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Abstract

One of the fundamental values in western educational thinking is the value of what I will call ‘truth’: knowledge, right answers, solutions, proof and certainty. We want students to have access to ‘truth’. In a traditional system we may emphasise the need for students to acquire ‘truth’ from the experts. In a system of educational reform we may emphasise critical thinking and life-long learning where students learn how to find ‘truth’ themselves. In either case, seeking ‘truth’ is a major aim of education

However, perhaps we are mistaken in putting ‘truth’ on such a high pedestal. Perhaps ‘truth’ is not what students really want or need. Perhaps what really satisfies us and what we really need is to make sense of things rather than to know things. It is important that we have knowledge and answers. However, is it so important that acquiring ‘truth’ or learning to be ‘truth’-seekers should be the fundamental aim of education? Knowledge is important, but if we can’t use it to make sense of things it is of no use to us. Perhaps what is most important for us is to develop an understanding of ourselves and our world? Perhaps our education system should be set up for students to seek understanding and meaningfulness? 

This paper will examine the drawbacks of an education system founded on the fundamental value of seeking ‘truth’. It will offer a vision of an alternative system founded instead on the value of students ‘making sense’ of themselves and the world.

This paper is concerned with the function rather than the form of educational practices. [Adey and Shayer 2002, Bloom 1964, Clarke 2005, Dewey 1960 & 1963, Gardner 1989, Lipman, Sharpe & Oscanyan 1980, Paul 1994, Perkins 1995, Splitter 2005] The function of educational practices is more important to study because the function inevitably determines how the form operates. The same classroom practices will behave very differently when used for different functions. So, for example, I am not concerned with the distinction between teacher centred and student centred practice, I am concerned with the function these practices are used for. 

One major function of education is to help students to develop knowledge. There is a great deal of knowledge students need, and school is the means for them to gain this knowledge or to learn how to develop it when they need it. There are of course other important functions for education.  For example, as Delors put it in the UNESCO paper Learning: the Treasure Within, the function of education might also be for learning to live together, learning to be or learning to do. [Delors 1996] However, in this paper I want to focus on the epistemological function of education – education for knowledge. 

What is meant by ‘education for knowledge’ could fall somewhere on a continuum of different ways of understanding knowledge. At the start of the continuum, knowledge is memorising a body of truths. At the middle of the continuum, knowledge is understanding and being able to use or apply these truths. At the far end of the continuum, knowledge goes beyond use and application and is making sense of the world or finding it meaningful. Each point on the continuum builds on the last. Understanding builds on truth by applying it and looking at further connections. Meaningfulness builds on truth and understanding by taking the truths and understandings and using them to make sense of the world. 

In this paper, following various educational and philosophical theorists, I will investigate these three as different approaches or directions for education. [Gardner 1989, Kuhn 1962, Lipman, Sharpe & Oscanyan 1980, Quine 1970, Rorty 1998, Splitter 1995] I believe many schools, classes and teachers tend towards a truth directed approach to education. However, I will argue that it is a mistake to put ‘truth’ on such a high pedestal. Instead of taking a purely truth directed approach we should direct education towards the other end of the continuum and seek understanding or meaningfulness. First I will explain and illustrate the differences between these approaches. Then I will explore the implications of the different approaches and point out their theoretical and practical virtues and drawbacks. I will show how an education system that aims towards the truth end of the knowledge continuum will lead to problems, while an education system that moves towards the meaningfulness end of the continuum leads to benefits. My target here is not truth, but a truth directed approach to education. I am not arguing that truth has no value. I am arguing that an approach to education that solely aims for truth should be avoided. This means that even when taking a meaning directed approach, truth can still be valuable when it helps us to reach the proper aim of education, to meaningfulness. My conclusion will be that our schools, classes, teachers and education system are better to be directed towards the meaning end rather than the truth end of the knowledge continuum.

Knowledge as truth

What we aim for are right answers, formulae, algorithms, strategies, skills, lists of facts or information. What we value are solutions, proof and certainty. In a truth directed approach to education, for example, a student would collect a list of facts, definitions and formulae about acceleration and be able to repeat the definitions or apply the formulae in a test or exam. 

Knowledge as understanding

What we aim for is understanding, relevance, value, point and purpose. What we value is application and use. In an understanding directed approach to education, for example, a student would be able to apply and use the theory of acceleration to understand, explain and predict what happens when a car accelerates or when a ball is dropped and to see the connections between these two events.

Knowledge as meaningfulness

What we aim for is to make sense of ourselves, the world and the relationships between them. We aim to know interactions and relationships between concepts, principles and applications, underlying bodies of knowledge. What we value is insight, illumination and significance, questions and problems. In a meaning directed approach to education, for example, a student would be able to understand and make sense of the theory of acceleration. They would be able to see how acceleration relates to and forms part of our understanding of the physical universe as well as seeing how the theory of acceleration develops as a scientific theory.

Knowledge as meaningfulness does not mean merely finding something relevant, important or significant. People can find many things important or relevant without them counting as meaningful in the sense I am describing. What is missing are the inferences and justifications that link what they consider important with other things that are important. Nor am I talking about meaning as in comprehension – for example ‘I know what this word means’. Comprehension is part of meaningfulness, but only a superficial part. What is missing in this case are the broader significance and connections needed for meaningfulness. 

I also want to reject the idea that meaningfulness is just about making a conclusion or inference – for example, ‘this means the Australian foreign policy is driven by the American agenda’. Certainly in this example, some inferences have been made and connections are happening between significant or important ideas. But not all inferences and connections create meaningfulness in the way I am endorsing. For something to be meaningful it must be connected by justified inferences. There are objective criteria for what counts as meaningful based on the quality of justification and reasoning. Jumping to a conclusion is not finding something meaningful. This does not imply that there is a true sense of meaningfulness. Some ‘meanings’ are erroneous if they are, for example, based on poor reasoning or inaccurate evidence. However, this leaves a wide range of meaning available without any one counting as the ‘true’ meaning.

Finally I want to distinguish my sense of meaningfulness from what someone might have after being successfully indoctrinated into holding some beliefs and ideals as being meaningful. The beliefs and ideals may help them make sense of everything else and even have some justification. What is missing in this case is critical reflection. The meaning I am endorsing is the result of a complex process of critical reasoning and reflection.

One problem with a truth directed approach is it leaves knowledge fragmented and divorced from its significance while a meaning directed approach develops unified knowledge in a meaningful framework.

Under a truth directed approach, students would aim to possess a large collection of isolated truths, facts, information or formulae divorced from their significance or how they matter to us. Students collect facts without a concern for a meaningful framework to place them in.  – the sort of collection of facts needed for a game of Trivial Pursuit. [Gardner 1989 p116-117] The more an education system tends to be truth directed the more this collection of facts is splintered and disconnected from context, connections, application and alternative perspectives - everything needed to make them meaningful. This approach leads to a fragmentation and lack of unification in a student’s educational experience and a one-sided, “limited and rigid” understanding. [Gardner 1989 p246] 

Under a meaning directed approach, students would aim to see how individual pieces of knowledge fit together by a web of connections, inferences, relationships and principles. A meaning directed approach is concerned with what matters to students and how truths and knowledge can be meaningful for them. The aim is to provide content that will prove relevant to and illuminate their lives. [Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan 1980 p17] The more an education system tends towards a truth approach, the less there is a framework for a meaningful understanding of the knowledge. The more an education system tends towards a meaning approach, the more students are able to go beyond the trivial pursuit collection of information to create frameworks that enable them to make sense of what they are learning. 

The difference between fragmentation of knowledge under a truth directed approach and unified knowledge under a meaning directed approach can be seen in the way the disciplines could be taught. When the disciplines are used as a means of passing on truths we end up with a compartmentalisation of different types of truth. We pass on certain sorts of truth in some subjects and different sorts of truths in other subjects. This adds to the problem of the fragmentation of knowledge. As long as the disciplines are taught with a tendency to focus on learning, for example, a collection of historical or scientific information, we will not put what we learn together in a way that will create meaning. Also we miss much of value that the sciences, humanities or arts provide. In a system directed towards truth and right answers, we are only concerned with the results of the disciplines. Yet the disciplines also provide conceptual schemes, ways of thinking and connections between ideas and theories that enable us to make sense of the world. It is only by moving from a truth directed approach to an understanding or meaning directed approach that we can make full use of the knowledge from the different disciplines.

If an education system tends towards an understanding or meaning approach, however, it enables students to go beyond the algorithms, skills and knowledge to develop the mind-sets, dispositions, theories and values that the disciplines provide. Students are then able to use the knowledge and strategies of the different disciplines to help to make sense of the world.  However, students don’t stop there, they also look at questions and issues that fall outside the scope of the traditional disciplines. They make sense of the world by looking at conceptual links and relationships between the disciplines as well as by examining their underlying assumptions and methodologies. 

A further problem with a truth directed approach is that the more a system tends towards a truth directed approach, the more it leads to superficial understanding and achievements from students. Gardner points to how the traditional education system has led to students who are successful in the school system but who “… are frequently unable to solve basic problems and questions encountered in a form slightly different from that on which they had been formally instructed and tested.” [Gardner 1989 p3] They do not display an adequate understanding of what they have learned. For example, students are able to answer science questions asked in a very similar way to how they were taught, but if the wording or presentation of the problem changes so they have to apply the scientific knowledge in a new context, they are unable to do this successfully. [Gardner 1989 p6]

My diagnosis is that this is the result of participation in an education system that values, and hence designs assessment for, truth and right answers. In a truth directed system, we want to know whether students have the truth or the right answer so we set assessments that require them to demonstrate this. This sort of assessment is at a superficial level – we assess whether they can repeat the ‘truth’, not whether they understand or can make sense of that truth. What we require from students is “… rote, ritualistic or conventional performances. Such performances occur when students simply respond in the desired symbol system, by spewing back the particular facts, concepts or problem sets they have been taught.” [Gardner 1989 p9] They give correct responses rather than display a deep understanding. [Gardner 1989 p6] 

If we want students to be able to use what they learn outside the assessment system, we will have to tend towards an understanding or meaning directed approach to education. We will have to aim for understanding of how truths fit together and connect with other truths if we want students to be able to appreciate and use their knowledge. To do this, we will have to have an assessment system that doesn’t rely on rote or ritual performances but instead focuses on depth, application in new situations and on connections and inferences. 

Note that I am not objecting to rote learning as such. It is the function of the rote learning I am evaluating, not the method itself. Rote learning can be used as the means of developing meaning and understanding or for gaining truth. To create an understanding of a language, for example, you will have to memorise the vocabulary. What I am objecting to is when rote learning is both the method and the aim. I object to a truth directed system that measures achievement in schools by rote performances. 

To make the problem worse for a truth directed approach, if a system tends towards a truth directed approach, then students will not be able to make use of the truths gained from the disciplines. To be able to use the truths of the disciplines, students must first come to a new disciplined based understanding of the world, but this is impossible if taking a purely truth directed approach.

This problem is related to how new knowledge is fitted with what we already know. Students do not come to school with empty minds to be filled with new scientific, mathematical or historical knowledge. They come with already existing theories and conceptions about how the world works. They have what Gardner terms a 5-year-old’s “unschooled mind”. [Gardner 1989 p5] Although these theories of the world are highly inaccurate, we find it difficult to abandon these theories. [Gardner 1989 p5-6] New knowledge is very fragile in the face of the conceptions of the world we developed when we were young. Anything new that students learn is likely to be inconsistent with their 5-year-old’s theory of the world. However, the 5-year-old’s theories will often trump any contrary new knowledge. Although students may be able to repeat the new knowledge they have learned, this knowledge will not be useable by them or have any significant place in how they make sense of the world. For example, new knowledge about how physics works is often not applied in the real world. Instead we rely on the highly inaccurate and superficial physical theory developed to serve us when we were five years old. [Gardner 1989 p5]

This means a truth directed approach to education will be ineffectual. If we just try to transmit new truths to students, these will never be fully grasped whenever they contradict the students’ implicit theories about the world. Instead we need to take an understanding or meaning directed approach and pass on new truths as well as new conceptions, theories and understandings of the world. We have to transform old understandings and create new conceptual schemes not just add in new truths. [Gardner 1989 p120] For example we can’t just learn the facts about how fast objects fall and how to calculate this. These facts will remain inert and meaningless unless we also make sense of the world in the way that modern science conceives of it.

As well as the issues raised above, any epistemological approach to education faces the problem of a crowded curriculum – there is always more knowledge than there is time to cover it. There is always the difficult question of what to cover or explore and what to not cover or explore. This leads to major problems for a truth directed approach but only minor difficulties for a meaning directed approach. Because of the crowded curriculum, the more an education system tends towards a truth directed approach, the more passive and unthinking students become. 

Because right answers and truth are what are valuable, the teacher and the students see it as their job to ‘cover’ a topic and build up a vast store of truths. In practice, if truth is the aim, given the vast amount of human knowledge, the best way to build up this store is if the teacher transmits simplified and schematised knowledge [Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan 1980 p26] to passive students. The students are not required to engage in complex thinking to build up their store of truths. They can just collect these facts from the best sources available. They have to read the book, talk to the expert, do the calculation or experiment that the teacher assigns. They don’t have to engage in, for example, complex interpretation or evaluation. A truth directed approach could lead to more active thinking from students if the aim was for student to be able to find truth for themselves rather than just having truth. However, given the constraints of a crowded curriculum, a school that tends to value truth above meaningfulness will be more likely to resort to student passivity and teacher transmission. The more we value a truth directed approach, the more we end up with a system that transmits knowledge to passive students in chunks that are as easy to swallow as possible. 

A truth directed approach also gives no time for creating understanding or meaning. The teacher is making sure the students ‘have’ the right answer (perhaps by writing it down in their books) before moving on to the next piece of knowledge. The teachers are too concerned with making sure students have it right to take the time to make sure they understand. This means that if we have truth as one of the fundamental aims of education, we will not give time for making learning meaningful. 

In a meaning directed approach, the crowded curriculum is less of a problem. The push to ‘cover’ as much as possible will not lead us to simplify or schematise what students learn – this would make it more difficult for them to find meaning. A meaning directed approach will also require students to engage in active and complex thinking. Meaning cannot be given to a student, it must be constructed by them. Thinking, and in particular thinking for yourself, is necessary for making meaning. [Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan 1980 p13] If you are given knowledge by a teacher or straight from a book, it can only be as chunks of information unless you put it together with other things you know and fit it into a meaningful pattern. If you do things with it, grapple with it, or try to make sense of it, then you are making it meaningful for you. To put it another way we make sense of things through reasoning, making inferences and judgements. 

Since to a great extent, what a statement means consists in the inferences that can be logically drawn from it, the capacity to draw inferences correctly is of the highest importance in establishing the meaningfulness of those activities that children engage in both in and out of school. [Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan 1980 p16]

Teachers will have to decide how much time is spent on the truths students need before they can construct a meaningful framework. For example, we have to address how much time should be spent on memorising verbs before students can understand or make sense of a language. Yet, in a meaning directed approach we will be assigning some time to creating meaning or we will not be meeting the function of education at all. If we tend towards a truth approach, we can entirely ignore understanding and meaning and still think we are doing a good educational job.

I believe the search for meaningfulness motivates our learning. “The yearning for things in our experience to make sense is, surely, a feature of the human condition, just as are the need for shelter, for food, etc.” [Splitter 2005 p4] A school system directed to the value of truth seems to miss this deep need we have to make sense of things. A school system aimed towards truth is more about having vast quantities of facts at your fingertips than it is about helping students to make sense of their experiences. 

Lack of meaning also blocks learning. If what we are learning is not meaningful we are inclined to give up or disengage. We resist what we find meaningless or don’t understand. [Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan 1980 p21] This might be passive resistance where we do a shoddy job on our learning tasks or it may be active refusal to work. When students complain that what they learn is not relevant to them or they are bored or don’t care about the topic or class, what they might really mean is that they can see no meaning – they can’t see a point to learning this and they can’t see how this makes sense of anything. 

A meaning directed approach to education continually provides motivation for further learning, while a truth directed approach takes away this motivation. 

In a meaning directed approach there is always more meaning and understanding to be developed. If we aim for meaning we can have meaningful explanations or understandings and still be motivated to develop deeper understandings by making further clarifications or connections, or by exploring links with other areas of interest. In the meaning directed approach the questions are as valuable as the answers. Meaning is gained from exploring areas of uncertainty that force the students to create new meaningful conceptual systems to resolve the uncertainty. When we value meaning and understanding we seek out puzzles and questions because these lead to areas where we can develop further meaning and understanding. Answering our questions leads to more meaning and to further questions which generate further meaning. [Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan 1980 p27] 

In a truth directed approach we lack the motivation to keep exploring an issue or question that is available in a meaning directed system. We seek final answers, truth and certainty. Once we have them, we stop. When confronted by a puzzle we either get an answer and then we can stop, or if there are no obvious answers, we may feel baffled or confused and so give up. Either way we have no motivation to keep learning. If what we value is truth, then questions and problems are to be avoided by finding the right answer, and failing that, by giving up. 

This motivation for learning we get from seeking meaning can be quelled by participation in a system that only values truth. Children naturally have an appetite for meaning – they want to make sense of everything, hence they question everything. However, if they participate in a school system that values truth not meaning, they are not encouraged and are often discouraged from seeking understanding and meaning. For example, students are discouraged from asking questions that don’t lead to the facts the class is covering, and they are discouraged from exploring widely or making connections outside the narrow topics in class. Over time they lose the hunger for meaning and hence their motivation for learning. They just want to know the right answer so they can move on to something else, but have lost their sense of wonder and motivation for deep exploration and learning. 

It might be argued that this misrepresents what actually motivates us. Many people are curious to find more facts – that is why scientists continue to experiment. Also, some students seem to be motivated by getting the right answers and even seem to avoid seeking meaning or understanding. It might be that seeking truth does not necessarily stifle curiosity and desire for further learning. However, there seems to be two replies to consider here. First, perhaps what actually motivates us when we seek more facts is not truth but is instead trying to make sense of things. We are motivated to find out a particular fact and not a different one because it will help to put things in perspective, make sense of things or support a theory that allows us to make sense of things. Perhaps it is still the search for meaning that is really motivating us when we seek new truths. Second, students may be motivated by getting the right answer because they have been encouraged to see this as the only appropriate source of motivation in learning. If an education system tends towards a truth directed approach the appropriate aim of learning is to get truth - we should try to get a ‘true’ answer. It doesn’t matter if we don’t fully understand or can’t make sense of what we learn. Further curiosity serves no valuable purpose in a truth directed approach and so is discouraged. Meaning is still what gives us motivation, but students can be habituated to ignore this.

As well as a link between meaning and motivation, there is a link between satisfaction with learning and meaning. The more we understand or make sense of the issue we are examining the more satisfied we are. [Splitter 2005 p5] We are more satisfied by making sense of an area more than we are by knowing the right answers. For example, as a student I was never satisfied with my mathematics lessons. I could manipulate the formulae and answer the questions. Yet it was only later in life when I started to understand what trigonometry was, for example, that I was really satisfied by my mathematical learning. There is a phenomenological difference between what it is like to get truth and what it is like to get meaning and understanding. There is an ‘ah-ha’ experience associated with gaining understanding that is not present when we merely get the right answer. This is the experience we have when everything falls into place, when we have illuminated the issue or it becomes clear. This is the satisfaction of meaningfulness. 

Of course we can be satisfied by finding an answer – as we are when we can’t remember a word, when we want to know the answer to a factual question or to resolve a dispute. However, I think there are different types of satisfaction, deep and superficial. The satisfaction of discovering the right answer is the satisfaction of completing a task. The longer and more arduous the task the more satisfaction – for example the satisfaction of completing the mapping of the human genome would have been considerable. Nonetheless I am going to call this sort of satisfaction superficial, as the satisfaction has little to do with the content of the truth discovered. This is the same sort of satisfaction I get when finishing a tough physical job. It is just the satisfaction of a job well done. This sort of satisfaction is compatible with another kind of dissatisfaction or even confusion. For example, if I tell you what the right answer is you may be satisfied because you have the answer. Nevertheless, you are missing a deeper satisfaction that is available from making sense of this truth or seeing how it fits with what else you know. We are better off with a meaning directed approach to education as it affords us a deeper satisfaction than we can get from a truth directed approach. 

It could also be argued that if an education system tends to be meaning directed then there is no point where students can say, ‘now I’m satisfied’. We have a product or an answer we can be satisfied we have attained the product or answer when we are in a truth directed approach to education. But in a meaning directed approach, there is no final point to attain where we can say, ‘I have it’. There is always more that can be said, so there is no point where we can say we are satisfied. The reply is that this misses some important considerations about satisfaction. The deep satisfaction to be gained finding meaning or understanding is not the same type of satisfaction as finishing something. The satisfaction is gained by deepening and clarifying ideas, by making more and varied connection. As we make progress and we develop more and more meaning and understanding, we develop more and more satisfaction.

What I have shown in this paper is that classes, teachers and schools – education systems – that tend towards a truth approach lead to problems. The more we tend towards a truth directed approach the more we have a curriculum of isolated, trivial pursuit style facts, passive, dependent students, and an assessment system that values superficial and schematised knowledge. The more we tend towards a truth directed approach the less time we allow for students to make sense of and make use of what they learn and the less motivation and satisfaction we provide our students. To avoid these problems we need to direct our education systems towards understanding and meaning. When we do this, we have students who are motivated and active, who construct knowledge for themselves, and who take the time to understand, apply and make sense of what they learn.

Following Lipman, we could claim that, “Wherever meaning accrues, there is education.” [Lipman, Sharp & Oscanyan 1980 p13] In other words, meaning is the proper aim of education. Right answers and truth are important for education but they are not the proper aim of education. An education system that focuses on these as the prime values is an incomplete or superficial education system. Another way to put this is that truth is nothing if it is not meaningful to us. We achieve nothing of lasting importance by covering a great deal of facts, only the fragile knowledge that is easily forgotten or displaced. For a successful education system we need an explicit acknowledgement that education is about meaning and understanding – this is what is really worthwhile. We would still be concerned with truth and knowledge, but not just the minimalist aim to gain ‘chunks’ of truth, right answers and hard facts. [Splitter 2005 p5] We should be more concerned with creating a network of truths and knowledge, with creating theories, world-views, processes and methodologies. The function of education should be to help our students to understand and make sense of the world.
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