ALICE MIEL

Teaching Beyond Ourselves
How shall we help our children go beyond us in their learning?
How shall we teach feelings and understandings and skills which
we have not ourselves achieved? This article gives positive
answers to these important questions.

A GROUP of eleven-year-olds plan a
^^ class reunion to be held in the year
2000. They figure that their teacher will
still be living at the age of ninety and
can join them. Their teacher is not so
sure not about being alive at the time,
but about attending. The reunion is to be
on the moon!
Most of the children and youth we
teach are projecting themselves in various
ways into a future we will never know
and which we often find it hard to
imagine. College seniors preparing to
teach belong to a club making serious
plans for an expedition into outer space.
When their instructors express a certain
amount of skepticism, the young enthusi
asts accuse them of being "earthbound."
A boy of elementary school age an
nounces his intention of inventing a
gasoline that will sell for one cent a
gallon. A child of five in India dictates
a description of the airplane he will in
vent when he is a man. "It will not fall,"
the child promises. "If it goes bad you
can sto^ it in the air and put it right and
for that I will make stairs ... if it goes
bad and cannot be put right in the air,
then it will come slowly and slowly to
the ground like a parachute."
High school youth in their spare time
are building and launching rockets and
inventing new television tubes and intri
cate electronic combination locks.
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Not all of these young people are con
centrating on material improvements.
One young boy plans to invent a selfcontrol button!
What kind of education shall we pro
vide for all these members of the oncom
ing generation? We speak of educating
for twentieth century living, but sixyear-olds entering first grade this autumn
will be only a little past forty in the year
2000. It appears likely that they will
spend more than half their lives in the
twenty-first century.
Every generation in every society faces
the problem of inducting its younger
members into the wisdom and ways of
its particular culture. The problem is
exaggerated for us because the accel
erating pace of change in modern times
has made the distance between father
and son, teacher and child, greater with
each passing generation.
Teaching Beyond the Way
We Were Taught

Our children take for granted mechani
cal developments which are still a source
of wonderment to their elders. Unless we
can keep up with such changes, at least
in their broadest outlines, and unless we
can anticipate and welcome the even
more radical changes to come, we cannot
expect to communicate with our children
and therefore cannot hope to teach them.
Educational Leadership

Neither can we hope to teach our
children what they need to know in their
lifetime if we insist on passing along
only the information with which we are
familiar, using only the tools and ma
terials of instruction with which we are
comfortable. Just as our children have
new sets of questions to answer, so is
there available new information for
answering these questions. Our children
have many sources from which they
may secure this information, but they
must learn to use them properly.
Billy's first speech, long before he is
two years old, comes out in the form of
sentences and paragraphs. He uses long
strings of "words" for which he has no
meaning, for he is merely imitating the
rhythm and flow of the advertisers he
hears on television. Does this have any
implications for our present notions of
language development in young children?
The problem of concept formation in
children presents new facets in a push
button age. A five-year-old wants to
know what machine made the world.
Seven-year-olds talk knowingly of the
atom as a "genie" because it was so ex
plained on a television program. They
know that the genie is a large and power
ful figure because they "saw" him; they
are not quite so certain, however,
whether he is real or pretend.
When so much information is taken
in so fast, misconceptions can accumu
late rapidly. Marshall McLuhan says,
"Modern children are subjected to a tre
mendous flow of information; helping
them to order and process this flow is
the important task of the educator."1
What implications have we here for
revising elementary school reading series
with vocabulary control based on re
search done in the 1930's? In fact, what
1 In a lecture at Teachers College, Columbia
I'Diversity, summer, 1956.
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kinds of vocabulary' control are useful in
an age when language grows and changes
so fast? What about the scope and
sequence of elementary and secondary
school social studies, laid out basically
in the twenties and thirties and altered
all too slightly since then? What of text
books that fail to include in their views
of people of other lands changes brought
about by postwar developments? What
about science and mathematics courses
that have not caught up with nuclear
fission and other modern approaches?
Unless we can teach beyond what we
were taught and beyond the ways we
were taught, in many instances we shall
fail to reach our students at all; -worse
still, we may teach untruths and errone
ous ways of learning.
;
Teaching Beyond Our Worse Selves

The problem of bringing up to date
the information we try to teach the next
generation seems easy by comparison
with another aspect of teaching beyond
ourselves. How much more difficult it is
for us today to help our children to feel
and act more nearly in line with our
ideals as a society than it was for our
elders. By way of the newspaper and
daily examples in actual life, many les
sons are being taught by our worse
selves. Our young people have only to
look about them to see citizens deprived
of the vote or discriminated against in
employment, housing or vacation spots.
Often they grow up hearing namecalling indulged in by adults whom they
admire and imitate.
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Nor do young people have to look far
to see emotionalism supersede intelli
gence in such matters as loyalty to coun
try. For example, they might run into
the type of thinking reflected in the fol
lowing newspaper account:
The [members of a well-known patriotic
society] today demanded that United Na
tions "interference" in United States affairs
"cease immediately and completely" . . .
Mrs.
, only one to speak against
the resolution, said if the [organization] is
"requested to believe rumors of concealed
world federalist pressure, we should have
accredited observers at the UN to prove or
disprove the charge."
Mrs.
was applauded when she
arose and said that sending an observer
would "undignify the great organization" . . .
"Forget about observing," she said. "Let's
go after them with clubs and what-have-you,
like our forefathers."

The article, significantly enough, was en
titled "Club-Ladies."
It is fortunate, indeed, that the illus
tration just mentioned can be matched
and strongly outnumbered by positive
illustrations. Teachers and parents can
help our youngsters to observe and learn
from those in our society who, now and
then at least, exemplify our highest
values. We must and can t'each beyond
our worse selves. We must and can help
our children to use a more intelligent
approach to problems, to act on the
basis of informed judgment, to apply our
democratic values in more and more
aspects of living.
Teaching Beyond Our Better Selves

But something more tantalizing remains^ the task of teaching beyond our
better selves.
Writing on the subject of "Man's Out
moded Loyalties," Brock Chisholm2 has
stated:
Facing this generation in the immediate
future are revolutions such as never could
2 The Nation, J uly 9, 1955, p. 41.
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have been dreamed of until now. More than
half the people in the world are born hungry,
will be hungry all their lives, and will die
hungry. But never again will these people
lie content to die peacefully, because they
know now that hunger is not necessary.

Chisholm goes on to say:
... it is the well-fed people who are going
to have to take the lead in changing the liv
ing standards of the peoples of the world.
... It has not been required of anyone
until recently that his loyalties should go
beyond national boundaries, or beyond
group boundaries of some kind. But the
world at this stage of development needs
people who are able to function as world
citizens, whose concern is undifferentiated
as between peoples defined by race, color,
religion, nationality, ideology, or anything
else.
. . . there is much hard thinking to be
done. And the only effective thinking can
be done by people who are free of taboos
and of many types of loyalties which we
have hitherto regarded as admirable.

The task being emphasized by
Chisholm is one of helping our children
to build broader and more socially use
ful meanings for sharing and loyalty
than are the meanings currently associ
ated with these terms. For most this will
not mean discarding their loyalty to
country but we should be prepared to
understand a Carry Davis, self-styled
world citizen who has dramatized his
stand by giving up citizenship in any
country. All sorts of road blocks are put
in the way of his operating as world
citizen No. 000,001; for example, he has
no country from which to secure a pass
port and the world does not yet have
provisions for such a case.
We shall have to be our most creative
selves to find ways to help children and
youth stretch their meanings beyond the
limits we have had set for us by habit
and tradition. An example of imagina
tive teaching is furnished by the teacher
who worked very carefully for days with
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her first grade children going through
the pledge of allegiance to the flag of
(lie United States of America until, in
their way, they understood every word
and phrase. Then, with these children,
she built a pledge of allegiance to the
Hag of the United Nations.
Other large tasks face us in teaching
beyond our better selves. One of these is
helping the oncoming generation to
realize the potential of democratic insti
tutions for responding to changed condi
tions. Another is helping the young ones
who will follow in our footsteps to de
velop skills of international problem
solving that will be adequate for their
future needs. As Chisholm has put it so
well, "There is no plan for the human
race that can be evolved successfully
from within one culture."
Somehow, also, we must be able to
help our children to develop a view of
themselves in relation to others that is
quite different from the one which is
rather generally held at present. We have
grown up in a nation which has devel
oped more resources and more comforts
for the average man than has many an
other nation. In subtle and in not so
subtle ways, citizens of our country have
taken on feelings of superiority. Even
more unfortunately, we have reflected
these feelings in our dealings with new
comers to the country and with people
we meet abroad. Within our borders,
too, many of us have depended, for our
feelings of worth, on having more posses
sions than our neighbors. Now, in the
rather near future, it is predicted, the
"haves" for the first time in history will
become a majority. The forecast is that,
within our country at least, most people
will have plenty of leisure and plenty of
income for needs and some luxuries.
Can we help our children to build the
values they will need for this kind of
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world self-respect that is not earned at
the expense of another man's self-respect,
ability to choose well in consuming more
than one actually needs for subsistence,
ability to spend a large amount of
leisure time in ways that enrich the
self and society?
Some are rather concerned over the
phenomenon called "mass culture." They
see a danger in too much conformity to
group norms in everything from housing
and dress, art and music, to politics and
church attendance. Our way out cannot
be to restrict the enjoyment of art and
music and other adornments of civiliza
tion to a cultural elite. Neither can our
choice be to try to put an end to all con
formity. We are challenged to help our
children to conform to our rules for liv
ing together which make it possible for
people with many differences to live in
harmony. Constructive use of conformity
gives the individual a considerable de
gree of freedom because he knows what
to expect of himself and what he can
rather surely count on in the behavior of
others. At the same time we are chal
lenged to help our children continue to
develop individual, creative approaches
to their lives, to achieve a sense of direc
tion which will guide them in their deci
sion making.
How shall we help our children go
beyond us in their learning? Hovv shall
we teach feelings and understandings
and skills which we have not ourselves
achieved? Two things we can do. We
can arrange the kind of environment
that is open for the development of new
learning, new organization of experience.
Then, in this setting, we can learn along
with our children and, hopefully, keep
ourselves somewhat up to date. In this
kind of interaction lies the hope of teach
ing beyond ourselves.
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