with 

people, one conjures an image of a fist-clenching person ready 

to fight or flee. With such vocabulary, are we actually more 

concerned with the education of human beings per se, or is the 

focus on scheming and fighting to conquer "objects"? 

Concerned educators may use words associated with the 

garden in sharing their vision, like planting the seed, watering, 

pruning, nurturing talents, and fruits of labour. Words like 

"service to community" may also be expressed, as they 

perceive their vocation as one that enables them to dedicate 

themselves to education and relate to those under their charge. 

They rejoice to see "recalcitrants turning over· a new leaf", and 

are committed to mentoring, loving-kindness and magnanimity. 

They value people in their care not as means to an end, but as 

ends in themselves. People become gifts along the way. T~ere 

is not only permission for but also provision of opportunity. The 

element of care is expressed in the facilitation for growth of the 

individual, group or organisation. John Dewey would probably 

see the educators' task as that of enabling growth, for to him 

"education is all one of growing, it has no end beyond itself" . 

Images and metaphors such as "garden", "factory", "army", 

"temple", "machine", "organism", "market-place" and 

"conversation" serve to guide the work orientations of schools or 

to describe administrators' perceptions of the schools they run. 

The metaphors we have about schools affect the way we run 

schools and also how the words we choose to use, as each 
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metaphor has its pivotal elements. Thus if we perceive the 

school as an "army", we would probably use words such as 

deal, handle, et cetera. If we choose to see the school as a 

"factory" then the result is input, output, quality control, et 

cetera. The metaphors represent our world view of life or 

education. 

As suggested above, metaphors or images we have of schools 

influence our approach and actions. Those who see the school 

as a "temple" would be more concerned about traditions, rituals 

and are motivated by intrinsic rewards . Those who see it as a 

"factory" would be more concernedi~bout maximising resource 

utilisation. To Mitchell (1986), the choice of metaphors 

"machine", "organism", "market-place", "conversations" indicate 

perceived management control through "designing strt1ctures 

and enforcing rules", "controlling information and making 

decisions", "negotiating agreements and allocating resources" 

and "articulating purposes and motivating individuals" 

respectively. 

Whatever the selection of a particular metaphor or an 

integration of metaphors in an educational setting, there has to 

be a certain degree of congruency among school 

administrators, teachers and pupils. Congruency in the way 

they define and organise their work and the expectations they 

have of one another. 

Our interactions with pupils are thus affected, as to whether we 

advise, belittle or cane. Our choice of words influence actions 

and relations, and it is best that we employ language in an 

· optimal way. Experienced educators are more likely to know 

more about a pupil's emotional triggers, and can better gear 

and control an exchange. 

Callous words of an educator can hurt and poison for they 

linger in impressionable young minds. For those affected, 

follow-up administration of an antidote would be imperative, to 

unlearn what they had learned or internalise.~. Unfortunately, 

unlearning and relearning is not always easy. 

"There are two educations [sic]: the one that teaches how to 

make a living and the one that teaches how to live" (Mello, 

1989, p.7). The metaphors we have are influenced by our 

concept of life, by what we think living is, or what life "out 

there" is or should be. Is life "out there" a garden where 

nurturing, blooming matters? Or is it a rat race where what 
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matters is output? This perception will influence us as we 

educate others "how to make a living" or "how to live". 
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