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(afternoon session: What do good teachers contribute to Society?)

THE STATUS OF TEACHERS FROM PLATO TO THE PRESENT

Ideal 

Let us imagine for a moment an ideal world, in which pupils come to you, eager to learn all that you have to impart. They arrive punctually, bright and fresh, eager to learn. 

And you are equally full of enthusiasm to share with them your delight and amazement at all the world has to offer.

Whether you are a scientist, a lover of literature, a sportsman, a musician or a woodworker, together you will explore and probe, both growing in the process, and valuing each other. 

New pupils will beat a path to your door, and every group in society will honour you for the work you do with the young people of the community. 

Maybe this is your daily experience? Or at least you have had a taste of it?

Why is it so rare? Is it a dream? Or is it the natural relationship of pupil and teacher?

Plan

What we are going to do in the next half hour, is to look at some examples drawn from the last two and half thousand years, trying to get some sense of the status of teacher - how it has changed, and what are some of the highlights. 

This can’t be a survey of education through the ages - we don’t have time - but a few glimpses of different times and different styles might help to throw light on what our status is as teachers now – and how we might improve it.

Egypt and Chaldaea

In earliest times education was of two sorts: practical and priestly. The teacher was the member of one’s own family or community from whom you would learn where to hunt, when to sow, how to harvest and store, make tools and clothes, build boats or whatever. i.e. a familiar person whose status was already determined by social relationships. Learning of any formal sort was reserved to priests, and was often also a matter handed down within families. Among the ancient Egyptians and Chaldaeans, learning flourished, complete with literature, clerical skills, accountancy, science, medicine and astronomy – especially astronomy – but it was very much a priestly preserve. The priests enjoyed the highest of status, and it seems that kings were always drawn from among their ranks. The Pharaoh is shown as the high priest officiating in temple reliefs all over Egypt, and among the Chaldaeans, the Magi – known in our own popular tradition as the Three Kings – were wise men with priestly functions, keepers of the knowledge of nature and philosophy. But their status was not linked specifically to their skill as teachers. They could have been either brilliant or dreadful in the way they encouraged their pupils without it greatly affecting their status in society as priests.

Ancient Greece

Secular education first really comes into focus with the Greeks. Although it has a religious component, it begins to look more like what we would call a secular education, and ideas of its links with the welfare of the community, the polis, as a civic institution are very strong. Teaching is valued for itself, defined schools appear, with teachers who are real teachers. Some were teachers of basic subjects, reading, writing, music, mathematics; some, like the sophists, taught the more advanced skills of power-mongering and persuasion. But at all events, these were no longer priests.
 

Pythagoras (c.530 bc) was one of the earliest teachers who stands out as a man of influence: his students were mainly adults, and – since he left no writings – it is hard to distinguish whether he was really a religious leader or a great teacher. Certainly his circle had the highest regard for mathematics, for rationalism, for training the memory and inculcating moral values. And the respect, even reverence, in which they held their teacher led them even to hesitate to use his name. ‘Ipse dixit’ was how this tradition came down to the Romans. Iamblichus, writing in the 4th century ad (900 years later) speaks reverently of him, and describes his teaching system: its starting point consisted in his arousing in people a sense of the earlier life of their soul. He gave much attention to restoring the soul through music. Geometry and Philosophy were constantly studied; the life was strict and austere, with rules about diet, sleep and every detail of behaviour and daily disciplines for the training of memory and attention. The community based itself on the highest ideals of friendship - but woe betide any who found the regime too strict. If they left the community, a funeral plaque was erected for them! They were accounted as dead.
 

Empedocles (492-432 bc) was thought to have been a Pythagorean. Great healer, philosopher, philanthropist and scientist, also a great eccentric, who died testing his theories about the nature of volcanoes (falling into the crater of Etna, as immortalised by Matthew Arnold). Also a teacher.

Plato, writing in the 4thC bc speaks of Pythagoras as an exemplary teacher (Republic X.600), greatly beloved for his wisdom and founder of an order still respected in Plato’s own day. But Pythagoras was not the sort of teacher Plato was mainly concerned with in his own writings, because his (Pythagoras) pupils were adults, committing to an entire way of life apart from the community in general, and serving a long period of probation or re-education to earn admittance to full membership of the group. Plato was concerned with education of the youth of the city, and his great hero-teacher who shared that concern was his own teacher, Socrates (470-399 bc). It is easy to confuse Socrates and Plato, as we hardly know Socrates apart from his appearance in the work of three other Athenians: Plato, another pupil Xenophon, and the playwright Aristophanes who lampooned him as the philosopher who searches into things under the earth with his head in the sky, and subverts all common opinion by his reasons and arguments. Socrates figures most prominently in the work of Plato. Plato’s accounts of Socrates’s methods and tradition are closely interwoven with Plato’s own views through his use of dialogue as a style of writing – dialogues between Socrates and his pupils, in which thoughts are expanded and errors are exposed, on a whole variety of topics, including education. 

Socrates himself presents an interesting contradiction: he was clearly held in the highest regard by those who studied with him, and learned from him; but he did not enjoy the respect or reverence of society as a whole. He did not court it: he went around barefoot and ill-dressed, he challenged the young people coming from their schools to answer basic questions on what they thought they knew. He did not claim superior knowledge, in fact, he did not even claim to be a teacher – proving he was not by pointing out that he took no pay for it. And the Athenian elders responded to his activities by declaring them subversive and putting him to death. 

All this is well known, and recounted beautifully by Plato in the Apology and Phaedo. Socrates knew he had done all he could to promote clear rational thought, morality and honesty to the youth of the city. Yet the judges passed sentence on him and he did not resist, or even accept the offer of a safe retirement in exile, because he felt that would have weakened the authority of the city and its institutions. So they put him to death. 

Yet to Plato, the great educationalist, he was a master teacher. His own teacher. And five hundred, a thousand, fifteen hundred years later, he was still revered as a master teacher, in Christian Europe. In fact he was given a new identity as Saint Socrates,
 as one who foreshadowed that other great master-teacher, Christ. So this is a teacher whose reputation was still strong long after his death, and in a different culture, a teacher, whose reputation is still strong today, whether or not we agree with all the things that Plato said about schools and schooling in his Laws and Republic.

When I tried to reflect on what it was that gave Socrates this greatness, I came up with a few principles, that we can test on other master teachers as we go along. Running through all that we hear about Socrates through the various dialogues, some of which are quite complex (e.g. Parmenides), are four or five simple characteristics:

1. His integrity – always holding to what he believes is right or true, even to his own detriment.

2. His generosity – helping his students to push back the boundaries of their knowledge and understanding, without counting any personal cost.

3. His humility – seeking nothing for himself, nor even for his students in institutional terms. 

4. His dedication and sense of duty. The welfare and clear-thinking of the younger generation for the sake of society as a whole seems to have been his sole care.

The other thing that stands out is 

5. his understanding of education: he placed a high value on training pupils to use their minds, enabling them to sift reality from appearances, to understand, weigh up, and judge the truth or validity of the facts before them. All the facts, not just a narrow view.

In his own words, he told his judges: 

‘I seem to have been given to the State by God. That I am truly such a man you may observe from the fact that it certainly does not seem to be at all human to have completely neglected all my own concerns and to have persisted for so many years with this neglect of family affairs and with this lack of means. I have always been intent upon your welfare, addressing each as a father or as an elder brother would and urging all to cultivate virtue. But if I were to receive any reward for my service there would be a human motive.’

Ancient Greece in general

The curious thing about the example of Socrates, of course, is that he stood out from the other teachers of Athens, so it is really hard to generalize about the status of teachers in Athenian society, let alone other parts of Greece. But it is clear that education was highly valued in the Greek city states, and at least one particular teacher has become iconic. In fact many more – but I’d like to move on.

In Rome 

The picture was a little different. The early Romans valued their own way of life based on austere principles. Teachers held a very humble station, and were scarcely respected. Their job was to teach reading and writing to the sons of the governing classes. Anything further than that could be learned by accompanying one’s father in his daily round. Then suddenly the Romans conquered Greece, and discovered the liberal arts. Greek prisoners of war suddenly became respected teachers – this meant that proud Roman nobles began hiring Greek ‘slaves’ to teach their sons nobility! Greek literature, philosophy and science were highly prized. The great schools of Athens transferred to Alexandria, with celebrated teachers able to pick and choose only the ablest students for special training, and some then moved to Rome, to be closer to the heart of the empire. The remnant of the Platonic school was represented there, in the person of Plotinus, teaching in Greek to a sophisticated and cosmopolitan following.

In India

A rather different system had developed with the tradition of teaching being handed down within the Brahmana caste, and pupils of all backgrounds requiring education coming to them for instruction.
 The would-be student had to pass a selection procedure that would make a western scholar blanch. It wasn’t a question of what you had already learned, but more in the Pythagorean style, what sort of person you were. Moral fitness was the main criterion, plus capability. 

The procedure was that the student would arrive at the teacher’s house with firewood and alms. If accepted there would be a ceremony of welcome, where the student would say ‘Let me be a student’ and the teacher would reply by asking his name, then, taking his right hand embraced him into the tradition, reciting the formula: ‘You are Indra’s disciple, Agni (fire) is your teacher, I am your teacher.’ He (or sometimes she) was then committed to the cosmos, to Prajapati. A special prayer was used, the gayatri mantra, addressed to the divine sun, source of light, a prayer that may only be uttered by the ‘twice-born’ – those ‘reborn’ to spiritual knowledge. So it was like a rebirth. The student would then move in to the teacher’s household, to tend the fires. Literally. Typically a student stayed 12 years. But it could be more. It might be years before he got any actual ‘teaching’ of scripture or the like. But of course all the time he would be absorbing the values of conduct expressed in the ritual of the household, until he was deemed ready for becoming a bearer of knowledge. He or she was expected to rise early, take part in prayers and be regulated in dress, food, sleep etc., and of course remain celibate. All teaching was oral until the 8th or 9th C ad, writing being developed early but restricted to commerce. Book learning was held of no account. The teacher therefore had to both be all and know all. 

He (or occasionally she) had to impart traditional knowledge – the words of the scriptures and their meaning - but he also had to also foster the development of reasoning and analysis in the pupil, and to lead the pupil to a secure understanding confirmed in experience that would enable him to become a teacher too. The texts speak of ‘eradicating ignorance’ and transmitting a ‘liberating wisdom’. 

Integrity, generosity, humility, dedication and the high value placed on the education offered – these are all intrinsic.

The good teacher is described as:

‘Calm, tranquil, childlike, silent and free from distracting motivations. Although learned he should be as a child, parading neither wisdom nor learning nor virtue itself.’ 
 

There was no place for pride, conceit or egoism, no room for attachment to pleasures (physical or social). The teacher was to be magnanimous, and merciful, and to give instruction according to the capacity of the student at any particular stage of development. It was entirely up to the teacher to watch and wait, and to allow the moment to arise for the pupil to find full connection with knowledge to be passed on.

And the entire system supported the idea of reverence for teachers. Of course there were subsidiary teachers too, who took a fee and taught parts of the system – often this would be the wife of a teacher, or a female teacher – but the real teacher was the acarya considered second in rank only to a king – in other words, in any court, the teacher was given precedence over the priest, the military commander, the heir apparent, the Queen mother or the Queen! This system lasted for a very long time, 2000 years at least, and still exists in the religious sphere.

Christian and Jewish Roots
We may be influenced by classical ideas about education, and we may look to the Indian East for comparison and inspiration, but our own systems are also deeply rooted in the Judaeo-Christian tradition. So, by a leap of 4-500 years, and a one or two thousand miles to Jerusalem, where a teacher also took precedence over the rest of society.

In the Hebrew tradition it was said: A teacher [scholar] takes precedence over a king of Israel, for if a teacher [scholar] dies no one can replace him, while if a king dies, all Israel is eligible for Kingship.

Horayot 13a [Talmudic tractate: The Talmud is a synopsis of discussions among teachers over hundreds of years, starting in oral tradition but written down from 200-500 ad.]

[NB The equivalence of the terms teacher and scholar in this context are instructive. The old motto was ‘Learn and Teach!’]

Christ, raised in this tradition, devoted huge energy to the role of teaching, accomplishing that wonderful miracle of managing to speak on different levels to different classes of people at the same time and through the same stories. The parables are designed to be taken one way by the disciples, and often quite another way by the people at large. And the role of teacher was greatly valued in the society in which he lived.

The idea of a teacher being responsible for the rebirth of the student (that we noted as an Indian idea) is also traditional:

Where is the proof that he who teaches Torah
 to his fellow man is deemed as though he had formed him, articulated his limbs, and brought him into the world? The verse “If thou bringest forth the noble out of that which is worthless, thou shalt be as My mouth” (Jeremiah 15:19). Whoever brings even one person under the wings of the [Divine] Presence is deemed as though he had formed him, articulated his limbs and brought him into the world. 

Tosefta Horayot 2.7 from Sefer HaAggadot 

In fact, in the whole of the Talmud, each teacher entering the discussion introduces their contribution with the name of their own teacher through whom they learned what they are about to say: so it will say, for example, 

‘Rav Judah said in the name of R. Jeremiah b. Abba’ 

Or even 

‘Rav Huna said in the name of Rav Sheshet in the name of Rav Yirmiyah bar Abba in the name of Rav:’ 

This is because reverence for the teacher, and gratitude for the process of education ranks very, very highly. 

Roughly contemporary with Christ there were two other great teachers who stayed within the Jewish tradition, Hillel and Shammai.
 Shammai was perhaps the more brilliant scholar, and his pupils were renowned for their interpretations of the law, often quite strict ones, designed to resist the prevailing climate of Hellenistic culture. There was frequent dispute and disagreement between the School of Shammai and the School of Hillel, though the two leaders ensured it always conducted respectfully. In Hillel we can see many of the characteristics we associated with Socrates: 

1. Integrity – always holding to what he believes is right or true, even to his own detriment.

2. Generosity – helping his students to push back the boundaries of their knowledge and understanding, and making it easy for them to do so. There is the lovely tale told of the wealthy citizen who came to the two schools, seeking to be admitted to the community of scholars: Shammai, detecting a certain arrogance and self-importance turned him away. So he came to Hillel. Challenging Hillel, he said, ‘Here I am, I have come to you to seek wisdom, but I don’t have much time as I am very busy with public affairs. Can you teach me all about your Torah while you stand on one leg.’ Rather than sending him away, Hillel said, ‘certainly. Do not unto others what you would not have them do unto you. That is the whole law. All the rest is commentary. Now go and practise it.’  

3. His humility – seeking nothing for himself, nor even for his students in institutional terms. He was always happy to seek accommodation with the school of Shammai, claiming that their views held validity too, but were for different circumstances. Another aspect is the gentleness, for which he was famous. In fact it was he who warned against harshness in teaching. 

4. His dedication and sense of duty. The welfare and clear-thinking of the younger generation for the sake of society as a whole seems to have been his sole care.

5. And unquestionably he placed a high value on training pupils to use their minds, sifting reality from appearances, and judge the validity of the facts before them, again in a wide horizon.

Hillel’s school lasted 500 years. And he is still remembered today, with educational institutions, charities and student houses in universities all over the world named after him, keeping alive his ideas and ideals.

Other aspects of the Jewish tradition of teaching that have endured include some wonderful collections of teaching advice:

In The Ethics of the Fathers it says: ‘One who is shy cannot study, and one who cannot stand mistakes cannot teach’.
 The one who is shy will be afraid to ask, and true learning must proceed through questions. The teacher who is a perfectionist, or who is quickly moved to anger, may get quick results in the early stages but at the cost of undermining the confidence and progress of the pupils. Such a teacher is therefore considered wholly responsible for his pupils’ ignorance.

A practice (still continued by some) was that when a child was taken to the teacher for the first time, the teacher would write some letters in honey on a slate. The child then licked the honey off the slate, with the idea that the taste of learning would be sweet in his mouth ever after. (A more modern version of this practice is the giving of sweets when a child first enters school or Sunday School.)

But learning is not only for children. Time and again adults are enjoined to find a teacher, and the great Hillel warned, ‘Do not say “When I have leisure I will study.” Perhaps you will have no leisure.’
 Learning is for life, and there is always further to go. But too much subtlety may also be a trap: wise men are warned to be mindful of their words lest they lead their pupils astray.

Not everything that is thought should be said; not everything that is said should be written; not everything that is written should be published. 


(Israel Salanter, 1810-1883)

There are also many ways to teach: a tale is told of two teachers who were asked what they would do if utter destruction came their way. One said that he was so wise that if all the scriptures [Torah] were lost, he would be able to reconstruct the whole thing out of his own mind. The other said that when the day of destruction came, he would put down his books and hunt deer; he would take the flesh to feed children, dress the skins to make parchment, then get each of the children to reconstruct on the parchment a section of the scriptures [Torah]. Naturally, he was regarded as the greater teacher.

Over a long period, the Jewish tradition of teaching has contributed greatly to the stature of teachers in society. The first great contribution was the idea that education is for all, not just for a select few. Secondly, though secular and religious teaching was entwined, the role of the religious leader was fundamentally understood as that of teacher – the very word ‘Rabbi’ means interchangeably, ‘teacher’ or ‘great one’. This is a reflection of the fact that the whole Jewish tradition, both historically and in the present, has placed an extremely high valuation on the role of teacher.

Boethius (480-525)

Jumping on another five hundred years, we land right in the middle of the so-called ‘Dark Ages’. Of course, it was far from dark. But the glitz and glamour of Imperial Rome had gone. However, monastic schools made sure that there were still enough pools of light to illuminate hearts and minds, though once again we might say education has slipped back into a priestly mode. Ambrose of Milan (d. 397 ad) and Augustine of Hippo (354-430 ad) stand out as two great teachers and educators, and behind them were schools religious and secular scattered through the remains of the Roman world – (though the secular schools tended to be anti-Christian, and were eventually suppressed). 

By 500 ad the best educated man of his age is said to have been Boethius. He tried to bring the writings of Plato and Aristotle into currency in the west. He was not primarily a teacher, but he did take on the responsibility of making Greek philosophy available to his generation, through a dialogue, the Consolation of Philosophy, that he wrote while in prison, awaiting execution on what seem to us fairly flimsy political charges. It was his commitment to integrity that got him into trouble, but the same qualities of integrity, generosity, humility, duty and valuing real education ensured that his book went on inspiring people for generation after generation, proving that the teacher does not always need a classroom.

Jumping another arbitrary 500 years brings us to an amazing polymath, Ibn Sina, or 

Avicenna (980-1037), a Persian, writing in Arabic, his books were studied throughout the Arabic and Christian worlds. I class him as a great teacher again mainly through his writings, though I have no doubt that his students were also numerous, or at least greatly influential (he resided at the courts of two great princes). His scientific and philosophical works were enormously influential, but what I value most from him as a teacher is one of the recitations he wrote, or stories. It is an educational tale, the life of Hayy ibn Yaqzan, a remarkable young man born in highly unusual circumstances, on an uninhabited island, and orphaned soon after his birth. Comforted and nourished by the wild beasts, he grows up exploring his surroundings, learning from everything around him to an extraordinary degree of skill and understanding not just of physical things but of moral development too. It is a wonderful exploration of the power and potential of the human mind as his education unfolds itself step by step by observation and reason. But of course there is a limit to how far he can actually progress without the arrival of a teacher from afar, one day, in conversation with whom he can at last reach the very highest levels of philosophical and metaphysical enquiry. This tale is worth reading – there are modern translations as well as older ones. Through a simple story it speaks about human spirit and potential, it shows how creative and inventive teaching can be, and how important a real teacher ultimately is.
 

Another 500 years brings us to Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), the man who more than anyone reintroduced Plato to Western classrooms. I could talk about him for many hours, but I really want to just dwell on him as a teacher today. 

For a while he taught in the university in Florence, as a lecturer – reading and commenting on one or other of the important texts that beginning students of philosophy or medicine had to master.
 But this was not the most important part of his life as a teacher. That began afterwards. His main love and interest was Greek philosophy, and before long he was appointed to translate important new Greek finds by his patron, Cosimo de’ Medici, including the works of Plato and of Hermes Trismegistus, the Egyptian sage. Later he followed this with the complete works of Plotinus, and large amounts of Iamblichus, Proclus and other important Greek writers all combining an interest in the natural world with the life of mind and soul. More and more Ficino found himself expounding his discoveries to a group of keen listeners, developing skills as a teacher that almost passed unrecognized in later generations as his pupils became so very much better known than he was. But this, perhaps, is the ultimate mark of a great teacher. So again, never wealthy, never feted, but certainly appreciated by all who knew or met him. And he certainly passes our test of the five qualities: integrity, generosity, humility, duty to society and commitment to the highest education of the mind. In fact, as a true Platonist, he would not separate mind from soul.  

A quotation from Ficino on teaching.

‘When about to praise or blame anyone, your pupils should remember that the nature of matter, time and space is vast; hence nobody is so wise and good that none wiser or better may be found, nor on the other hand can anyone be so foolish and evil that there is no place for someone more foolish and evil ….

Let them study to be good rather than learned, for learning begets envy which goodness destroys. Goodness is both more useful to men and more pleasing to God than learning. It is also more enduring. We forget more quickly some fact which was quickly learned than we lose principles of conduct which we have attained by arduous daily practice, Learning in itself brings little of value, and that for only a short time, while goodness is eternal and leads to the realisation of God. Therefore, following the example of Socrates, advise your pupils to use human learning to dispel the clouds of the senses, and to bring serenity to the soul. Then will the ray of truth from the divine sun illumine the mind, and never in any other way. That is the only useful study. A man who acts otherwise labours vainly and miserably.’

Ficino, Letters I, 109 to Lorenzo Lippi, teacher of rhetoric.

Ficino’s influence passed directly into English education through the work of Dean Colet, who corresponded with Ficino and established St Paul’s School. It also ran through much of the literature of the English Renaissance, imbued as it was with Christian-Platonic ideas about love as a great motive power in the creation, and the soul, with its twofold nature, participating in the physical world but belonging also to the divine world. 

I would love to talk more about Renaissance schools, the monitor system of teaching, the great teacher Guarino, who likened boys in the teacher’s care to young horses, keen and eager independent beings, but needing the greatest care in handling. 

Then there are all the great reforms of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (The Jesuit Ratio Studiorum that harnessed the best of classical education to the strictest of post-Tridentine Catholicism and the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius Loyola. In the opposite camp were equally great reformers, including the Moravian Protestant John Amos Comenius, who applied all his inventiveness to make education enjoyable, but also the very heart and centre of his world system Pansophy – the training of the mind on a universal scale for universal happiness and harmony. His Orbis Pictus and The Gate of Languages Unlocked provided for painless language teaching, across all the countries of Europe. After a stay in England, communing with Samuel Hartlib and the founders of he Royal Society he wrote another wonderful dialogue (in the Avicenna mould) Labyrinth of the World and Paradise of the Heart – though its hero is perhaps naïve enough to be the model for Voltaire’s Candide).

But time presses and I shall restrict myself to one more jump:

The Nineteenth Century, England
At the same time as Dickens was describing the worst of schooling in Nicholas Nickleby (Squeers of Dotheboys Hall) and Hard Times, [Gradgrind], the reality of education in England included many individuals who fit all our characteristics of what make a teacher worthy of the greatest honour. Hard Times was serialized in 1854, and published in an affordable edition in 1865. Meanwhile, from 1842-46, Annie Clough was teaching six girls in Liverpool, in a remarkable way that was to lead – through many steps and stages - to the foundation of one of the earliest women’s colleges of higher education, in Cambridge in 1871. It is a wonderful story, told in a book out just a few moths ago, and the title tells it all Faith, Duty and the Power of Mind. The Faith here is not religious faith – Newnham College was from the start, and always remained a non-religious, non-denominational college, without a chapel. It is faith in human nature.

Description of Annie Clough in the words of one frightened pupil on her first day at Annie’s school:

‘The dark eyes were keen and searching, and the mouth, I thought, looked severe, and her hair, too, was strange, silvery-white in front and surmounted by a coronal of heavy black plaits. But my doubts and fear were speedily laid to rest as a soft hand drew me nearer, my curls were pushed back around my face, and I saw the bright eyes soften as they met mine, and the lips parted in a smile, and the gentle caress and low-spoken welcome completed my capture and contentment. Of course I did not know then that I had fallen in love with my new preceptress, but I know that during the time I was her pupil, I would have endured any other kind of pain rather than that of incurring her displeasure, and taken any kind of trouble to win her approval.’

And from another early pupil:

‘Although she was so strict we liked her, because she was so perfectly just. She never broke her word, nor even let us off any punishment, she gave us not a hair’s breadth; but then she never punished us unless we deserved it. She had no favourites … and never called us stupid when we made blunders; neither would she jump to conclusions, though it might appear that a child had done something wrong when it had not, but she would inquire and make allowances. I never knew her to lose her temper, or bully, or even raise her voice, so that although she was so stern and precise and never smiled, we were very fond of her.’

Summing up

There has been no time to talk about the invisible teacher, of the system founded by Maria Montessori – that is the teacher who quietly waits to guide the child in their own trajectory of learning through exploration, as so beautifully described in The Absorbent Mind. No time to mention so many ways in which the status of the teacher has fluctuated over the centuries, to the present point where society as a whole seems to value the teacher rather little
  - though it is worth noting that no parent is ever ashamed to say ‘my son/daughter is a teacher’, no matter how low the pay.

I’d like to end with 2 quotations: both from great educators of the 20th C:

Everything depends on the person who stands in the front of the classroom. What we need more than anything else is not the textbooks but the textpeople! It is the personality of the teacher which is the text that the pupils read: the text that they will never forget. The teacher is a creator of the future of our people. 

(Abraham Joshua Heschel, 1907-1972)

If, in the first moments of the first meeting of a new class, the teacher's gaze wanders first to one, then to another and another of the anonymous faces before him, those faces which are not readable yet as to promise and performance, and if, in this wandering inspection, two or three students answer his regard in a way which signals to him their curious awareness of him as a person, a start has been made... 

'Testing' behaviour (by a student), then, is designed to estimate the teacher's Eros for the student, his charity. Impeding and provocative behaviour test the teacher's strength. If any person is to put himself in some way into the hands of another, he must have assurance both of his gentleness and of his strength and competence. This is not less true of student to teacher than of woman to man or friend to friend...

(The teacher) wants something more for his students than the capacity to give back to him a report of what he himself has said. He wants them to possess a knowledge or a skill in the same way that he possesses it, as a part of his best-beloved self... He wants to convey not merely what he knows, but how he knows it and how he values it.

(Joseph Schwab, 1909-1988)
Conclusion

Mahatma Gandhi said ‘The way a society values its teachers reflects its fundamental assumptions about itself.’
 If we want to consider What do good teachers contribute to Society? we also need to think about another its counterpart, What does Society contribute to good teachers? not just by way of decent salaries, reasonable working conditions, sensible school administration and help with difficult pupils, but by way of a more general level of support, recognition and appreciation - Of respect, or even reverence. Perhaps these things will all flow more freely when teachers feel able to hold their heads high themselves, considering their role to be the continuation of the work of some of the great teachers I have spoken of. I wish good fortune in this to each and every one of you.

©Valery Rees
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� However there still were temple schools, e.g. the great medical and hypnotherapy school at Epidauros.


� Iamblichus, On the Pythagorean Life, tr. Gillian Clark (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1989).


� So called by Erasmus in Convivum religiosum, 1522, and in the early Middle Ages, see Raymond Marcel, ‘Saint Socrate Patron de l’Humanisme,’ in Revue Internationale de Philosophie, 15 (1951), pp. 135-43. Marsilio Ficino also compares him directly with Christ. Letters, 7, 8.


� One interpretation that took form during the Nazi period was to see Republic as a blueprint for the totalitarian state. See, for example, Karl Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies (London: 1945). 


� This included large sections of society – but not, of course, the children of the lowest castes.


� William Cenkner, A Tradition of Teachers: Sankara and the Jagadgurus today (Delhi, 1983) p. 41.


� Cenkner gives a detailed historical study of the system. See also Chandogya Upanishad, VI.1.


� This topic deserves a whole talk of its own!


� Torah is the law, or whole body of religious and ethical teachings.


� Christ was probably heir to their traditions: Hillel was probably born in 70bc and was active as a teacher from 30bc to c.10 ad, Shammai lived from 50 bc to 30ad.


� Pirke Avot, II, 8.


� Pirke Avot, II, 5.


� In Pirke Avot, I, 11, Avtalyon says: ‘Sages, be careful what you say, lest you incur the penalty of exile and be exiled to a place of bad water and the scholars who come after you drink and die, and [thus] the Name of Heaven is profaned.’


� Cf. Talmud Baba Metzia 85b, and Mas. Kethuboth 103b where the story appears in slightly different form to that in which I first heard it (which I have presented here). These original versions (which are very similar to each other) are even more telling: When R. Hanina and R. Hiyya were engaged in a dispute R. Hanina said to R. Hiyya, ‘Do you [venture to] dispute with me? Were the Torah, God forbid, to be forgotten in Israel, I would restore it by means of my dialectical arguments’. — ‘I’, replied R. Hiyya, ‘make provision that the Torah shall not be forgotten in Israel. For I bring flax seed, sow it, and weave nets [from the plant]. [With these] I hunt stags with whose flesh I feed orphans and from whose skins I prepare scrolls, and then proceed to a town where there are no teachers of young children, and write out the five Books of the Pentateuch for five children [respectively] and teach another six children respectively the six orders of the Mishnah, and then tell each one: Teach your section to your colleagues"’. It was this that Rabbi [had in mind when he] exclaimed, ‘How great are the deeds of Hiyya?’ Said R. Simeon b. Rabbi to him: ‘[Greater] even than yours?’ — ‘Yes’, he replied. ‘Even’, asked R. Ishmael the son of R. Jose, ‘than my father's?’ — ‘God forbid’, the other replied. ‘Let no such thing be [mentioned] in Israel!’ (Mas. Kethuboth 103b)


� See Henry Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital (Including a translation of the Persian commentary on the Recital of Ḥayy ibn Yaqẓān) translated by Willard R. Trask (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1960). An elaboration of the tale by a follower, Ibn Tufayl (d.1185), is also excellent, translated by Simon Ockley as The History of Hayy ibn Yaqzan (London: 1708, reprinted 1929); as The Awakening of the Soul: � HYPERLINK "javascript:open_window(%22http://catalogue.bl.uk:80/F/GSLG8DKGA7BIAUE5DYFQUNUCG3NXQRIL4DJN7G66JCB7QL3IXF-36656?func=service&doc_number=013162658&line_number=0013&service_type=TAG%22);" �with an introduction by Paul Brönnle� (London: 1904) and as The journey of the Soul, tr. by Riad Kocache. (London 1982).


� The records of the university are defective in this period, but one payment to Ficino is recorded, for a year’s lectures in philosophy, 1466-7. The payment was not made until 1469! 


� Among material collected in the Memoir compiled by Blanche Athena Clough in 1897in memory of her aunt, quoted in Gillian Sutherland, Faith, Duty and the Power of Mind: The Cloughs and their Circle 1820-1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) pp. 57-8.


� The memory of Sophie Bellasis, one of the first boarders at Annie’s second school (after the Liverpool enterprise was forced to close) at Eller How, Ambleside. Also quoted in Sutherland, Faith, Duty and the Power of Mind, p. 58.


� As in current political debate, or for example in such books,  as Teachers Under Siege.


� See his essay Eros and Education: A Discussion of One Aspect of Discussion (1954).


� ‘Education not only moulds the new generation, but reflects society's fundamental assumptions about itself and the individuals which compose it.’ - Mahatma Gandhi 
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