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What can educational philosophy contribute to teacher education? Answering
this question, Chris Higgins presents a solid critique of Donald Schön’s reflective
practice. Higgins demonstrates that reflection for Schön is a form of Aristotelian
techne that is wholly unsuitable for teaching. What teaching requires, Higgins
maintains, is better captured by Aristotle’s notion of practical wisdom (phronesis).
Not only must teachers flexibly adjust means and ends. Teachers must also
conceptualize and act on appropriate goals and adjudicate between worthwhile ends
when they conflict. This is difficult, because practical situations always confront us
with problems that are unfamiliar, different, or new. Thus to make wise decisions
with respect to educational purposes, teachers must recognize that situations may
not conform to their expectations. Failing to see what is different or new in a
situation, teachers do not simply lack artistry or skill. More perniciously, they
succumb to repetition: a form of moral blindness in which one perpetuates what one
already knows at the expense of recognizing and learning from the “other.”

For Higgins, then, philosophy is central to teacher education, because philoso-
phy productively critiques prevailing assumptions about reflective teaching. Even
more, philosophy attends to the cultivation of persons and the kind of people
teachers must become if they are to genuinely engage in phronesis. Higgins’s
assessment and extension of Schön is convincing; his insights into how educational
philosophy can contribute to teacher education are original and important.1

With Hans-Georg Gadamer, however, Higgins admits that phronesis cannot be
taught by philosophers or anyone else.2 The problem is that phronesis is practical
understanding in-situ (situated understanding). It therefore cannot be realized in
advance or outside of the experiences that require it. Put differently, the kinds of
experiences in which phronesis comes into play are understood only insofar as we
actually live through them.

John Dewey helps us appreciate the problem this poses for teaching:

The mature person, to put it in moral terms, has no right to withhold from the young on given
occasions whatever capacity for sympathetic understanding his own experience has given
him….Accordingly, upon [mature persons] devolves the responsibility for instituting the
conditions for the kind of present experience which has a favorable effect upon the future.3

It is not entirely clear, however, what sorts of present conditions might be instituted
to engender understanding of experiences which by definition cannot be fathomed
in advance. Nor is it clear how one person can convey understanding to another in
the case of understanding that is nondisposable: impossible to formulate indepen-
dently of the person who produces it.4 We thus find ourselves in an ironic
predicament. On Higgins’s account, teacher education requires education in phronesis.
But the question of how we might practically educate such understanding remains
elusive.
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To his credit, Higgins confronts the dilemma his analysis underscores. Rather
than take a frontal approach, Higgins considers three obstacles that can get in the way
“of seeing the newness in new situations.” Allowing for the preliminary nature of
Higgins’s remarks, I nonetheless have three concerns about whether out-flanking
the circle can prevent its collapse and aid preservice teachers to acknowledge and
learn from that which is “other” or new.

My first concern is a logical point of which I am sure Higgins is aware: naming
the causes of repetition and offering strategies to circumvent or redress it will not
necessarily help us advance moral perspicuity. All obstacles to moral wisdom may
be removed. Nevertheless, moral wisdom may not arise. It remains for Higgins to
tackle the question of whether and how phronesis can directly be realized, devel-
oped, and taught.

Second, I encourage Higgins to continue exploring questions that beset his three
models of liberal learning. Echoing Higgins, Pam Grossman observes that preservice
teachers unthinkingly tend to draw on and repeat their past as learners.5 Engaging her
“English methods” students in an exercise called “literacy autobiography,” Grossman
helps students become aware of the strategies they routinely use to understand texts.
Explicating their own habits and comparing them with others’, students see that
different people understand literature in different ways; by extension, individuals
learn to understand literature differently as well. Developing this insight, Grossman
and her students explore various pedagogic strategies and consider how different
approaches to teaching might benefit different learners. It is not evident, however,
that literacy autobiography requires the psychoanalytic apparatus Higgins suggests.
For this exercise to be effective, students may not need to explain why they learn as
they do. All that may be required is for students to realize that their learning styles
may not suit their pupils.

Deeper challenges await Higgins as he develops his other two models. Regard-
ing provincialism, Habermas argues that hermeneutic reflection cannot penetrate
socio-historical matrices of assumptions that may be pathologically deformed. As
Georgia Warnke explains, “the difficulty with ideology is not simply that the
respective dimensions of a phenomenon it obscures and reveals may be hard to
disentangle but that ideological elements may distort that very attempt to disen-
tangle the various dimensions.”6 I encourage Higgins to confront the question of
whether genetic explanation is required if we are to understand not only what
provincialism means, but also what provincialism as a phenomenon is.7

Art, meanwhile, may wake us up and release the imagination. But it is not clear
how or why liberation happens. Does artistic release come from being inspired,
shocked, outwitted, or carried away? If so, how do these experiences preserve
human agency and differ from anesthetization?

My final point is this. While the assumptions we tend to repeat certainly include
socio-historical prejudices, our own past, and conventional habits, a deeper, more
worrisome repetition underlies them all. To appreciate this claim, it is necessary to
go beyond Higgins’s analysis and examine Gadamer’s term, “application.”
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When Gadamer says we understand texts by applying them to our situation, he
does not mean we use textual lessons to (re)make our lives. Human beings do not
make themselves into what they ought to be in the way that craftsmen make things
according to will or plan.8 Texts are not tools we ply or objects that lie in repose,
waiting for us to act on them.9 Understanding is not wholly an operation that is
subject to our desire and will.

According to Gadamer, understanding is an event that “happens to us over and
beyond our wanting and doing.”10 Where texts are concerned, this principle means
that “interpretation is an event that moves in two directions,” Gerald Bruns observes.
“It is not possible to interpret a text without being interpreted by it in turn.”11 Texts,
in other words, become experiences that invade and overtake us as we encounter and
enter into the mode of being that informs them.

Application thus describes an ontological rather than an exegetical relation.12

To apply a text, I do not take its message and relate it to me. I recognize that I am
caught up in a text’s world; it calls to me in a manner that compels my response. In
Bruns’s words, “one is subject to the text, under its jurisdiction and power, exposed
to it, answerable to it for one’s conduct, defined by its meanings.”13 The difficulty
is that a text’s message may not simply be different or new. Texts often defy what
we think we know; they can find us out, whether we like it or not.14 At base, Gadamer
claims, all experience is like this: a radically negative encounter with limits, like
suffering or living through disappointment. Our goal is to learn to be open to
experience at this level. This goal is not realized through discussion, investigation,
or planning. It is realized and made possible by exposure to experience itself.15

Most of us want to protect ourselves and avoid being exposed to experiences
that are uncomfortable or threatening. We prefer to be in control. The alternative
seems too scary. And so our desire for control is repeated over and over.

Following Higgins, we might say that philosophy could help preservice teach-
ers become the sort of people who are not afraid to be exposed. As Aristotle, Dewey,
and Gadamer make plain, the pedagogic challenge is tough. Moreover, we expect
teachers to be professionals who can demonstrate competence and expertise.

How can we empower preservice students to become master teachers who
command respect, appreciate research, and exhibit deep pedagogic content knowl-
edge without using these resources as shields to defend themselves against losing
control? How can we help students understand that the repertoire of pedagogic
strategies we teach them, while useful, will not necessarily protect them from
making mistakes and even failing? The tension teacher-educators face is less about
relevance and rigor than about exposure and expertise. The challenge does not
require us to navigate between Scylla and Charybdis. Productive engagement, to
paraphrase Gadamer, “consists in not covering up the tension… but in consciously
bringing it out.”16
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