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The Teaching-Learning Relationship: A
Thomist Perspective on the ‘Standard Thesis’

H. C. McCauley
I

Philosophers throughout the ages have not overlooked the import-
ance of philosophical activity in the field of education. From the
pioneering work of Plato, Isocrates and Aristotle there has scarcely
been an age in which some philosopher has not made a notable
contribution to the development and expansion of educational
thought. Not all philosophers have been equally interested in, or
concerned with, the problems of education, but neither has there
been an equal interest taken by all in the problems of logic, aesthetics
or metaphysics, for that matter. Though education has, perhaps,
suffered somewhat more than the others in this regard, it is never-
theless the case that, even where explicit treatment of educational
problems is lacking, many philosophers have had much to say
which is of significance to the educator, e.g. on such topics as
knowing, valuing, learning, the nature and destiny of man and so on.!

In the twentieth century the amount of work being done in the
field of educational philosophy has increased more rapidly than ever
before. This expansion reflects the general expansion throughout
the world of provision for education and interest in education, but it
also has a momentum of its own within philosophy and educational
theory. It was, after all, in a book published early in this century
that John Dewey, a figure who effectively dominated educational
philosophy in the early decades of this century, went so far as to
define philosophy as the “‘general theory of education’ and con-
stantly urged philosophers to take more note of the educational
dimensions of their work.2 Further, in more recent decades two
philosophies have emerged in fully developed form each of which has
something to say on education, and each of which has a large number
of adherents. These two philosophies are phenomenological-
existential philosophy and logico-linguistic analysis, particularly its
ordinary language variant.> These two philosophies, together with

Thomism, Marxism and the Pragmatic-instrumentalist philosophies

of Dewey and his followers make up the dominant trends in recent
educational thought.4

At the present time the educational philosophy associated with
one of the two more recent movements — the analytic movement —
is growing rapidly in strength. A glance at some of the recent
bibliographies of educational philosophy, or at the contents of the
education journals, indicates the extent of the analytic philosophy of
education.5 From fairly modest beginnings in the early nineteen




fifties6 the analytic movement in education had, by the middle sixties,
become a major rival to Deweyism in the U.S.A.7 Further, the
general philosophy of analysis had at the same time ‘become more
or less dominant in British and American philosophy’,® providing
the educational dimension with an already prepared and receptive
environment. Couple this with the decline in the popularity of
Dewey in the post-Sputnik era, and the feeling on the part of the
analysts themselves that “to educational philosophy —which is
relatively non-technical in language and in substance for the most part
normative — the methods of informal analysis have proved remark-
ably congenial”®, and it is not difficult to understand the rather
rapid rise of analysis in the philosophy of education.

In educational philosophy, according to a leading analyst, the
philosopher *“. . . aims explicitly at improving our understanglng of
education by clarification of our conceptual apparatus. . .”10 In
carrying out this clarification the analysts attempt “to do independent
and direct philosophic analyses of the language, the concepts, the
structure, and the goals of education.”!l An analytic philosophy
of education consists, then, of a detailed examination of central con-
cepts in education, either individually or in relation to each other.
Among the topics so explored over the past decade or so are: ?eachlng,
education, indoctrination, training, condgtlonlng, qeeds, interests,
development, character, punishment, and critical thinking — to mention
but a few. The discussions generated by these analyses are very
much alive today, and the analysts have succeeded in providing
educators with quite a good deal of food for thought.

Among the central concepts most often discussed by the analysts
are the related notions of teaching and learning. Given the fact that
teaching and learning loom so large in any discussion of educational
thought or practice, it is not surprising at all that the analysts have
devoted so much energy to explaining and defining these concepts
and the link between them. The analysts are clearly aware of the
importance of this area of research as is evident from the statement
of one of their number on the point: “Ultimately a correct under-
standing of the connection between teaching and learning is crucial
because without it we cannot know how, within the institutions of
education, we are to understand the office of the teacher and to whe}t
extent teachers can be held accountable for the results of their
efforts.”12 Though not all analysts have focused so clearly on the
wider context of the teaching-learning link, it has been the subject of
a long, and as yet unfinished, discussion among themin recent years.13

It is with this dimension of the analytic movement in education
that we shall be concerned here, particularly with one cenjcral account
which has emerged concerning the precise nature of the link between
the teacher and the learner. Since an analysis of this point is the key
to the whole question of teacher accountability, we shall look in
detail at two versions of what is referred to as the ‘standard thesis’

in the analytic literature on the topic.14 In both there is a denial of
any logical link of implication between teaching and learning,
coupled with an assertion that there is a link and that the link is
contingent. In one view, that of B. O. Smith,!5 the account given
may be styled causal, whereas in the account of T. F. Greenl6 any
causal account of the link between teacher and pupil is denied.

We shall argue that, in both cases, the analysis clarifies some aspect
of the matter, but that in neither case is a detailed account fortht
coming as to the exact nature of the link proposed —i.e. the exac-
point of contact and mode of contact between teacher and pupil.
We shall further argue that within the Thomist philosophy of teaching
an account is available within which a much more fundamental
study of the problem becomes possible. The centre-piece of this is a
precise account of the conditions under which pupil-teacher contact is
possible — and, it will be argued, it does not contradict the ‘standard
thesis’, rather does it expose the foundations within being upon which
that view ultimately rests.1?

II

Philosophical problems do not arise in vacuo. This is true in
educational philosophy no less than in any other area of philosophical
activity. Problems arise for a variety of reasons, the main one being
the need felt by philosophers to deal with some particularly important
and intransigent features of experience and reality.  Problems,
however, also have a philosophical context, i.e. they tend to be
coloured by the manner of their presentation in the work of philoso-
phers over the ages —an issue complicated by the widely different
contexts within which philosophers present and deal with any given
problem. For some philosophers, experience and reality provide
the main sources of their speculations, whereas others might echo
the words of G. E. Moore: “I do not think that the world or the
sciences would ever have suggested to me any philosophical problems.
What has suggested philosophical problems to me is things which
other philosophers have said about the world orthe naturalsciences.”’18
Most philosophers, however, would tend towards a via media, with
experience and the philosophical traditions providing intertwining
settings for their activities.

The problem of teaching and its relation to learning is no exception,
with most philosophers falling into the middle category. In St
Augustine, e.g., the question arises in a practical educational context
conditioned by the question as to whether one man can teach another
or whether only God can properly teach.!9 In St Thomas’s De
Veritate XI the context of the question is conditioned, among other
factors, by Augustine’s presentation of the problem with which the
Angelic Doctor felt he had to grapple.20 Throughout the ages, and at
the present time, similar forces are discernible at work in the
philosophy of teaching, conditioning the precise form and emphasis of
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the discussion. It is within such a context that the ‘standard thesis’
arose and our first task is to take a brief look at this context.

In the early nineteen-thirties two of the central figures in educational
thought in this century, John Dewey and William Heard Kilpatrick,
made similar, and in context innocuous, pronouncements on the
relationship between teaching and learning. As major forces in
education, what they had to say received a great deal of attention and,
over the years, their words, taken out of context, were as P. G. Smith
puts it, “erected into a sacred dictum”.2! The controversial state-
ments both occur in discussions of good and bad teaching, and the
issue of teacher accountability in that area. Dewey remarked:
“Teaching may be compared to selling commodities. No one can
sell unless someone buys. We should ridicule a merchant who said
that he sold a great many goods although no one had bought any.
But perhaps there are teachers who think they have done a good day’s
teaching irrespective of what pupils have learned. There is the same
exact equation between teaching and learning that there is between
selling and buying”.22 On the same topic Kilpatrick wrote:
“The salesman hasn’t sold unless the customer buys. The teacher
hasn’t taught unless the child learns. I believe in the proportion:
teaching : learning :: selling : buying.”23 In both cases the last
sentence is the one which has caused the controversy. As the years
went by these remarks, with all the educational weight attached to
them, were collapsed into the slogan; ‘There is no teaching when
there is no learning’.  Built into this slogan is the view that the notion
of learning is a defining characteristic of the notion of teaching, and
the occurrence of the former is a sine qua non of the latter. Put
briefly the Dewey-Kilpatrick view, as we shall refer to it, states:
‘Teaching implies learning’.

This view is not without its advantages, especially to educators and
administrators who wish to have a neat formula for judging teacher
performance and certification. If the efforts of Jones are producing
learning then he is good, and may be certified, if not then... However,
it is a view with a considerable amount of practical difficulty and
paradox attached to it. Must we wait until after testing the pupils
before describing ourselves as having been teaching? Does it make
sense at all to say, “I taught Smith Latin in Form 3 and he never
learned anything”? How are we to account for the situation where a
teacher takes a class of ten for the Ablative Absolute and discovers
that only eight have learned it? ‘Are we to say he was teaching boys
1-8, but not boys 9 and 10? Are we to say he was both teaching and
not teaching at the same time? In an early and pointed comment
on this view and its practical and theoretical status H. Broudy
remarked: “Many educators rather glibly pronounce the dictum
‘if there is no learning there is no teaching.” But this is only a way of
speaking, because no educator really believes it to be true or he would
in all honesty refuse to take most of his salary.’’24
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However, whatever its practical difficulties and problems, it
remains true that the Dewey-Kilpatrick view of teaching and learning
seemed to many philosophers ‘to stand in the road’?s of progress
towards a satisfactory account of the whole issue. A major group
among those opposed to the Dewey-Kilpatrick view are the analysts
who support the ‘standard thesis’. For these analysts it ‘makes no
sense to say that if the student has not learned, the teacher has not
taught. Forlearningis notstipulated as a characteristic of teachin g.’26
The obvious first move on the part of those espousing the ‘standard’
view is to set out to demolish the Dewey-Kilpatrick account not
merely by pointing to its practical difficulties but, more radically, by
undercutting its very foundations. In a classical paper on the topic
B. O. Smith announces it as his declared purpose “to undercut
conventional definitions by developing a descriptive concept of
teaching and to distinguish it from other concepts with which it is
often confused.”2? The Dewey-Kilpatrick view is the first obstacle
he tackles on the way.

Smith allows that the Dewey-Kilpatrick view stresses the import-
ance of learning in the educational domain, and of active partici-
pation by pupils in the teaching-learning situation. However,
beyond this point, Smith claims, the Dewey view and the analogy
with selling and buying begin to break down. The analogy seems
plausible enough at first sight but “it will not bear inspection”.28
The notions of teacher teaching and seller selling are not strictly
analogous and, further, the link between learning and the learner is
quite different from that between buying and the buyer. Learning
frequently, and noncontroversially,takes place without any form of
instruction or guidance, whereas buying never takes place unless there
Is someone or something (e.g. a vending machine) doing some
selling. Smith notes that some concept such as ‘pupilling’” would be
more appropriate in the analogy. However, ‘pupilling’ in this
context, could only mean ‘receiving instruction’ and would not be
equivalent to ‘learning’.29

Further analysis, Smith argued, reveals that, while it is con-
tradictory to say “I am selling and no one is buying” or “I am
buying and no one is selling”, it is not contradictory to say “I am
learning and no one is teaching me” or “I am teaching and no one is
learning”. In the case of the last two what emerge as contradictories
are the claims that (@) “I am receiving instruction (i.e. am ‘pupilling’)
and no one is giving it to me” or (b) “I am teaching but no one is
receiving instruction (i.e. no one is ‘pupilling’)”’. A supporter of the
standard view comments on this situation as follows: “To teach
requires an audience, if only an audience of one. No teaching,
no audience, hence no chance to impart learning. The true assertion
that Tom is receiving instruction is sufficient warrant for the con-
clusion that someone is teaching him . . . but not a sufficient condition
for the inference that Tom is therefore learning.”30







