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Introduction

In preparing for my presentation I found myself facing the dilemma that we all face as educators but which is probably more real for Religious Education teachers; namely, the problem of having too much to cover and too little time to cover it.

It is not a trivial problem. How you solve it impacts on the very nature (and the success) of your curriculum, just as how I have chosen to solve it today will mean the difference between a really good, useful session and a useless one.

I have an hour to provide you with some helpful ideas on the nature of philosophy and some suggestions on how we might be doing more to bring philosophy into the classroom. Attempting to answer the question ‘what is philosophy?” could itself take up the hour and then some. And there are plenty of different views on the best way to teach it to school children. My response to the dilemma of “too much to cover in too little time” is to prioritise. I must decide what is most important. Similarly, in a curriculum pushed for time, we must decide to teach what is most important. And for that we need to develop an understanding or a criterion for deciding what is most important.

In deciding, as Educators, on what is important (and deciding on what is important to cover in a Religious Education curriculum) we are taken to the very heart of what we are trying to achieve, as educators and as teachers of RE. Being clear on this is in fact the best place to begin, both for me today and for all teachers/educators. Unless you are clear on what you are trying to do and why you think it matters that you do it, you won’t really be making informed choices about what material to put into a curriculum and what to leave out. 

Now people may have different views about the nature and purpose of philosophy and why it might be important to teach it. In a different setting it would be interesting and worthwhile to discuss both questions. Today I have been asked to stand before you and declare what I consider philosophy to be and why I think it’s important. I am, in effect, declaring my allegiance to a particular conception of philosophy and attempting to show you why I think it is important for education today. I have decided not to talk to you about specific philosophical questions and strategies for teaching them but I have given out my email address at the end of the paper and am more than happy for people to write to me on those and related issues.

Conceptions of childhood

I want to introduce you to Petronilla.

Her father knows all too well the wicked ways of the world and the terrible temptations it has to offer, especially to attractive young girls. He wants, as we all do, to keep his daughter safe. He also wants to keep his daughter happy. 

Being a man of considerable and unusual powers, Petronilla’s father brings upon the girl a deep slumber, almost like that of death itself. And so she sleeps her young years away; safe from the world and its wickedness.

As we leave Petronilla to her sweet and peaceful dreams, let’s now meet Sally.

Unlike Petronilla, Sal has been exposed to the world from her earliest days. She is barely allowed to sleep at all. As a tiny child she was led to worry about any and every social issue from abortion to nuclear war. She has been cajoled into believing that she has done something about an issue once she has expressed her opinion on it. Her geography book requires her to speculate as to what she would do to put an end to poverty in South America, her civics book calls on her to imagine a solution to the problem of toxic waste which requires nothing more than the miraculous appearance of some currently unknown technology. Her science book describes a world almost completely foreign to her and in history she is often asked to imagine what she would do if she was a king or a prime minister of a particular country facing a particular problem.
  

Sal, and many like her, has been led to believe that anyone at all, whatever the depth of their ignorance, can easily solve deep and complex problems. But along with having to bear the almost unbearable weight of the worlds problems, Sal is encouraged to believe that the purpose of life is to live out her dreams, reach her potential and, wherever possible, to‘ make a difference’. 

No-one ever stops to help Sal ask whether all dreams are worth pursuing, nor what her potential really is or what it actually means to “make a difference’. The rhetoric is enough. It becomes an empty mantra in her mind.

While Sal bears the impossible burdens of having too much information and too little understanding, Petronilla continues her deep and peaceful sleep.

Now the condition Sal finds herself in is, of course, every different from that of Petronilla. In some ways, however, it could be argued that they are both asleep. Sal’s dreams are more troubled than Petronilla’s and she gives the appearance of being awake but is she?

I am going to suggest that Sal is a typical student of today. Sal’s mind is a cluttered room. Her spiritual condition also deserves consideration but I’ll come back to that later. Like any cluttered room, if you hunt around long enough, you can find items of great value. But there is so much stuff in there that it’s almost impossible to know what’s valuable and what’s not. Not only that but Sal herself has no way of distinguishing between items of value and those that are worthless. Sal makes an attempt to tidy up the room that is her mind every now and again but that just seems to create the space to hold more junk.

Typically, when Sal does assignments for school, she simply grabs a collection of what appear to be related items from the cluttered room of her mind and puts them together as best she can. When asked for her opinion on an issue, Sal does what anyone would do if they were in the position of having too much information and too little understanding; she says how she feels about the issue. She has done this so often (not being a position to act in any other way) that Sal has come to treat as synonymous “I think” and “I feel”. Her mistaken assumption (that thinking is the same as feeling) is reinforced by pretty much everything she sees around her. Sal does not know, either that it is an assumption or that it is mistaken.

Sal learns that she can cover up her confusion (or which she is vaguely aware) by presenting her work neatly. She learns quickly which teachers can be impressed by presentation and which are not. She wants to please her teachers and get good marks so wherever possible she gives them what she thinks they want; which isn’t necessarily what Sal herself thinks. She thus learns from an early age that expediency is more important than truth; the latter of which she has little understanding anyway.

Despite all her cheerful and breezy rhetoric about pursuing her dreams and making a difference, Sal secretly longs for sleep. She wants rest and she wants peace.  She wants time to think. She wants not merely to “have fun” but to know joy. And she desperately wants someone to teach her how to tidy up and take possession of the contents of her mind.

A thought experiment
Imagine that you are Sal. What would you want (or need) your school to provide in order for you to take possession of your mind and to be in a position, not just to have fun but to experience joy? I am going to give you a couple of minutes for you to draw up a list…individually or in groups at your tables. I hope you can see that you can leave out things like computer skills, numerical literacy, and so on. Sal longs to be more than a skilled worker. She wants, not merely to have knowledge but to understand. Where is her education failing Sal?

How should we educate?

If I were a student at school in 2002 the most important thing I would want my education to provide me with would be the ability to meaningfully ask and go some way towards meaningfully answering the following questions:

· What is it to think well? (Not someone who ‘knows most’ but who ‘understands best’) 
· What kind of life is worth living?
Two broad areas

· self-understanding and thinking skills (a computer can be ‘clever’, it can never become ‘wise’)

· spirituality  - a transcendent context (love, humility, hope, sacrifice, compassion)

Do we, in our schools, attempt to seriously ask and seriously answer these questions? Do we promote an environment where our humanity can flourish? I suggest that we do not. Sal’s life is not a life that can be described as a model of human flourishing. Unfortunately it is more often the case that schools provide ‘education’ that is  “the consolidation of the mundane through the accumulation of the trivial”.
 I have also heard modern education described as “planned amnesia”. Yes, think about it.

What I want to do is to outline a model of what it means to ‘think well’ and to ‘be well’ that will help us work through the problem of how to meet the needs of our despairing Sal’s; the young people of today who are in fact choosing to ‘put themselves to sleep’. Unfortunately, it is not the kind of sleep from which they can ever be woken. Our young people are dying in unprecedented numbers (see attached article: “Age of meaninglessness is a killer”).

A useful model for “thinking and being well” from the Ancient Greeks

HEAD (thoughts/reason)

CHEST (virtues, right feelings)

BELLY (appetites, desires)

According to the Greeks, human flourishing requires that these 3 parts of the person be in balance with each other. This, in turn, requires not only the proper development of each of the parts but an understanding of what it means to have and to keep them all in balance. This ‘understanding’ is not merely the ability to think well in the sense of being clever or smart or intelligent. It is what the Greeks called Wisdom. Philosophy, put simply, is the love of and search for wisdom.

Philosophers are thinkers whose tool is reason but philosophy is greater than thinking. Wisdom is not simply about thinking better but becoming better. 

[In order to make the point to my students, that wisdom is connected to goodness, I ask them to give me an example of someone who was a good  (or clever) thinker but who lived a life of injustice and cruelty. There are many to choose from. But if I ask them to give me an example of someone who is wise and who is also unjust and cruel, they can’t. This is not surprising. Wisdom, as all the great religious traditions know, is connected to Goodness. This is why philosophy, or the nurture of wisdom, is the natural counterpart to Religion or Spirituality.] 

If we return to and consider our Greek model of a human being, we can identify how in different ages one has been given prominence or priority over the others. In the middle ages perhaps, the chest (virtue) was extolled; cardinal virtues such as prudence, temperance, justice and fortitude.

The Enlightenment of course gave priority to Reason. The Kantian Man (even God has to be understood by reason…as conforming to reason). The Rational Man at the centre and in control of the universe. 

Our current context

Unlike the Age that preceded us, the age of acting according to principles, of understanding the universe in terms of universal principles, I take it as obvious to everyone that we are now living, not in the Age of Reason but in the age of the Belly. 

We live and think with our Bellies. My students tend to use ‘I think’ and ‘I feel’ interchangeably. They have little or no understanding of the difference between them. And this is not at all surprising.

Our young people are surrounded by adults who think and speak with their bellies. Talk back radio, current affairs programs (indeed, most ‘news’ reports), the way an election campaign is run, the way politicians address (abuse?) one another in parliament which goes under the dubious name of ‘debate’…

Most entertainment programs on television are, what I call, belly fests. “Survivor”, “The Weakest Link”, “Who wants to be a millionaire”, “Big Brother”, and the many others that dominate the program guide are all designed to stir up the belly. It’s not a problem just for the young. The point is they are surrounded by grown ups who model this behaviour. It’s a cultural affair. It’s very deep seated and its getting worse, not better.

· An example from personal experience in the classroom

Last term we set our year 9’s an assignment that asked them to critically assess the arguments of someone else and argue for a position of their own. The topic was what different characters had to say about the nature and purpose of religion.

Two things were very obvious to us as we came to mark their work. 

1. They had little or no understanding of what it meant to ‘critically assess’ (although they happily criticise one another)

2. They felt they had no right to assess the views of others. “Everyone has the right to their opinion”, “there is no right or wrong”. In other words, they don’t think that beliefs, opinions or views are responsible to anything outside themselves; no standard of truth or reasonability, no need for evidence or argument. Just having the view (or opinion, which is, by the way, a word I wish I could eradicate from the English language) is enough. 

What follows from this is that when you give students their work back, they indignantly claim “it’s not fair’, that I can’t possibly ‘assess’ them because “there is no right or wrong” and “they have a right to their opinion”.

When I ask my students where this ‘right to have an opinion’ comes from, they can’t answer. When I ask them what they think ‘fairness’ means, more often than not they have no clear idea. They can’t identify a principle of fairness or justice. Which really means that when they declare something unfair or unjust, they are, more often than not, speaking on behalf of the belly. They are really saying, “I don’t like what you’ve done”. Adults, who do exactly the same thing of course, surround them. Watch an episode of 60 minutes or A Current Affair and you will see what I mean. A friend who lectures at university tells me that if he picks students up on spelling mistakes they accuse him of being elitist.

Now it might not matter too much if you have to go through life without being able to spell very well. But it matters enormously if you go through life without being able to judge a worthless remark from an important one, or if you can’t recognise a deception being presented as a truth or if you fail to learn that there are standards to which your thinking is responsible. It matters enormously if a mind never learns to take possession of itself. 

Now none of this is a criticism of the students of today. Their predicament is not of their own making. But taking action to correct the situation and to give Sal and her friends a decent chance of a life that seeks to know the True and the Good is, I believe, the most important issue facing educators in the 21st century. Understanding the causes of our current predicament is essential if we are to develop a strategy for overcoming this modern malaise of mindlessness.

How did we get here? How did we become the Age of the distended Belly?

How we have gotten ourselves into this state is itself an interesting question and one worth asking. Obviously I haven’t got time today to give a full and detailed analysis but to correct a complaint you need to understand its cause. Many and varied as the causes of our current condition might be, it is possible to track some general cultural trends.
 

· Shift in key meaning making medium from text to image and corresponding loss of context and logic. Much greater than the impact of the philosophical concepts that underlie ‘postmodernism’ is the impact of the visual medium (television, video, computer). It has surely had the greatest influence on the shift from mind to belly as the dominant meaning maker. (See attached sheet on Postman).

· Explosion in sheer amount of information that is available through the development of new technologies (which produces the clutter in the mind)

Postman has aptly called it the “peek-a-boo” world. It is useful to be reminded, I think, that none of our current political and social problems exist because we don’t yet know enough, or don’t have enough information. Information is not the great saviour of humankind. More information will not solve the Israeli/Palestinian conflict, or help feed the starving millions, or save our Sally’s from suicide.  

· Philosophical trends that have entered into the popular consciousness that we might loosely call “postmodern” (about which Jeremy will no doubt have more to say tomorrow). Essentially, it is the erosion of the idea that one can legitimately appeal to objective principles or objective standards, an objective reality and so on. It is what lurks behind the students’ sense that they can’t assess each other or be assessed by me, although it is in no way a fully formed philosophical view in their minds. If it was, and if they understood the terms involved, then I wouldn’t mind so much.

· Development of new technologies that enable/encourage the expression of opinion more than ever before (the Opinion Poll society). And which also encourages speed of response. So we have a culture in which pretty much anyone can express his or her opinion on pretty much any issue at any time of the day or night. But there is little provision made for those who wish to engage in meaningful debate, who wish to propose arguments, draw distinctions, reach tentative conclusions, raise alarm bells and so on. The Sesame Street generation struggles with concentration (and so can’t be bothered following an argument), it struggles with logic (and so doesn’t even know what an argument is) and is used to being gratified on demand (if I’m bored I switch channels).  

If you are sceptical, just think of how election campaigns are run. The TV debate is really just a popularity contest and the collective belly decides the winner. No politician is allowed to consider his or her response, to display thoughtfulness, to admit to the complexity of an issue. Rather, they have to be smooth, confident, appear to know everything and charm the audience.

An opinion poll is really just a belly count. How many bellies are grumbling and how many are purring.

· “Should the G-G be sacked?”

· “Should refugees be kept in camps?

· “Should Australia join the war on terrorism?”

Got nothing to do with truth, reason, argument and thoughtfulness. Even worse, they encourage/feed the belly.  

We need to help our students take possession of their own minds; to get the control back from their belly and to make possible a proper balance between them. As Socrates argued long ago and Simone Weil reminded us more recently, the two most dangerous impediments to justice, whether it is in action or understanding, are public opinion and the passions.
 Given that our current context is a society ruled by public opinion and the passions, the reminders are as chilling as they are necessary.

How Philosophy can help reclaim the mind and develop wisdom

If we understand Philosophy as the development of wisdom, as opposed to the study of a particular subject called ‘philosophy’, then all kinds of opportunities open up. I think you will agree that simply adding a philosophy lesson once a week to an already overcrowded curriculum can’t overcome Sally’s predicament. (It’s not as if you can learn maths, geography, history and wisdom). 

There are obviously 2 areas to be addressed if we are to genuinely help Sal. 

First, her mind needs to be given a good workout and her belly needs to be put on a diet. We can’t expect our students to produce good thinking if we are doing nothing to train them in how to think well. So, all subjects really need to reclaim the intellectual virtues: the valuing of precision, clarity, relevance, argument, evidence and depth of understanding. Don’t let Sal get away with presenting ideas that have simply been cobbled together from her mental clutter. I believe that one of the biggest scandals in teaching is the marking process. Reading student work is our opportunity to glimpse the state of the living room of their mind. It is our real opportunity to help them tidy it up. More often than not, we turn a blind eye. In doing so, we are not only failing Sal but we are also failing the standards of our profession. In holding Sal accountable to what she says, you will end up making her mean what she says. And in so doing, she will at least have embarked on the journey of real education. She will be taking her first steps toward tidying her mind. She will be in a position to throw away some of the ‘meaningless’ clutter because she will be able to distinguish between the meaningful and the meaningless for the first time.

The development of the muscles of her mind will help Sal restore the balance between her belly, chest and head. But more is needed. 

The second important focus needs to be on truth seeking. Whether you live in age that declares truth as absolute or truth as relative, it changes not the possibility (and importance) for asking the question: Is that true? What is it for a statement to be true? What do we, as a society, accept as truth? Who are the tellers of truth in our society? How can truth be discovered or decided? Can truth be known? Such a discussion very quickly becomes an examination of one’s own assumptions and prejudices. What are the things that blind me from the truth? In what ways am I imposing myself on reality as opposed to letting it show itself to me? Have I decided in advance what the truth is and in so doing, closed myself off to the possibility of being taught? 

Socrates thought that philosophy was essentially an exercise in self-examination.

Wittgenstein too thought that wisdom comes when you are willing and able to see the truth about yourself: “What is the use of studying philosophy…if it does not improve your thinking about the important questions of everyday life…I know that it’s difficult to think well about ‘certainty’, ‘probability’, ‘perception’ etc. But it is, if possible, still more difficult to think, or try to think, really honestly about your life and other people’s lives. And the trouble is that thinking about these things is not thrilling, but often downright nasty. And when it’s nasty, then it’s most important”.

In the age of the distended belly, what is nasty and not thrilling tends to be met with grumbles and growls. If the howls are coming from the belly then you can be sure that you are making some pretty important discoveries about your own blind spots and illusions. And those moments are moments of real education too.

Now as I said at the start, I haven’t got time in this session to go through with you some of the ways in which you might develop philosophical inquiry in the classroom but I am very happy to have that conversation; either over the next couple of days or via email.
  What I am most keen to leave you with is a sense of the need to be providing our young people with the opportunity to reason and deeply reflect. It is what Sal longs for most of all. It is the very thing her school prevents her from doing.

It is perhaps worth pointing out that what sometimes passes for philosophical inquiry is something else entirely, if we are working with the model of philosophy I have just outlined.

What philosophy is not:

1. Philosophy is not the sharing of opinions. Image of Plato’s prisoners sitting in their chains, chatting away about what they think. Merely the sharing of mutual ignorance. Class discussions are often like this.

2. Philosophy is not simply learning what famous philosophers have thought and adding your bit at the end 

Philosophy is really the interrogation of assumptions. Philosophy is essentially, a critical discipline. Picture Socrates. Described as the wisest man in Athens. But what does he do? He goes around asking the ‘clever’ people questions: what do you mean? How do you know?

Spiritual Literacy: Why Silence and Stillness are not enough

Finally, I want to very briefly mention spirituality. An attempt to develop silence and stillness is to be applauded. Stillness does help to reduce stress and leads to greater peace. But it’s not enough to develop the spiritual understanding of students who have grown up in a world almost totally devoid of religious concepts. Nor does it redress their misunderstandings about the nature of spirituality. An example of such misunderstanding was provided by my year 8’s just last week who claimed “it was egotistical of God to want to be worshipped”. They simply saw God as a kind of person who was attention seeking and who wanted people to think he was great. On that analogy, of course they dismiss God. The idea that there could be a being whom, as C.S.Lewis puts it, “in coming to know Him, we shall in fact fall flat on our faces before Him”, not because God egotistically demands it but simply because of what God is, seemed to be completely foreign to them. The very idea, it turned out, was one they had not considered. We had a very fruitful class discussion about it that went some way towards overcoming their illiteracy but I had to work pretty hard to make the concept of God’s essential majesty and holiness, and the effect that has on people, meaningful to them. They could do a whole unit in biblical studies, they could be taught the latest literary, theological and philosophical analyses of the concept of God, but still have no understanding of the meaning it has in the life of a believer. If we aren’t bringing that alive to them, we are failing them, no matter how academically rigorous our curriculum might be.
  

Which is why I think that we must do more than simply provide them with opportunities for stillness. Perhaps the following analogy will bring out what I mean:

You live in a busy city. You have a room that is quiet and peaceful. When you enter that room you switch off the noise. But you still have to leave the room and face the noise and the traffic. Silence and stillness exercises give us moments of peace. But they do not, on their own, deeply transform us. Spirituality is about integration and wholeness. But a ‘stillness’ exercise’ on its own might simply contribute to an already fragmented day. Certainly, a moment of peace amidst the busyness is a good thing but it’s not enough. Look at a typical list of what stillness exercises can do: reduce irritability, help students concentrate, slow breathing, reduce anxiety, reduce blood pressure). I am not saying these things aren’t highly valuable in their own right. They are. And I am sure that a schoolyard is a happier, more harmonious place in a school where students are given regular opportunities to be silent and still.

What I am saying is that it’s only a very small part of spirituality. None of the great religious traditions would be happy to stop there. What is it to have an ‘encounter’ with the sacred’ or experience the ‘rupture of transcendence’? What is it to hear and respond to the call of the Good or to stand before the gaze of goodness? How can someone describe “obedience as the opener of eyes?”

Think of how Gandalf instructs Frodo in the Fellowship of the Ring. The spiritual life is a journey, a quest. It is an adventure of life and death. It has its dangers and joys. What you are called to do takes no account of whether you feel like doing it. It requires obedience, courage, discernment in reading signs and the ability to distinguish friend from foe. It requires us to know when to fight and when to run, when to use reason and when to trust instinct. Most of all, it requires that you understand your life to be part of something bigger but also as unique.

Gandalf doesn’t tell Frodo to imagine a peaceful wood, he doesn’t teach him breathing exercises. He looks him in the eye and tells him that the way will be hard but that it is the way of Truth. Frodo knows that no other path is worth treading. He knows that it is in these fires that his spirit is being forged.

Think, too, of what happened when a person met Jesus. He didn’t lull them into a state of peace and relaxation. He gazed upon them with love and goodness. He usually said something cryptic or paradoxical. Invariably he brought about an epiphany of self-awareness and whether the response was to fall at his feet and call him Lord or to swear and curse, the result was not relaxing or peaceful. It was deeply transforming.   

If we send the message that spirituality only involves learning how to feel peaceful, then we are teaching “spirituality and water”.
 Anyone who thinks that living a life of Truth and Goodness is easy is deceiving themself. Just ask Cipher from The Matrix. He knows, all too well, what the costs are. He decided that he couldn’t bear them. Plato, too, thought that the majority of us would choose to remain in the Cave of our own dreams and desires. And yet, to respond to the call of the True and the Good is what it means to become fully human. This is what Sally and her friends really desire. It is what it means to be truly awake.

How can we develop philosophical wisdom?

Principals

1. Refuse to accept the current levels of stress both for yourselves, your teachers and your students. Neither the mind nor the spirit can flourish under conditions of extreme stress.

2. Make sure that you minimise the number of conflicting messages your students receive about what it means to live a meaningful life and what really matters. No amount of rhetoric can outweigh the lived experience of the students in our schools. (“Think of others” vs “pursue your own dreams”? Why not “help others pursue their dreams”? We also tell our students that they are all valued but we only publicly honour the ‘high achievers’)

3. Become wise about what really needs to change and what doesn’t. Teachers can’t nourish the minds of others unless they get the chance to nourish their own. Distinguish between what is truly nourishing and what is not for your teachers. 

Teachers

1. Honour the minds of your students. Draw their attention to when the belly is speaking. Help them become more aware of it. Provide an alternative model. Explain to them that this is what you are going to do and why. Invite them on the adventure of learning with you. It really is a process of self-understanding. Ask them to be on the lookout for belly speak when they watch television, listen to the radio and engage in conversation. Increase their awareness and their self-understanding.

2. Don’t accept sloppy thinking. Seek clarity wherever possible. Model good thinking. Try to avoid questions that are either too hard or too easy. Example. If you were the prime minister, how would you solve the problem of the refugees? Or How would you solve the problem of global warming or overpopulation? Questions like this send all sorts of false messages to students; that these are easy problems to solve, that you don’t have to know much about them to solve them and so on. It’s much more useful to ask them to explain why a certain problem is so difficult to solve. That way, they have to investigate the real factors, understand the real motives and learn that in the real world there are no easy solutions.

3. Wherever possible, use real problems/dilemmas when thinking about ethics. Fictitious ethical issues are ‘easier’ to solve just because they aren’t real.

4. When discussing ethics, acknowledge the messiness, the calumny and the fragility of ordinary ethical decision-making. There is little use in students learning complicated ethical theory when it has no impact on their own decision making and if they don’t see anyone around them operating with academic concepts. An ethicist might publish a book, beautifully argued, rigorously accurate and yet his or her own life might be an absolute disaster area in ethical terms. The connection between head knowledge and the development of goodness and human understanding is not automatic. One of Kierkegaard’s parables brings out this point. He tells us about an author who has written a wonderful book on the nature of God’s love and how all things work out for the best. Due to circumstances outside his control, the author’s own life falls apart. In anguish, he visits a clergyman in the hope of being offered guidance and comfort. The clergyman recommends that the man goes and reads this wonderful book that will prove to him that all things work out for the best. To which he gets the reply: “I myself am the author of this book’.

5. Use every opportunity you have to get your students to examine their own assumptions. Take examples from things they say in the classroom or things they write in their assignments. I have used the following: “Religion is only for weak people”, “Science has proved that God doesn’t exist”, “The Bible was made up”, “You can’t be intelligent and be religious”. All are statements I have heard my students make. In holding them accountable to the making of such statements, I help them to see not only that they don’t really know what they mean but also, that when they do know what they mean, they no longer want to maintain that position. It is in this way that each individual mind begins to take grasp of itself.

6. Develop your own learning. Clean up the clutter in your own minds. Seek to achieve and maintain the balance between Head, Chest and Belly. Read well-written texts that provide examples of good thinking. Challenge your own mind. Do you seek to learn from your students? Do you share the adventure of learning with them or do you enter your classrooms with the assumption that you have the knowledge and they are there to receive it? If so, there will be no philosophy possible in your classes.

Learn to recognise and actively nurture moments of genuine thoughtfulness in your classrooms. Scholarship can sometimes get in the way. I think we often hide behind ‘objective’ facts and knowledge. My degree in Religious Studies gave me no understanding of the true nature of religion or spirituality. Worse, I achieved first class honours without thinking a thing. 

“Thinking is not having an opinion, nor having an idea. It is not developing a chain of premises that lead to a valid conclusion…Thinking is not so much an act as a way of living or dwelling…It is a gathering and focussing of our whole selves on what lies before us and a taking to heart and mind these particular things before us in order to discover in them their essential nature and truth”.

Conclusion

Thinking, in Heidegger’s sense, defines the nature of being human. The more thoughtless we are, the less human we are.

And so I take you back to the picture of Sally and I will leave you with a question: where, in your school, are you offering Sally what she needs to wake from her bad dreams and take up the challenge of a life in which she can not only hear the call of the True and the Good but has the courage and the desire to answer it?  In other words, where are we offering Sally a real education? For education (as opposed to mere schooling) can surely be nothing but the nourishment of moments of thoughtfulness.

Dr Felicity McCutcheon

Head of Religion and Philosophy

Canberra Girls’ Grammar School

felicity.mccutcheon@cggs.act.edu.au
� I have taken this illustration from Richard Mitchell’s The Gift of Fire, Simon and Shuster, 1987, p.105


� Much of this paragraph is an adaptation from Richard Mitchell, Gift of Fire, p.106


� R. Mitchell, p.26. For another excellent discussion on a similar theme, it is worth reading (or re-reading) C.S.Lewis’ essay “Men without Chests”, originally published in The Abolition of Man, The Riddell Lectures, University of Durham, 1944. 


� The modern world boasts two kinds of bloated bellies; those that are empty (starving), and those that are overly full through gluttony.


� Neil Postman has long been interested in the ways in which technologies shape our capacity for and forms of thought/knowledge. His two seminal works are Amusing Ourselves to Death, Methuen, 1985 and Technopoly, Vintage Books, 1993. Another excellent text which critically examines the impact of technology on learning is by Alison Armstrong and Charles Casement, The Child and the Machine, Scribe Publications, 2001


� Figures quoted by Postman 1993, p. 69. In America at the time of publication, there were 260,000 billboards, 11, 520 newspapers, 27,000 video outlets, 500 million radios, 300,000 new books published internationally and in America alone, 60 billion piece of junk mail are delivered each year.


� Compare the TV debate with nineteenth century political debates. The example Postman uses (Postman 1985, Ch4) is of the political debates between Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas in 1858. These were public debates with real audiences who sat through up to 7 hours of argument, without any visual aid or stimulus and in language that was multi-clausal. For a modern audience, it would be impossible to follow.  


� See Plato’s Crito and Simone Weil’s Gravity and  Grace, Routledge 1963, p.122


� Quoted in N.Malcolm, “Wittgenstein: A Memoir”, OUP, 1984, p.39


� One strategy that I have used: Asking students to write their answers down before they share them and then having to decide whether what they have written is worth sharing. To do this they a) have to think about the meaning of what they want to say more carefully because of the logic demanded by the written word (as opposed to a verbal interjection) and b) they have to develop a criteria of ‘worth’…is what I have to say valid? Worth saying? Is it relevant?


You’d be amazed how quickly you silence a class. It’s also very rewarding to enter into a discussion of ‘validity’ and ‘worth’. What is the difference between good thinking and bad thinking? To even begin that discussion is to take steps towards good thinking.





Also very useful are the following framework questions. They can be asked in almost any setting and applied to almost any event/claim:


Are things really so? (appearance and reality)


Need they be so? (contingency and necessity)


What if they were otherwise? (possible worlds, conditionals)


Ought they to be so? (morality/ethics)





� Other examples that come to mind are questions like: ‘how did God speak to Abraham?” “What is it to stand on holy ground?” “When people talk about being faithful to God, what do they mean?” If we aren’t addressing these questions, then we are not properly developing the spiritual literacy of our students.


� As C.S.Lewis once described attempts to make religion more palatable. He was referring to Christianity but the point is the same one I am making here.


� I have included a complete version of the parable in my appendix. 


� Heidegger, What is called Thinking? Harper and Row, 1968, Introduction by J.Glenn Gray, xi
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