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Teacher Use of 

Directive Language

Often thinly disguised is the

"anonymous authority" in the

language used by teachers

and parents in their work with 
children and young people.

TEACHERS today are probably more 
polite with children than formerly. They 
may be, however, just as authoritarian 
and directive as were teachers of earlier 
years. This article deals with language 
habits which serve to disguise this au- 
thoritarianism while permitting it to con 
tinue.

The literature of education provides 
various methodologies for producing 
thinking people. Diligent teachers try to 
get learners to assume increasing respon 
sibility for their own learning and think 
ing as they move through the schools. 
Yet in spite of pedagogical treatises and 
efforts of teachers, complaints are heard 
at all levels of education that teachers 
are, in some way, missing in their efforts 
and are not achieving the results they 
would like to think they are. One reason 
may be that in verbal interactions with 
children and youth teachers are stifling 
thinking behavior without realizing that 
they are doing so. It is the contention of
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the writer that language habits which 
stifle thinking behavior and discourage it 
can be noted in classrooms and homes. 

During childhood and adolescence, 
for example, one standard kind of action 
taken by a teacher is the use of directive 
language guised in the form of a ques 
tion. This question form is misleading 
since, normally, no question is being 
asked of a child. When an adult uses 
this type of question, agreement is called 
for rather than thinking, though, on the 
surface, it would appear that thinking 
behavior is actually called for.

A parent wants a child to pick up toys 
when the youngster has finished playing 
with them.

Parent: Don't you think it would be a 
good idea to pick up your toys now?

Note that the parent's remark'is pref 
aced with don't you think. The child 
soon learns that this is a literal admoni 
tion not to think and that it actually em 
bodies a command. The important point 
is that the question which is asked does 
not call for thinking. There is no quarrel 
here with the merit involved in teaching 
children to assume responsibility for
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picking up toys. The language in which 
the command is couched is the culprit.

A parent has made a decision and the 
verbal interaction involved includes an 
other command in question form as, 
"Isn't it time to go to bed now?" No call 
for thinking on the part of the child is 
seen here. If it should be raining and 
mother wants to be certain that her child 
wears his rubbers, she normally requests 
that he do so by saying, "Shouldn't you 
wear your rubbers today?",Here again 
a command or reminder is issued, advice 
is being given. Thinking behavior is not 
called for.

Repetitions of this mode of question 
ing throughout the formative years 
teaches children that thinking behavior 
is not called for when questions involv 
ing "don't you think," "isn't it," 
"shouldn't it," "wouldn't it" and the like 
are used by the socializer. It is possible 
that teachers themselves have been so 
well taught throughout their own forma 
tive years that, they j have internalized 
this kind of directive language and con 
sequently employ it continually.

Directive Language in Schools

Examination of the behavior of teach 
ers in classroom situations proves useful. 
"Don't you think" is a common preface to 
remarks and questions used by teachers 
at all levels. When first graders are chal 
lenged with this type of phrase in dis 
cussion situations the results are pre 
dictable.

A discussion is being held in a first grade 
to determine what is to be done about pro 
curing the weekly supply of juice which this 
school normally provides for a mid-morn 
ing break. The teacher leads this discussion.

Teacher: Now we must decide who will 
go downtown to buy the juice this week. 
Let's think about what we have to do and

try to figure out the best solution to this 
problem. Now, what do you think?

Jimmy: John and I went down to get it 
last week and we know how to do it so we 
ought to do it again.

Susan: Yes, let them do it again.
Teacher: Don't you think it is much nicer 

to take turns?

In verbal situations of this type the 
teacher has predetermined the solution 
to the problem confronting the learners. 
He does not provide practice in thinking 
for his learners. It is possible to predict 
the response normally obtained from 
children. Six year olds have learned well 
what "don't you think" means prior to 
coming to school and they watch care 
fully for whatever it is they are being 
told is best. Some may accept what 
teacher feels is best, grudgingly, at first, 
but steady employment of this type of 
language and the observation of what 
happens after its employment teaches 
its lesson. The consequence is compli 
ance and acceptance of whatever idea 
may be in the teacher's mind, disguised, 
however flimsily, in the phrase, "don't 
you think."

Older learners exhibit similar re 
sponses to this type of admonition.

Fifth graders have read and are discuss 
ing an article in the weekly newspaper. The 
article involved a decision made by some 
nations to limit the activity of ship weather 
stations.

Teacher: Why do you suppose the U. S. 
wanted to discontinue them? Don't you 
think it costs money?

These children had read the article. 
No thinking was called for when "don't 
you think" was used. The teacher actu 
ally gave them a vital bit of information 
which they ought to have been encour 
aged to think through for themselves. 
Teachers make this same type of mistake 
continually in leading discussions.
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Rarely do fifth graders react nega 
tively and disagree with the teacher. A 
child now and then will undoubtedly 
do so, but, by and large, children by 
the fifth grade have settled down com 
fortably when dealing with teachers. 
They seem quite happy to have teachers 
do their thinking for them in the class 
room, indeed, expect it. There is ample 
evidence that individuals in a state of 
dependency quickly learn to respond 
appropriately to the verbal cues of the 
person on whom they must depend (1).

At this point the reader is undoubtedly 
thinking that the case is overdrawn, that 
the use of this type of phrase is not com 
pletely harmful. Given certain circum 
stances "don't you think" might prove 
useful for stimulating thinking. If a 
teacher has built a classroom atmosphere 
where children feel comfortable and free 
to challenge, without fear of reprisal, 
this phrase can be used without the re 
sults suggested above. A teacher can say 
"don't you think" when he is deliberately 
playing the devil's advocate in an effort 
to provoke thinking by deliberately mis 
stating something. It has been the 
writer's experience in many classrooms 
that this kind of setting is rare indeed.

Other types of language habits merit 
scrutiny. One cluster of phrases, utilized 
by many teachers, might be categorized 
as indirect commands. For example, 
"Wouldn't you l ike to do this? Wouldn't 
this group like to do the mural this way? 
Isn't this a good way to handle this kind 
of work? That was a good story wasn't 
it? Those are clean desks aren't they? 
This is a neat paper isn't it? I t will work 
better if you do it that way won't it?"

It is doubtful that children will be 
stimulated to think for themselves in 
verbal interaction situations of this type. 
Children have learned so well to listen 
for cues as to appropriate thinking be 

havior that they simply listen and pro 
vide the response that the query calls 
for. The skeptic may suggest that, after 
all, the end, that of providing helpful 
suggestions for young inexperienced 
learners, justifies using any means for 
furthering learner growth. Certainly the 
teacher must play the role of the more 
experienced helpful adult. The writer 
submits that the teacher using indirect 
commands merely solicits agreement. 
The teacher himself has done whatever 
thinking a situation calls for. Learners 
very quickly assess the situation in which 
they find themselves and are usually 
willing to rely on teacher suggestions 
offered in this fashion.

Another series of language habits has 
been noted in classrooms. Children are 
asked to do something or to think about 
something. The requests are couched in 
language which suggests that children 
profit by pleasing the teacher if taken 
literally. Primary grade teachers seem 
particularly prone to have used this type 
of language for so long that it is habitual 
with them. "Will someone tell me? Will 
someone show me? Give me the answer 
to this question. Read this for me, etc."

This type of language aims at stimu 
lating thinking and promoting learning, 
but learners discover that one ; exerts 
one's self primarily to please the 
teacher. If it is assumed that children 
should learn to do what needs doing in 
order to help themselves profit, to help 
themselves learn to assume more and 
more responsibility for independent 
thinking action, the use of language with 
me as the focus hardly serves that pur 
pose.

Primary grade children are particu 
larly easy to handle in this fashion since 
they are anxious to please the teacher 
and since the teacher as parent surrogate 
looms large on their horizons. Young
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children need to learn to do things for 
themselves, to leam for their own inter 
ests, not for the teacher's. It ought to be 
obvious that early stress on thinking and 
doing to please the teacher does not 
contribute to meeting this need.

One potentially dangerous language 
habit noted in the behavior of many 
teachers can be seen when pupil opinion 
and thinking is to be solicited. During a 
discussion the teacher wishes to probe 
pupil opinion and feeling. He asks, 
"What do you think about this?" or 
"How do you feel about this?" The 
usual procedure followed by learners is 
that of trying to recall the cues provided 
by the teacher earlier in the discussion 
situation. What, seems called for, as dic 
tated by earlier comments of the teacher, 
is provided. Thinking cannot normally 
be said to be stimulated. The condition 
which must obtain if thinking is to be 
stimulated using the above language is 
simple to note. This type of language be 
havior can be most useful, given a class 
room setting and an atmosphere where 
the usual procedure has been to probe 
pupil feelings and thoughts, and where 
the teacher has calmly accepted and seri 
ously considered ideas contrary to his 
own. As noted in research, however, this 
is rarely the case when teachers ask for 
pupil thinking and feelings (2).

i

Can Teachers Be Helped?

Observation and testimony of hun 
dreds of teachers suggest that teachers 
are not generally aware of the signifi 
cance of language habits such as those 
explored in this article. It is the writer's 
experience that once selected teachers 
are made aware of their habits and the 
potential effects of these on learners they 
find it relatively easy to learn to avoid 
this type of directive language. Teachers

can learn to avoid directive language 
provided they understand and accept 
the philosophy involved in stimulating 
independent thinking. Some teachers 
have helped themselves by inviting 
other teachers to sit in and check on the 
occurrence of such phrases as those ex 
plored in this article. A simple checklist 
can be constructed for this purpose. 
Sensitizing one's self to listen as one talks 
seems to aid in the gradual elimination 
of such directive language.

Acquainting teachers with recent per 
tinent thinking also may help. Fromm, 
in a recent article, points to the change 
in the nature of authority in our society. 
Overt authority, he suggests, has become 
anonymous authority with the language 
of the authority figure changed to in 
corporate the types of language habits 
discussed here. The consequence for 
learners is clearly the stifling of think 
ing and the inculcation of a willingness 
to wait to be told what to think (3).

A recent research effort by Henry with 
elementary school children and teachers 
points to the same kind of conclusion 
noted above. This study emphasizes that 
teachers do well in cultivating a docile 
and acquiescent mode of behavior in 
the children they teach. The directive 
language they use can be noted as an 
important determinant (4).

References

1. KRASNER, LEONARD. "Studies of the Con 
ditioning of Verbal Behavior." Psychological 
Bulletin, May 1958, Vol. 55, No. 3.

2. RABIN, BERNARD. Self Direction and Older 
Children. ( Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation.) 
New York: Teachers College, Columbia Uni 
versity, 1953.

3. FROMM, ERICH. "The Moral Responsibil 
ity of Modern Man." Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 
Fall 1958, Vol. 5, No. 1, p. 3-14.

4. HENRY, JULES. "Attitude Organization in 
Elementary School Classrooms." American 
Journal of Orthopsychiatry, January 1957, Vol. 
27, p. 117-33.

34 Educational Leadership



 
 
 
Copyright © 1959 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




