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RECLAIMING THE ARTISTRY OF TEACHING
Gert Biesta

MANY THANKS FOR THE INVITATION

it brings back happy memories of my own PhD journey
which started a good 30 years ago

since then my passion for education has only increased
↓

whereas machines, animals and human beings can learn,
the practice of education, where a person educates another person, is uniquely human 

↓
teaching is therefore at the heart of education

there is an ongoing and perhaps urgent need to take pride in teaching
a need for the ‘rediscovery of teaching’

for the sake of teachers, students and meaningful educational research

this is what I would like to explore with you today
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2017 2019 2020

WHAT IS OUR IMAGE OF TEACHING? SPOT THE DIFFERENCE!

2002 © KEN CURRIE   “going into the dark”
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“THE TEACHING AND LEARNING TOOLKIT” – IMPACT, COST, EVIDENCE

A useful device for helping teachers to make better judgements?
A useful device for helping policy makers to decide what to spend money on?

OR A PROBLEMATIC REDEFINITION OF EDUCATION AND THE WORK OF TEACHERS?

CONTEXT: THE NEW EDUCATIONAL EMPIRICISM 

the still growing assumption that 
[1] the ‘base’ for teaching should be a knowledge-base, and

[2] that this knowledge base should be empirical
↓

assessing the impact of teaching interventions on student learning
in order to increase effectiveness

promoted by
↓

school-effectiveness research
evidence-based/evidence-informed teaching

teacher-themselves-as-effectiveness-researchers
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TEACHERS apparently MATTER
OECD, McKinsey, RAND, policy documents (e.g. ‘The Importance of Teaching’)

Australian Professional Standards for Teachers

but how do they matter?

“the teacher as the most important factor in the production of test scores”

compliment or insult?
a problematic redefinition of what teaching is about and what it is for

WHERE DID THIS START? AND WHERE DID IT GO WRONG?

the social justice argument
every child and young person, irrespective of who they are, where they are 

and where they are from, should have access to good education

the slippery slope
How do we make sure that education is everywhere of the same quality?

How do we assess the quality of education?
How do we measure the quality of education?

How do we measure the quality of educational outcomes?
Which outcomes should be measured?

Which outcomes can be measured?
↓

“measuring what we value, or valuing what is being measured”

‘supported’ by GEMI: the Global Education Measurement Industry
and its seductive ‘social psychology’

→
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THE RESULT

a narrow definition of what counts in education
academic achievement in a small number of curricular areas

a narrow conception of what counts as education
a shift from provision to outcomes

an input-output logic – teaching as the production of things – pig farming

a degrading of the teacher
as a factor in the production of outcomes

↓
not a thinking, judging and acting professional

plus the rise of performativity
where indicators of quality become definitions of quality 

(e.g., league table positions)
the emergence of a cynical education system

THE IMPACT

it is affecting (popular) views about the work of teachers
including those who are considering becoming a teacher

it is affecting the self-interpretation of teachers
who see it as their task to produce learning outcomes

see also the rise of ‘neo-behaviourisms’ such as 
‘assessment for learning’ and ‘visible learning’

it is affecting educational accountability
need for teachers to provide ongoing evidence of ‘progress’ (England) or ‘impact’ (Australia)

and the problematic replacement of the ‘logic’ of teaching 
by the ‘logic’ of experimental research

teachers conducting randomized controlled trials in their classroom 
to find out which of their interventions ‘work’

THE NEED FOR A THREEFOLD PUSH BACK (to begin with)
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[1] RECLAIMING A BROAD VIEW OF WHAT COUNTS IN EDUCATION
see also The Education Council of the Netherlands

three domains of educational purpose
Stenhouse: not ‘having a goal’ but ‘having an agenda’

↓
qualification: knowledge and skills

socialisation: orientation in traditions and practices
subjectification: the formation of the person-as-subject, not object

the poverty of the English language
education – education – education
Ausbildung – Bildung – Erziehung

and acknowledging that teachers have important work to do in relation to each of 
these domains and in maintaining a meaningful ‘balance’ between the three

[2] ACKNOWLEDGING THAT TEACHING IS NOT AN INTERVENTION 
UPON OBJECTS, BUT AN ENCOUNTER BETWEEN SUBJECTS 

the problem with ‘evidence’ about ‘what works’
is the underlying mechanistic conception of teaching (‘impact’)

↓
What works for what? For whom? And what does it cost to make teaching ‘work’?

the blind spot in ‘Hattie’

education is not a causal machine but
an open, semiotic, recursive system

which can be made to ‘work’ by reducing openness, interpretation and thinking
↓

which is fine up to the point where education becomes indoctrination
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[3] ACKNOWLEDGING THAT TEACHING IS AN ENCOUNTER IN WHICH 
THE SUBJECT-NESS OF THE STUDENT IS ‘AT STAKE’

‘calling forth’ the ‘subject-ness’ of students: an existential matter – existing as subject
↓

not just pursuing one’s desires, but asking which desires one should be desiring
which is a first-person question – a question for me

education is about arousing the desire in another human being for wanting to exist as 
subject – in the world without being in the centre of the world (Meirieu)

encouraging students to ‘take up’ their freedom as their freedom
an “Aufforderung zur Selbsttätigkeit” (Benner)

denying students the satisfaction of not existing as subject (Rancière)

the ‘logic’ of education is fundamentally existential
not psychological – not sociological – not neurological – not mechanistic

WHAT DOES THIS IMPLY FOR THE ‘EYE’ OF THE TEACHER

should teachers have an ‘empirical’ eye’?

teachers should be able to see possibilities that are not yet actual
and base their actions upon this, rather than on what is ‘evident’

e.g., the role of trust
we give trust to open a different future for the child

to put their freedom ‘at stake’

teachers should be able not to see what can block the future for the student
see Makarenko; see the problem with diagnostic thinking & labelling

instead of visible learning, assessment for learning, learning outcomes, etc., 
the teacher’s eye should be focused on the unforeseen

↓
see Pedagogikk for det uforutsette (Torgersen 2015)
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WHAT DOES THIS IMPLY FOR OUR ‘ACCOUNT’ OF TEACHING?

not a more or less effective intervention 
aimed at the production of measurable learning outcomes

which, under ideal (control of) conditions can become ‘perfect’

but teaching as an art
↓

firmly located in the ‘bios praktikos’
the domain of the variable, not the eternal

not of (blunt) causes and (predictable) effects
but of (intentional) actions and (possible) consequences

there are, however, two arts
the art of production – making-action – poiesis

the art of doing – doing-action – praxis

teaching as a ‘double’ art
techne – educational craft – how to do things

poiesis – educational wisdom – what to do

Aristotle 384-322 BC

RECLAIMING THE ARTISTRY OF TEACHING
www.artistryofteaching.co.uk

Why artistry?

[1] an account of teaching that ‘makes sense’ rather than distorts
[2] an account of teaching that provides meaningful language for teachers

[3] an account that suggests a different agenda for research and development

beginning with the insight that “improving education is not about improving 
teaching as a delivery system” because “crucial [for improvement] is the desire 

of the artist to improve his or her art” (Lawrence Stenhouse, 1988)
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RECLAIMING THE ARTISTRY OF TEACHING
www.artistryofteaching.co.uk

Why reclaiming?

because the discussion is not new 
and the idea is not new

Louis Rubin (1985): Artistry and Teaching
Lawrence Stenhouse (1988): Artistry and teaching

Elliot Eisner (2002): From episteme to phronesis to artistry

also Joseph Schwab (1970): The practical
and so on

AND WHAT DOES IT IMPLY FOR EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH?

it needs to start from a theory which can account for the dynamics of education
↓

communication between subjects, not intervention upon objects

it needs to take into account the complex work of the teacher
↓

not as a production factor but a thinking, acting and judging professional
who, with all knowledge, skill and experience

constantly needs to create education in always new and unique situations
[just as in the performing arts]

and needs to take into consideration that education is a purposeful endeavour
↓

oriented towards qualification, socialisation and subjectification
and always the three together
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THAT IS STILL VERY MUCH THE TASK AHEAD OF US

for which we all need 
[1] courage

[2] thoughtfulness 
[3] and little bit of obstinacy!

THANKS FOR YOUR ATTENTION
and

GOOD LUCK WITH YOUR DOCTORAL ENDEAVOURS

gert.biesta@ed.ac.uk
www.gertbiesta.com


