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Summary

Vaill (1996) suggest that we do not require skills that make us competent.  Instead, we need to acquire the skills that make us incompetent in order to be effective beginners.  This is the real meaning of being a continual learner.

As teachers at R.M.I.T University Melbourne we often experience discomfort with the expected practice of merely imparting knowledge.  In his article "learning to not teach", Jerry Harvey (1978) a Professor from The George Washington University, shares his insights about teaching and learning when he explains “I gave up trying to teach long ago.  Fortunately, I haven’t given up trying to learn.”  In the following excerpt, Harvey (1997) shares Carl Rogers personal thoughts on teaching and learning.

“Anything of value cannot be taught, but that much of value can be learned” 

We have since been inspired by the true nature of teaching and learning and now make a conscious effort to facilitate learning, as opposed to teaching by imparting knowledge for someone to learn.  We define learning as ‘making meaning’, while evolving through the process of information to knowledge to wisdom.  Learning occurs through experience via reflective practice.

Our challenge lies in the role of the learning facilitator and learner.

Introduction:

The authors of this paper collectively explore the question 'Are academics teachers or learners?' and share their teaching experience as a form of inquiry to gain personal learning.

We attempt to demonstrate the concept and methodology of teaching in the past, current and future times, with the idea of identifying the possible changes that have occurred, resulting in the need for "the new academic as learner not teacher".  

Experience has shown us that there is a significant difference between teaching and learning.

The Past:

Lets travel back in time and revisit the essential nature of Socrates (470-399 BC) an enigmatic figure in the history of philosophy.  Gaarder (1994) explains that Socrates art of discourse lay in the fact that he did not appear to want to instruct people by lecturing like a traditional school or university teacher.  Instead he gave the impression of one desiring to learn from those with which he had dialogue and discussions.

Socrates would begin a conversation by asking questions and would feign ignorance with the idea of exposing his opponents to recognise the weakness in their thinking. The art of Socrates teaching was compared to that of midwifery, by his own mother, who used to be a midwife.  She explained that the midwife herself does not give birth to the child, but she is there to help during its delivery. In a similar way, Socrates saw his task as helping people to 'give birth' to the correct insight, as real understanding comes from within, and cannot be imparted by someone else.  The understanding that comes from within can lead to true insight and learning.  

Socrates called himself a philosopher, which means 'one who loves wisdom'.  He acknowledged that he knew little and therefore strived to achieve true insight. Socrates had the greatest influence on European thought.  "Wisest is he or she that knows that they do not know" (Gaarder 1994)

The thoughts and perspective of the eastern world are greatly influenced by the  "Upanishads", the ancient Hindu writings, representing an important epoch in the history of the human spirit.  The term "Upanishads" is derived from upa (near), ni (down) and sad (to sit), which means sit down near.  Groups of students sit down near the teacher to learn the secret doctrine through the art of discourse.  (Radhakrishnan 1994) 

In comparison, there were a group of itinerant teachers and philosophers from the Greek colonies called 'Sophists' that moved to Athens around 450BC.  The word "sophist' means wise and informed person, that made a living out of teaching the citizens for money by imparting their knowledge.  They chose to concern themselves with man and his ability to conform to his place in society, rather than gain true insight by understanding from within. (Gaarder 1994)

From time immemorial, sophists of this type from all over the world have come and gone in and out of classrooms, imparting their self-opinionated knowledge while failing to create a learning environment.

The authors have come to believe that valuable learning is seen as an engaging process (Gagne 1965) between the teacher and student.  

Revans (1982) suggest that groups learn from each other by engaging actively in group problem centred analysis, and challenging the different perceptions and attitudes held by the individual. 

(Kolb 1984, Honey and Mumford, 1986) explain that valuable learning occurs through the process of reflection and inquiry as opposed to the direct imparting of knowledge.

The Present: 

Today the authors are questioning why the teaching methodology has continued to exist in the style of the 'sophists' at most educational institutions, while the practice of inquiry and wonder survives amidst few specialist education centres?  

Professor Beare from the University of Melbourne points out that Neville (1989) in his book "Educating Psyche" highlights the fact that today's schools are merely cerebral places.  Intellect and an obsession with utility dominate the schools, hence undervaluing what lies in the depth or psyche of the learner.  For several years, the teaching practice is primarily based upon rationality and logic, leaving little or no room at all for inquiry and wonder.

The following models demonstrate the current teaching practice and the learning dilemma we often face in the classroom both personally and with our students.

The Learning Journey:  

Information > Knowledge > Wisdom

· Information: The data we take in through our senses or Intuition while remaining mentally active.

· Knowledge: Using an analytical or rational process to make some sense of the data to add to our current pool of knowledge.

· Wisdom: The ability to apply the knowledge to our practice in order to bring about meaningful learning.  

Moving along the learning continuum from information to knowledge to wisdom, we have encountered many hurdles that have prevented the transfer of learning.

Our experience has indicated that the expected teaching methodology practiced in the classroom favours the process of imparting knowledge via lectures, tests and tutorial activities that do not provide an environment for valuable learning to occur.  The lack of interaction among the students themselves as well as with the teacher, makes using the 'art of discourse' an impossibility.

The building blocks to meaningful learning is further accentuated by some of the material we use in the form of text books, copious handouts and other reading material, which tends to encourage the students to learn by rote.

The triangle below demonstrates the importance of all the three sides existing together in order to achieve the goal of meaningful learning.  However if one or more sides are missing, there is an increase in the student's inability to acquire meaningful learning.  

The students inability to transfer their acquired knowledge into wisdom and be able to demonstrate the transfer of learning, is caused by either one or more sides of the triangle that is/are missing in relation to their goal to acquire meaningful learning

The authors continue to use the triangle concept to understand and work with the frustration felt by the students and us in making sense of the classroom teaching. 







The Future:

Neville (1989) states that teaching is not about imparting knowledge but about facilitating learning, which occurs through one's own self motivated exploration.  He suggests that the role of the teacher is to be available to respond authentically to questions that arise momentarily from the student, as learning originates from the actions of the learner, not those of the teacher.

The Open learning organisation model:

The concepts signposted by the nine window model enabled us to examine different ways in which we could work individually and collectively to achieve meaningful learning.  In using this model, the authors wish to present the possibilities of flexibility, creativity and productivity, that collectively can create 'an integrated whole' that permits and promotes awareness of self, other components and the external world. (Mink, Schultz and Mink 1991)

The open organisation model below demonstrates the importance of reflective practice and the use of inquiry within the classroom to ensure the boundaries of each window remain permeable, allowing meaningful learning to occur within RMIT University. 

Interrelating individual, group and organisation:

Unity, internal responsiveness and external responsiveness are the three characteristics used by Mink, Schultz and Mink (1991) to describe the organisation and its sub-systems.  These characteristics are viewed at the levels of the individual person, the work group and the entire organisation.

· Unity: Is the process of centring and forms around an over riding purpose.  It promotes awareness of self and awareness of the external world.

· Internal responsiveness: Is the exchange of energy between components to align and work together towards a common purpose.  Internal responsiveness is developed and maintained through collaboration rather than through authority.

· External responsiveness: Refers to the exchange of energy with the environment.  An organisation of any nature needs to be pro-active or transformative rather than reactive in relation to the external environment.  An open system maintains unity while remaining both internally and externally open.
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The Nine Window Model (Mink et al, 1979)

1. Values - Identification of my basic beliefs.   Am I open and other-oriented as opposed to closed and self-oriented?

2. Congruence - Personal congruence.  Awareness of myself.  Critical reflection on premises, frames of reference, and attribution about self and others

3. Connection - Hearing and responding to others. 

4. Shared Vision - Identification of team goals and objectives. 

5. Quality relations - Facilitation of Interpersonal skills among team members.

6. Collaborations - Gathering and relating external information relevant to task of team. 

7. Shared Vision - Development of common organisation goals relevant to purpose and mission.

8. Alignment - Ways by which components within the organisation impact each other.  

9. Contribution - Organisation responsiveness to larger community and social relevance.

Learning as a Way of Being:

While reminiscing on our teaching experiences, we the authors have come to realise that while we are learning, we are also in a state of ‘being' through which understanding from within gives birth to new insights and meaningful learning.  Vaill (1996) suggests that learning as a way of being has real substance, as it is an authentic way of living, working, thinking and feeling.  Learning teaches us other ways of being.

Vaill (1996) explains that each of us will live out our ‘learning as a way of being’ differently, while there are some common challenges for each of us as the mode of learning is developed.  These modes are listed below: 

· Self-Directed Learning: The learner is aware of his/her particular learning need when faced with any kind of change.  High degree of self-direction exists within the learner.

· Creative Learning: Creativity is exploration.  Learning in an environment of constant change that requires creativity, exploration and invention.

· Expressive Learning: Learners need to be comfortable with the learning process.  Learning occurs in the process of expressing it

· Feeling Learning: Learning on the feeling level is to learn about meanings deeply and personally.  This means understanding how meanings are formed, challenged or lost and how they can be sustained and revitalised.

· On-Line Learning: Using this mode to learn as a way of being involves deinstitutionalsed learning, as all environments are one of learning for all human beings.  

· Continual Learning: Lifelong learning - learning through out one’s life.

· Reflexive Learning: Being a more conscious and reflective learner.

· Spiritual Learning: Spiritual learning is about becoming aware of how our daily struggles that we encounter through change connect us to the ground of being and ensure our participation in it.
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I want to learn.





I am competent ie I have the knowledge, skills and ability to achieve the learning.





The classroom creates a learning environment for meaningful learning to occur.





Meaningful learning








