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Teaching, Telling and Technology

DAVID BAKHURST

This essay explores the nature of teaching, the relationship
between teacher and student, and the scope and limits of new
learning technologies. Teaching, whatever else it might be,
involves the imparting of knowledge. To illuminate this, I turn
to the epistemology of testimony and consider Anscombe’s
idea of trusting another for the truth, a notion that conveys
something of the second-personal dimension of teaching and
learning. But the teacher asks her students to believe, not her,
but ‘what is known’. She speaks for the discipline (or ‘as the
science’ as Rödl puts it). To develop this idea and counter
potential misunderstandings, I argue that someone who speaks
for a discipline must be open to criticism, responsive to those
who seek understanding, and willing to think on their feet in
ways that exhibits a range of intellectual virtues. If students
are to acquire the power to speak as the discipline themselves,
they must be initiated into it as a living practice, not just
guided through it as if in a museum. I argue that, while new
technologies can enhance learning in a variety of ways, the
requisite engagement is difficult to engender in online courses,
which threaten or distort the essentially second-personal,
dialogical character of teaching and learning. The humanity of
the relation of teacher and learner is precious because it
encapsulates what it is to love knowledge as it finds expression
in the person of another.

TEACHING

What is teaching? If a person, A, teaches another person, B, something,
then A imparts, and B acquires, knowledge of some kind. The knowledge
in question might be ‘theoretical knowledge’: knowledge of facts, of what
is the case. Or it might be ‘practical knowledge’: knowledge of how to
do something. Teaching can result not just in the formation of belief but
in the acquisition of skills, capacities or know-how. Here we encounter
Ryle’s famous distinction between knowledge-that and knowledge-how
(Ryle, 1949), which in recent years has again become the subject of much
discussion (see, for example, Kotzee’s and Small’s contributions to this
Special Issue). In this chapter, I will not venture an analysis of the relation
of these two forms of knowledge, if indeed it is right to think of them as two
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forms. I shall simply observe that they usually go hand-in-hand. Teaching
students how to do something often involves teaching them certain facts, just
as teaching a theoretical discipline will involve imparting certain skills, such
as how to use certain concepts, how to give certain kinds of explanations,
and so on. In teaching, as we normally understand it, the theoretical and the
practical are a unity.

Someone might worry that there is hubris in the claim that teaching
imparts knowledge, inspired perhaps by Eurocentric reverence for science
and objectivity. Should not we say instead that teaching yields warranted
belief, not knowledge? I do not think so. My view is that the concept of
knowledge is in pretty good shape—at least in ordinary discourse if not
in epistemology1 and we shouldn’t abandon the intuitively appealing view
that much of what we know we know because we were taught it. Teaching
may do more than impart knowledge. It might inspire you to do something
(e.g. join a theatre group), alter your values (e.g. change your political
allegiances), or awaken interests or affections (e.g. develop in you a love of
music), but whatever else it does, it aims to yield knowledge.

It might be argued that there cannot be a conceptual relationship between
teaching and knowledge because it is possible to teach falsehoods which
obviously don’t amount to knowledge. Can’t I teach you that Paris is the
capital of Peru? Even if we grant that, it remains that knowledge is the
ideal of teaching. The currency of teaching is knowledge, even though there
can be counterfeits in circulation. So one can say, ‘What my teacher taught
me turned out to be false’ because what he taught merely pretended to be
knowledge, or you can say ‘my teacher taught me nothing’: what was going
on only appeared to be teaching, in fact there was no teaching at all because
nothing was taught. But whatever one says must respect the internal relation
between teaching and knowledge.2

So: If A teaches B something, then A imparts knowledge of some kind
to B. How? In the paradigm case: A, knowing that p, tells B that p, and
B, understanding A, comes to know that p. Or A shows B how to φ, and
B, understanding what A has shown her and applying that understanding,
comes to be able to φ.3

Someone might object that this picture represents the learner as a merely
passive recipient of knowledge. But teaching is a transaction—where there
is teaching there is learning, and the student must be active to learn. Knowl-
edge cannot be just given. This is true, but the picture I have sketched can
accommodate this because of my emphasis on the learner’s understanding
what she is taught. Understanding, we can say, requires the learner to be
active and engaged.

But still the picture may seem too intellectual in its focus on explicit telling
and showing (or demonstrating) on the part of the teacher and understanding
on the part of the learner. Plenty of instruction, it may be said, is not like that.
Ryle, for example, distinguishes drilling and training from teaching as such
(Ryle, 1949, p. 42). Drilling inculcates habits, training cultivates skills and
intelligent dispositions to behave, and in both cases the learner is not asked
to think but to do, and they may find themselves knowing how to do things
without consciously reflecting on and applying what they have been shown.

C© 2020 The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain.



Teaching, Telling and Technology 307

And in the case of theoretical knowledge, one can learn a lot by ‘picking it
up’ without being explicitly taught it. Consider the teaching of intellectual
virtues, such as the ability to listen well, or be open-minded, or to think
critically or creatively. Such things are not taught by telling or showing, in
the way you can tell someone how to get from Doncaster to Liverpool or
show them how to bake a cake. Teaching by telling or showing is teaching
‘directly’, but many things can be taught only indirectly, or circuitously,
and any plausible model of teaching must acknowledge this. I shall return
to these issues later.

TECHNOLOGY

Let us leave teaching for a moment and talk about technology. There is a
lot of excitement about new learning technologies at the moment. At many
universities there is enthusiasm—at least among university administrators
if not among students—for web-based courses. Such courses may be either
wholly online or ‘blended’, i.e. delivered partly online, so material that
would otherwise have been presented in lectures is delivered online, and
classroom time is devoted to other activities. The rationale often given is that
the traditional lecture is pedagogically reactionary. Lectures, it is argued, are
a hangover from a time before the printing press, when the only way to reach
an audience was by word of mouth. But today, in our communication-rich
society, lecturing is a poor way of conveying information to, and stimulating
thought in, students. Better that students engage in more ‘active’ modes of
learning.

Just as there are enthusiasts for new learning technologies, so there are
sceptics. Of course, it would be foolish to dismiss learning technologies
outright. The book and the blackboard are learning technologies, but we’re
so familiar with them that we don’t think of them as such. I wrote this chapter
on a computer. Who today would not write their paper on a computer? But
when I was an undergraduate—and that is not that long ago—such a thing
was impossible. So scepticism about new learning technologies needs to
be carefully thought through or else, in a few short years, we will look as
ridiculous as those who predicted that word-processing would undermine
good writing.

Moreover, there clearly are potential benefits of web-based courses. Par-
ticipation in online courses can be anonymised, which silences bias on
grounds of gender, race, ethnicity, disability, sexual identity, and so on.
And the online context can liberate students who have special difficulties
with face-to-face social interaction or communication. Such courses are
available to students regardless of their location or powers of mobility. This
can be a huge factor in countries like Canada where there are communities
remote from the urban centres where universities are typically situated. And
MOOCS, of course, have the potential to make educational opportunities
widely available to people all over the world.4

These are reasons to take online education seriously. What, then, are the
sceptics upset about? One concern is the quality of many online courses. But
I want to set aside considerations about the effectiveness of online teaching,
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at least for now. Many sceptics, I think, have a different kind of complaint.
It is a kind of moral concern; namely, that there is something crucial to the
teacher-student relation that is absent, or at least displaced or distorted, in
online courses.

I said earlier that teaching is a transaction between teacher and learner.
Teaching is one side of a relation: where there is a teacher there must
be a learner (though the converse is not true: plenty of learning does not
involve teaching). The relation is of course more than merely logical: the
interpersonal engagement between teacher and learner, mediated by mutual
recognition, is central to the very nature of their transaction. To displace
this is to undermine the humanity of the teacher-student relation. Or so the
sceptic worries.

TESTIMONY

Let us explore the interpersonal dimension at the heart of the teacher-student
relation. What is special about learning from another person, as opposed,
say, to learning from a book or from experience? And what is special about
learning from someone who sets out to impart knowledge to you, or to
educate you, as opposed, say, to just answering a question you have asked?

Some philosophers think about such questions by drawing on the epis-
temology of testimony. When philosophers talk about ‘testimony’, they
do not mean testimony in a legal or religious sense. They mean acquiring
knowledge on the basis of someone’s say-so. I don’t know where the cats
are, so I ask Christine. She tells me they are upstairs on the bed. Now I
know where the cats are and I know because Christine told me.5 Much
of the philosophical discussion is about whether testimony is a distinctive
source of knowledge. Many philosophers think not: for them, testimony can
be reduced to other forms of knowing. They would say that, in the case at
hand, Christine’s words constitute evidence of what is the case, but for me to
know where the cats are on the basis of Christine’s words, I need reasons to
think her evidence sound. These would be reasons to believe that people are
generally reliable epistemic agents; or that Christine is a reliable epistemic
agent; that here and now she is appropriately placed to know what she claims
to know; that she is not out to deceive me, and so on. Whether I know where
the cats are depends entirely on the quality of these further reasons which
are not testimonial in nature. Other philosophers, the anti-reductionists, take
testimony to represent a distinctive source of knowledge in its own right.
They hold that what Christine said in itself gives me knowledge of where
the cats are, just so long as I don’t have positive reason to doubt her. Prima
facie testimony yields knowledge; that is, testimony is good enough for
knowledge, just in case there is no special reason to reject it.

This might seem just another routine debate in epistemology. But there
are big issues at stake. For the anti-reductionists, at least, to be a speaker
of a language is to be able to acquire knowledge simply by understanding
what you are told. Knowledge can be shared and circulated simply by
people literally giving each other their word. So testimonial exchanges
reveal aspects of the essentially social character of knowledge.
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Moreover, recent developments have introduced the concept of trust into
the discussion in a way that is relevant to our purposes. A number of
thinkers, notably Ben McMyler (2011; much influenced by Richard Moran
(see Moran, 2018)), argue that testimonial exchanges depend on the person
receiving the testimony trusting the person who offers it. Often, we don’t
have access to reasons to believe the testifier a reliable source. We have to
trust that they are. And this is not just a matter of trusting that the situation
is not epistemically problematic, as when say, in a case of perception, we
have to trust that our senses are not deceiving us, or that the timetable
we are reading has not been printed wrongly. In a case of testimony, we
are trusting another person to tell us how things are. We are, as Elizabeth
Anscombe (1979) puts it, ‘trusting another for the truth’ and this introduces
an essentially second-personal dimension into the transaction.

Talk of ‘the second person’ has come increasingly into prominence in
philosophy in recent years. With some exceptions, philosophers used to
ignore the second person, focusing instead on first- and third-personal per-
spectives. They asked, ‘What is it to relate to oneself as an I?’, and ‘What
it is to relate to others as he or she or they?’ But they did not discuss what
it is to relate to another as a you, or the structure and character of I-you
relations. But this is changing.

How is this relevant to testimony? Well, when I ask you the time and you
tell me, the transaction is not just a matter of my believing what you say,
it is a matter of my believing you. Here lies the essentially second-personal
element in testimony. We can see this if we consider the contrast between
learning that the flight is delayed by reading it on the board, or overhearing
someone speaking on the phone, and coming to know it by being told by
another person that this is the case. In the latter case, in contrast to the other
two, the person asks you to trust her for the truth, and if you don’t believe
what she says, then you are rejecting that invitation to trust, you are failing
to believe her, not just some proposition she uttered. Hence there is room
here for offence to be taken by the one who is not believed, offence at not
being believed. We can wrong people if we do not believe them in such
cases, and the character of the wrong is breach of trust.

TRUSTING FOR THE TRUTH, SPEAKING AS THE SCIENCE

What light do these reflections on testimony cast on teaching? Do they help
us capture an essentially second-personal dimension to the teacher-student
relation that, we might then argue, is jeopardised where learning proceeds
‘online’?

Anscombe clearly thinks her view of what it is to believe someone bears
on the relation of teacher and student. Teachers, she argues, are to blame
if what they say is false and this is because their students believe them.
Students trust their teachers to tell them the truth (about the subject-matter
in question, whatever it is), and the teachers let the students down, in a way
that breaches that trust, if they fail to do so. Anscombe contrasts the teacher
with the linguistic interpreter. The interpreter is not blameworthy if what

C© 2020 The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain.



310 D. Bakhurst

he says is false, so long as his translation is accurate: the blame for any
falsehood rests with the person being translated, not with her translator.

One might wonder whether the distinction between teacher and interpreter
is quite as sharp as Anscombe thinks it is. Both teacher and interpreter are
to blame if they falsely represent their subject—we trust the interpreter to
give an accurate translation, and we trust the teacher to present her subject
accurately. And neither interpreter nor teacher is to blame if they accurately
represent material that turns out to be false. Just as Donald Trump’s inter-
preter is not to blame if what she reports is just an ‘alternative fact’, so it is
not the high-school teacher’s responsibility if the curriculum compels her
to teach an economic model that is in fact unsound. Of course, the teacher
does have a greater epistemic responsibility than the interpreter—it is no
part of the interpreter’s job to determine that what she is saying in trans-
lating her principal is true. The teacher, in contrast, is expected to be alive
to the veracity of her subject, so that, should she come to doubt the truth
of what she is teaching, it is her responsibility to address this. Of course,
this is complicated by the institutional role of the teacher; it may not be
possible for her to take issue with the content of the curriculum, or fair to
her students to do, but something would be deeply wrong were a teacher
simply not to care that the material she is forced to teach is misleading or
downright false.

One might also question whether it is correct to say that, as teachers,
we want our students to believe us. We don’t usually want them to believe
merely on our say-so. Anscombe recognises this when she discusses the
teaching of philosophy. She writes, ‘we do not hope that our pupils believe
us, but rather, that they will come to see that what we say is true—if it
is’ (1979, p. 145). Anscombe’s point is that, as teachers of philosophy, we
want our students to form beliefs in light of what there is most reason to
believe, and the students should endorse those beliefs out of an appreciation
of the force of those reasons, and not, say, because the beliefs in question
are endorsed by their professor. Students of philosophy should be motivated
by the desire for truth. A teacher can help them in this, not as an oracle, but
rather as a source of views that, like any other material, must be assessed
and evaluated before being adopted as belief. That’s why Anscombe says
that teachers of philosophy do not want their students to believe them, but
to arrive at the truth.

Anscombe writes as if we are to distinguish the teaching of philosophy,
and perhaps other university disciplines where students must take genuine
epistemic responsibility for their beliefs, from the kind of teaching where it
is alright for students just to believe what their teachers tell them. However,
I have significant reservations about this distinction. Of course, in kinder-
garten and elementary school, children are not in a position to evaluate what
they are taught but have to take it on trust. However, in all teaching you do
not want the students to believe you because you told them, you want them
to believe it because it is true, and you want them to see that it is true and
why it is true, or to be on the way to seeing this. Similarly, you want them to
do the action or activity in such-and-such a way not just because that is how
you showed them, but because that is how it is done, or how it is best done.
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Of course, you want your students to think of you as an authority, equipped
with the knowledge in question and the skills necessary to impart it. And if
your students do not believe you in a way that questions your standing as
an authority, then that betrays their lack of trust in you. But an authority is a
source of good reasons for belief and action, and accordingly, an authority
should want others to believe and act for those good reasons, which she
is capable of disclosing, rather than to believe and act merely on her say-
so. This leads me to doubt whether we should think of the teacher-student
relation as one in which the teacher asks the students to believe her.

This is a difficult point to make. I have tried in the past and have failed
to get it quite right. What I maintained before was that the teacher does not
speak ‘in her own voice’. Rather she speaks for her subject or discipline.
Hence, the students are not to believe her, they are to believe the discipline.
(If it is a matter of learning to tie one’s shoelaces, then the teacher speaks
for, and shows, how it is done, how shoelaces are tied.) On this view,
teaching is, or ought to be, a fundamentally self-effacing enterprise: it is not
the teacher’s beliefs that matter so much as what is believed. The teacher is
there to present what is believed and why, and only incidentally to say what
she thinks (see Bakhurst, 2013, p. 198). Now, when I put it like this, I was
criticised by Will Small (2014, pp. 377–378) for diminishing the teacher,
representing her as a mere conduit, or reducing her to a role analogous to
the linguistic interpreter. I certainly didn’t intend this. Nor did I intend to
downplay the influence of the teacher’s personality on her ability to teach
well. What I was trying to do was build on a point made by Sebastian Rödl
when he describes the teacher as ‘speaking as the science’ (Rödl 2014; see
also Rödl’s contribution to this Special Issue).

On Rödl’s view, the teacher stands as an embodiment, or personification,
of her discipline. Through her, the discipline addresses the students, and
calls to them for a response. Through their teacher, the students engage
with mathematics, or literature, or history or physics. So the second-personal
dimension in the teacher-student relation is one between the students and the
teacher as a representative of the discipline, or perhaps better, they engage
with the discipline itself in the person of the teacher.

Hearing this, you might wonder whether, in my effort to improve my
earlier view, I have swung from an unduly self-effacing conception of
teaching to an unfortunately self-aggrandising one. Do I really want to say
that I stand before my students not just as an authority on philosophy, but
as philosophy itself, as if philosophy lives and breathes though me, speaks
to my students through my words, and calls from them a response? Isn’t
that just a tad over the top?

But I think Rödl’s suggestion is actually rather attractive, if we understand
it aright. In the first place, it elucidates the sense in which the teacher must be
self-effacing: because she speaks for the discipline, she must subordinate
her own views, her own opinions, to the discipline itself. Much of that
subordination has already come in her training: she has already learnt what
the discipline requires of her if she is to teach in a way that is faithful
to it. And in her teaching, she has to conform what she thinks to what is
thought. She is not teaching physics-according-to-her, but physics as such.
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At the same time, however, she cannot be entirely self-effacing, because she
must give voice to the discipline. It cannot speak without her and it cannot
speak through her unless she voices it. And so she must put herself into the
discipline, and as Rödl puts it, speak ‘as’ it. To do this authentically, she
must think as the discipline. That is to say, her words must express thoughts
that she understands and endorses, thoughts that are her own. In this, she
occupies a different situation from the interpreter, who must understand
what is said only so far as is necessary to provide an accurate translation
(the interpreter does not have to understand why his principal said what she
said, or what the inferential commitments of saying it are, and he certainly
does not have to justify the beliefs his translation ascribes to his principal).
The teacher must make the discipline her own, so that discipline and teacher
are a unity, each a condition of the voice of the other.

DEVELOPING THE VIEW

I want to make a number of observations to clarify and develop this view.

(i) A discipline is an evolving system of belief, not a static formation.6

The motor of its development is tensions or contradictions between
beliefs internal to the discipline, or pressure from without (e.g. from
experience, broadly construed). It is in the nature of a discipline,
then, to be open to criticism. This is something that the teacher
must not just acknowledge but embody in her teaching practice.
She must be willing to entertain the possibility that there might be
good reason why the discipline’s tenets, and its methods, can be
called into question, and treat students’ questioning seriously. In-
deed, the teacher herself must be willing to have her interpretations,
explanations and arguments challenged. This does not undermine
her status as an authority. On the contrary, an authority is some-
one who has genuine knowledge of the subject at hand, and this
presupposes the ability to answer for that knowledge, to elucidate
and defend its grounds. So an authority must be willing to have her
beliefs subjected to scrutiny. (Otherwise, the teacher is merely in
authority, dictating what the students must think or do and thereby
undermining the students’ autonomy.)

(ii) If the teacher is to ‘speak as the science’, then she must allow herself
to be seen by her students to be thinking on her feet, trying to work
out what to think or do in the moment. Only then does the discipline
appear as a living thing, as thought-in-movement—as a domain that
is not closed, but open, and where it is not always certain what is to
be said. Students need to see their teachers struggling with ideas,
finding creative resolutions to problems, extemporising, exploring,
developing thoughts, enjoying the play of ideas, and so on. They
need to see their teachers thinking as mathematicians, philosophers,
biologists, and so on.

(iii) The teacher is an embodiment of the discipline, but not the em-
bodiment. My students encounter philosophy in my person, but
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they also find it differently personified by their other teachers. And
these different expressions of the discipline are in various respects
at odds with one another, however much they might share. So the
teacher’s perspective is not only open to being challenged by her
students; it also faces challenges from other representatives of the
discipline and from representatives of other disciplines. The dis-
cipline is a discursive reality—it is in dialogue with itself—and
students should, where possible, come to see this.

Rödl’s view, with its seemingly portentous talk of the teacher ‘speaking
as’ the science, might appear to put the teacher on a pedestal and thereby
diminish the student. But the three points I have made so far have emphasised
the vulnerability of the teacher: she must make herself open to criticism; she
must venture to think on her feet; and must acknowledge that her discipline
is a discursive reality and her way of giving voice to it may call forth contrary
views from representatives of other disciplinary perspectives. These are not
easy things to do.

(iv) Earlier, we encountered the idea that some things—such as intel-
lectual virtues and creative thinking—can be taught only indirectly.
This idea is less than clear. To say that one can teach something
only ‘indirectly’ might mean that you can teach that thing only
by teaching something else (the student learns A in the course of
being taught B), or it might mean that the teacher should not aim at
teaching this thing. In any case, the view we are developing chal-
lenges this idea. Where the child encounters and engages with the
teacher as a personification of the discipline, and acquires knowl-
edge, skills and intellectual virtues as a result of the encounter,
then she does not come by these things indirectly. On the contrary,
what the student learns, she acquires through the immediacy of
its exemplification by the teacher—there is no more direct way to
teach or learn. So if you can teach creative thinking at all, then such
teaching is no less direct than teaching students the alphabet—the
teacher exemplifies the skills and the students, appreciating this
and seeking to emulate the teacher, acquire, to some degree, the
skills in question. That does not look indirect to me.

(v) Philosophers sometimes speak of education as initiation (see, e.g.
Bakhurst, 2011; Oakeshott, 1959; Peters, 1964). On our picture
this must mean that the child is brought, or finds her way, into
the science: she starts off an outsider, confronting the science in
the person of the teacher, but then she is invited in. Ideally, she
becomes at home in the discipline. The knowledge she acquires
includes a feel for the styles of reasoning, inquiring, explaining
that are definitive of the discipline—she comes to understand the
disciplinary ethos. Since the ultimate success of education is where
she who is educated comes to share the knowledge and skills of she
who educates, the student should gradually acquire the ability to
emulate the teacher by speaking herself as the science. The student
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becomes the teacher.7 This should be recognised from the outset by
encouraging students, even early in their careers, to teach. Students
can teach each other, but they can also teach their teachers. So
teachers should always have the attitude that they can learn from
their students.

(vi) Would it not be better to resist portraying the teacher as the dis-
cipline and think of her rather as a ‘guiding companion’, who
walks with the student along paths of thought?8 The companion
metaphor is attractive because it represents teacher and student as
in the same boat, on the same journey, but I do not think it need be
in tension with the view I have been developing. It is in tension if
we represent both teacher and student as standing to the discipline
‘sideways-on’, so it is as if they are visitors to a foreign land, which
the teacher has visited before so she can guide the student through
the unfamiliar terrain. On my picture, the teacher personifies the
discipline so that the student can live it too, and the leading idea is
one of children’s initiation into the discipline. Nothing, however,
implies that the teacher cannot guide, nurture or befriend the stu-
dent. And so long as the teacher evinces the vulnerability of which
I spoke before, then it will be clear that there is a sense in which,
on my picture, teacher and student are also both in the same boat:
both trying to speak as the science.

(vii) The picture helps us understand the character of inspirational teach-
ing, the paradigm case of which is one where the student is thrilled
by her encounter, not with the teacher as such, but by the teacher’s
bringing the subject alive for her. Of course, one can like or admire
a teacher, but dislike the discipline they teach, but in a case of
inspirational teaching it is the encounter with the discipline that
the teacher makes possible that inspires.

FACE-TO-FACE v. ONLINE

So what can we learn from this about online learning? Taking our lead from
Sebastian Rödl’s reflections, we have sketched a portrait of the teacher as
personifying and exemplifying her subject in a way that exhibits, or should
exhibit, an openness to criticism, a willingness to engage in dialogue and
in doing so to think on her feet, thereby displaying to students the play of
ideas, and helping them to find their way into the discipline, so that they in
turn may speak as the discipline speaks. In this, the teacher must exemplify
various intellectual virtues—listening, open-mindedness, responsiveness to
reasons, intellectual courage—not just in her own person, but in the person
of the discipline itself. Now the best medium for this, I believe, is face-
to-face engagement, in the moment, in dialogue, discussion, conversation.9

Not that there is anything wrong with teachers lecturing, but they should
always be open to engagement. In teaching, as in all intellectual endeavours,
there should be no alibi, as Bakhtin might have said, no excuse one can give
as to how one was not at the scene.
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This is extremely difficult to realise, or even to simulate, in an online
course. Of course, meaningful intellectual engagement can take many forms.
Communication does not have to be immediate, it can be drawn out in time,
as in a correspondence, or in a debate in the journals, and sometimes it is
a good thing if disputants have time to think long and hard between their
respective pronouncements. But there is a sense in which conversation in
the moment can reveal the drama of intellectual engagement, and this is
important for students to see and to participate in. Moreover, learners do
not often have the patience, or the understanding, to wait for responses to
their puzzlement, or answers to their questions. They need to understand
now, while they have some appreciation of, and concern about, their failure
to understand. It is one thing for a doctoral student to wait a fortnight for
comments on a chapter, quite another for first-year undergraduates, or school
students, to wait for a response while they are fascinated, curious, puzzled
and confused. They need responses in the moment, and the responses will
likely provoke further questions in turn.

Of course, students and teachers can engage in chat rooms, or via video
conference, and so on. One could replicate the Oxbridge tutorial system
in a web-based course, asking students to read difficult texts and write
weekly essays that they discuss in video-conferences with highly adept
tutors. But, of course, this is not the norm. The way online courses are
typically designed is very different. Where the tutorial system takes an
expansive approach to learning, enabling students to explore issues in an
open-ended way drawing on whatever resources they deem appropriate,
online courses usually strive to be self-contained. That is, it is thought
desirable that the course be organised into clearly articulated modules, and
that clear instructions are given about what to read, when, why and what
for. To ensure on-going student participation, and to fulfil the mission of
active learning, well-defined tasks are established for each unit, tasks that
are usually assessed for credit. Further, it is often deemed desirable that
the resources necessary to undertake such tasks (e.g. podcasts, readings,
etc.) are entirely available via the web portal that supports the course.
This has the deleterious effect of instrumentalising reading, so that students
study to solve tasks for credit, and are encouraged to read only what is
necessary to that end. This kind of course packaging also serves to minimise
uncertainty—everyone knows what she is supposed to be doing when and
why she is doing it. This is often extolled as a virtue, since students naturally
dislike uncertainty. However, learning to cope with uncertainty is a crucial
dimension of learning, particularly in philosophy. Philosophical texts are
open to multiple interpretations, and philosophical problems have a habit
of resisting resolution and shifting shape. Students of philosophy need to
understand this and to learn to live with it. It is difficult to cultivate the
appropriate sensibility in an online course because students need to see
their teachers struggling in the moment with ideas that threaten to thwart
and confound them, circling back, changing their minds, trying again. And
this is true not just of philosophy, but of many subjects in the humanities
and beyond.
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CONCLUSION

I set out to explore the nature of teaching, and the relationship between
teacher and learner. Teaching, whatever else it might be, involves the im-
parting of knowledge. To understand how this is so, I turned to the literature
on testimony—learning from what someone tells you or coming to know on
the basis of someone’s say-so. This took us to the idea of trusting another
for the truth, a notion that helps express something of the second-personal
dimension of teaching and learning. But then we considered the fact that
teachers don’t really want their students to believe them, they want them
to believe ‘what is known’. We tried to understand this by thinking of the
teacher as speaking, not in her own voice, but for the discipline, or ‘as the
science’, as Rödl puts it. To anticipate some of the misunderstandings this
view invites, I reflected on what is asked of someone who speaks as the
science—they must be open to criticism, as any authority must be; they
must be responsive to those who seek understanding, who misunderstand
or object to what they say. They must be willing to think on their feet
and exhibit a range of intellectual virtues in so doing—open-mindedness,
curiosity, humility, and so on. Only in that way do they personify their
discipline. When students engage with the discipline in the person of the
teacher, the transaction in which knowledge and skills are imparted has an
immediacy and directness to it that belies the idea that much that can be
taught can only be taught indirectly. This led us to reflect on the idea of
initiation into a discipline, where the student gradually becomes someone
who herself exemplifies and speaks as the discipline, so if we seek to di-
lute the pomposity of the idea that the teacher speaks as the science by
portraying the teacher as a guiding companion, we must acknowledge that
what the teacher guides the student in and through is thought itself, not the
mere observation of thought. The student must be guided to think as the
discipline, to engage in the discipline as a living practice, and not just be
guided through the discipline as if in a museum.

In characterising teaching as a practice, it can help to reflect on what
is lost and what might be gained by online instruction. This forces us to
ask just what is teaching and what, if anything, is special about the lived
face-to-face encounter between student and teacher. My reflections suggest
that something crucial about the essentially second-personal, dialogical
character of teaching and learning can be undermined in online instruction,
and that this is a loss for which it is hard to compensate. The humanity of
the relation of teacher and learner is a precious thing, not just because it is
a source of inspiration, but because it is central to the idea of what it is to
love knowledge as one finds it expressed in the person of another.10

Correspondence: David Bakhurst, Department of Philosophy, John Watson
Hall, Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, Canada K7L 3N6.
Email: bakhurst@queensu.ca
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NOTES

1. On the ineptitude of epistemology, see Bakhurst, 2018.
2. It might be said, to use a term of Ryle’s, that teaching and learning are ‘success verbs’ (Ryle,

1954). If A teaches B that p (or how to φ), then B learns that p (or learns how to φ), and B can’t
learn that p (or how to φ) unless p is the case (or unless this is the way to φ). If p is false (or if this
is not the way to φ) then A ‘teaches’ and B ‘learns’ only in a derivative ‘inverted commas’ sense.

3. The formula is not supposed to imply merely telling and showing. Explanation may be needed too
and can take many forms.

4. The use of new learning technologies is also crucial to curricula built in accord with the principles
of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (see Hall et al., 2012). There is much to be said for
UDL, but there is also much that is controversial. Although it is obviously desirable that material
be available in a variety of formats and media, both on grounds of accessibility and because
students ‘learn in different ways’, advocates of UDL are sometimes surprisingly inattentive to the
intimate connection of form and content, which can set constraints on how certain ideas can be
conveyed. (When McLuhan said ‘the medium is the message’ he was not entirely wrong.) UDL
is also often supported by various neuroscientific speculations about learning, which are in my
view a distraction from the matters on which our attention should be focused: how best to increase
accessibility and facilitate understanding as authentically as possible. However, a proper treatment
of these issues must await another occasion.

5. Philosophers sometimes speak of testimony as ‘hearsay’, but that is unfortunate because, in both
everyday and legal contexts, ‘hearsay’ implies testimony at (at least) one degree removed; i.e.
testimony about what someone else said (e.g. Christine tells me that Craig told her the cats were
on the bed).

6. Nothing I say here implies an uncritical stance towards traditional disciplines or scepticism about
the merits of interdisciplinary work. Indeed, much of my own research has an interdisciplinary
dimension. I do, however, believe that interdisciplinarity is only possible if there are disciplines.
The idea of ‘transdisciplinarity’, understood as the aspiration to transcend disciplinary practices
altogether, strikes me as, at best, dilettantism and, at worst, philistinism.

7. See Moll’s contribution to this Special Issue, which speaks to children’s fundamental propensity
to see knowledge as sharable and to adopt the role of teacher.

8. I am grateful to Derek Beamer for suggesting this point. By speaking of a ‘guiding companion’, I
do not mean to evoke the hackneyed distinction between the ‘stage on the stage’ and the ‘guide on
the side’.

9. For a careful expression of the contrary view, see Blake, 2000. The Special Issue of this journal
in which Blake’s essay appears—reprinted as Blake and Standish, 2000—remains a valuable
collection on the scope and limits of new learning technologies, notwithstanding the passage
of time.

10. I thank the Spencer Foundation (Grant No. 201400185) for supporting my research on this paper.
As this article was in production, the COVID-19 pandemic forced universities and schools around
the world to embark on a sudden transition to remote instruction. The results of this remarkable
enforced experiment will provide a dramatic resource to test some of the claims made in this essay.
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