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ABSTRACT:  Elsewhere I have written of 'Attitudes to Learning' (Crawford, 1997) considering internal 
responses to the unknown and complex outer world.  In this paper, I argue that the way in which each teacher 
uses emotional response is the key to delivery, influencing both the what and the how of cognition.  I will first 
outline a theoretical background to 'using self' in delivery, then outline a ‘medium’ for creating reflective 
classes, with examples illustrating the practice within a topic frame.  In a class, the medium is developed within 
the subject boundaries of that class, so that if pupils are being taught physics, the topics, activities and material 
resources are 'physics'; if teacher trainees are being taught about 'school management structures', the topics etc. 
are about that.  I conclude with some general observations on the practice, learnt the hard way, from experience.

1: STUDYING DELIVERY IN TEACHING

Teaching occurs within pre-set constraints, of topic, age-group or level of education, contact time, class-size etc.  
My original plan as a teacher trainer was to contribute to making explicit the interactions which occur 
implicitly in good teaching, and to contribute to an affective theory of learning.  However, analysis of 'what 
physics teachers can do with history of science' or 'what good teachers do', kept changing focus, becoming too 
complicated.  Descriptions of curriculum, problem-solving, teaching styles etc. leave out the essence of delivery 
in the teaching process.  Delivery is phenomenological, a process in the ‘here-and-now’.  

This paper is about DELIVERY and the function of TEACHING, recognising that ‘teaching’ is about passing 
on some knowledge already in existence, already conceptualised, already accessible (and ‘knowledge’ includes 
ways to learn, see e.g. Entwhistle 1988).  The position taken is that the teaching-learning relationship has to be 
analysed holistically from within the relationship, not from outside it. 

This position applies ideas from psychodynamic theory and practice.  The ideas are used in a particular way in 
therapeutic relationships (McLoughlin, 1995), in another way in consulting to organisations (Campbell et al 
1989, Obholtzer, 1994), and can yet again be used differently  within teaching.  The general public 
understanding of psychodynamics is good enough to begin playing/experimenting with their application, even 
though ‘general public understanding’ may well be a myth, in which individual understandings are variously 
accurate/inaccurate or minimal/well-informed, just as our general understanding of, say, ‘curriculum’ may also 
be a myth. 

What I mean is that in the public domain: 
* we know enough to wonder if behaviour, decisions and actions might be motivated by hidden personal 
agendas, e.g. by unconscious patterns from past or present; 
* we know that many words: ego, self-esteem, idealistic, paranoid, defensive etc., have definitions concerning 
mental emotional states, even if we do not know the particular definitions, nor what kind of inner world they 
represent;  
* we know it is important that people (babies, children, adults) are offered human relationship as well as 
physical care and mental stimulation, even if we argue about who or what kind of offering; 
* we know that there is something some people do, the ‘talking cure’, counselling or psychotherapy or 
psychoanalysis or whatever, which is supposed to get people in touch with parts of themselves they had not 
consciously known about before, and create an actual change in their well-being;
* we know we have feelings: hope, fear, trust, doubt, curiosity, scorn, interest, disinterest etc. or an ambivalent 
mixture of many feelings (as soon as the word ‘psychodynamic’ is mentioned, or anything is mentioned)
* plus additions any reader, like myself a member of the public, could add, and finally
*  we know that, holistically, the phenomena are so complex that we are dealing with ‘not knowing’.     

This reminds me of the Irish joke about the North American visitor who asked the way to Ballybeg.  The 
Irishman replied that of course he could tell the visitor the way, “but if I was going, I wouldn’t be starting from 
here”.  The public is neither wrong nor stupid.  It knows the field called ‘psychodynamics’ is about going to the 
heart of whole persons, the unknowns of the ‘psyche’ and the dynamics of change within a self, and unknown 



effects on others, and could ask the way, but the information might be somewhat ‘Irish’.  To begin talking 
about whole persons teaching and learning, we look at psychodynamics as heuristic practice, letting knowledge 
from the psychodynamic field fit where it can, accepting ‘not-knowing’ and ‘not being in the best place to start’.

It has been said that Freud made understanding the unconscious of individuals an intelligible field of study, 
because he realized consciously that to do so was a matter of looking at the relationship between that person and 
himself, that is, what he did was different from looking at the other person, as though they were a laboratory 
specimen.  By studying the relationship he was part of, observing it as it happened, and entering into it in a 
particular way (in classical analysis, by the interpretation), whatever was happeningunconsciously  could be 
inferred, and checked out.  The inference, an informed suggestion about unconscious reality, made the 
relationship accessible to change and the process of change became intelligible.  A sorting out of ‘your 
response’, ‘my response’, ‘the way we interact’, could take place, a view of the present moment both were in.  

By the 1950's, an analyst, Wilfred Bion (Bion 1961), who had been involved in working with groups of people 
during the Second World War as an army psychiatrist, had developed the intelligible study of small groups in a 
parallel way, by looking at the relation of the group  to something ‘other’, for example to its leader, or to other 
groups or activities, and then identifying characteristics of the relationships seen.  The term 'group process', 
which is now used in many ways, refers in psychodynamics to the unconscious process engaged in by the 
group, inferred from how it relates in the moment.  The group 'unconscious' is a set of parts and interlocking 
processes, disentangled by studying the group relationships.  A sorting and development in ‘the way this group 
operates’ is opened to thought from within the group.  The concept of ‘valency’ is borrowed directly from 
chemistry, to describe the elemental or primitive tendency within each compound individual, which contributes 
to and resonates with the group unconscious, intensifying it, however many other parts and tendencies that 
person has which do not resonate.

A similar principle, sorting out your response, my response, from within, to achieve new understanding and 
change, is the basis of systemic organisational consultancy (see e.g. Campbell et al, 1989):  

“Development Consultation aims to create an experience between the consultant and the client that 
respects and emphasises the way they become an interacting system, in which the feedback and 
communication ensure that it is impossible not  to change...
...this experience takes place in one moment in the life of an ever-changing organisation...
As consultants joining a client in a co-evolving system, we assume that everything we say and do is an 
intervention to ‘the system’, just as the things our clients tell us are interventions, or feedback, into 
our  belief system.  The co-evolving system cannot help but be affected...”  (pp 15-16)

The intelligible study of cognitive delivery i.e. 'teaching', starts from this essential of psychodynamic practice, 
the ‘use of oneself’ within the teaching relationship, in the moment of delivery.  Identifying this, the how and 
the what, and illustrating the process is what the rest of the paper offers.  This is a change in thought 
perspective, analogous to the change in perspective on motion offered by Galileo when he found a way to 
consider instantaneity, studying velocity rather than speed.  We are in the dynamic we are studying, rather than 
looking at consequences of the dynamic from elsewhere.  This is the essence of psychodynamic practice, the 
place where we begin.

2:  WHOLE PERSONS AT WORK

This essential is not unique to psychodynamic thought or practice (see, for example, anthropology).  Neither is 
it unique to believe that in every interaction of self with 'other' it is wholes which impinge in the interaction.  
The uniqueness lies in putting these ideas together consciously, acknowledging that every event we are in, 
however it is bounded or framed, gives us refracted or diffracted glimpses of the whole, knowable and 
unknowable.  The conscious intention is to ‘use’ self purposefully, and to practice ‘use’ even if at first one 
hasn’t a clue what to do, as if a toddler had been offered a violin.  Many of the criticisms levelled at Freud could 
be described as his inept or clumsy use of an incredibly powerful tool, which no-one had yet named and on 
which no-one had yet achieved proficiency.  Hindsight can ignore the experience of risk and confusion in the 
struggle to achieve a new capability and takes for granted the incredible achievement of seeing and picking up 
the tool.  

Thought and technique has steadily articulated this view of the psychoanalytic and psychodynamic process, 
stressing ‘counter-transference’ as much as ‘transference’ or ‘interpretation’, while the term ‘use of self’ becomes 



more prevalent in this and other contexts.  I believe this particular name for the process actually originated in 
person-centred counselling (see e.g. Carl Rogers, 1961).  From discussion with ‘person-centred’ colleagues 
(Mhairi MacMillan, particularly) my understanding at the moment is that now there are various forms of 
approach to becoming more proficient on the same ‘instrument’. 

The history of ‘counter-transference’ and other branches of ‘use of self as a tool for exploration’ could be 
compared to the development of ‘thermometry’ and ‘thermometers’.  Currently we recognise ‘hotter’ and ‘colder’ 
and that some stuff gets hotter faster than other stuff, and sometimes some stuff changes state.  In some well-
controlled circumstances, like a long-term counselling relationship, we can name the stuff, its state and a 
temperature, although we are still using a contingent rather than a standard scale.  Indeed we can write books 
about the stuff (psychostuff, personstuff, self-development, reflectiveness...).  Wearing a history of science hat, 
‘psychodynamic theory’ is analogous to an ‘embryo kinetic theory of people-stuff’, in which ‘self’ is the 
thermometer.  As yet such theory is nowhere near connected to its quantum chemistry or statistical mechanics, 
though one might wonder what is happening in bio-genetics or neurology. 

Inexactness does not mean we cannot talk intelligently about what is going on, however much we recognise that 
comparatively speaking, we have just begun the legwork which follows finding the clue and picking up the 
tool.  Three ideas from psychodynamics contribute to understanding ‘use of self’.

2.1:  Primitive ambivalence: dependence or independence ?
Human beings have an ongoing unconscious dilemma as they need to bond with others to survive, and they also 
need to establish themselves as individuals.  The dilemma can be focussed on, brought into sharper view, by 
being in a group or being engaged in action, and deliberately being aware of oneself as an individual, or, vice 
versa.  It is not ever resolved but instead forms the impetus to maturation, that is to the ability to relate 
dynamically and dialogically with ‘other’, without being permanently taken over by other or permanently taking 
over and using other as an extension of oneself. 

"We are accustomed to think of the universe as made up of parts, and ... usually begin by considering a 
single particle, and then conceiving its relation to another particle, and so on.  This has generally been 
supposed the most natural method.  To conceive of a particle, however, requires a process of 
abstraction, since all our perceptions are related to extended bodies, so that the idea of the all   that is in 
our consciousness at a given instant is perhaps as primitive an idea as that of any individual thing.  
Hence there may be a ... method in which we proceed from the whole to the parts instead of from the 
parts to the whole."   (Maxwell 1873, Art.529)

In this quote, Maxwell was referring to mathematicians and mathematical methodology, relating his own world 
as a mathematical physicist to the different precision and abstraction he perceived in Michael Faraday’s work.  In 
expressing authentic appreciation of both, he illustrates the primitive dichotomy in perception.

Taking this dilemma as a general ongoing human experience, it follows that in order to relate to the wholeness 
of external reality, from the wholeness of an inner person, one of the functions of the mind is to filter the 
impact, so that perception and awareness is limited to what can be borne.  Much of psychodynamic theory is an 
exploration of ‘resistance’ and ‘defence’, or in less daunting language, filters and their functions.  It distinguishes 
habitual from currently purposeful filters for the individual person; it allows reconstruction, not of experience, 
but of ways of seeing that experience, re-experiencing.  The dilemma and its consequence in producing different 
kinds of filters goes straight to the meaning of cognition.  How is ‘knowledge’ perceived and internalised?
 
2.2: A person in the moment is a historical and social being

Steven Shapin (1966) writes:

I take it for granted  that science is a historically situated and social activity and that it is to be 
understood in relation to the contexts  in which it occurs...(his italics)

Psychodynamics has often been accused of encouraging navel-gazing, and also of neglecting the external world 
of environment.  These accusations dissolve when considering ‘group process’ (Bion’s intelligible study, 1961), 
the multi-faceted view which includes many parts of self and parts of others relating reciprocally in the larger 
world of context.  The group relationship is the ‘medium’ in which something is bred, produced or developed.  



To experience  being in a medium is “essential for learning in that it is a fulcrum experience from which the 
individual can tilt himself or herself in various directions for knowing and not knowing” (Lawrence, 1985).  As 
teacher or pupil, experiencing that which is being bred, produced or developed in a science class, one will not 
feel neutral or objective, though one might feel enthusiasm and joy in enquiry or demotivated and confused by 
the process, or rivalrous/co-operative with one’s peers.       

2.3 Feedback loops: authentic communication

The third idea from psychodynamics is the apparently complicated concept of transference-countertransference, 
that is, the pattern of the relationship, in this moment.  It might be a continual flux of very temporary sub-
patterns or an apparently very permanent clearly defined single pattern, or something so ill-defined that calling it 
‘pattern’ seems a contradiction.  ‘Transference’ is the particular pattern brought to the relationship, usually 
meaning ‘brought by the other’, and ‘counter-transference’ is the pattern of response in oneself, evoked by that 
particular other’s transference.  That is, thinking about a relationship from within, is about being in a loop, 
where the feedback ‘signal’ goes in both directions.  

The questions which throw the patterns into relief are:  What is my reaction here ?  Why this one ? Why now ?  
The answers, whatever they are, confirm that separating personal and professional is a false demarcation, and that 
it can be more useful to distinguish private from professional role(s), acknowledging that both are imbued with 
personal attitudes, behaviours and values.  It becomes appropriate to acknowledge each person as bringing 
feelings and ways of managing them;  attitudes and ways of communicating them;  thoughts and ways of 
understanding;  and actions and ways of behaving.

In many contexts, the answers to these deceptively simple questions about one’s reactions will touch 
perceptions of authority, power and leadership (Opholzer, 1994).  Similarly, they may touch expectations of 
rights, responsibilities and justice.  They will evoke feelings.  Delivery cannot afford to ignore information 
about these matters, essential to understanding the teaching-learning transaction, whether we refer to the 
authority of experimental evidence in science or the authority conferred by a particular role held, or the inner 
authorities of self-esteem, trust and human valuing.

The perceptions of teaching become genuine, when feedback and its patterns within delivery are acknowledged.  
Some emotions are very strong (hopes, fears, anxieties, enthusiasms), some are mere flickers of feeling, or 
mixed feeling.  Some rational thought has involved work and the view reached is held with conviction, until 
something challenges it.  Some is unexamined, whether a new idea or a long-held ideology, so opinions are 
unchecked assumptions.  Of these, the range goes from tenaciously held prejudice to those so easily reversed that 
it seems there are habits of mind which prefer assuming to not-knowing.

The idea of transference-countertransference introduces the notion that feelings, or patterns in feelings, can 
actually be an authentic communication.  A gut response is a diagnostic indicator of what someone wants us to 
‘hear’, the signal superimposed on, or intensifying/interfering with our receiver pattern.  Teachers, and all people 
from birth, have feelings about their work, and get feelings from their work.  They can learn to ‘read’ them. 

The idea of transference-countertransference is actually extremely simple: find the information in the feedback 
loop.  It appears complicated and is difficult, because it is also incredibly powerful and its effects are very nearly 
overwhelming, as most of us are very unaccustomed to making sense from feelings.  Far more mental energy is 
spent in trying to mute feelings to bearable levels (controlling both (2.1), the inner dilemma, and (2.2) the 
medium we exist within), than in considering what they offer as information.

3:  THE USE OF SELF FOR A PURPOSE

The use of self first recognises the purpose of use, just as any tool is picked up and used with intent.  The self 
is already used to teach: what else is meant by the term “teacher as resource”?  What is also being said, is 
Recognise the nature of the tool, and develop it to give more accurate, more precise, kinds of information; then 
let the purpose govern how this information is used.  That is, is it the right sort of tool and is it being used 
appropriately ?  We do not use our fingers as oven thermometers, and we do not use the doctor’s clinical 
thermometer in an iron foundry, and we know why we would or would not do some things with some 
thermometers.  (Chemistry teachers tell pupils not to use thermometers as stirrers, and/or help them to 



understand why not; selves and others are often mis-used, even as ‘stirrers’, through ignorance.)

Feelings are ubiquitous communications from outside oneself, as well as from inside.  Each response is as 
unique as a chemical compound whose elements are how we have filtered emotional, cognitive and authoritative 
messages.  If an analysis is attempted, the ‘foreign’ bodies in the mixture are at one and the same time more 
distinguishable.   

There are feelings here which involve the whole person, physical, social, intellectual, and probably spiritual 
also.  Like a therapist, teachers can accept the feelings communications from their work, and use them, but not 
in the same way.  A therapist uses the feelings in awareness to try to understand their roots and causes and other 
feeling patterns, out of awareness.  This is not the teacher’s business.  The teacher’s analysis of the compound 
can go straight to the crux of teaching-learning, to cognitive understanding. 

3.1  Brief Illustration

Kate and Sharmila are together and they are not working.  They complain “I hate electricity”, “Electricity’s 
awful”.  In a moment, in a busy class, with the threat of bad behaviour just round the corner, never mind not 
understanding their task, gut reaction was ‘attend to someone else’, impatience with ‘these two’.

Information:  I see them as a unit, and I do not want to join their unit.

Use:  Individuate them re ‘electricity’, be aware of impatience, do not pretend immunity.

Teacher Action:  Momentary silent recognition of the above, then spontaneous mildly irritated non-verbal 
shoulder shrug and lift of eyebrow, with verbal “So you hate electricity or it hates you ?”,  eyes turn from Kate, 
who said “I hate” to Sharmila, who had said something a little bit different.  The comment and eye contact 
separates them and attends to them at the same time and it is addressed to feelings about electricity.

Sharmila:     I don’t understand ‘volts’ and ‘amps’.   (Exactly what the class is about ! Here is someone 
impatient, who wants to get there without doing the work)

Kate:  Oh I know that, volts makes it go and amps is when its going.  Its fiddling with these wires just to light 
a tiddly wee bulb, its so boring.   (Class is also about developing technical skills in using equipment !  More 
impatience, with herself.  This girl would rather be Benjamin Franklin, flying kites in a thunderstorm)

Sharmila:  Well I’ll do that, you tell me about the volts .  She put a wire in the nearest piece of equipment, (the 
ammeter).

Kate:  OK, you need to start with the battery....  She is also picking up a ‘wire’, connects it to the battery and 
hands both to Sharmila...

Teacher:  is already moving to other pupils.  Kate and Sharmila will get somewhere for a little while, each in 
their own way, capable of relating to each other and using their own resources.

The teacher can meet the group feeling, or the individual’s feeling, in relation to the learning business, the here 
and now event.  This illustration is given purposely to show how often the meeting is encapsulated in a tiny 
moment, such a small encounter that it is hardly worth the recounting.  It could be explored further, for 
example, why go for ‘individuation’, or why think that helped the girls to get back to work ?  Or, it could be 
treated sceptically, what sort of trivial nonsense is this, trying to make an everyday exchange pregnant with 
grandiose meanings ?  Or, it is totally impossible to look at every little moment, why not leave them all alone?

If we go further, further, are we not like Sharmila, impatient to understand all  from moment number one ?  If 
we try always to find the grand illumination, are we not like Kate, finding little light bulbs too boring to learn 
from ?  If we leave, would we not be like a teacher who allowed her impatience to judge and rule her action, out 
of awareness ?  The ‘use of self’ principle is light-weight, not heavy-weight, but it is a culture shock to 
education, as it is not a principle of intellect, but one of ‘insight’.  It has been called ‘The Art of the Obvious’ 
(Bettelheim and Rosenfeld, 1993).



The real problem with this example is that even if the teacher has a practised capacity for insight, such incidents 
are far too dependent on opportunity, chance and incidental moods.  There is also a danger if emotional response 
is separated from or subverts the class purpose: teaching and learning of something.  A class can come to expect 
‘therapy’, that is, emotional attention, an expectation which disappoints the wish to learn, or is in itself 
disappointing, forever insufficient.  The teacher may be personally exposed by need or unable to set limits, so is 
stressed out or drained, trying to do both, but separately.  

The illustration, however small, shows that ‘electricity’ trailed emotional baggage along with it, and the 
intervention attended to that baggage, as it was brought, attached to ‘electricity’.  Many such events would be 
one way of creating a class medium which connected with the experiencing within it.  There is a more 
identifiable way.  A medium to contain whole persons safely can be set within the class purpose, intentionally, 
not reliant solely on chance or an already developed capacity to take the opportunities for insight.    

4:  CREATING A MEDIUM FOR REFLECTIVE CLASSES

‘Circular listening’, described below, is a means of using self and enabling students or pupils to use themselves, 
safely, in any teaching context.  When actually teaching physics, I had not named it nor identified it as a 
‘method’.  I simply did something like it now and again, when there was time, when I remembered to ask ‘What 
is going on here?’, or when I wanted to shift the class mood to something more enlivened, more personally 
together.  Once identified, I can see it as the way of being in the medium of a reflective class, and at one and the 
same time, can see that the class delivery has a ‘shape’ or ‘frame’, an abstract format within which whatever it is 
actually about unfolds. What one ‘hears’ during circular listening affects how one is, so spontaneous action 
corresponds to it, and at the same time, thought about choices to make is influenced by it.  Vice-versa, if one 
starts by operating the frame, which is holistic, one starts ‘listening’, as the process of making connections is 
thereby begun. 

4.1  The Frame for Reflection

Reflection includes both TOPIC and PROCESS activities created with definite intent to put one in the 
foreground while the other is its connected background.  An ordinary selection of 'Learning outcomes', or, 
'Skills', from the curriculum are what is meant by  topics.  Process tasks, which develop both insight and 
interpersonal skills, make use of a relevant topic scenario as the vehicle for 'listening', 'negotiation', 'attitude to 
authority', 'feedback and criticism', etc. (see Crawford, 1995) 

The frame, in abstract, looks tripartite:  

Part 1: A

Set a topic task.  Give exact instructions re approach to the task and time to be taken, then finish on time 
whether the task is finished or not, and briefly review/report/summarise where one has reached with regard to the 
topic.  If this is a lecture or an expository section of teaching, then ‘instruction and timing’ applies to oneself.  
With the possible exception of an intention to stop judged by time, rather than where one has arrived, this is 
completely unexceptional ordinary teaching delivery.

Part 1: B

Set a ‘reflection’ task on 1A.  Give exact instructions re focus of reflection, which might be ‘How does this 
topic affect you, or, how did the approach affect you ?’  It can be very simple, like ‘Talk to the person sitting 
beside you for a minute, and then listen to them’.  With confidence, it becomes much longer, and information 
can be shared generally, taking the same amount of time as ‘topic’ work.  The reflection task and focus has to be 
chosen at the time 1A is happening, or just as it finishes, as it is about joint observation of how what has just 
happened has been ‘bred, produced, developed’.  It could well be ‘Where did progress become stuck and what was 
happening then ?’  The topic is now background.  Reflection is not an evaluation or judgement of topic work, 
or behaviour, but a different kind of information which starts the process of ‘insight’.  That is, by attending to 
feelings experienced while doing something, whole selves may connect better with each other, with the topic 
and with ways of behaving.



As this happens, look to see (experience, not ‘try to think’!) if student 'insight' is appearing.  If 'insight' is seen, 
the next topic task will have an approach of choice, naturally supporting insightful work, and, the next topic to 
choose, if it is a matter of choice, also seems to fit naturally.  If 'insight' is not seen, the next task needed is an 
interpersonal process task (one example below, enquiries welcomed).  If ‘student insight’ is an ‘I don’t know’, 
that is a real personal perception from one’s teaching, to be reflected on later for self-development.  In the here 
and now, in the class time, ‘not-seeing’ is a fulcrum from which one owns the choice of going ahead with the 
next topic and reflection, i.e. stay with topic, ‘knowing’, or, experiment and try an interpersonal process task, 
exploring ‘not-knowing’ and see if what ‘insight’ means becomes clearer.

Part 2:

Proceed to next task (A)-and-reflection (B), reminding oneself to let experiencing happen.  If this is an 
interpersonal process task, it can be short or long, but still needs both parts to create ‘experiencing experience’.  
Then it is back to Part 1, A and B, a topic.  The cumulative effect is that ‘topic’ work becomes so much more 
focussed that it takes much less time, or becomes so deeply enjoyable that everyone is sorry when it is time to 
move on.  ‘Being focussed’ and ‘not wanting to move on’ need a ‘processing’ too! 

Part 3: 

Take time to review/summarise the overall experience in the whole time period, the learning, the way of 
learning, what did you like best, like least ?, and, briefly, look ahead to ‘what comes next’, so that connecting 
with experience is cyclical, wheels within wheels.  Classes habituated to insightful teaching (good teachers, any 
style of teaching) do not need the artificiality of a tripartite frame; topic and reflective process is an ongoing 
norm in the way they function, most often non-verbally.

4.2 Circular  Listening

The term is taken from current tutorial work with trainee teachers (After coining the term, I have found the same 
term used similarly in Campbell 1989)  In the tutorials, the work is done seated in a circle and each student is 
asked to offer one sentence describing a teaching incident which has stuck in their minds.  ‘Circular listening’ 
actually refers to the intention to make circular feedback loops of two kinds, which can be begun in this circle, 
as a ’stuck’ incident has connected somewhere internally.

INTER-PERSONAL - each person present sees and hears the exchanges and will have responses, some of which 
can also be exchanged.  They hear what impact an incident had on the speaker and at the same time sense some 
of their own similarity to and difference from the speaker.

INTRA-PERSONAL - inner connections are made more probable, others may not see them, and seldom hear of 
them, although as teacher one can see better interpersonal attitudes, more genuine relating, hear more reflective 
comments, and recognise learning taking place.

In an INTER - personal loop, at best all present are attending to what is currently being said (non-verbals 
indicate such attention or lack of it). Verbal responses might make connection with something said previously 
or share a similarity or difference in the responder’s own experience.  This kind of feedback loop allows each 
student to gain from the varied experiences of others’ work at a ‘topic’.  However, genuinely dialogic interaction 
may not 'just happen' in groups.  Each person’s group membership, or role, is only a small part of their 
personal context.  Attention can attenuate or become false, so that people are physically present, 'going through 
the motions', or functioning as singletons, even when they consciously want to engage.

The second kind of circularity creates the INTRA- personal loop, which is the key to facilitating genuine 
interactions and interpersonal learning.  This involves giving feedback, verbal or non-verbal, to each individual 
who speaks, which acknowledges them as whole individuals, having and using feelings.  Both students and 
tutors (or teachers and pupils 'doing groupwork' in schools) rightly become wary of ‘group’ experience which 
has ignored the actuality of moment by moment feelings attached to ‘being in the group’ or ‘not in the group’, 
or which has ignored individual personal contexts, such as being adolescent.   ‘Listening’ hears similarities and 
differences in the ways in which individuals feel as group members, not judgmentally, with ‘oughts’ and 



‘shoulds’, nor intrusively about their other concerns, but with feedback connecting observable feelings to the 
work being attempted in this context.  

In other words, one holds one’s own role as a member of this group as a whole person oneself, practising use of 
self.  Feedback enables the speaker to connect with a personal aspect of their story, or manner of telling it.  
Everyone realises that listener and listened-to are being treated as whole, even if no-one knows what ‘whole’ 
consists of.  This engenders interest of various kinds in those currently not speaking, most of whom begin to 
pay closer attention to what will be said next.  Intra-personal connection is also central to the overall aim of 
enabling each learner to become more aware of his/her own inner capacity to learn.

This intra-personal loop is set in motion by the REFLECTION part of the frame.  What was going on here ? 
How did I, you, both, all, take part ?
 
5:  ILLUSTRATIONS

In giving these illustrations of ‘delivery’ I am trying to create an accurate impression of transpired moments, too 
full for verbatim recording or grasp of context.  Also, there are as many descriptive accounts of what actually 
happened as there were people present.  None could be properly recorded even if issues such as confidentiality of 
personal revelation were ignored.  I have therefore made no attempt to be factually descriptive.  These are fables, 
edited, dissected and rejoined to make a composite which feels true to the life and essence of episodes in delivery, 
underpinned by the ‘whole person connecting’ I have tried to describe above.   

5.1  Physical Connecting: Moving Bodies, Velocity and Acceleration

Classes to begin a sequence of topics on ‘Motion’ often began in the school driveway, playing field, gym or 
corridor, depending on weather or available space.  The ‘task’ to the group would be “Walk from A to B in 
exactly one minute; Rules: no consulting watches allowed; no physical touching of another person allowed” 
with a small reward for the pupil who crossed the line when the teacher’s clock registered one minute.  This 
would be immediately followed by “Walk there and back again, B to A to B, in exactly one minute, same rules”.  
All questions and observations about other possibilities such as co-operation, copying others, competition, 
behaviour etc. were treated with as little comment as possible, but clear authority, say “as you please” or 
“Normal behaviour of course!, Quiet talking, not calling out, this is a class!”.  Every pupil taking part will be 
‘in motion’ and most categories of motion will actually happen somewhere on the field.

The next part of the class, held indoors or outdoors, was for each pupil to record in detail, as they wished, their 
own route to the goal, beginning with when they realised they had to “Count to sixty” and what they did 
thereafter.  When they slowed down, took bigger steps, had to go round someone else, change direction, watched 
others, decided to walk faster, count slower, etc.  They drew maps and diagrams, scribbled and annotated, talking 
to each other and to the teacher.  The teacher began to introduce precise words, time, standard time measure, 
distance, speed, duration, velocity, acceleration, retardation, etc. whenever and however the precision matched the 
physical action or mental idea being recorded.  The pupils began to annotate their diagrams with ‘reduced speed’, 
‘changed direction - velocity change’, or, ‘speed and velocity change’:

Question:  Is that me accelerating?    Answer: Looks like it, like when the car moves and the lights go green ..  
Query:  But we were going real slow then, ..  Answer:  Yeah, but we had to get past Sarah, we were faster than 
her and stopped so we wouldn’t bump her.  Comment:  uh uh, we were taking small steps to get round, then 
bigger ones and got on ahead..

This is ‘reflection’, what actually happened to me and to others.  No ‘mistakes’ are corrected, only what has 
actually been done is named.  The objective is that what has been physically experienced and mentally assessed 
will be registered as “about motion” and real connections will be made between ‘what I know’, ‘what I think I 
know’ and ‘what I do not know...yet.’

The next part of the lesson is didactic, and introduced with acknowledgment that a change in behaviour is 
required:

Here are the words, units, definitions and formulas you need to know



As the class writes (or goes over a handout), e.g. ‘velocity is..’ etc., connecting questions and comments are 
frequent to begin with, but soon die away in industry, as the latent knowledge of physical experience makes 
sense of the concepts being given.  Then very ordinary ‘physics equipment’ is introduced, a ticker-timer 
machine.  “Which bit of the machine does the counting?’  “Which bit of the machine tells you the distance ?”...  
Again, connections are being made as the pupils are using themselves.  Their own use of mind (I counted) and 
body (I took steps) and the reflection to absorb their experience makes the functions of the parts of the machine 
obvious, connected intra-personally.

They can’t wait to get started on experiments, and rarely need help with machine adjustments and operation; they 
know from their bones what the vibrator marking the ‘steps’ is for, they make it work.  Their thoughts are on 
‘interpretation’ of tapes for different kinds of motion.  Their conversation makes sense, their ‘mistakes’ are now 
something they ask about, a place where correct information is sought, eagerly.  There may be lots of fun or not 
so funny asides (social education within physics?), as tapes are given names, like ‘Sarah the Slowcoach’.  
Whole pupils are seen and responded to within the medium of physics.  

5.2  Topic Sequencing: Concepts in ‘Electricity’

Physical body connecting can be applied to many aspects of teaching, for example, pupils holding hands, ‘stiff-
armed’, in a circle, are ‘electrons in a circuit’, so if one is moved, all have to move accordingly.  The teacher is 
‘very very powerful’, so teacher is the ‘battery’ and directs one child clockwise or anti-clockwise.  

It does however seem to me that understanding circuits and subsequent topics, is far more successful, however it 
is attempted, if it is taught within a complexity of electrical phenomena.  From time to time, historians have 
speculated on similarities evident between phylogeny (overall evolution of understanding in science) and 
ontogeny (development of understanding in individuals).  Whatever the verdict of such speculations, it is factual 
that conceptual understanding has been developed by people working within a complex and diverse world of 
phenomena, in which the underlying laws or principles were mostly unknown.  It is also factual that teachers of 
‘Electricity’ hope that conceptual understanding for individual pupils will be a result of their delivery of the 
topic.  Teaching ‘Electricity’ through making sense from unknowns, holistically, seems to create a real 
internalised grasp of concepts.  This is simply not achieved when parts of the subject are artificially selected and 
made simplistic, however ingeniously modelled, as if we were not surrounded by ‘electrical matter’ and did not 
have to make sense from real experience, but could only be ‘given sense’ from some external mental process.

The historical sequence of how electricity came to be understood provides teachers with a pattern for tackling 
‘unknown and complex’, distinguishing and relating from within the diversity of actual experience.  A sequence 
begins with ‘electrostatics’, that is, fur, silk, hair, polythene, cling-film and tissues, dust on the TV screen, etc. 
There will be enough evidence to claim “Like charges repel, unlike charges attract, a charge will attract 
something that does not seem to be charged at all, but mostly we do not know, as everything has some sort of 
charge and we can’t see them, or see them move, only look at what happens.”  Fortunately for teachers, Van de 
Graaf invented a charge generator which has a modern equivalent, which produces very visible phenomena when 
it is dry.  Technicians will happily set such equipment up as near as possible to the classroom radiators and as 
far as possible from the windows, and all pupils know very well what a hairdryer does, so a Van de Graaf can be 
made to produce effects in most conditions.  Which effects ?  The complexity makes it impossible to predict 
precisely in advance.  Sarah standing on a rubber mat will feel her hair rise on end, she reaches out for Kate, 
leaning against the bench, and both feel a shock, as Sarah’s hair drops flat.  Sharmila says she heard a crackle, 
and gasps with excitement look at my arms, my hair’s in goosebumps..  We talk about matter, rubber, metal, 
wooden benches, sticky fingers, clean hair, where are all the charges, in the matter, some can move, some 
quickly, some slowly, some hardly at all.  

The Van de Graaf and the hair dryer continue whirring in the background.  A piece of fluff floats up from behind 
the radiator.  Eek, keep Sarah away from me.. she’s shocking!    I never touched you, just my electric 
personality..  Within five minutes, the class is in an electric field.  A concept can be given a name.  A force 
field  says someone, the fluff and the hairs and the charges, they get made to move, they have to go.  Well, what 
makes anything go?  Force, push, it’s light enough, it’s not stuck down, there’s a reason, you need the energy, 
well it’s that machine, gosh it’s in the air too, air’s not nothing, it’s gas and stuff..  Some pupils look 
apprehensive, alarmed, so suggest they touch the bench or walk to the other side of the room and touch the wall.  



Let the charge trickle away, dissipate.  No!, sorry, not touching the tap on the way, oh dear you got shocked, 
what’s the tap made of?  So what happened to your charge?  It went faster.  etc. etc.

Within ten minutes, switch the Van de Graaf off, be deliberate and obvious about means to discharge everything, 
and start it off again to re-establish a field while hearing, then naming, the experiences.  Field; Energy; A 
potential to ‘go’; Difference, between gas-tap, bench, etc; Potential Difference; Quantity of Charge; Charges 
going?  Discharge, or, Current?  What about ‘time taken’?   Use the re-charged Van de Graaf to light a neon 
bulb, show the voltage requirement stamped on its side;  Charge a pupil willing to stand on the rubber mat and 
measure the quantity of charge she carries with a coulombmeter or electrometer.  She points her finger at another 
willing participant, everyone sees the discharge spark and can be shown the drop in meter reading.

From such an experiential beginning, the basic electrical terms, concepts and units make sense: a volt is the 
energy per unit charge; current is the quantity of charge passing in unit time, etc.  Matter has properties, 
conductivity, resistance, capacitance.  The sequence of topics which follows builds on the latent learning, the 
sorting out of ideas from within a complex but felt experience.  A modern equivalent of Faraday’s Identity of 
Electricities  (1832), using resistors, bulbs, light emitting diodes, batteries, meters etc. to correspond with his 
equipment and the concepts he was struggling to identify provides such a sequence, again, allowing learning in 
history to suugest an epistemology for a classroom, which is not structured piecemeal from hindsight, but is 
elicited from experience.

The Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1797 has over one hundred pages of description of electrostatic effects, while 
Faraday’s paper combines static with dynamic and magnetic effects.  It is not possible to choose one effect and 
say that it will be studied; it is possible to see what happens in the classroom conditions and recognise, whether 
from the historical papers (Tytler, 1797, Faraday, 1832) or other knowledge, an effect which has happened 
before, somewhere else in time or place.  

Psychologically, if within an acknowledged complex space, bridges are being built from unknown to known, it 
feels safe to have incomprehensible but real experiences and to open up an inner world willing to explore while 
here and there sense-making concepts can be found.  In such a context, the unconscious self is relating in 
dialogue to not-self/other, at a fulcrum between known and unknown, not held in defensiveness against dilemma 
or confusion.  This kind of sense-making must surely be possible in many topics of biology, chemistry, 
geology etc. where I have not been a teacher, but can see that essentially they also deal with diversity and 
complexity.   

5.3  Experiencing Authority on Teaching Practice

My current post is in teacher training, where students, their tutors and the teachers they meet, can have 
emotional problems and learning difficulty, in some areas at least, just as pupils can.  It seems like professional 
suicide to say ‘I can’t manage’, when the time available for individual tutorials might be half-an hour a term, 
and it seems politically incorrect to say some students are unmanageable, or unteachable; doing bar-work four 
evenings a week, asleep in class, and have not read a book for six months, only an occasional handout.  
Regularly, one has a conscious sense of gathering one’s personal resources.  Equally, there is a sense that ‘doing 
well’ or ‘doing badly’ is a factor in personality, so gathering personal resources has to be in one’s own time, the 
public professional is ‘on-task’.  The supposedly incorrect facets of personality are kept hidden, cannot be 
mentioned.  How does one make connections at a distance from the school experience, let alone allow sense-
making about ‘becoming a professional’ ?

It is often difficult to gather resources, even over simple issues, unless one remembers to function from where 
one is, within, allowing insight to supply information to think with.  The format for reflective classes, the 
recognition of how psychodynamic ideas apply to delivery have evolved and been articulated from current work 
with students preparing for teaching placements in schools (see also Crawford 1995).  The most prevalent 
feelings in this work have been about ‘fairness’, ‘unfairness’, ‘power’ and ‘authority’.  Students can cope with 
their ‘subject’ inadequacies, just, but are frequently more incapable than children in making emotional ‘sense’of 
their experiences.    

When using the tripartite frame given above, one ‘topic’ discussion was about preparing lessons for an 
approaching placement in schools.  The reflection produced a series of complaints, even diatribes, concerning 



‘someone’, a tutor visiting students on school practice, who was ‘aggressive’ ‘authoritarian’ and ‘unfair’, a series 
of warped stereotypical views and feelings (regarding an easily identifiable colleague) which would help no-one.  

One of the two females in the group struggled, stemming the tide.  She said:  He’s been really helpful to me, 
though really critical, like my father almost..  His ideas are helpful...  The focus altered a little.  A student, who 
was also a parent, as well as a complainer, continued you wouldn’t be like that if you were a good father, you 
have to listen a bit, not just lay down the law...  Another student:  I don’t find it helpful , I’ve enough trouble 
keeping control in class without feeling shattered the minute I start to discuss it with someone...  Another, 
himself very recently a school pupil:  It’s the kids I feel sorry for, I go back in such a foul mood I blast the first 
one who moves...  What on earth has led to this, and what is one to do ?  Believe it ?  Ignore it ?

There is ‘experience’ overflowing in this reflection, but no ‘insight’.  Possibly male rivalry can’t take criticism 
from a ‘powerful’ male, while a female can find such criticism ‘fatherly’, but the class topic is ‘Preparation for 
School Placement’, not “Speculative Therapy, How was Your Father ?”.  An interpersonal task followed: A 
Role-play to Enable Authority.

Acting ability is not required, nor does it matter how a role is enacted.  In a frequently used scenario, one student 
plays the car driver, who knows that his offside back light is not working, while another plays the policeman 
who stops him.  The scenario develops as these two please, for example, the driver tells lies: gosh officer, I 
appreciate your letting me know, I’ll get it seen to immediately ; the policeman gets more rigidly stuffy  If you 
would just get out of the car sir, I’ll just check your vehicle, ...is this your vehicle ?...   The spectators are 
asked to identify, agree or disagree with whatever personal 'automatic pilots' unfold:  “when would I respond like 
that, when would I not, what would I have done/said...”  In a reflection on the role play, we hear fears, 
assumptions and experiences of ‘authority’, being subject to it and being the holder of it.  As they have just 
watched a ‘twosome’, students realise it takes two to create a relationship of good authority or bad authority, and 
that each in the ‘two’ is elsewhere functioning from some other ‘standard’ (a student with too little money to 
replace a damaged light; a wary policeman uncertain of whether he stops a reasonable citizen or a homicidal 
maniac, or something in between).

Suddenly, there are comments on X, the tutor:  The trouble with X is he cares too much...  He can’t bear the 
idea that kids get badly taught ...  We could tell him he unsettles us...   F (female student with father):  Don’t 
look at me.  I’m not putting the bell on your cat, I get on ok with him...  P (parent student):  I’m not a mouse, 
in fact I hate being mouse, I don’t like being told what to do... I suppose I should listen..  S (schoolboy 
student) to P:  It’s  partly us, we all get on with you, P,  and lean on you for advice, X gave me a rotten grade 
for class control , so I’ve got to get better, but he was ok, quite encouraging, said I’d learn...

Within the group, X has become a real person, whom everyone knows, imperfect but OK, a teacher from whom 
students can learn.  It is impossible to see the routes by which perception of him changed from that of unfair 
monster to ordinary person, only to see that there was a change.  By creating a medium within which internal 
connections with feelings are possible, within the generally acknowledged frame of ‘teaching practice’, 
something happens intra-personally.  As a tutor looking after the ‘learning’ in this class, personal feelings about 
‘authority being pilloried’, ‘losing one’s own authority as if invited to condemn a colleague’, etc., were treated 
as information.  Some work on personal attitudes to authority was an obvious need, while it was equally 
important to ‘know’ I had a normal bunch of students and a resonable colleague, most of the time.  The patterns 
shown ‘before’ and ‘after’ represent a loss of ‘whole-person’ relating, re-established after using self within the 
class objectives.  The next task, on “Factors which enable authority in classrooms” was small group work, 
tackled with thoughtful reflectiveness, and real learning from each other’s previous experiences.   

6: CONCLUDING REMARKS:  FEELINGS AND COGNITION

In any situation there are feelings about real issues in the experience of teaching-learning.  Feelings about 
authority and power, about being needy or dependent, about making assumptions because one can’t know 
everything, about having to wait and hope confusion or imperfect understanding will clear.  We suffer self-
doubt: is one being a mouse for waiting, listening, or being admirably tolerant and considerate ?  Working 
which includes feelings will include anxiety, as well as relief from anxiety.  It is important to ‘trust the 
process’, that is, letting ‘insight’ emerge without being Sharmila, having to get everything under control, or 
without being Kate, needing to do something big.



By definition, the learner starts with ignorance, of something unknown which becomes known.  The ‘click’ of 
understanding is the authentic meeting point, where disconnected data from people, books, experiences, history, 
medium, feedback, purpose etc. come together and we have something internalised to think with, not just bits 
and pieces separately arranged and re-arranged by an endless effort of intellect.

Feelings (including self-doubt and anxiety) are the key to the ‘click’ process.  Trying to keep an authentic 
feeling at bay also keeps the ‘bit’ to which that feeling is attached at bay, separated from its rightful place in 
understanding.  Looking at how one feels, at whatever level of awareness (and this is NOT forcing anyone else 
to accept how one feels, nor parading one’s feelings) gathers together personal resources, most often, quite 
unconsciously.  Looking is observation, not judging or controlling, though this may be part of what is seen.  
Valerie Sinason (1992, personal communication) gave me the wonderful expression, “going thick”  which 
describes an incredibly important concept for the self in this process or in its distortion.  ‘Going thick’ has 
nothing to do with intellectual deficit, this ‘looking’ and this ‘thick’ are not functions of the intellect or 
functions under conscious control.  Thick is when momentarily one cannot bear to be in a learning context, one 
cannot bear to accept some feeling which is there.  ‘Looking’, the act in itself, opens the door to what is 
bearable at the moment, one is relieved, a thought, or spontaneous ‘next’ arises, and it seems that looking 
becomes more bearable for the people one is with, whole person resources return.  Teaching-and-learning, 
cognition, happens.
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