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Those who are enamoured of practice without science are like a pilot
who goes into a ship without rudder or compass and never has any
certainty where he is going. Practice should always be based upon a
sound knowledge of theory.

Leonard da Vinci: Notebooks.

Introduction

[t would seem obvious that if one were searching for an explanation of the nature
of teaching in higher education then, of all the possible areas of higher education
to examine, it is in university departments of teacher education that one should
look first. After all, not only do university departments of teacher education
actually teach a very wide range of students (ranging from undergraduates,
post-graduates, research students, 18-year olds, to senior professionals) they
are also in many cases responsible for teaching new members of their university

how to teach. Moreover often their research is into the nature of teaching.

It therefore seems natural to begin this paper by first looking at the field of
teacher education to examine what has been said about pedagogy and then to see

if these insights can be related in any way to higher education in general. More
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especially, teacher education in England has changed dramatically over the last
decade and so I will begin by examining these changes to see whether or not
there is a sound theory of teaching emerging that we can identify and discuss.
As you will see, the optimism with which one begins this task is soon to be
dashed.

A Short History of a Theory of Teaching in Teacher Education

Until the middle of the last century there was no formal system of teacher
education in England. Older pupils in the elementary schools were what were
known as “pupil teachers” and the vast majority of teachers learned how to teach
by teaching. This, of course, implies a theory of teaching, where the theory is
that because teaching is a straightforward and obvious task then any one can
teach provided they know the appropriate content and can keep control. One

could identify this as the Content and Control theory of teaching.

In 1861 a government commission reported that the state of affairs created by
this theory of teaching was a failure and recommended that the universities
should be involved with teacher education. Within a hundred years or so courses
existed which offered formal training in the complex skills of teaching based in
colleges of education or university departments of education. Although theory
was taught it was based on the disciplines of history, philosophy, sociology and
psychology, with students spending blocks of time in schools on teaching practice.
The emphasis, however, was on the disciplines as somehow providing a basis for
understanding the theory of teaching and so this could be identified as the
Disciplines theory of teaching. It was left to students to make the connections
between, for example, the theories that Plato had regarding teaching and the
teaching practices that students experienced in twentieth century schools,

connections that were at times difficult to identify.

The over-emphasis on academic disciplines was gradually replaced in many
institutions by a new emphasis on partnership with schools and the introduction
of Schon’s work on reflective practice (see Schén 1987) , with ‘relevance’ being
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the criterion for the university contribution to teacher education. By the time
the government introduced a new body in 1984 to oversee initial teacher education,
the Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education (CATE), which required
amongst other things those involved with teaching student teachers to have ‘recent
and relevant’ teaching experience themselves, many of these partnerships were
in place and students were spending an increasing amount of time in schools.
With ‘relevance’ as the common element for identifying what theory should be

taught then this could be termed the Reflective Relevance theory of teaching.

This theory was radically altered in 1992. The government insisted that the
emphasis on teacher education should shift from the universities to the schools,
so that students on the one year Post-graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE)
course would spend up to four days per week in school. Practice was to take
precedence over theory in what came to be known as ‘school-centred initial
teacher training’ (SCITT) courses. Although it was never clearly explained, the
theory of teaching that seemed to be implied here was that students would learn
to teach by doing and experiencing teaching with all its problems for themselves.
Such a theory can best be termed the Experiential theory of teaching and is to be
distinguished from the Relevance theory because it placed heavy emphasis on the
actual practice and experience of teaching. Although student teachers still had
a minimal connection to the university and received their teaching certificate
from the university who were ultimately responsible for the quality of their
course, in many respects the emphasis had returned to the very first stage of
this history, that is to the Content and Control theory.

The history of the theory of teaching in teacher education could thus be summarised
in the following table:
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Table 1:The 4 Stages of Teaching Theory

Stage

Theory of

Result

Stagel

Content and Contro;
theory of Teaching

Within initial teacher education
located in schools there seems no place
for university conceptions of theory.

Stage2

Disciplines theory
of teaching

Within initial teacher education
located in both higher education and
schools there is a place for theory,
conceived of as the academic
disciplines of higher education.

Stage3

Reflective Relevance
theory of teaching

With teachers and teacher educators
working in close partnerships the
conception of theory and of teacher
education begins to change informed
by notions of reflection and
relevance.

Stage4

Experimential theory
of teaching

Politicians introduce their own
conception of theory so as to justfy
a removal of teacher education from
universities to schools, With teacher
education (initial and continuing)
located in schools there is little room
for higher education's contribution
to a theory of teaching.

It can quickly be seen that these stages in fact represent a circle, where the last

theory is in fact very close in many key respects to the first. This can be

represented as follows:
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Figure 1: Theories of Teaching in Teacher Education

Content and Control

/ theory of teaching

Experiential theory Disciplines theory
of teaching of teaching

Reflective Relevance
theory of teaching

[ will now turn to the task of connecting the account I have provided of the theory
of teaching in the specific field of English teacher education to the more general
field of Higher Education.

The Theory of Teaching and Higher Education

Ramsden open his excellent book Learning to Teach in Higher Education by
painting a picture of bad university teaching which is, he says, all too common
and where the teacher “mumbles lifelessly from a set of well-worn notes while
half the class snoozes and the other makes desultory jottings” (Ramsden 1992,
p-3). He continues with three case studies of university lecturers who each have
different theories of teaching. The first believes that teaching is a matter of
“getting the stuff across” (ibid., p.14) and so is obviously accepting the Content
and Control theory I have described above. In fact, my own experience working
with lecturers in a variety of institutions of higher education would suggest that
this is by far the most common view of teaching in higher education as long as
the lecturer knows the content they are supposed to be teaching then successful

teaching will occur.

Ramsden’s second case study is of a lecturer who believes that students learn
best by doing, so the lecturer spends a great deal of the time organising activities
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in the class for students to carry out. This approach is based on a particular
psychology of learning, so could be seen as fitting the Disciplines theory. That
is, if a staff development unit followed this approach to teaching then they would
draw heavily on the discipline of psychology so as to produce a psychological
theory of learning which would in some sense guide the lecturer in their teaching.
The point to notice here is the way in which students’ learning has become
connected to issues concerning lecturers’ teaching, whereas in the first example

students and their learning needs are ignored.

His third case study is of someone who believes that teaching is “an uncertain
process” (ibid., p.16) and requires the teacher to reflect on what they do. This
approach follows to a certain extent the movement towards reflective practice
and so could be categorised as being part of the Reflective Relevance theory of
teaching. Here the lecturer, as well as the student, is seen as involved with a

learning process.

However, Ramsden continues by making the point that the first two approaches to
teaching in higher education are not so much wrong as ‘inadequate’, being only
very simplistic accounts of a complex process. The first approach is
teacher-centred, the second student-centred. The third approach, however, accepts
the connection between what the teacher wants to provide and what the student is
trying to acquire. As Ramsden says of this account, “Teaching is comprehended
as a process of working co-operatively with learners to help then change their
understanding’(Ramsden 1992, p.114). The teacher does this by reflecting on
the barriers that seem to be preventing students learning a particular content
and then using appropriate methods to remove those barriers, which he summarises

in six key principles of effective teaching in higher education (ibid., pp.96-103).

Similar conclusions are reached by Johnston‘s analysis of four academics who
were named as recipients of ‘Excellence in Teaching’ awards. These four academics
share an interest in the learning of their students and in trying our different
ways of improving that learning. However, Johnston is a pains to point out that
“there is a need to resist the calls for standardized measures of effective teaching
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and for checklists which delineate the required behaviour of effective
teachers”(Johnston 1996, p.224). Another recent study of the same phenomenon
made much the same point, that “excellent professors try to develop students’
understanding to a level that allows them to transfer learning to real life situations”
(Andrews et al., 1996, p.98). It would seem then that the theory of teaching that
appears most appropriate to higher education is some combination of the Reflective

Relevance approach.

More recently UK universities seem to have at last accepted that “pedagogy in
higher education is in a pre-professional state” (Matheson 1981, cited in Beard
and Hartley 1984, p.22) and are attempting to create a professional body for
university lecturers, the Institute for Learning and Teaching, which would accredit
lecturers and provide them with appropriate teaching skills. However, it is not
clear whether this would simply be a ‘tips and tricks’ approach to teaching in
higher education, or would involve something more thoroughgoing, linked to a
carefully worked out theory of teaching. If it were the former then this would be
nothing more than the Content and Control approach, but if it were the latter
then it might well be some combination of Reflection and Experiential theories of
teaching. The new importance that is currently being given to high quality
teaching in higher education can also be seen by the fact that there is now a
proposal that the higher education funding council will now direct extra funds
towards those institutions that can show that their teaching is in fact of high
quality. However, it must be said that quite how high quality teaching in higher

education is to be recognised has yet to be made clear.

The Practice of Teaching in Higher Education

In higher education there would seem to be basically five methods of teaching,
through:

Lectures

Seminars

Tutorials

Laboratory/field work

SIIADJN

Teacher-less teaching
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How do these relate to the theories of teaching I have so far described?

Lectures and the Theory of Teaching

It is very easy to criticise this form of teaching and yet it is prevalent, if only
because it so cost-effective (one lecturer to 100 students requires only one large
room, as opposed to a seminar of 1 lecturer to 10students which would require
10 rooms and 10 lecturers for the same number of students). There is a natural
tendency to make use of the Content and Control theory of teaching because,
faced with 100 or more students in an impersonal echoing lecture theatre it
would only be human to fall back on the one thing that the lecturer is supposed

to be confident about, the content of their subject.

Recently my own experience of preparing new lecturers in higher education for
their profession in a technological institution in the Asean region gave me the
opportunity to observe a wide variety of such mass lectures and then to talk over
with the lecturers video-tapes of their performance. The common factor was a
feeling of hopelessness in the task they had been set, coupled to an awareness
that when they as students had experienced such teaching they had learned
little. Despite what they saw as weaknesses in this form of teaching they had to
continue with it as this was required of them by their institution. The result
was usually an hour of a speech directed from a distant speaker to an even more
distant audience. I was regularly reminded of the definition of a lecturer as ‘a

person who talks in another person’s sleep.’

Yet lectures, as with any form of human communication, can be varied. Brown
and Bakhtar (1983) identified five different types of lecturer. The first of these
types is precisely the one that I have just described, where the lecturer “rarely
uses any means of communicating other than talk” (Beard and Hartley 1984,
p.156). My work in the Asean context, and subsequently refined in my own
teaching of large groups of research students in a lecture theatre, concentrated
on making full use of a wide variety of communicative techniques which focus on
removing the barriers to learning that the lecture-theatre situation can create.
This included using ‘advance organisers’ to share with students, summarising
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what had gone before, making use of overheads to capture as visually as possible
the main points of the lecture, distributing these as handouts so that their minds
were not occupied with extensive note-taking, requiring the students to perform
an activity on paper at least once every 20 minutes and to report to the group
themselves, relating the material to their own academic situation on a regular
basis, making much use of humour in places to keep the tone of the session light
and closing the session with a summary of what had been done and what would
follow (what I termed ‘signposts’, as this explained where the students had been
and where they were going). In this way even large scale lectures can move away
from a simplistic use of just the Control and Content theory of teaching to one
that makes use of all four theories.

Seminars/Tutorials” and the Theory of Teaching

Until I had experienced a different cultural context in the Asean region I had
assumed that the main objective of seminars and tutorials was to allow students
to develop independent critical thinking based on what they had experienced in
lectures and their subsequent reading. I was surprised to find that even where
lecturers attempted to encourage this objective the students themselves complained
that they wanted the lecturer to give them further information. In this way
seminars and tutorials simply became small-scale lectures. Indeed, a number of
lecturers told me that all the students wanted was to be given very strong hints
as to what would appear on their examination papers and if they failed to lecture

the students in seminars and tutorials they received poor student evaluation.

Now the seminar/tutorial situation is ideal for moving beyond the Content and
Control theory and introducing elements of the other three theories, but especially
the Reflective Relevance theory. By this I mean that suitably planned and
organised there is a real opportunity for the students, provided they are properly
prepared by the lecturer to do this?, to take part in a reflective process in which
they begin to consider for themselves the ways in which the content they are
receiving can connect to their own academic concerns. In this way when they
again experience lectures they are then able to make and subsequently explore
connections between elements of the material that would otherwise never see the
light of day. If, however, the students insist on being lectured to in a non-lecture
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situation and the lecturers give in to this demand then both parties are in danger
of being limited to using just one of four teaching theories, the Content and
Control theory.

Laboratory/Field Work and the Theory of Teaching

On the surface at least this form of teaching seems to make use of the Experiential
theory. After all, what could be more ‘experiential’ than actually working in the
laboratory or in the field with the material that formed the basis of the subject
being studied? However, it depends upon the way in which this approach top
teaching is structured. If in laboratory work the students are simply given a set
of instructions to follow, rather as they might follow a master chef’ s recipe if
they were cooking a meal, then this is more like the Content and Control theory
of teaching. The same ‘recipe approach’ to field work can also exist, where
students are told precisely what to look for, make heavy use of a work sheet
prepared by the lecturer and are also given explicit instructions (complete with
headings) as to what sort of report they should write. One is reminded here of a
baby being bottle fed by its parents, not of students experiencing for themselves

the excitement of practical work.

Teacher-less Teaching and the Theory of Teaching

One of the more recent features of higher education in the UK at least has been
an “exponential expansion of distance education” courses (Hawkridge 1995, p3).
Led by the success of the Open University other universities have explored the
ways in which students might be able to learn without the presence of teachers.
My own department, for example, has in the last 8 years moved from a situation
where it had no distance education students taking masters degrees in education
to one where there are nearly 800. The courses are offered in the Gulf States,
Hong Kong, Singapore, Trinidad and Tobago and, of course, the home market
(which includes the whole of the UK and Europe - with three UK students on

course who currently live and work in Japan).

I have been centrally involved with these developments and, as you might expect,

our courses stress the objective of producing reflective practitioners, and so the

teaching theory is very much that of Reflective Relevance. At the same time the
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course depends upon written modules which replace our face-to-face teaching
and it is here that there is the greatest danger in relying on what might be
termed ‘virtual lectures’, based on a Content and Control approach to teaching.
At the same time because half of the assessment comes from a piece of action
research (that is, the student has to identify a problem that concerns them in
their professional situation and explain how they would resolve it as best they
can) then there is a significant element of the Experiential theory involved.

Computer Assisted Learning (CAL) is another form of teacher-less teaching and,
again, could simply make use of a disguised form of the Content and Control
theory of teaching. My observation of such a form of teaching in higher education
in the Asean context revealed one advantage that CAL had over face-to-face
teaching, namely that students were more prepared to admit to the computer
their failings as compared to doing so to their lecturers. This might well be seen
as a matter of not losing “face” in front of their peers, but it certainly seemed to

offer an effective form of self-correction of basic errors of understanding.

CONCLUSION

It is easy for lecturers caught up in the day-to-day problems of teaching students
to ignore the fact that there is a substantial body of work which exists examining
the nature of teaching(see especially Stones 1992). Thus Reynolds feels able to
say that "there is quaint, old-fashioned and ultimately damaging British view
that teaching is an art, not an applied science and that, therefore, teachers are
bone rather than made”, continuing by talking of “our inability to create a
science of teaching”(Reynolds 1998, p.9). However, he concludes his article by
stating that it is simply not acceptable “to continue the educational "do-it-
yourself" that has characterised the training of teachers” (ibid.), a phrase which
nicely captures the first and last stages I have described of the development of
the theory of teaching in teacher education.

What I have tried to show in this paper is that there is more to lecturing then
simply passing on the content of one's subject. There are at least four theories of
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teaching, none of which can operate effectively on their own, but which combine
to create a range of approaches to lecturing which ultimately produce effective
and enjoyable learning. It is a great shame that the British government has in
effect ignored the complexities of teaching and opted for one simple theory to
inform initial teacher education, a theory which was discredited more than a
century ago. What we as lecturers in higher education must realise is that the
complex and infinitely varying situation such as we find ourselves in when
teaching requires us to draw on equally subtle theories of teaching. With
Ramsden, “it is up to us as teachers to take control of improving teaching”
(Ramsden 1992, p.269) and we do this, I would suggest, by seeing our teaching as
a conversation between friends in which both learn. In this way we would follow

one of the precepts of Buddha, namely:

The rules of friendship mean that there should be mutual sympathy
between friends, each supplying what the other lacks and trying to
benefit the other, always using friendly and sincere words.

(Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai 1966, p.426)
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1) Although a tutorial is one-to-one contact between the lecturer and the student
and seminars perhaps ten-to-one because their main aim, discussion, is shared I
have compressed these two types of teaching (with Beard and Hartley 1984,
p.174).

2) By this I mean that the students are made aware of what is expected of them,
that they prepare adequately for the seminars/tutorials and that the lecturer has
an understanding of the verbal and non-verbal behaviours appropriate for
meaningful discussions to take place (an image I used in the Asean context was
that the lecturer has two ears and one mouth, so should listen twice as much as
they talk).
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