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Preface 
 

Prof. Robert COWEN  

 

At almost any given moment in the history of any educational system, teachers are a 

problem. The question, of course, is: a problem to whom? Socrates was a problem to 

some of the citizens of Athens in his time, including probably his wife. By us, he is 

normally seen to be a hero. Teachers in the early Soviet Union and in Mao’s China 

in the mid-1960s were a problem – they were of the wrong social class and therefore 

had incorrect forms of revolutionary consciousness and so they clearly were not fit 

to be in charge of children. Indeed in the immediate aftermath of the Soviet Revolu-

tion and at the time of the Cultural Revolution in China (and in Nazi Germany, and 

in the Cambodia of Pol Pot, in North Korea, in Ho Chi Minh’s Vietnam, in Cuba 

after the revolution, in Argentina after the take-over by the military at the time of 

Galtieri) working teachers were dealt with harshly, often to the point of being killed, 

tortured, or ‘disappeared’. Or they were forced into exile. Teachers are dangerous, 

and are in danger, at moments of regime change.  Fortunately, this kind of thing 

never happens in democratic societies…. At least, let us hope it does not, without 

clear signals from political movements or military cadres that democracy is about to 

be destroyed (in order to save it, of course). 

However, in ‘democratic societies’ – societies characterised by the rule of law and 

with a strong civil society tradition, politically independent trades union movements, 

elected local and national governments that preferably contradict each other from 

time to time – what does happen is a de facto selection of teachers in terms of politi-

cal belief system, in terms of gender stereotyping, in terms of social class, and in 

some societies (even ‘democratic’ ones) selection by race and religion. I was privi-

leged to train as a teacher in Trinity College in Dublin and - after the secularism of 

the London School of Economics and Political Science - I was mildly startled by my 

daily exposure to what was Catholic in Ireland and what was Protestant in Ireland (at 

that time). Patterns of racism in the USA before 1954 and Brown versus Topeka 

were reflected geographically in teacher education institutions, and in teacher career 

lines. The teaching force in the ‘secondary modern school’ in which I worked  in the 

East End of London was, generally, of a different social class, nationality, and race 

background from the group of teachers who had taught me in my ‘grammar school’ 

(an academically selective school) in the north of England in which I had been a 
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pupil.  Those patterns were obvious, so what – apart from grumbling about inequali-

ties – needs to be said?  

What ‘needs to be said’ is to repeat: those patterns of inequality in English education 

in the 1960s were invidious educationally. The patterns of teacher selection and 

teacher education - for the sake of the children in both kinds of schools - needed 

redress; as did some of the educational assumptions prevalent in a Dublin marked 

strongly by the fracturing of religion, and in the USA of the 1950s and 1960s, frac-

tured (in part and in parts) by race. 

With that said, what now may be added, analytically, is that teachers both reflect the 

fractures of the past and anticipate and help to construct a less fractured future. 

Teachers are important: they are not merely competent (or incompetent) transmitters 

of measurable skills. Yes, they reflect the past in the Durkheimian sense:  they act as 

agents of generational transmission – and often in their embodiment of that past 

reflect the religious, racial, class, gender, and frequently the political assumptions of 

that historical moment. Hence those moments of ‘liberation’ when a child is intro-

duced to a teacher whose voice does not repeat the voices of the past or transmit the 

political assumptions of the moment. At the same time, even in ‘conservative’ edu-

cational institutions and social contexts, teachers anticipate and build for the future – 

sometimes by preparing their children for the wrong future (a perennial problem in 

universities where there is a tension between the injunction to be original and the 

reality that the most brilliant of the students may be being asked to be a disciple of 

their professor). Paradoxically, for university students and for many high school 

students, thoughtful and articulate rejection of what has been transmitted by formal 

pedagogy becomes the liberating educational act. 

In revolutionary educational institutions and in revolutionary social contexts, the 

same ironies reoccur. The point about ‘learning from the workers and soldiers and 

peasants’ included the realities of old farmers in Mao jackets and Mao caps super-

vising young children planting rice for long hours in humid conditions, with the 

‘lesson’ ending when the field was planted. The future which Mao was struggling to 

define was simultaneously a rejection of a recent past – in his view a past marked by 

the gradual embourgeoisement of China as a consequence of the exact copying of 

Soviet educational practices – and an older past captured by the word ‘Confucian-

ism’. The future would be defined by the complex psychological, sociological and 

pedagogic compression of creativity into the concept of ‘red and expert’. Manifestly, 

China’s current creativities have been defined by all sorts of patterns of exile and 

return and State sponsored privileges for a new academic elite and powerful old 
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cultural assumptions about discipline and admiration for ‘teachers’. However, what 

the last few decades have seen both at institutional and autobiographical level is the 

rejection of what was transmitted as a revolutionary pedagogy. It was the rejection 

which became the liberating educational act.  

Currently we have the charming additional irony that many senior British politicians 

who have some responsibility for education are holding up China, and PISA scores 

in Shanghai, as ‘a lesson to be learned’. Let us hope that the ‘lessons learned’ by 

young people are not those dreamt of by politicians.  

And the teachers dreamt of by those politicians?  

Suddenly the whole thing gets serious again. ‘Training’ teachers to be competent in 

the schools was a nineteenth and early twentieth century model, whether in a mass 

system of instruction - making older pupils into ‘multipliers’ in the transmission of 

information to large groups of younger pupils; or in the American ‘cult of efficien-

cy’ in the 1920s and 1930s. A more (but not much more) contemporary model is to 

create ‘teacher-proof’ curricula, in which curricula are created by experts and all that 

teachers have to do is to transmit the curriculum competently, armed with new 

teaching and learning theories devised by experts. The increased separation of 

teacher education from the universities (as in England) is of course, in management-

speak, a ‘way forward’. Or backwards, depending on how you define the word ‘edu-

cation’ and the phrase ‘teacher education’.  

Teachers and their education thus – oddly – become the litmus paper of an educa-

tional system: they tell you much about a society, such as its political style, its hopes 

for the young, the intended future for the complete society or maybe just some parts 

of it. Teachers are dangerous – even if they do nothing much except teach – as indi-

cators of what you really really want:  complex societies in a reductio ad absurdum 

become into knowledge economies and, by extension, a definition of a ‘good teach-

er’ follows. God gets compressed into specific religions and the teacher into a 

transmitter of one of those religions. Healthy bodies become fetishistic and teachers 

transmit muscular Christianity or ‘socialist health’ is reduced to gender stereotyping 

and future Olympic medals. High PISA scores begin, in an act of cultural barbarism, 

to define a good education system and to tell you what a good teacher is.  

The intersection of the ebb and flow of political struggle, the grand narratives of 

religion, the memories of national identity, and the convictions of the latest and most 

fashionable forms of education-science (eugenics, IQ tests, PISA scores) confront 

teacher education systems with history and – always - there are practical problems. 
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These problems must seem to politicians interminable (even, once upon a time for 

Finland too): the kinds of institutions in which teachers should be trained; how to 

finance teacher educational systems; how to recruit enough young people to be 

teachers; what kinds of degrees teachers need; teacher unions and ‘professionalism’; 

what should be the balance of the ‘academic’ and ‘educational’ studies; how to as-

sure teacher quality; how to provide in-service training. The practical policy ques-

tions never go away, but they are probably the second set of questions to concentrate 

on. 

Always, within this powerful mixture of history with the practical, there is a prior 

question which can act as a powerful compass for us as people and for us as educa-

tors: what kind of teacher do I want to teach my own child? And when I know that I 

can start – above the noise of policy babble – to think about whether the teacher 

education system of my own country is any good. 

Personally? Personally, I would have been happy for my children and grandchildren 

to be taught by Paulo Freire, Socrates, and Bertrand Russell. I take for granted they 

would have asked my children about their existing forms of understanding and 

would have led them on to ask what it is to be human. I would settle for my children 

and grandchildren being taught by ‘Cosh’ Graham, the man who taught me econom-

ics in my secondary school, by Martin Wight who taught me international politics at 

LSE, and by Joseph Lauwerys who introduced me to comparative education. They 

made me curious, they would not accept the answers I gave them to their questions, 

and they left me the space to think for myself – having showed me a number of 

ways to think. These thankful memories – and memories of brilliant individual 

teachers I have seen in classrooms in China and England, in the USA and the USSR 

– are however small consolation. 

It may be that we have lost our way, in the last thirty years, in how we think about 

‘education’. We may have narrowed the concept too much; we may have measured 

it too much; we may have taken the magic out of it. And so what exactly, now, do 

we want our teachers to do – put the magic back in? If so, in an excess of techno-

cratic reason, we have become unreasonable. It will take a while to rescue them (and 

ourselves) from the banalities of competence which have been offered to them by 

politicians and experts in so many places for so long. 

The present volume is going to enrich the above field, including education and in-

ternational educational worldwide. 

R.C.
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