Metaphors

The metaphors in use in a situation structure what we do,  how we understand, and how we proceed. For example, the metaphor “argument is war”. Viewing an argument as trying to vanquish an enemy has profound effects on your listening skills, the emotions you will experience and generate, your willingness to challenge another’s thoughts, your patience levels, and the amount of honesty present in that argument. 

Since communication is based on the same conceptual system that we use in thinking and acting, language is an important source of evidence for what that system is like. 

p. 3 Metaphors We Live By - George Lakoff and Mark Johnson.
 1980. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press
When an experience is portrayed within a new metaphor, it can change our understanding of the experience. Our values in our society tend to match with the same system we express through our metaphors. Any metaphor used will hide certain aspects of the experience and highlight others, consequently creating a new meaning for the concept being considered. Our inferences, goals and actions are structured at least partially by this meaning, all as a result of the metaphors we encounter and are given.
Current Metaphor
The typical way staff development is framed is with the “teacher as a recipient” of the knowledge being conveyed. Close examination of the metaphor (concept) “staff development” uncovers  many of the values, assumptions, and processes underlying it. These values, assumptions, and processes may actually conflict with teacher’s learning and development, I suggest the metaphor “Artist Development” as an alternate metaphor with which to frame teacher’s learning and growth: 

New Metaphor Suggested
If staff development were framed as “artist development”, learning would be on-going, would occur at institutes or colonies, and would be designed to master self-selected skills and refine expertise and skills. This new framing and the resulting changed physical parameters would signal considerably different expectations about what the staff development was: Staff development sessions would be for experimentation and risk-taking, variations and stylistic twists would be expected, on-going development would be recognized, and varying level of skills would be acknowledged. 

	
	Teachers as recipient
	Artist Development

	Who
	· Gives: trainers, outside experts

· Receives: staff “in the trenches”, requires the use of subs
	· Gives: masters in the field

· Receives: discovered talents

	What
	in-services, workshops or workshop days, a break, a noun not a verb, release time, license renewal (operating, mechanical), renewal units, state or national conferences brought home, same thin for all recipients, rigid expectations, assumptions about what it is supposed to look like, make and take, hand-outs
	showings, each style unique, tools applied in own manner, stylistic, mixed media, variety is good---even necessary, exploration and experimentation, work without rules, risk-taking, originality, individuality, and creativity is expected, freedom from expectations, works in progress

	When
	after-school, time specific, clock hours, little time flexibility
	open-ended--no or little time requirements, self-directed, at appropriate developmental time

	Where
	on-site, in a classroom or lounge, or district office
	colonies, summer institutes, galleries

	Why
	introduce new info, compliance, “cover our but”, transfer implementation responsibility
	study with a master, practice, refinement of abilities to distinguish details


On the front page are columns about staff development metaphors.  The first column outlines the who, what, when, where, and why associated with the typical staff development metaphor. I call this metaphor “Teacher as Recipient”.  Under this metaphor, all teachers in a building tend to receive the same training sessions, usually after their workday or on days when students are not present. The descriptions used for this type of training assumes that there will be a relatively uniform understanding or product created as a result of the session.  Additionally, there is usually a requirement for attendance, often with the hours being accrued towards license renewal.  Required trainings  for licensed operators suggests teaching is a rather mechanical  process, with students as the machines that teachers operate on.

Of course, as a staff developer on several topics in addition to technology, I know that usually the teachers of these courses have excellent intentions, that they do not see teachers as operators of machines, and that they carefully construct multiple opportunities for the learners to construct their own meanings and adapt the information provided to their specific classrooms.  However, with “Teacher as Recipient” as the metaphor in place, it will always be influencing the physical parameters of who gives and receives classes, when and where it occurs, and the reason why it is done.  As a result of the current metaphor fixing the who, when, where and why parameters, what staff development can be is constricted and reduced.  Even a staff developer with the most noble intentions and grand outcomes will have to adjust their activities to “fit” the physical parameters, thus limiting what staff development can become for the learners. 
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