REVOLUTIONARY EVOLUTION TN CLASSROOMS:

THEME-CENTERED INTERACTION (TCL* I Ruth C. Coln

lntroduction into the Principle of Competition

Irmagine enlering first grade, being one of those who come from the darker places of socicty rather than
from a light and friendly home, Would you leam (o love your little neightsor who glows in the nodding
sinile of the teacher's approval because he wlks so well? Would vou whose mother don't talk so good”
and whose father drops in for beatings at irregular times, would you find the right words about whal you
know and what is close o your heart? ("Them know what to say.") Maybe vou even looked forward to
going to school and having a locker to seribble on and put things inside. But other kids knew how (o use
ceayons and make pietures and things hecanse there were people at their homes who cared and had me
ar those who watzhed Mr, Roberts and Captain Kangaroo (as yvou did when your TV wasn't broken yet).
Certainly, there were things vou knew better than they, but these things didn't scem 1o counl - like laking
things fast and rmunning away with them and not getting caught; and reading grown-up faces to discover
whether they were dangerous ar okay: or knowing how to make friends with the big guys who could
protect you from others. Would you - being such a first-grader - learn how 1o leve yourself when people
looked down on you, und you gol bad marks like F or F? Or would you rather be back with the kids on
the street who gave you a chanee when you watched out for "the Man"™?

And if you were in Tunicr High, would you leamn to love vourself as well 2s those who talked big about
not eaving about A's or I3's heeause they got them? You know they will exchange these marks for a ticket
lor & good college; and you won'l. Maybe your different colored [ace shows that they were born better,
Maybe vou even happen to be in a nice, new school with thick carpets on classroom Hoors (in which)
children do their work in {little groups and the windows are as big as those of downtown ollices, How
could you make it so that vou won't slip oft this thick carpet bacle into the rat-infested tenements with
their lead-paint peeling walls? Stupid as you have felt from kindergarmen on, among kids who were
brighter or richer or more popular - (or so 1t seemed 10 you) - how will vou achisve joy of mastery,
spinning the wheel of the companson mill?

As asenior in lugh school would you help your classmates with the math test when vou realize that only
the very best students in class have a chance to get into the college of their choice, and that there are only
a few openings?

As an assistant professor, would vou give of vour free time to the students for the joy of sharing yvourself
with them if vou know that only the papers and books you publish will get vou up the ladder of a
university career - not your skills as a teacher and your caring for your students?®

*Competition can provide harmless fun. Tt can serve the same function many games provide: to
wvaccinate against danger which would arise from real competilive siluations, like the peck-a-boo pame
which "vaceinates" against the fear of losing mother, Competitive games arc valuable if they aceept
losing or winning as a matter of course for all players. This happens when respeet for life outweizhs
comnpeltive lraming. Compelifion is deadly when it attaches positive and negative labels to people.

The school ladder of competition teaches impersonal and asocial values: [ pays 1o be smarl and to pul
down those who are not. It sanctions those who get by and get through and abandons those who are slow
or search, Marks above mind, haste above heart, Me above You, are concomitant features of a
competitive school system’ It neglects interaction and cooperation ard demands outdoing aud winning,
‘Thus, much of youlh's hving-leamning spirit has gone the way of singing birds, bubbling fish and
flowering weeds into a Silent Spring.

*Also called the Theme-Centered Interactional Method or the WTLTL Approach, after the Workshap
Institute for Living-Learning

—=This unblished manuscript in English appeared in the german translation as |, Zur Humanisiemang der
Schulen” {Toward More Humune Schools) in Von doer Peyvehoanalyse zur Themenzentrierten
Intersktion (From Psychoanalysis lo Theme-Cenlered Interaclion), Klett Publishers, 1975, pp. 152-173




And so students learn to live with the schizophrenic-like split of "how 1o beeome a good person and love-
your-neiphborkid who shares toys and candy and books; to be first in studies and gym and not 1o enjoy
defeating others; and being helplul to people the Cheistian way; and out to ptove them inferior on the
clags curve of achievement which condemns the meek who will be first in heaven."

Do [ exaggerare? Dmight. This educational matter 15 close to my heart, and [ may lose perspective. Yet |
do not complain about bad people, indolent reachers , ignorant parents , callous principals, politicking
commumities, spoiled children - [ accuse had principles which T helieve have not been sufficiently
recognized; and o 1 siress the negative clements of iraditional schooling - being aware of some of its
merits (such as giving poor children a bit of a break rather than none, helping people to get hevond their
familics at an carly cnough age, allowing most people W enjoy some readings, music and glimpses of the
wiorld awareness).

Humanistic Czoals in Education

I helieve that most people want children Lo grow up to use their abilities for their own and other people's
Jov and nsefulness and become productive socisl parlicipunts in their communities (which may be wished
fr on the smaller scale of family, willage, or nation, or on the larger, human society.)

For goals to be reached, methods must malch. The competitive principle, however, is adverse to
education aimed towards personal and cooperative maturily; so 15 the so-called traditional "medical
model” in which the patient is actad upon by someone who has knowledge of his illness. If the ill person
iz totally unconseious, this model is adequate. The docter is subject, the patient is object. However, in
most illnesses the patient is conscicus and able to cooperate in research and cure of the sickness, (A
doctor who does not use the patiant as his own rescarcher and therapist misses oul as 8 healer)

A similar model has been used in education. The subjects parents, teachers, and communily - deferming
what is taught to their ohjects - children and studcnts. Parents and school system unite in feeding and
programming children. They determine what students and children must learn, "what i1s good for them”
without realizing that learning depends on the process of discovery rather than on pre-processed input,
This "things" the students and stunts their prowth, jov, and liveliness.*®

If doctors and teachers do not respect the need for communicative and diseovering processes with their
patients und sludents and lreal them as "objects,” they promole dependency and aulism, When they real
them as subjects, e as participants of communication and diseovery, they further their awareness of
aulonamy and mierdependence.

Experiential psychotherapists have increasingly challenged the traditional medical model in both
medicine and cducabion. This humanist progress evolved from psychoanalysis which ininally followed
the medical model as in hypnosis.

Pavchoanalysis led to knowledge which our anceslors did not prossess; for inslance, Lhat early sinet
toilet training may not 5o much lead toward effective cleanliness as to hateful stubbormness, ineffactive
ruminations (compulsions) and apathy; or thal keeping parents' disagreements hidden in family closcts
miy be more damaging to their children than having open fights; or that phoney or unloving parent-child
relationships will promote suspicicus, vielent or withdrawn personalities; or that insisting on laarming
against children's own rhythm may lead them o develop unthinking compuier brains and pscudo-
slupidity.

Experiential psychotherapy has grown [rom psychoanalytic insighis regarding parenial impact on the
child, and biological phenomena, to understand growth as being atfected by a wider lield of social
contacts. Some experiential psychotherapists have become practitioners of integrated humanistic
phitlosophy and education. The Theme-centered Interactional Sysiem was iniligted by me directly out of
the gains of knowledge from psycho- analysis and g,rrrupﬁ'.uﬂ}'c:]mﬂmmp}'.

ey

*Eypression by George Dack.




I use the word humanism here 5 embracing all philosophics and practices which valoe
and support the human being as deserving respect and care, regardless of status, good or
bad deeds, religiows affiliations, racial descant, pender, wealth of talent or material
moads, ele.

(roals such as "widening horizons, loving one's nelghbor, belng effective, and rightfully
pursuing happiness and justice for all" may now rise - on the basis of the newly gained
knowledse and skills - Tom the status of slogans and wishiul thinking toward their
realization. Human nature is not a state given but a potential which can he acoealized.

A humanist teacher, like g good therapist — unimpeded by extemnal demands - does not oy 1o impart state
knowledge or superimposs interprelations, He'she remains in g lving-learning process with the smdanes,
as knorwledge cannol simply be passed on and remain alive, (Role leaming of names and facts has value
only within a meaninghul context, such as learning words of a uselul language, labels or numbers
necessary witlun a feld of concern.) The humaost teacher structures situatons in which discovery is
likely 1o ooour,

Cyolution wward Humanism in Schools

A humanist teacher believes in the importance of finding one’s own way (forever new!). Hefshe asks
questions [ike these:
Who am 7?7 What is important to me? What do | want to experience and achieve [ere
and Mow?

Who are you, students? Whal is important to yvou? What do you want?

Whal do we have o consider? Our wanls, the parents” and community wants, lime,
space, malerials, the curmiculum? What are our unchangeable sivens? What
comprornises can we think of? How do we balance between "MWust™ and "T-feel-like" to
gl Loward whal we will realistically decide to do? How do we choose our tasks, our
themes for studyving? How can we change what we do not like in our school system?
{(While we are in it?)

Such simple basic questions are encountered by teachers with enthusiasm or anger:

"We have to lollow the curriculmm - we have to do what has to be done." T have to push
it down my students' throats or they won't make it,"

"We have no lime for long discussions on what to do - it's all in the curriculum what we
have to do " 1 have Lo hand in plans for the week beforshand, T cannot shift as [ please.”
"Whete do you live, in Paradise? How do Johnny and Mary get into college if | don't
teach them whal 1s requested 7

{(Tohmny and Mary have long been trained 1o leam "for later on in life” and not to search
for questions which they personally might wanl to find answers for. By the time "later
on in lile" amives, they are likely to have learned that inner strivings and social
usefilness do not matter but conforming in appearance and one-upmanship do.

(Many students seek side doors: free universities, [ree new roads, choosing a counter-
culture life, Paved roads lead to the repetition of our societal roles, unpaved ones toward
insecurity.)

‘Teachers, sludents, and their parents have learned to accept the weird phenomenon of working tor marks
and cramming for examinations as the normal way of life. Generalions of people have filled their brain
storage-rooms with the resulis of dead-learning, to the point of fixations and explosive combustions,
There has been little Gme for inside free-space-walks, for contemplation and associative crealivity. (" T'oo
muny” is hard to talee in a subway car. "Loo much” rarely Lits into 4 brain, never into 2 heart. )




Competition as such is 2 natural phenomenoa. [t comes to pass when necessary things or services are
scaree, or when people are nol wise in the distribution of essentials such as food, oil, or loving care.
Anger, anxiely, hostility, and apathy ensue. The Principle of Competition as an artificial educational
maxim arcuses such destructive emotions by its inherent frustrating desizn, Durdened with too many facts
and things and wilh a stulled-up hearl, many of our young people have laken (he last logical step before
ruin or rebirth of our society: perfecting the art of cheating and the deification of violence,

The Prineiple of Competition as an educational ool has been seen as a device of
capitalist society, It has been said that competitive, Peter-Principled people are &
necessity Lo keap the capitalist system alive, I'do not believe this is necessarily so, There
could be competitive education in socialist countrics and cooperative education in
capitalist society, Most people are afraid of change, which keeps people, systems, rules,
govemments, education in power even when their wsefulness has lang been proven
inadequate. Meither the oppressed nor the tuler think creatively of causes and
consequences of their systems. They do nol discuver the chain reaction which leads
from [ustration o violence or from de- pleting earth energy (o [aming, Unaware of
causes and consequences, frustrations lead to blaming and violence. Revolutions
transfer ownership and power from one person or group to another. Names and titles of
rulers and ruled are changed without altering the painful rape-victim oycle iiself,

In the competitive systams, students are conditioned to succeed or fail on their grading
and degrading ways through school. Dead-learming, -acting, being told what iz expected
and living up to extraneous commands, are conditioning faclors For people who shall be
working in dictatorial or oligarchical systems of any denomination. They have
introjected ideals of the ruling man, group, class into their value systems and see
compliance or rebellion with the eyes of the rulers, (This phenomenon has entered
loday's awareness as problems for such groups as blacks with white people's debasing
attitudes; and for women who had accepted male supremacy norns as valid 'before their
awakening "as ditferent but equal.” | see the most tragic aspect of this educational
sttuation as the almost universal lack of awareness about the presence and
destructiveness of both the Model of Thinging People and the Principle of Competition.
Instead, people are being blamed - not for their apathy over changing what needs to be
changed, but for being of bad faith - which they rarely are.

Teachers resign from their initial enthugiasm and their wish o use themselves in behall
of students. Depending on their credo, they blame the conservative or progressive
faction of teachers, principals, or community. And they join the apathetic crowd,

Students rarely even conceive of the possibility thal learning withoul competitive
examinations could produce knowing, worthwhile people including scholars, Their brief
fight for more freedom and. relevant teaching quickly subside under suppression and
violence; and also, [ believe, under the cloud of not knowing about their own and other
people’s living-learning spirit in non-competitive siruchures.

I believe thal the use of humanislic principles of cooperation, interaction, personal growth, and mastery in
education can promote a process of Revolutionary Evolution which may [ulfill the task no revolution has
previously fulfilled: not to replace one dictating government, class, industry, race, party, by another but to
free all humans to ereate an equal and free sceiety.

Revolutionary Fvolution in classrooms means for our schools to promote self-fulfillment, cooperative

respons- ibility, and mastery of knowledge and skills. (1t means to put humanistic living-leaming values
aoainst competitive dead-storape ones.)

Living-leaming means to joyfully learm to master the tasks of living. *

*Living-leamning, concept coined by Norman Liberman on the occasion of mimiug the \h’urksﬁop
Institute for Living- Learning, New York, 1966,




Living-learning means mastery of helping food and beaury groww from the soil; masteny
of making and fixing tools and machines; mastery of words in reading and writing and
speaking one's awn and other languages; mastery means o pul colors Lo things and
houses, or (o use them to express the inner world on paper or cloth; mastery means to
put thoughts into workable theories, to perccive daily more of what the world 1= like and
hoow il can and should be influenced, Mastery means (o learn more gbout personal
abilities and to become the conscious, decisive regulator of inner strivings in the context
of the world around, Mastery means to choose loves wiscly and to control hatred by
letting it be without guilt ar killing.

Achizvements can be measured in numbers. Whatever can be numbered 15
exchangeable; Exchangeable people have a very hard time not fecling like rubber-
stamped robols, especially when pushed mto people-and-dirt-crowded subway cars,
waiting in endless lines as for gasoline or for the doctor or for delayed weltare payments
of for L compensations. Exchangeable-people also may not find access to creative
resources necdad o deal with curing soeietal ills, They are victims of the Law of Inertia

Pﬁ}’l:EthE]’ﬂpj-‘ and group dynamics have started (o free educational theories from obsolele images of what
humans are and to support humanism in the upbringing and emotional training of people. They aid in
liberating people’s ability Lo feel and Lo think independently, They help cure comanon illnesses of
superstition, prejudice and ruminations {compulsions), und support people's fsing up away Fom apathy
("leave things as they are"), and concomitant violence.

Schools are slow in responding 1o the pioncering elTorls of many relomuing psychotherapeutic educators
and their groups. Some "propressive” schools still become their own worst enemies by stressing the I-
Thou telationship above all other reality issves. In the early vears of progressive education, the fear that
children might be harmed by "repression” il directed along the line of reality (including their capacity),
often overshadowed all other considerations. These ghosts are still around.

I encountered Honmanistic Education as early as 1941, being a fortunate siudent of the Bank Street
Schonls in New York (now Bank Strect College ol Early Childhood Education). 1 had just armived in the
United States as a refugee from Furope and was not ready yet to pick up my profession of
Paychoanalysis. My English was insullicient and [ wanted to know American ways of life, Bank Street
College helped me, generonsly and graciously, on my way towards becoming a citizen ahd an carly
worker for psychotherapeutically influenced umanistic education,

I was enthused about a new vista of lite, the teachers' respect and joyful treatment of children, therr
patience and ingenuity in introducing them into basic skills. Iwas puzzled, however, by the fact that the
reaching oul and communality did not extend to adulls, loo; tor instance, to teachers and their smudent-
owen in seating arrangements. Adults were taken for granted, discussions remained on the objekiive level,
leaving oul what was ol subjeklive concermn.

In the nursery school elasses | becamne aware of being ruled by children as 1 had formerly known adults
to rule, The democracy among the children was a process [ admired. Why were we, the adults, exeluded?
"This is your adult seven-hour job," 1 was told. "We do our growing clsewhere," T was too inexperienced
t [ind answers; yet, the questions remained: Why was the teacher not allowed to say "no™ to a child? (We
were told not to say "no" o a child more than four times a year.) Why should I throw a tope to littls
Susan on top of the jungle gy because she was the captain, when 1 had nol been asked nor agreed o be
the sailor on her boat?

In 1973, 32 years Jaler, T visited an experimental humanistic public high school elsewhers. The teachers
were on flusting terms with the students and with each other. The clussroom was huge und bare. Rarely
were books and other material visible except for some paperbacks laying around on the floor naxt to
dehris and empty Coca-Cola bottles, The students, ranping from 13 to 19 vears of age, usually kept their
coats on {in the well-heated room) and sal around in small groups, chaiing. Sometimes they got up,
walkad zround, and sat down again. The voung people approachad teachers freely and friendly, Thers
were about 130 students registered of which | saw not more than about 50 aliogether during the several
weeks of my biweekly visits. Raraly more than 20 students were present on any onc day. Somcehmes
groups gathered spontancously with a teacher to talk about personal problems. The teachers listened well
and were understanding. Once a movie of a trip a group of this class had enjoved was shown; the students
had made the film under supervision. Onee, at the request of one student, a scene of a classical play was




read by some. It was not discussed afterwards; the students, except for the initiator, left silently. An
outdoor hiking group and a senior citizens' aid group functioned well. These were all the activities that 1
ahserved or was told of by the teachers, [ asked the students toward the end of my visits how

they liked their school. They liked it a lot. Why did they think so few of them were usually there?

"Oh, it 15 very boring here." [ asked them why dido't they find something interesting to do? "Because
there is nothing to do." I asked the teacher why they did not offer more content and structure. "They will
learn when they are ready for it," they said. "They need personal care and love; then they will learn.”

Love s nol enough; allention is not enough. [ believe that these students will not ever easily pick up
content and strocture. Their curiosity and sense of responsibility were not stimulated. Reality is challenge
to resolve tasks; which includes understanding each other. (Yet understanding too is not enough.)

Initizl failures in humanistic and progressive education have, so 1 believe, contributed 1o reinforce
traditional methods and apathy. Against this Background we may understand the rising support of
Behavior Modification in our schools as a short-circuit reaction to today's educatienal frustrations.

Hehavior Modification has entered our schools and classrooms with "counling clocks" - (clocking ofl
good or bad behavior) and a computed reward-and-punishment system. Our ancestors used this system
innocently and with the grace of ignorant faith; they did not spare the rod and send the children & hed
without supper and love. Modemn Behavior Modification procedures, however, are the ultimate victory of
"control over soul.” "We are not interested in what is going on inside; we believe in resulis.” The kids
stop sucking thumbs or getting up without raising hands and stop hitting at cach other." {"What aboul
stopping thumbsucking and getting ulcers instead? What about stopping to hit and starting to use the
gun?™) "We don't believe in symplom substitution. 1t has not been proven,

Grerman poet said: "No beating ever gets lost in this world; it is being given on." T often
thought of this saying while living through pre-Nazi German "behavior modification
methods." Now they get acclaim anew: "Just walk away from the child who comes
horme with bad news. Don't punish the kid, just walk away." In severe cases of
inzcoessible mishehavior, "Send him (o bed without supper. Take away Tom him what
he hkes."*

*Ihese quotes are literal. 1 picked them up in February, 1974 al a convention in Mew
York where T listened to well-reputed behavior modification psychologists who work in
school systems.

Such Llraining” puts Big Brother inside the person. [t is as powerlul as electrode
imiplants in brains of extraneously tamed prisoners. These are tools for squelching
budding autonomy; they negate 80 years of acoumulated psychodynamic knowledge bul
find followers because their results are immediate and "effective.,”

To "humanize" or to "thing" people  that is the question lor us and our Gme.

Theme-Centered Interacton (TCI - A humanistic System of Education
THE W.LL.L. APPROACH

With the help of Tumanist Philosophy, the Experiential Therapies and many collcagues and students, |
have attempied to deduce a system out of psychotherapeutic knowledge and group therapeutic skills to
improve group communication and education. In the following pages, T will attempt to outline some of
TCI's principles and techniques of living-learning as they pertain to classroom teaching, The W.IL.L.
approach is applicable to all situations which involve groups. Technigues are adjustable to the various
kinds and purposes of groups. This paper will not deal with the philosophical and psychological
foundations of the TCT system but with some of its aspects and techniques pertaining to classrooms.

TCI s bused on a warking hypothesis that a group is an interactional group when each person, the group
as a whole and their study or task are seen as of equal importance. The fask (ar study or facus of afteation)
is called the Theme {or the "It"), The It is that small segment of reality which happens to be the immediate
foeus of the participants; they are theme-cenlered,




Each person (in his/her attentiveness 10 the theme and the other participants) is L; all people in relation to
cach [ and the It are We, The basic working hypothesis that [, We, and It are of equal importance — is
practiced when equal attention is given to the three factors, (The interactional group can be visualized as
an equilateral triangle with L, We, It points. In the process of group interaction, even-sidedness can never
be maintained for longer than minutes, Any one of the [, We, It variables must be in the foreground long
enough not to become superficial and not 2o long as 1o ro stale or leave people or task by the wayvside.)
The basic skills of the W.LL.L. approach is the art of "dynamic balancing” between these three factors
and a fourth one, the Globe; the Globe surrounds the group as its environment (in concentric circles of
closeness and distance i time, space and impact).

I define the situational givens which surround each person and the group as a whole as
the Globe, The 1-We-1i iriangle is enveloped and penetrated by interaction with the
sitnational environment. This includes ime, space, sociely, history, the human
environment, earth, stars, space - all fractions of the universe. An interactional group 1s,
structurally speaking, a triangle in the (onionlike) globe,

TCI's "Equal Importance Hypothesis” (ol I-We-11 Globe) is, in my opinion, the implicit foundation of any
humanistic theory and practice. I am as important as you and as We; we are interdependent with the world
as a whole - the big It which supports and penetrates vs, and requests our support and interaction,

The wheole world is, however, never in reach of our senses and mind. We can only grasp splinters in
succession. The tiny parts, as focus of our mutual attention are out immediate It In thecapy groups this It
may be one person's problems which are of peneral concem; or it may be a theme like "How do [ deal
with anxiely {(or pain)? In an organizalional group it may be "Eslablishing Effective Channels of
Communication in our Organization.” In a classroom, "1 and Electricity, or "Bomn of the End of the
Centry in London - how would | have lived?" or "Tam a Man. | am a Woman. | am a Boy. [ am a Girl. -
ROle 4+ Real?"

I am the only person who knows about me from within. T am aware of some of my inner strivings. [ have
perceptions, images, feelings, thoughts. [ am my own captain, the chairperson of my various sirivings, of
my sensations, motivations, anxicties. [ am alzo my own chairperson with regard to all of you, as [ relate
and communicate. As my own chairperson [ create my life to some extent by my decisions. As | respect
myself the way [ am, with good and bad decisions and the ability to improve, I am likely to attribute the
same nght and responsibility to youw.

A person is both & psychobiological unit and pariner of social and cosmic syslems. In
our subjektive shared experience we have some freedom of choice (which may or may
not be substantiated by a super- human intelligence .) The range of freedom is wider for
persons in good health, with rich endowment of talents, favorable socio-economic
citcumstances, and sustained [aith that he/she is of value. The range of freedom is
narrower for people who live in ill health, poverty, with poor endowment, in under-
privileged socio-economic circumstances, and with apathy or resignation, The [ can
experience itself as freer or more enlrapped.

The humanist therapist or teacher endeavors 1o widen histher own, and the students', field of freedom for
choice and depth. This is their job. The task includes aiding people 1o recognize their internal and external
sitnation and to "accept with serenity that which cannot be changed, to change with courage that which
can be changed, and to have the wisdom to know the difference.,”

This certainly is not easy. We are, as unans , the unit [ and the part We. This fact puts us on the
paradoxical awareness swing ol being sell-run umits and of being particles of social and cosmic systems;
we are always autonamous and always interdependent, Each [ then has ego-centric responsibility for
himselffherself} and partial responsibility for everyone else - more 1o those we consider close, some for
the situational universe {the globe) in which and through which we are in interaction, that is in existence
with everybody and everything,

Scen from this point of view, psycheological illness demarcates a person's imbalance on the "paradoxical
swing." He/she has swung too far on either side - the I-side or the part-We side: | am sick when 1 am
aware of me only; and [ am sick when [ am awares only of you (with mazochistic sell-denial}; or, more
preciscly, when I lack awareness of personal autonomy and universal interdependenge,




In healthy balance self- and other-directed sirivings are interwoven. Often they are felt
as uncomfortable existential burdens, conflicts and tasks. The process of balancing is
necessarily coutinucus;only when the -We-swing rigidifics, conllicts change into
illness, This may happen in a dialeclic process between person and culture.

When a multitude of persons suffer from similar autistic or dependent symptoms, the
culture may be called sick. T believe that Western culture today suffers from the cver-
cmphasis on ¢gocentric strivings an the basis of competilive education, Eastern cultures
may suffer fram self-denial by traditional religious requests with their "giviiig up the
ego” for the goal of union in transcendence; or in the new political version of giving up
self~wishes for the goal of communal unity.

"Drynamic Balancing” is the core concept of TCL. That means to balance within the existential paradox
of being unit and being part balancing between the 1-We-It factors of the group, balancing between the
physical, emotional, intcllectual, spiritual needs and wants; balancing between giving and receiving,
listening and talking, between activity and rest,

THE W.LL.L. APPROACH IN CLASSROOMS: Structure, Process and Balaonce

I T.C.L classrooms teachers are in charge of initiating structure, process and balance, They are
simultaneously builders of structure, guardians of process, experts i knowledge or ways of scarch, and
human beings with the same primary needs as those of the students, They are in charge of initiating the
clags to become a group rather than a bunch of unralated people or competitors, The teachers should be
aware of personal needs and wishes as well as of those of others and (o act secordingly, The teacher
emphasizes the importance of the group as an interactional We including students and teacher; and he/she
amphasizes the importance of tasks, themes, studics and actions. The teacher emphasizes the world-
givens and the importance of mastering skills, cooperating with others, and perceiving the world as
sharing in give and take. (Autonomy and interdependence, respect for life and growth, and responsibility
are axiomatic basic assumptions of the Theme-Centered Interactional System.)

1n the following pages L will survey some possibilities of how Dynamic Balancing of I, We, and Ut factors
may be pursued by teachers. There are, of course, scores of technical aids which are useful which to
describe goes beyond the frame of this paper,*

*The W.LL.L. Approach (or T.C.L) is 2 communication system which cannot be studied by reading only
or by briel demonstration courses. In the expenience of WILL faculty it has taken approximately two or
three years of extracurricular courses and experience to fully integrate principles and technigoes. This is
true for group leading therapists, leachers, organizers, clerpy, ete. However, some uselul elements can
easily be picked up. They help to shift 2 person’s guidelines and directions, This is especially useful for
use in the own family, commune, or other small groups one belongs to. 1 believe that the didactic,
professional TCI approach could be integrated in the curriculum of Teacher's Colleges and Universities
within the traditional time of study.

Emphasizing the [-Factor {Person) in the Classroom

ineludes: To respect the teacher as a persom responsible for him-/herself as a growing person.
{"To be supportive of other peaple’s importance requires awareness of my ow; 1
respect the other "because hefshe is like me.")

To aceept that values are guidelines to live by, not permanent achievements. (Not to
expect that [ am an ideal image - or any kind of image, Not having to know what [ do
nol know - 1 may wanl to find out, nor having to be what T am not. To be real rather than
role.)

To take for granted that people have backs that ache, stomachs which cramp and throats
which can feel choked - or to feel light and comfortable; and to include the facts in
considerations and actions.

To have thoughts which come ax lashes of discovery, or to fecl cmpty.




To allow for faith in being loved by a Higher Being or to believe that there is nothing
bevond; to differentiate faith and knowlcdge,

To be aware that someone may have been born into a childhood of light and love, and
that someonc else may have grown up in the misery of lacking food and things, or
belonging to a cold and torn-up family; and to practice awareness and corresponding
skills accordingly.

To seek truth and naver be oo certain. To err and to retum for improvement. Not to try
to be a sample of virtue and not to be without restruinl.

Not to indulge in brainfeeding nor to abstain from giving with joy. To be aware of the
ebh and flow of energics in everybody and to grect the challenge of change.

To try to unterstand and outgrow early harmful influences, which include having been
raised with competitive and "thinging-people” principles,

To attempt to be aware of transferences and counteriransferences as illusions that peoplc
bring along [fom their childhood experiences, and to encounter these illusions by
standing up to reality, This includes the ideas that eachers are archetypes of authority -
the Master-Image illusion that father/mather are infallible or monstrous and all-
powerful,

To admit Guilures, achievements, feelings, vulnerabilities.
To try being fair and not always succeeding,
To be authentic yet tactful in the choice of statements, and sulficiently self-prolective.

Waorking toward increasing communication by diminishing vulnerabilities and choosing
what to say with "selective authenticity.”

To take interests and feelings seriously - not only achievements and interactions.
Feelings are what they are. Actions need control. Feelings need undersianding; they
may or may not change. (Don't be furious” is silly. Instead, "1 see that yvou are furious -
something must be upsetling you" 13 conducive o dialogue and change. My luror 15 my
property; my furious action carrics interpersonal responsibililty.)

To challenze students with this basic message is the TCI approach (adjustable o ape
and maturity of the student); "You are your own chairperson.  Tisten to your inside
commitice of needs, wishes, motivations, ideas; look outside of voursell with your
senses - hear, see, smell, pereeive, Use your mind; your knowledge, vour judements,

You are the most importent person in vour world 5 T am in mine.

We need to speak cleatly and to listen varefully to cach other as this is our only bridze
Brom island to island. Consider what is impotent for you to say and hear, Tell us when
you want help. We can't puess at each other. Guessing is too cumbersome and unsafe,
wie can use words clearly and authentically. Get from this what you want to pet, offer
whal vou want to give and take vour reactions to others seriously. Risk to ask for what
¥Ou want - you may or you may not receive it. Accept this as reality.

If' you are unable to be interested in whalt is going on in the classtoom = if you are (oo
anery, or oo bored. or in pain or too excited with something that vou enjov so that you
can'l concentrate, say so. Disturbances and excitements take precedence (if you can't

fully participate)

The teacher must know that he/she carries full responsibility only for histher own
learning/ teaching and cannot carry it for the students,




teaching with discernment; he/she uscs the students' feedback and progress for
guidance, The teacher whe leams is being helped by the students who teach him/her
how to teach, The leaming sludent 14 being helped by the learning teacher's teaching. In
other words, by the teaching-learning process of teachers' and students', discovery
oceurs for both of them.

Emphasizing the "["-Factor {Theme. Task) in the Classroom

We cannot perceive the world all at once. The little segment a person and group concentrates on 5 the
here-now focus of learning; the 1t In living-learning classrooms, the It is relevant to the people. Their
input and oulput of- communication sbout this It widens their honzon.

All learning is interactional. This iz obvious when people are gathered in one room and communicate
with each other. It is less apparent when books or TV replace live company. But cven in solitude,
mtrojecled interaction coutinues, documented by language - our words inside; forming the sediment of
communicative living,

People who work together comparatively stimulate and enlichien each other, The best themes are those
which grow out of people's realistic, daily and personal experiences. Living-learning emphasis is not on
motivating students but on helping them to find their own personal motivations and themes. The teacher's
basic question is not: "How do T motivate students?" but "Tlow do they live? What are their interests?
Where are those of the community?"

The theme-sciting can anly evolve slowly oul of patient work ol many parents, teachers and students.
Most theme-setting is handicapped by a curriculum may or may not fall into the immediate interest sphere
of students. A curriculum is (by necessity) always behind the times and away rom the immediate. This is
a regretiable sepment of traditional education. Thus teachers and students are deprived (to an extent) of
dealing with the immediate eoncerns which would nalurally also lead them into subjects of the relevant
past and distant subjeets as a matter of normal process. They cannot, as it is now, let their interests prow
and deepen - being pushed from subject 1o subject - in the dead-learning of quantity without time.

Accepting the fael that teachers have w adjust w teach the given curriculum, even personally distant
themes can be helped to become more relevant if students are being guided to lock for personal relevante
in every given subject. The driest topic can become a matter of passionate concern if stadents find their
own entry into it, Initial contact to any theme is easiest through personalization: "I 1 were..." or "What
does this mean 1o me?" This approach has usually been aceepted for small children but often denied to
adults and "adulterated" children. Personalization is useful, The compromise of making other-direcied
can be led away from where their passion would naturally be, ie., to recognize their personal and social
environment and look for new ways in living together. A distant and superficial menu of facts can seduce
students and teachers from what really matters, and by dead-learning vouthful yseful time can so be
wasied.

Theme-selling (nding the relevant topic and its formulation) is a skill. Finding the topic in utter freedom
of interest would mean to search for all persons' (including the teacher's) goals. 1t would include
perceiving their own environment sharply and integrating perceptions and ideas into their own frames of
reference. This frame-work could be widened through teachers, books, films and other learning tools.
There would be openness to themes of study, themes of action, themes with small groups within the class,
themes that all would want to explare,

Theme-geiting in schools with given curricula reguires the ability to combinge the oblipatory with "where
the group is.”

The theme must not be toe narrow, nor oo wide. [t must be conerele enough (o stimulale and not so
definite as to exclode new perspectives or any one person in the group. It must be short enaugh for easy
recall. I the ¢lass 15 large, parallel groups or different sub-themes must be established,




The theme meeds introduction. It is hard for most people Lo find enough stimulation by search within. The
theme can be introduced by relevant activity or by mutual exchange. The theme can be introduced
verbally by provoking relevant images, memories or meditation. [t can be presented in a short lecture (ot
excecding 5-7 minutes; a langer lecture stultifies spontaneily and interaction). 1t can be introduced by a
guided silence (leading the participants into their past and present relatedness to the theme, their thoughts,
feelings and immediale connections). Inlreductions can include games, dialogues, rale-playing, here-now
group interaction, as lang as they lead to the topic. Of importance is that any theme and any introduction
include everybody in the living-leaming class.

The theme is supported by the teacher’s authentic interest in it and the support she'he gives to that of the
students. "T cannot know yvour wayvs of learning best: [ would like to help vou find yours." Although the
teacher cannot be anybody's chairperson, hefshe is often in the position of helping students 1o find
methods or techniques, to stimulate by exploring ideas or facts. It is destructive to only ask, "What da you
want to do?" The Kindergarten joke. "Teacher, must we do again today what we want to do?" reveals the
need for stimulation and strocture, The challenge to an individual of taking sole responsibility for making
histher choices requires first that the person possess enough inner freedom 1o perceive, awareness of
gaals, and stored knowledge and altermalives o choose [fom. Education is a process of dosing challenges
and {asks according to the potential and stage of maturation of the student.

Personal relatedness to themes can be found through brain-and-heartstorming dialogues, pames,
interactional discussions. Sometimes deeper disturbanees relate directly to the subject matler and need to
be recognized and worked through before learning can take place,

It is amazing how many seemingly deep-reaching disturbances can be relieved and even
worked through when a class of students has become cooperative and genuinely
henevalent. The atmosphere of acceptance, the similarity of human difficulties, the
eagemess to help are potent curative agents, Often these seem to be more potent in
classrooms than even in therapy groups. The bond of collective endeavor, of being in
the same boat, and wanling (o complele tasks, exhilurale and accelerate; this is only true
when the competitive angle has been sufficiently overcome.

The theme 15 supported by teachers being teacher-students and students being student-teachers. Nothing is
more supportive to the theme than studying together. Most teachers readily adimit that their own learning
deepened when they started to teach, The same 15 lrue for students. Giving and receiving arc existential

The theme can be supported by structuring the classroom in small discussion, activity, or study groups.
The theme can be supporied by "inter-reading” or "inter- writing” in groups of 3 or 4, (The stimulus of
3-4 people doing somcething together in technically creative ways is rewarding. )

When [ suggest "inter-writing”, the class divides into subgroups of 3-4 students. They choose any sub-
theme they want to explore in any way they wish, with the goal of putting some of their study into written
words. Results are:  essays, skits, pociry, research, jokes, fairy tales, various work projects; sometimes
wrilien by all, sometimes by one or two. Almost all students, even the avowed "non-writers” enjoy this
slimulating experience.

("How can there be small writing or talking groups in one room, ¢specially when the desks are screwed to
the floor?” It can be done: even if people have to sit on lop of the desks facing each other. When there is
space for people in one room, there is also space for litle groups!)

The theme is supported by not fiendishly sticking to it. 1f the class spends only some part of the time
directly on subject matter, mote integrated leaming comes to pass than when the group sticks to the theme
all the time. When personal and group needs are taken seriously, theme work flows better and with less
strain(Full emotional invelvement radiates into the spinit of work and creative and cooperative action.)

Emphasizing the "We"-Factor {(Group) in the Classroom

The We connects all I's who interact around the It The We gains in depth by each person’s deepening
awarcness and invelvement in the self, the group, and the theme.




The teacher promotes the We in the classroom:

by his/her respecting each person's dignity and fostering awarenass of
autenomy and interdependence,

by the expressed beliel that mastery ol skills and creative use of one's potential
are inherent needs of people which can only be subdued through personal and
societal 1lness |

by emploving cooperalive rather than competitive principles which promote
the wish in the roup o melude weaker and disturbed students into the We-ness
and activities of the class and to reduce distrust and anxiety, This ofien
alleviates the disturbance or leads the student to seek professional help;

by accepting and promoting the wish for silence, solitude and meditation
together with active work attitudes;

by continually reminding students of their responsibility for their own
deeisions, their perceptions, thoughts, judgments, actions, and awarenesses of
feelings and sensations. As students gain in personal assurance and self-
determination, they grow in their capacity to grant others the same right and
responsibility. This attitude is diamettically opposed to the ideals of abedience
and conlormity which push weak egos not (o lorm a strong We but a brittle
herd. The We is as solid as its component ['s;

by interspersing group themes into the workplan, Themes generated by
inherent conflicts in the life of the classeoom. These may be formulated as they
come up and brought oul in scheduled or sponiancous class discussions,
Themes must be formulated so that the conflict as well as solutions are
promoted, for instance. "Recognizing and Appreciating Differences, "Keeping
it in and letting it out - When and How? When not?;

by structuring the classroom in various group sizes - smallest, middle-sized,
large and total groups. Intimacy is unlikely to evolve in very large groups. It
grows easily in noncompetitive small ones, Intimacy can be transferred, from
smallest to larger groups.

The membership in small groups should rotate so that each student will get
acquainted with the whole class and not form tight sub-groups;

by giving leadership instructions to students as carly as possible. The auxiliary
"rules" of TCI can be helpful if they are taught as aids and not as dogma and
are practiced by the teacher too. The rules are deduced from postulates which
are existential facts which have been made explicit ;

1} Be your own chairperson

2} Give and get what you want to give or get in each situation

3} Disturbances and passionate involvements take precedence;

These postulates are deduced [rom the axioms that life is to be respected, that
we have real though limited freedom to choose, and that we are autonomous
and interdependent. All other rubes are auxiliary and less permanent. Among

them arc rules and aids such as these:

"If you ask questions, state why you want to know." (This prevents
scapegoating, The interviewer is asked (o reveal himselll)

"Please speak or acl one at a time."

"Speak per 1; take responsibility by not hiding behind "we" of "one".




"Bring side conversation’s to the group if you want to - they are likely to be
important and helpful.”

"If vou eriticize, try to include your own suggestions for improvement."

"Don't tell other people what they are like and why; give your reactions 1o
them instead."

Game rules may be invented by the class al any occasion; they must not
conflict with the spirit of the existential postulates.

Adlow for and promote teamwork. The principle of cooperation must be
stressed, The appreciation of teamwork must not interfere with appreciation of
individual skills and activities.

Promote encounter games and acquaint each other (cautions]y) with one's
autebiography. Cooperative living requires understanding. The background
helps to illuminate the [ore- ground.

Accept tasks from the woeld outside - tasks which are of realistic relevance and
extend the cooperative principle bevond the classroom, This will aveid the
group dynumic phenomenon of the "We-They" syndrome. We are good - They
are bad. {A solid group aceepts strangers and outside concerns. A group with
basic difficulties among its members shuns strangers in chicken-pecking-order
fashion.) Beyond the educational value for the class, such outside activity
extends humanistic principles into the community at large.

We-ness is especially promoted by abandoaing the (undemocratie) principle of
deciding questions by majority voles. Although voling is commonly hailed as
democratic procedure, it may resemble authoritarian processes. Meither of them
protect the individual, Minorities in thought or power are pushed out or under,
Hurl, hostility, non-cooperation ofien result ("to prove that we would do better
than you"). As long as people must win out or lose, their reasoning and
cooperative actions are not at their best; an outside enemy is therefore often
needed to bring coopetation and unity 1o pass.

When people are challenged to include all viewpoints and to work toward reaching acceptable concensus
or compromise, coopetation is required. Experiments with such ideas have convinced me that the mere
swilch toward precise statements and careful listening has tremendously beneficial effects on decision
making. People who are really listened to are much more ready to listen carefully themselves. They don't
have to think of what to say next while the other speaks or how to attack or how to defend themselves,

The 1lebrew version ol the Golden Rule says: "Respect your neighbor; he is like you." Modermn
Humanism accepis this ethical maxim and adds some suggestion of ,methods,” (the path method), how
such requests may be approuched - which is the hope the social and psychotherapeutic professions offer
tor the baman world at the brink of destruction.

"People-thinging" or People-Humanizing Education,

Toduy, awareness that people can change and can be changed is nearly universal. Two main educational
trends can be discerned: one that leads to further mechanizalion and dehumanization, and one that carries
hape tor the revolulionary evolution of humanism. People-thinging versus humanistic trends are
characterized by dilferences;

-between an extreme reward-punishment system versus a tender corrective ong;

-between indirect manipulation and direct guidance;

-between deliberate, restricted access to information (of people, things,
material) and open offers for reality orientation

-between starvation or drowning-in-wealth and adequate provisions for all;




-between indiseriminate or mampulative surgical, chemical and electronie
operations, and developmental support (wich may not exclude any of these
techniques as emergency aids - but only as such - penerally relying on
interpersonal therapeutic means).

Humanistic education requires new directives and Job descriplions for teachers. The principles of People-
Thinging and Completion which are all-pervasive In our schools must be detected and replaced by
humanistic and cooperative puidelines.

The Teacher's job description may include:

(1} experiencing and studying their own personalities thus promoting
awareness of their own and their students® autonomy and interdependence
and "response-ability,"*

(2) expericncing and studying interactional structures, processes and
inlerventions and using them 1o promote egually personal growih,
cooperation and mastery of skills.

(3) expstiencing and studying situations and curriculum material and working
with personalized themes which promote social and personal relevance,
depth and creativity,

(4) uncompromising siand on ethical issues (not to forleit a person’s, group's
or hurman- kind's dignity by accepting People- Thinging or Competition
Principles).

(5) Supporting depth of emotional and intellectual experience by allowing
lime and stimulation to study a few issues in depth rather than to amass
superficial informative ilems.**

(6) promoting humanistic changes in the comumunity which will affect basic
humanistic changes in the school system,

(7) working with the humanistic (explicitly TCE) hypothesis that person (any
person), group (any group and we all) and world {all our world) are of
equal importance; requiring support in spirit and action.

®  Expression by Fritz Perls
#* Martin Wagenschein's "Exemplarisches Prinzip” (the principle of studying by a few relevant
examples) .




