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On the relationship between educator and learners

Dear reader,

Learners often experience their relationship with educators as being hierarchical as these latter decide which content is important to learn, how the learning process should be organized and which final evaluation and grade is appropriate for the learning results. As such the learning process is basically centered around the expertise and the knowledge of the educator and one-way directed. Although these kind of relationship can be valuable for teaching certain knowledge and training certain skills, it’s according to REFLECT not beneficial for creating an adequate reflective atmosphere. 

Rather we favor a less hierarchical ‘two-and-more-ways’ relationship between educator and learners in which educator and learners are equivalent to each other, in the sense as expressed by the French philosopher Jacques Rancière (though this equivalence does not assume according to us they are equal as well: they do have a different role to play in the learning process!). We believe such a relationship can only be built on the basis of a mutual trust, openness, empathy, honesty, dialogue and feedback between educator and learner. Big words that are easily written down, but really have to be put into practice one way or another, as they stimulate the co-creation of the learning process of both individual learners as well as group of learners. 

All of this goes along with the distinction between the Dutch words leren and vormen. Leren (translated as ‘to teach’ as well as ‘to learn’) refers to the accumulation of knowledge, skills and attitudes, according to the Belgian educational scientist Jan Masschelein. However, within the context of education vormen (literally translated as ‘to shape’ or ‘to model’, related to the German notion of Bildung) refers to the process in which learners are ‘shaped’ or ‘modelled’ on a more personal level. In this sense, so Masschelein explains, “learning a language is quite something different than being shaped by that language. The latter involves the personality of the learner and how he or she relates to the society”. Vorming implies a certain kind of preparing the personality of the learner beyond the content of what is actually taught at school, enabling him later to act adequately in the world after school. “Vorming in a school ensures that you feel addressed to by something, or that things get authority. Not ‘authority’ as power, but authority rather as ‘something that speaks to you/is meaningful to you’.” 

Connecting this idea of Bildung back to what we were writing about the relationship between educator and learners, we like to refer to art education. There Bildung takes place within the classical relationship between maestro and student that is determined by a specific kind of mimicry. By virtue 
of his experience the maestro functions at its best as a kind of role model to the student: the student should not merely imitate the maestro (in sense of replicating one-on-one his ideas and actions, i.e. being thought by the maestro solely the same knowledge, skills and attitudes), but rather mirror the maestro’s artisthood in a personal way (in sense of being addressed and appealed by the maestro’s artisthood, the student gets his vorming or Bildung as he develops progressively his own artisthood besides learning the needed knowledge and skills).  Likewise, as educator you act as a kind of role model concerning how to be present in the learning group. You let students experience trust, openness, empathy, honesty, dialogue and feedback and consequently, as they become ‘shaped’ by these qualities, they will at a certain point start mirroring them back to you.  Doing so the adequate reflective atmosphere is facilitated ‘by your example’ fostering reflection to grow in a spontaneous and natural way. Or to put in differently in the words of REFLECT: act with the proper inner readiness for reflection and your learners will easily find the right inner readiness in themselves. If you set the right reflective tone, they will tune into it. 

This leads to the following guidelines to take into consideration:
1. Participate in the reflection process yourself and become a learner among learners
2. Have an open, non-judgmental attitude towards your learners. E.g.  ask open questions to really explore what learners think on a certain topic, don’t have the right answer in the back of your mind. 

3. Explicitly value the input of the learners. Especially when a new element or perspective is introduced by them.

4. Direct dialogue in such way to include different learners, expressing and sharing different point-of-views. Don’t let the conversation get fixed one-on-one nor let the dialogue be centered around you as expert-educator having the final answer, but stimulate learners to dialogue with you as well as  each other.  As such this will strengthen their awareness of being a learning community



5. Allow the learner to personalize reflection assignments to his/her personal learning style (in order to be inner ready to reflect).

6. Make space and time during or at the end of the learning process for genuine feedback between you and the individual learner and/or within the group of learners. Feedback is not about evaluating and assessing one-way direction (from educator towards learner), but is a two-way dialogue in which  learners can own-up the giving feedback (or not…).

Sincerely yours

This posting was informed by the following writings:
Tom Luken, “Problemen met reflecteren. De risico’s van reflectie nader bezien”, 2010.
Jan Masschelein en Maarten Simons, Apologie van de school. Een publieke zaak, 2012.
Jan Masschelein, “Op school ontdekken Nieuwe generaties de wereld”, 2013.
Jacques Rancière, Le Maître ignorant. Cinq Leçons sur l’émancipation intellectuelle, 1987.
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