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Why, then, do teachers continue to adopt an approach which, if they
reflected on their own experience as learners and as parents, they would
recognize to be inappropriate? A part of the answer can be found, I
believe, in the metaphors that are nowadays all too frequently used for
talking about education—metaphors that seem to be drawn from the
world of industrial management in a mass-production economy. Use
of terms such as “plant,” “input output,” “cost-effectiveness” and so
on betrays a conception of education as a factory assembly line. [ even
heard two educators recently talking about “tooling up the curriculum”
for the coming school year! Such metaphors suggest a belief that, as in
a factory, if one sets up the curriculum as a production line with the
right machines in the right sequence, with teachers as machine operators
and quality controllers, then the raw material (children) which goes in
at one end will emerge at the other as acceptable, identical products.

Stated in these terms, this is clearly not a philosophy to which any
teachers I know would happily subscribe. Yet more and more it seems
to be dominating actual practice. On the other hand, there are classrooms
ard, indeed, whole schools in which teachers have found ways of
enabling children to engage actively in meaning-making, building cu-
mu'atively on what they know and can do, and learning through col-
laboration with their peers as well as with their teachers. The following
extract comes from such a classroom, in which a small group of children
we e looking with their teachers at a collection of twigs, which had
been gathered on the nearby common.'

Yelshea:  Miss, why has--why hos it gone all furry? Most plants that I see—
wild plants—are not furry.
But is there anything that's meant to—why it's meant to be furry?

Teacher:  What do you other children—[to Richard]—what do you think?
Richard: 'Cos, er—it—protects it.
Colin: It's a worm coat . . . that keeps it warm if it opens up too early.

Yelshea: It could be, because I can see the green—little bit of green inside
and-—I see green there . .. sort of protecting it.

Donna: Like my plant—
Teacher: [ beg your pordon?
Donna: It's like my plant, Mine’s all furry.

Teacher: Which plant is this?

'I am grateful lo Moira McKenzie, Warden of the Cenler for Language in Primary
Education, Inner London Education Authority, for permission to reprint this extract.
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I don’t know which—which one I've planted, though.
Might be the oak one.

Why do you think that needs protecting?
Protecting from the cold so’s it doesn’t die.

No, or protecting from the sticky bud. It might get up and stick all
around it.

Do you know how we—how we could find out about why it needs
protecting?

I know. Just watch it.

Fram a book.

Just study and .. . find out.

Which book would you look in, Richard?

[turning to get one from the shelf] I'd look in, um, this book.
Yes. It's not over there. I know which one you mean.

That big book [‘Trees and leaves’].

This one?

Yes.

You have a little look through that while Nicola soys what she wus
going to soy.

Miss, you know this bit here? It looks like~~You know them sweet
lollies and things?

Well it looks like thot, And this bit here, it’s different from the other
bit. Or is it another plant?

[She fingers the leaf of the horse chestnut.] Because look.

Bring it closer to yourself.

I think it's the same—it’s the same plant, except the sticky bud is
still underneoth it ... if you can see it. All round this side. You
can see it, can’t you?

[The teacher speaks to another child who has just entered the room.]

[indicating a picture in the hook] Is this the sticky bud? [s this the
one? This one here?

Hang on. [Taking book] Can I show you this book, which Richard’s
seen before?

{reading] ‘Trees and leaves.’
Trees and leoves.

Miss, wos that it whot I just showed you-—sticky bud?
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Teacher:  Yes, I know that you've looked in this book.
I saw you looking the other day.,

Donna: *xreiinaudible]

Colin: Is it—is it wild? Is it a wild boak or just a plain book that you
usually see?

Teacher:  What do you mean?

Yelshea:  Sort of ... like wild plants . . . and stuff like in the common,

Colin: Does it have just normal everyday trees, or does it have great big
wild trees?

Teacher:  [handing book to Colin] Well, would you like to see?

Yelshea:  Um, would it, um, be like the things in the common there?

If they found out about that and wild things and all things that
grow in different places,

Nicole: Miss, those * look like—

Teacher: Do you know where you'd look in the hook to find out whether it

fells you abaut trees that you'd find on the common? Where—
where would you look in the boak?

Donna: On the tree page.

Yelshea:  Miss .. . the wildlife, wildlife.

Teacher:  Shall I show you? If you look in this hook with Richard.
Colin: That's got. the contents.

Teacher:  Yes. Right in the front it's got what’s called the “contents.”

Colin: Which has got a list of everything that’s in it. It's got little pages
or little—or a few pages about whatever it says, like—[Several
children speak at the same tima],

Donna: The fruit anes,
Colin: [reading] “What ta look for on a tree.” Thot's one.

Teacher: If you wanted to find out about these horse chestnuts, Nicola, what
would you look for in the Contents? What would you 100154’5'? {She
passes the baok to'Nicola.] Have a little read through it and see if
you can find the part that will help you.

What is striking about this extract is the willingness of the children
to say what they think, offering observations and opinions and trying
out hypotheses without fear of being wrong. As a result, the teacher is
able to gain some important insights into how much the children un-
derstand and to tailor her contributions accordingly. At the same time,

she clearly has her own intention, which is to introduce the use of
reference books as a means of complementing and informing direct
observation. However, she is able to introduce the use of these particular
books as a natural extension of the children’s existing interest in fir.ding
out about the twigs. In this context, learning how to use a contents page
has an evident purpose, which the children understand and enthusi-
astically attempt to make their own.

For children to have this active involvement in their own learning,
however, it is necessary to find ways of enabling them to share in the
responsibility for deciding what tasks to undertake, planning the pro-
cedures to be used and evaluating the outcomes, In short, what is re-
quired is a curriculum that is emergent and negotiated, rather than pre-
determined and teacher-directed.

This, in tnrn, requires teachers to be given greater responsibility for
what happens in their own classrooms, and resources and support to
enable them to take on their responsibility with confidence. Clearly,
teacher educators, principals, and school board personnel have an im-
portant role to play in this respect and, for some of them, it will call
for a radical rethinking of their current beliefs and practices. It may be
overoptimistic, therefore, to expect changes at this level to happen
quickly. However, whether this administrative support is forthcoming
or not, there is a great deal that individual teachers can do to change
their own working patterns, thereby improving the opportunities for
learning of the children for whom they are responsible.

First they can try, in their conversations with individual children,
more frequently to adopt a negotiatory style of interaction, by listening
maore carefully to what the child has to say, allowing him or her longer
to think before jumping in with the correct answer or a further question
and, most importantly, taking the child’s meaning as the basis for their
own next contribution. Like adults, children rarely talk nonsense. Al-
though their answers and opinions may be erroneous from an adult
point of view, they represent the best sense the children can make of
the issue or problem at hand at this stage in their individual development.

"Children's utterances thus provide the most valid point of departure

for the teacher's interventiou, enabling him or her to help the children
to reflect on what they know, on the strategies they are using, and on
possible sources of evidence relevant to the task in which they are
engaged.

Secondly, teachers can see thelr classrooms as places in which they
too can learn. By listening to what their children say and by observing
them at work, teachers can increase their general understanding of how
children learn and, specifically what each individual child already
knows and can do. They can thus make more informed choices about
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what sort of learning opportunities to provide—about the topics and
activities that are most likely to enable the children to develop from
where they are now in directions that lead to those long-term goals to
which the teacher is committed.

Self-observation can also be a source of learning. For example, one
can record oneself when talking with individuals or groups. Alternatively,
teachers can team up with colleagues to observe each other. Often we
are unaware how much our practice differs from our intentions, so we
need the sort of objective information that is obtained from recording,
or systemnatic observation, in order to evaluate ourselves and provide
a basis for planning change, if that seems to be called for.

Finally, teachers are not alone. By sharing their observations with
their colleagues and by discussing changes they plan to make or the
results of those lhey have already made, they can learn from each other
and, at the same time, provide that mutual support and enconragement
that enables individuals to take risks as they try new ways of working.

In these ways, then, every teacher can do much to tnrn his or her
school and classroom into an environment in which everyone is actively
engaged in constructing knowledge through the collaborative use of
language in which meanings are negotiated and extended.
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