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Introduction

Two nine-year-old girls are in the classroom answering questions. They have just completed an exercise in which they sat on the floor with an adult and organized four different kinds of pasta pieces into row combinations. The adult had asked them to show her all the ways in which the different pasta pieces could be combined in rows. Their activity had been watched by about 40 graduate students. Now the students are asking questions. One asks the girls if they think that the adult was a teacher – whether she had been teaching them. They hesitate. They shift around a little in their chairs. One says she thinks the adult might be a teacher but she isn’t sure.

Later, the father of one of the girls reported back to the class that the question of whether the adult was a teacher and had been teaching them had been a big part of the discussion between the girls in the car on the way home.
The class activity was a Critical Exploration led by Prof. Eleanor Duckworth, who, though very much present, sitting on the floor with the girls, had succeeded in making herself invisible as a teacher. Learning had taken place, a rich wondering about combinations, orders and patterns, but Prof. Duckworth had said very little. She had asked questions occasionally, lent physical aid to sorting and arranging the pasta bits where necessary, but had given miserly instructions and explanations. Apart from her initial request to the girls to show her all the ways in which the pasta pieces could be combined in rows, she had offered no goals. The work had proceeded almost completely under the energy and direction of the girls. 
This paper examines the concept of the invisible teacher in the context of Critical Exploration. It attempts to identify the qualities and actions required to be an invisible teacher and to show areas where further exploration of teaching and learning methods and concepts is warranted.

Critical Exploration
A Critical Exploration takes Piaget and Inhelder’s work using clinical interviews (Serulnikov, 2000, Duckworth, unpublished 2003) and puts it to a pedagogical purpose. Where Piaget wanted to understand what a child was thinking and believing during an activity, a Critical Exploration aims to do the same by seeking to respond to a learner’s understandings in a way that promotes insight and depth of learning in a given subject. Its aim is to allow a student’s own explorations to be the basis of his/her understandings and knowledge. In this way, Critical Exploration owes much to Paolo Freire (1970/1993) who, in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, challenged the traditional “banking” concept of teaching where teachers speak and learners listen. 
Freire held that teachers should work to create an environment where learners are able to construct their learning out of their own experiences and understandings. This challenge to traditional power relationships in education succeeds to the extent that learners feel inspired and empowered to structure and execute their own learning. The process of Critical Exploration offers a means for generating such inspiration and empowerment.
Participation and Observation
One of the biggest challenges for practitioners of Critical Exploration is to combine participation with observation. A teacher must somehow be engaged with the learners but at the same time be holding the whole activity and surrounding contexts under an objective, observing eye. Critical Exploration is optimized when the teacher grasps fully what the learners understand about their activity and their state of mind – their level of interest, affective state etc. The reward from this grasping is that artful questions can be posed that are tailored to the present needs of the learner and are thus able to prompt further exploration by the learner.

Lisa Schneier (2001) recorded her struggles with this participation-observation challenge when conducting a poetry class. Indeed, many of the case studies of Critical Exploration contain references by the authors to the challenge of staying observational while engaging with the learners in the learning. Duckworth too (2001) noted missed opportunities for taking an exploring student to a deeper level, or to support an existing exploration effectively, in her work in Geneva with a group of adults exploring the concept of density. The purpose of staying observational is to equip the teacher to be able to intervene appropriately to inspire, refocus, reward or challenge a student.
Invisibility

How can the above be a process for creating an invisible teacher? The answer lies in what is seen and what is not seen. When Prof. Duckworth sat on the floor with the two girls, both she and they were visible to each other, were interacting, commenting occasionally and generally sharing the activity, albeit with the girls doing most of the actions and Prof. Duckworth doing most of the questioning and observing. 

However, while the teacher was visible, the teaching was not. Yet throughout, there was evidence of learning taking place as the girls articulated their understandings. Prof. Duckworth regularly asked them to say what they were doing and why and what they were hoping to achieve by doing it. Each girl was asked. Each girl spoke. Through this, they gained their knowledge through their own speech. 
This may be the keystone of Critical Exploration: No teacher speaks the words of understanding or of wisdom to the learners. They speak the words themselves. Now consider Kevin.
Kevin is a seven-year-old boy with a wonderful idea. In Duckworth (1996) he approaches Prof. Duckworth who is set to conduct a Piagetian experiment involving the ordering of lengths. Prof. Duckworth has ten cellophane straws for Kevin to sort out.  But:

Before I said a word about the straws, he picked them up and said to me, “I know what I’m going to do” and proceeded, on his own, to order them by length. He didn’t mean, “I know what you’re going to ask me to do.” He meant, “I have a wonderful idea about what to do with these straws. You’ll be surprised by my wonderful idea.”
It wasn’t easy for him. He needed a good deal of trial and error as he set about developing his system. But he was so pleased with himself when he accomplished his self-set task that when I decided to offer them to him to keep (10 whole drinking straws!), he glowed with joy, showed them to one or two select friends, and stored them away with other treasures in a shoe box.
The having of wonderful ideas is what I consider the essence of intellectual development. And I consider it the essence of pedagogy to give Kevin the occasion to have his wonderful ideas and to let him feel good about himself for having them.  (p.1)

The above quotation is a powerful evocation of all that is worthy in Critical Exploration. And in this case the teacher/researcher never even had a chance to be visible. The learner took control of the learning, the struggle to manipulate and order his small world of straws, and all the teacher/researcher could do was observe and in the end, offer a reward. The teacher allowed Kevin to have his wonderful idea by getting out of his way and letting him go for it. This is the essence of invisibility. Kevin was demonstrating his understanding of comparative length without realizing it. All he thought he was doing was having a wonderful idea.
Structures for evoking wonderful ideas

What is needed to evoke such wonderful ideas as Kevin’s? I believe there is a box-full of tools that a teacher might use to achieve the evocation. They are:
· Artful questions

· “Tell me more”
· Provocative materials

· A touch of Taoism

· Regular opportunities to articulate understandings and frustrations
· Critical questions

· Other Dark Arts

In the remainder of this paper I will examine briefly each of these tools to show how they support the invisible teacher in his/her quest to Critically Explore the understandings of learners.

On Tools
I use the term tools to describe my list of supports for the invisible teacher for two reasons:

1. I want to emphasize the practicality of these supports. Tools are something one uses to aid the accomplishment of a task. 

2. Tool usage in learning and development was a powerful concept developed by Vygotsky (1978) to describe the way learners draw support from physical and intellectual attributes such as hammers, pencils, language, and learning strategies to achieve their learning goals.

Artful Questions

Australian educationist Bernie Neville (1989) has observed that too many teachers spend too much time providing students with too many answers to questions they are not asking. The challenge, however, is not to find the right set of answers but to find the right set of questions. The practice of posing artful questions is one that requires deep knowledge of the subject being studied, awareness of the condition or state of mind of the learner or learners, and courage to admit that you sometimes don’t understand what your learners are thinking and what their state of mind is.

Deep subject knowledge is required so that one can determine both where in the continuum of learning the learner is positioned in his/her explorations and in which direction it might be useful to explore next. Without deep subject knowledge, a teacher has to guess much about the state of knowledge of the learners and about what areas of the field they need to pursue. Further, deep knowledge implies a working awareness of both the possible right answers and the wrong ones, and a preparedness to respond positively to both.
A teacher must be able to judge the state of mind of the learner or learners because this provides a guidepost to the kinds of questions that will be acceptable to the learners. If they are resisting the subject or the idea of exploration then an artful question much reach beyond their resistance to what makes them curious, or sparks a sense of urgency and a “need to know more” feeling. If they are on the verge of grasping a wonderful idea then the artful question must tickle them towards their breakthrough rather than steal it from them. The “Aha!” sensation can be easily snatched away from a learner by an artless question that points straight to the solution. An artful question doesn’t point so much to the solution as to the exploration required to find the solution. 
There is a degree of courage required by teachers when conducting a Critical Exploration because it is not easy to discover an artful question when you need one. The courage is required because one sometimes has to sit in one’s ignorance and await the arrival of the question. One has to admit perhaps to the learners that one doesn’t understand what they are doing or how they are feeling, hoping to draw out a comment which can trigger the insight that leads to an artful question. Not being caught up in being the teacher with all the knowledge is a useful position for it allows one to be flexible in one’s search for the question. And by arriving at the artful question, the teacher immediately throws the door open to the learner to take the foreground in proceedings. The teacher disappears in the puff of a question and the answers it provokes.
Donald M. Murray (1979), in reflecting after many years on his development as a teacher of writing, finds himself moving towards being an artful questioner rather than a didactic knowledge bearer. As he puts it:
I think I’ve begun to learn the right questions to ask at the beginning of a writing conference.


“What did you learn from this piece of writing?”


“What do you intend to do in the next draft?”


“What surprised you in the draft?”


“Where is the piece of writing taking you?”


“What do you like best in the piece of writing?”


“What questions do you have for me?” (p.15)
I don’t profess to have many artful questions of my own but I believe I have one to use when a student asks me a question which, in the context of a critical exploration, I deem best not to answer. My artful question is: “Good Question Max, what do you reckon?”

Tell Me More
“Tell Me More” is both the title of a book of essays edited by Prof. Duckworth and much more. It is a primary tool with which to follow up on the answer to any artful question, thus making it one of the most powerful phrases in teaching and indeed in all of life’s relationships. It shows clear interest on the part of the teacher/listener in what the learner/speaker is thinking. And at the same time it demands something more of the learner/speaker. It demands deeper, next-level thoughts. It is a hard phrase to shrug off because it is a command. The learner is not being offered a choice and yet the phrase appears benign and sweet-natured. It is not a question but I feel it is most certainly artful.

The use of this phrase and any of its near kin such as “Say more about that” has the effect of transferring the understanding of what is being learned to the learner. As with artful questioning, “tell me more” makes the teacher invisible, or at least places the teacher in the background. The foreground is occupied solely by learners and their responses to the command.

Provocative Materials

Teacher invisibility and learner foregrounding are aided by a rich and provocative array of learning materials. The amount and variety of materials depends on the size of the learning group. What is vital is that the learners are sparked, provoked, enticed, lured, seduced, captivated, intrigued, and/or gripped by the materials. The materials do not have to be multi-media, high tech or even colorful. The richness lies in their ability to invoke positive curiosity in the learners – the desire to look under the sofa and around the corner. 

David Hawkins (1974) in his essay, “On Living in Trees”, reports a study showing that well-fed rats work their way through a maze more effectively than food-deprived rats. This possibility exists for human learners too. It is beneficial to nose around inside a subject where there are plenty of materials to sniff out and digest and many avenues to explore. Not all of them may lead to elements specified in the curriculum but all of them will be useful in helping learners map the broader landscape in which their learning journeys are enacted.
Effort put into providing a rich array of exploratory materials for learners – and for rats – creates an environment for intellectual growth. And once more the teacher is invisible - the learners are in charge of their learning. 
A Touch of Taoism

The concept of the Invisible Teacher and what may be achieved by placing the learner in the foreground arises for me very much from the writings of Lao Tzu and the concept of Wu Wei – non action. It also resonates with my readings of Sun Tzu’s “Art of War”, a Han Dynasty classic and a work rich in metaphors and advice for many undertakings. Below are excerpts from my Week 10 journal:
Master Sun was a Taoist and therefore the concept of Wu Wei was high in his mind when he was crafting his masterpiece on the Art of War. He said that the greatest war leader wins his battle without fighting, that he defeats his enemy before his enemy is even aware that there is a battle. Indeed, there is no battle because the war has been won before the battle even begins. So there is no beginning, and thus no battle and thus no evidence of victory or defeat. Except that there is. Something has changed. Forever. Power has been transferred or preserved.

Thus with teaching, the great teacher is invisible. She/he teaches without teaching. Learners learn without being taught. But this is not magic. It is through forethought and planning, through assessment of the Nine Grounds, through an understanding of discipline and morality, through the use of spies. Spies? In the classroom? Oh yes Miranda, especially in the classroom. 
Who are the spies? 

The spies are my eyes

The spies are my ears

The spies are my nose…
In short my senses, my ever watching, ever assessing, ever feeding brain takes in the nuances of posture, voice tone, comment, complaint, assertion and query and sifts each and all for their hidden intelligence, their magical content that renders the true dynamic of the learning group exposed and helpless to my manipulations. Manipulations?... 
…We are people tasked with a task. We must ensure rich and empowered learning takes place; that wonderful ideas are had; that learners young and old are energized, enriched, enthralled and enslaved to the lash of learning…
…The invisible teacher sees the button undone on the jacket that is stained with breakfast. It is filed. The invisible teacher hears the quiet processing of pencils in the corner where the girls are drawing kangaroos and gum trees while sharing stories about dinner on Sundays and what their Grandmothers smell like...

…The teacher’s seduction of the learner is complete to the extent that his/her influence on the learner is unseen. The learner appears to grow without visible nurturing but nonetheless, there IS nurturing and there is eradication of weeds and transformation of weedy ideas into wonderful weavings. 

The journal style gushes too much in places but the point of the excerpts is to emphasize that many of the principles of Taoist psychology evident in the Art of War are relevant to the art of teaching and learning. This is a topic I think worthy of further investigation and expansion. And as tools to aid the work of an invisible teacher, the Art of War and the Tao Te Ching are, in my view, exemplary.
Regular opportunities to articulate understandings and frustrations

The use of artful questions and “Tell me more” certainly aid the learners’ process of hearing themselves think. The more learners can say about their learning, the less the teacher need impose him/herself on them. 

The process of reaching deeper understanding is aided by verbally expressing the present understanding. It is also aided by writing it. The writing of journals which are focused on a given subject has the effect of taking the learner deeper into her/her own understanding. When learners are required to put their thoughts on paper, they are firstly required to have some thoughts and this in itself is sufficient to justify the journal. Beyond that, as writing proceeds, ideas can flow unbidden and what starts out as a record of events past becomes an exploration of uncharted future paths of understanding, of reaching further towards insight and clarity. The expression verbally or graphically of frustrations too is a valuable contribution to the teacher’s understanding of the needs of the learner.
When the journal is combined with regular feedback, the process of exploration is enhanced and further stimulated. The reading of the journal by the teacher gives the teacher vital information from which to build artful questions. The feedback given by the teacher to the learners can encourage continued engagement with the exploration and inspire even greater enthusiasm and focus.

Critical Questions

Critical Questions was a term I chose for my work with Israeli and Palestinian teachers at a seminar in November 2004 in Istanbul. They had come together as part of a larger dialogue program called Crossing Borders, which aims to facilitate a pathway to peace in the Middle East outside the mainstream political process. I needed a means of engaging these teachers but I was wary of subjecting them to my views and predilections, however benign or positively intended. 

Critical Questions is conceived as a process for adults and late teens to discover what are the important issues in their life situations that need to be explored. When working in a group, the Critical Questions can reflect personal, political, gender, environmental, curricular and a host of other issues. The aim again is to make the teacher/facilitator invisible and to allow the decision about what is important to be made by the learners. To this end, my starting question to the Istanbul teachers, after a short introduction to the ideas of Piaget, Freire and Duckworth, was “What are your critical questions?” and in response to an “About what?” from one teacher, I responded with “What do you think?”
Once the Critical Questions have been thought about, the next step is Critical Exploration which takes the question or questions that have been agreed upon by the learning group and uses them in a manner similar to the way in which Lisa Schneier (2001) used the poem “miss rosie” as a text for learners to deepen their understanding of and confidence in discussing poetry. The starting question for this exploration would thus be, “What do you notice about these questions?” followed by “What puzzles or surprises you about these questions?”

The point about Critical Questions is that they dignify the learners, and for adults, this can be an important issue. Adults come with baggage, often with less open minds, sometimes with egos and reputations to protect. Critical Questions tells them that they are important and that their questions are important. How the process proceeds depends on their issues, not the teacher/facilitator’s. 

Crititcal Questions are also self protecting. If an individual or group is resistant and puts down silly or pointless questions, the subsequent Critical Exploration process will expose these frailties and allow the process to deepen of its own accord. Silly questions in this context are as valuable as critical ones.

Other Dark Arts 
I am beginning to describe teaching as a Dark Art – a form of magic. A teacher is thus, for me, a magician, manipulating the forces of nature to enrich the learning of learners. A teacher manipulates learners, seducing them with tempting materials, tantalizing questions, engaging games, enriching experiences of all sorts. But in the end, the teacher’s greatest asset is the ability to disappear.
One of the disturbing consequences of my reflections on the Invisible Teacher has been that I have become more aware of my own drives and desires in teaching. I realize that I am strongly ego-driven. I like to teach because:

1. I think I am good at it

2. It gives me a thrill to see a learner’s eyes light up

3. It makes me feel useful

4. It makes me feel also a little dangerous, subversive and powerful.

These are thrilling but not pleasant observations. I am realizing that so many of the noble phrases being tossed about in the Harvard Graduate School of Education concerning the needs of learners young and old, are platitudes. They hide the deeper motivations of would-be teachers – and perhaps of their professors too.  As a teacher, I realize that I enjoy trying to structure classes in keeping with Bernie Neville’s (1989) ideas of indirect learning. I enjoy metaphorically pulling rabbits out of hats and having learners dive into the hat in search of more rabbits. I sense that these are not noble thoughts or justifications for teaching but I wonder strongly whether they express a raw truth about teaching – one that bears further investigation.
Certainly I find myself increasingly suspicious of those people who claim their main wish and aim in life is to “help people” and more particularly “help children”. I find this to be insulting to the “people” and the “children”. Part of the Dark Art of teaching is to start from the proposition that your learners don’t need your help – that they are already well equipped to look after their own learning.  From this you proceed to a position of seducer very quickly because you have stripped yourself of the traditional master-slave power relationship between teacher and student (Hawkins, 1973). You no longer have the power to coerce their minds or their tongues or their bodies. Thus you move down a difficult path, one which takes a lot of courage to walk because you still have a job to do but you can no longer command attention through a mere utterance. The beauty of this position though, is that it forces the teacher to be inventive. Old ways won’t work so new ones are needed. 
Perhaps the most potent spell in the Dark Art of teaching is the one that invokes positive surprise in learners, the shock of the unexpected that throws their minds into a momentary frenzy of catch-up, adjustment or protest. The Dark Art of surprise is one recommended often by Master Sun. The introduction of new materials, the posing of the most artful question, the response to something observed that was not thought to have been observed – these are the sorts of surprises that energize learners and enrich their experience of being with a teacher, even if the teacher is invisible.

Concluding Remarks
In my class tutorial group, we had an intense discussion about what makes a great teacher. It was based on a claim I made to the group that a great teacher could teach anything to anyone at any time under any conditions. The group jumped into a brainstorming session resulting in the following table of great teacher qualities:
· Passion for the subject – passion for teaching

· Rich knowledge of subject

· Desire to learn (as well as teach)

· Listening

· A facilitator of discovery not imparter of knowledge

· Adaptive

· Believes anyone can learn

· Good observer

· Humble/open/collaborative

· Appropriately honest/respectful towards learners

· Reflective – visionary – risk taker

· Makes learners feel safe

· Meets learners on their level

· Consistent

· Resilient

· Creative

· Humorous

· Seductive, manipulative, sneaky, dark

· Invisible 

I want to conclude with this list because it contains the efforts of a group of people who are very special to me, who have supported and energized me and made the completion of this paper possible. And indeed, the final requirement for being an invisible teacher is to have a group of professionals who support and charm and coerce you to try more and reach further for the sake of enriched learning and empowered learners.
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