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A Table of Learning

By LEE S. SHULMAN

ne of the central ways we make sense of
experience is by making differences. The
world presents itself without inherent or-
der, and our impulse is to place things in

piles, count them, and name them. In the

act of creation, day is divided from night.
Aristotle classifies just about everything. Shake-
speare gives us the seven ages of man, Dante maps
the circles of hell, Burton anatomizes melan-
choly.... In ways that Kant never intended by the
phrase, we are driven by a “categorical imperative,”

- the irresistible impulse to place things in categories.

S Y Lee S. Shulman is president of The Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching and Charles E. Ducommun Professor of
Education and, by courtesy, professor of psychology at Stanford
University.
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This is not an irrational impulse. Distinctions and tax-
onomies are tools for thought. We make distinctions for the
same reasons we carve a turkey or write our books in chap-
ters—to make the world more manageable. And it’s only natu-
ral that we further order our distinctions and categories into
systems, tables, and taxonomies.

The systems sometimes entail stages or hierarchies that im-
ply a sequence of merit or maturity (for example, the biologi-
cal phyla progressing from single cells to human beings).
Sometimes there is no implied hierarchy (as in libraries, uni-
versity catalogues, and the four basic food groups). We may
propose systems that look like a call for balance and new pri-
orities, as in Ernest Boyer’s four scholarships.

Categories and distinctions also can call attention to ideas,
principles, or values that hitherto have been ignored. In my
own work on knowledge for teaching, for example, I once ar-
gued that it was insufficient merely to distinguish between
content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge of teaching
methods. I proposed a new category, pedagogical content
knowledge, as a way of signaling
that there was a missing component
in our theories of teaching.

That concept, often called PCK,
became a tool for thought, an ana-
lytic category, a mnemonic and
even a call to action. As a new
category, it was like a new piece
of furniture in the living room. It
changed the landscape and created
both new opportunities and new
barriers. In short, for all the post-
modern criticisms and deconstruc-
tion of distinctions and taxonomies,
they sometimes come in quite
handy. Indeed, as educators, one
of the ways we can make a differ-
ence is by making distinctions.

A NEw TABLE OF LEARNING

There is no such thing as a “new” taxonomy; all the likely
taxonomies have been invented, and in nearly infinite variety.
Probably the single most famous list in the world of education-
al thought is the Taxonomy of Educational Objectives devised
by my one-time teacher Benjamin Bloom. I can’t begin to talk
about a new taxonomy without acknowledging the invaluable
contributions of Bloom and his colleagues—as well as other
taxonomic pioneers including William Perry, Lawrence
Kohlberg, Grant Wiggins, and many others who have attempt-
ed to create a system for classifying the kinds of learning we
seek for our students. Here then, stark and unadorned, is what I
will call Shulman’s Table of Learning:

Engagement and Motivation
Knowledge and Understanding
Performance and Action
Reflection and Critique
Judgment and Design
Commitment and Identity

That’s all there is. If you ask what comes after commitment
and identity, T will suggest it is new engagements and motiva-
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tions. Like the brave souls whose job it is to paint the Golden
Gate Bridge, when you reach the end you return to the begin-
ning. The table meets the mnemonic criterion of seven items
plus or minus two, so it’s a list you can probably remember
without notes. It’s also a list you can forget when forgetting, as
I'll suggest later, is appropriate.

In a nutshell, the taxonomy makes the following assertion:
Learning begins with student engagement, which in turn leads
to knowledge and understanding. Once someone understands,
he or she becomes capable of performance or action. Critical
reflection on one’s practice and understanding leads to higher-
order thinking in the form of a capacity to exercise judgment
in the face of uncertainty and to create designs in the presence
of constraints and unpredictability. Ultimately, the exercise of
judgment makes possible the development of commitment. In
commitment, we become capable of professing our under-
standings and our values, our faith and our love, our skepti-
cism and our doubts, internalizing those attributes and making
them integral to our identities. These commitments, in turn,
make new engagements possible—
and even necessary.

THE RooTs OF THIS WORK

About five years ago, when
Russ Edgerton was serving as edu-
cation officer for The Pew Charita-
ble Trusts, he produced a terrific
white paper, which has propelled
many of the most interesting initia-
tives in higher education today.
One of Russ’s arguments focused
on something he called “pedago-
gies of engagement”—approaches
that have within them the capacity
to engage students actively with
learning in new ways. He wasn’t
talking only about service learning,
though service learning was an ex-
ample; he was talking about an array of approaches, from
problem-based and project-based learning to varieties of col-
laborative work and field-based instruction. Russ used the
rubric “pedagogies of engagement” to describe them all.

For me, there was an intriguing ambiguity associated with
Edgerton’s phrase and the claims implicit in it. Is engagement
ameans to an end, a proxy, or an end in itself? Are pedagogies
of engagement a way to involve the minds, the hearts, the
hands and feet, the passions and interests of students who are
otherwise inclined to learn passively? Is the hallmark of these
pedagogies the fact that they grab the student’s interest? Or is
their purpose not only to grab but to hold that interest, not only
to entice but to instruct?

Or—a third possibility—did Edgerton intend to claim that
engagement is a worthwhile end in itself, and that often an ed-
ucator’s responsibility is to make it possible for students to en-
gage in experiences they would never otherwise have had?
After all, we attend a chamber music concert as an end in it-
self, not as a means to some other end. These questions in re-
sponse to Edgerton’s discussion of pedagogies were one
source of my thinking about the relationship between engage-
ment and other dimensions of learning.
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A second stimulus for the taxonomy was the study of pro-
fessional education that The Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching is now undertaking, looking con-
currently at preparation for law, engineering, teaching, and
the clergy. One emerging theme in this work is that learning
to be a professional isn’t a purely intellectual endeavor. To
become a professional, one must learn not only to think in
certain ways but also to perform particular skills, and to prac-
tice or act in ways consistent with the norms, values, and con-
ventions of the profession. Thus, to learn to be a lawyer, one
needs to think like a lawyer, perform like a lawyer, and act
like a lawyer.

Acting is more than knowing something or performing
well; it seems to involve the development of a set of values,
commitments, or internalized dispositions. It reminds me of
what theological educators talk about as formation—the de-
velopment of an identity that integrates one’s capacities and
dispositions to create a more generalized orientation to prac-
tice. Moreover, professionals cannot, in principle, learn all that
they will need while they remain in school. Professional edu-
cation must have at its core the concept of ongoing individual
and collective learning, because the experiences of engaging,
understanding, and acting must become the basis for subse-
quent learning and development.

These and other reflections about Carnegie’s work on pro-
fessional education triggered a “categorical imperative,” and I
responded by trying to invent a more ordered system, a table of
learning or a taxonomy of educational ends.

WHAT ARE THE USES OF TAXONOMIES?

To answer this question, and to say something about the
history and nature of taxonomies, I want to return to the work
of Benjamin Bloom. What motivated Bloom and his col-
leagues to create taxonomies in the first place?

1t was the late 1940s, and, partially in response to the needs
of veterans returning from World War II eager to get a superb
education, undergraduate liberal education was experiencing
yet another renaissance (they occur rather regularly). “General
education” was the mantra of the day, and it posed interesting
problems for practitioners. One problem was that everyone
agreed that general education should be about more than
putting discrete items of knowledge into students’ heads, that
knowledge wasn’t enough,; the question was, “What more is
there? Knowledge and then what?” Educators needed a lan-
guage, a set of terms for making sense of the general education
world.

About the same time, some campuses that were developing
new general education programs made the very interesting
decision to distinguish the roles of teacher, mentor, and in-
structor from those of evaluator, judge, and grader. The result
was an arrangement such as I encountered as a student at the
University of Chicago—the Examiner’s Office, directed by
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In commitment, we become capable of professing our understandings
and our values, our aith and our love, our skepticism and our doubts.... These

commitments, in turn, make new engagements possible

Bloom, designed to develop assessments that would measure

and even necessary.

and evaluate how well students had learned what the general
education program intended to teach.

The challenge was to ensure that what was assessed was
compatible with what was taught. It made no sense at all to
have instruction and assessment marching to different drum-
mers (even though we now do that as a matter of public policy
in K-12 and are in danger of doing so in postsecondary educa-
tion). Educators needed a new language, a lexicon, to connect
and align teaching and assessment. Bloom and his colleagues
spent a number of years developing this common language,
and because the concern for its existence was shared across in-
stitutions, dozens of institutions collaborated.

So what did this common language look like? Many educa-
tors across the world know the six categories of Bloom’s Tax-
onomy of Educational Objectives by heart: knowledge,
comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evalua-
tion. Complicating things further, Bloom recognized that
the cognitive domain was only part of the picture, so, several
years later, the Affective Domain Taxonomy was added by
Krathwohl, Bloom, and Masia. It depicts how learners move
from a willingness to receive an experience, to beginning to
respond to it, to valuing what is taught, to organizing it within
their larger set of values and attitudes, and ultimately to inter-
nalizing those values such that they no longer need an external
stimulus to trigger the associated affective and emotional re-
sponses.

The Cognitive Taxonomy The Affective Taxonomy

Knowledge Receiving
Comprehension Responding
Application Valuing
Analysis Organizing
Synthesis Internalizing
Evaluation

What can we learn from Bloom about the uses and perhaps
abuses of taxonomies? One thing that happened is that the cat-
egories quickly became far more than rubrics for assessment.
Taxonomies exist to classify and to clarify, but they also serve
to guide and to goad. People rapidly began to use Bloom (and
related schemes) as frameworks for designing courses and pro-
grams. They used the taxonomies to determine if they were
putting too much emphasis on knowledge; if they were teach-
ing for comprehension; if they were teaching for analysis or
synthesis; if students at the end of a course were able to evalu-
ate and make critical judgments about the relative value of al-
ternative ways of making sense of the world.

Quickly, then, the taxonomies moved from being a scoring
rubric and vehicle for communicating about test items, to
being a heuristic for instructional design. (It’s worth noting
that although William Perry’s model became as central to dis-
cussions of higher education and its goals as Bloom’s has been
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in elementary and secondary education, the two literatures
have developed quite independently.)

Moreover, we see that these heuristics are not value-free;
indeed, they rapidly become ideologies, a form of collective
conscience. Disciples of Bloom soon switched from asking,
“Do we have the right balance between higher- and lower-
order thinking in the design of our course?” to asking,
“Shouldn’t we be teaching more higher-order thinking?”

A moral obligation to teach synthesis (not to mention eval-
uation) was created, and the taxonomies evolved from an
ostensibly dispassionate framework into ideologies that had
real, normative implications (though not necessarily bad
ones). This is how taxonomies often work: They become
ideologies. A taxonomy’s rapid progression from analytic
description to normative system—Iliterally becoming a ped-
agogical conscience—warrants caution.

Another thing that happens to taxonomies, and it happened
to Bloom’s, is that they come to be understood as making a
theoretical claim about sequentiality and hierarchy, suggesting
that the only legitimate way to
learn something is in this partic-
ular order. The implication of
sequence and hierarchy within
taxonomies obscures their true
value because taxonomies are
not and should not be treated as
theories. They are certainly not
grand theories. At their best,
they are what Robert Merton has
called, coining a very useful con-
cept, “theories of the middle
range.”

A theory of the middle range
can be thought about in many
ways: as an extended metaphor,
a limited explanatory principle,
or even a story, Thus, Bloom's
cognitive taxonomy tells the sto-
ry of education beginning with
the acquisition by rote of facts that someone else has taught
you and which you are only expected to reproduce or repeat.
The story becomes more exciting as knowing matures into un-
derstanding and application, and then even more adventurous
as ideas are subjected to analysis, as new ideas can be created
and synthesized, and finally, at the highest level, as the learner
becomes capable of judging and evaluating the truth or useful-
ness of the ideas themselves. That’s the narrative version of
Bloom’s taxonomy.

Here then (I cannot resist) is a possible taxonomy (or is it a
typology?) of the uses of taxonomies:

Uses of Taxonomies

Lexicon; working vocabulary; language

Classification (library, catalogue, Carnegie Classification)
Elements to be balanced (food groups; Boyer’s scholarships)
Assessment and design framework; protocol for analysis
Middle-range theory

Master narrative

Mnemonic; checklist; heuristic

Ideology; conscience; moral code

Elements to be played with
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A TABLE OF LEARNING!:
ELABORATING THE ELEMENTS

Now let us return to the Table of Learning, which I intro-
duced earlier as a taxonomy of liberal and professional learn-
ing. What do its six elements mean, and how are they related”

The first item on the list, engagement, is one of the most in-
teresting and important aspects of learning. We rarely paid
enough attention to it in the past, but higher education is now
much more focused on “active learning” and on evidence that
students are engaged in worthwhile educational experiences.
Indeed, it’s interesting that one of the instruments receiving
the most attention in the last couple of years has been the Na-
tional Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)—another prod-
uct of Russ Edgerton’s work at Pew and an intended antidote
to the reputational ranking systems that many of us find so
infuriating.

The argument NSSE makes is that we want to know about
student engagement because it serves as a proxy for learning,
understanding, and postgraduation commitments that we can-
not measure very well directly, or
that we would have to wait 20
years to measure. As noted earli-
er, however, I would argue that
engagement is not solely a proxy:
it can also be an end in itself. Our
institutions of higher education
are settings where students can
encounter a range of people and
ideas and human experiences
that they have never been exposed
to before. Engagement in this
sense is not just a proxy for learn-
ing but a fundamental purpose
of education.

Understanding is the category
we spend most of our time as edu-
cators worrying about, as well we
should. It includes knowledge,
and it includes the ability to re-
state in one’s own words the ideas learned from others. In fact,
one way of putting it is to say that understanding means know-
ing the difference between paraphrase and plagiary. It also
means knowing when we can claim an understanding for our-
selves, when we can claim an understanding of the work of
those whose sources we acknowledge, and when we can say.
“I didn’t know this, but somebody else did and here itis.” In
contrast to knowledge and information, understanding con-
notes a form of ownership.

Next we come to performance, practice, or action. For me
the difference between understanding and practice lies in the
fact that acts of understanding are always based on what’s in
our heads. Even performances of understanding, such as writ-
ing an essay, are still about the ideas themselves. But as we
move toward performance or practice we start to act in and on
the world, to change things in it, and therefore a different set of
consequences are associated with performance than with un-
derstanding.

We in the academy would love to believe that one can’t
practice or perform without first understanding. Alas, we all
know that’s not true (those of us who’ve raised children cer-

CHANGE ®* NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2002



Downloaded by [Georgetown University] at 11:55 29 February 2016

The directionality of the taxonomy is situational; it isn’t

tainly know it’s not true, neither for the raiser nor the raisee).
During my decade of work on medical diagnosis, I studied
gifted internists to understand how they made diagnostic
judgments. A good friend, the Australian surgeon Ken Cox,
came to me one day and said, “Lee, you’re doing pioneering
work on internists, trying to learn how their diagnoses lead to
courses of action, but there’s a big difference between in-
ternists and surgeons.”

“Internists,” he said, “make a diagnosis in order to act.
Surgeons act in order to make a diagnosis.” That may be a
frightening thought for anyone facing surgery, but if you're
wheeled into the emergency room with severe abdominal
pain, and the physician treating you says he needs to do three
days of tests before he acts, your family may want to begin
saying their farewells to you. There are times when action is
absolutely necessary in order to figure out what’s going on,
rather than waiting to figure out what’s going on in order to
act. My point is that the directionality of the taxonomy is situ-
ational; it isn’t always the same. Practice may be the crucible
in which understanding is tested, or in which commitment is
affirmed; it’s the pivot point, one might argue, around which
most of education revolves.

I’ve already commented on the relationship between criti-
cal reflection and action. But let me add that the connection
between critical reflection and action is in some ways a para-
doxical one because in order to act in the most effective ways,
we sometimes must cease action. Eleanor Ochs, an anthropol-
ogist, studied a team of physicists working on a large-scale
collaborative research project. It was, she found, when they
had to stop their research in order to prepare papers for a con-
ference (which felt to them like an interruption) that they made
important discoveries about how to move forward with the
next stage of research. At The Carnegie Foundation, we often
talk about our work as attempts to provide mirrors and lenses
that can assist others to pause, reflect, and see their work dif-
ferently as they move into a next stage of activity. Thus, action
without reflection is unlikely to produce learning.

Judgment and design are like understanding—only differ-
ent. They're what happens when understanding meets the con-
straints and complexities of a world with respect to which we
can no longer say (as we might in a world of ideas alone), “all
other things being equal....” When I design a home, I work
within constraints of budget, terrain, and lifestyle of the person
for whom I’m designing it. I’'m limited, too, by codes and reg-
ulations of the county in which it’s being built; a home will
look different in a tectonically challenged part of the world
like Palo Alto, California, as opposed to one that is challenged
by tornadoes, like East Lansing, Michigan. Design is a matter
of exercising understanding, as well as applying skills, under a
variety of constraints and contingencies.

By the same token, when we’re asked to exercise judg-
ment—and I think this is why Bloom put evaluation so high on

CHANGE * NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2002

i

his taxonomy—we are being asked to take into consideration
multiple factors and constantly to compare those factors to val-
ues and standards that may themselves be shifting, in order to
make some evaluative judgment about quality, courses of ac-
tion, or people. So, while judgment is like understanding, it's
also not the same, and, as educators, we need to go beyond
teaching and assessing for understanding in order to foster
judgment and design. Of course, the training of engineers is
mostly about design, and education in areas like law, music,
and art is often about judgment. There’s much to be learned
from these disciplines.

Finally, we come to commitment. As noted earlier, we ex-
perience commitment as we internalize values, develop char-
acter, and become people who no longer need to be goaded to
behave in ethical, moral, or publicly responsible ways. We
also commit ourselves to larger groups, larger communities,
larger congregations, and professions at large-—and by doing
so, we make a statement that we take the values and principles
of that group seriously enough to make them our own.

Therefore, commitment is both moving inward and con-
necting outward; it is the highest attainment an educated per-
son can achieve, and it is also the most dangerous—I don’t
think I have to explain why, given the state of world affairs
these days. An educated person, I would argue, is someone
whose commitments always leave open a window for skeptical
scrutiny, for imagining how it might be otherwise.

So, what does the Table of Learning look like with all of its
elements working in concert, as a narrative? I proposed one for
Bloom earlier, and here is mine.

Once upon a time someone was engaged in an experience
of learning. And that engagement was so profound that it led to
her understanding things she didn’t understand before, and
therefore gave her the capacity to practice and to act in the
world in new ways. But once she starting acting in the world,
she realized that action doesn’t always work out as intended,
so she had to start looking at what she was doing and at the
consequences of her actions. This meant re-examining her ac-
tions to see whether she might want to act differently.

Through that kind of reflection on her own performance
and understanding, she became wiser and capable of making
judgments and devising designs in situations that were pro-
gressively more uncertain. And as she did so, she began to in-
ternalize the values that she had been exposed to, at which
point she was no longer merely engaged but truly committed.
Those commitments, in turn, disposed her to seek out new en-
gagements, which led (of course the story is a circle) to new
understandings and practices....

Isn’t that a lovely story? Well, we can tell a similar story
using Perry’s Model, Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Develop-
ment, or the levels of Dante’s Inferno (indeed, learning is what
Dante’s epic poem is all about). And again, these are not trivial
narratives because they offer us coherent ways of thinking
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about why we do what we do, where we’re coming from, and
where we're going as educators.

What is important about these taxonomies is that they are in-
deed heuristics. They help us think more clearly about what
we’re doing, and they afford us a language through which we
can exchange ideas and dilemmas. They point to the mutually
interdependent facets of an educated person’s life of mind, of
emotion, and of action. They are powerful in these ways as
long as we don’t take them too seriously, as long as we don’t
transform mnemonic into dogma or heuristic into orthodoxy.

SHUFFLING THE DECK: PLAYING AT THE TABLE

One way to forestall premature cementing and misuse of the
categories is to recognize from the beginning that there
is no single “first stage.” For example, while the Table of
Learning lists commitment as the terminal stage of a sequence,
the closing chapter of the narrative as it were, it’s possible to
imagine a situation in which commitment is itself the starting
point for new learning.

Several years ago, I had the wonderful experience of visiting
Messiah College as part of The Carnegie Foundation’s work on
moral and civic education. One thing that struck me was that
Messiah’s students arrive already committed. As a faith-based
institution, the college naturally attracts students from religious
families—students who are members of congregations and who
already have a deep-seated set of commitments.

Our site-visit team talked to students about the goal of the
first-year experience at Messiah, and they said, as with one
voice, “The faculty is out to challenge our faith.” And the rea-
son, as our interviews with faculty made clear, is that students’
prior commitments need to be exposed to the crucible of en-
gagement with texts and people with different views. Only
then, only through new engagements, can stronger commit-
ments be formed. For Messiah, therefore, the Table of Learning
might well look like this:

Commitment (to religious beliefs and practices)
Performance (of rituals and prosocial actions)
Engagement (with new texts and ideas)

Understanding (of new ideas and doubt of certainty)
Reflection (on tension between faith and “reason’)
Judgment (deliberations, dialectics, debates)

New Commitment (to beliefs, practices, faith, and reason)
New engagements....

What’s interesting is the cyclical quality of all this. Success-
fully committed people are more disposed to engage—they
don’t just sit home and feel committed (although that depends
on whether it’s an intransitive or transitive verb, doesn’t it?).
Commitment is a powerful stage in the learning process be-
cause it engenders new engagements, which in turn engender
new understandings, and so forth.

Commitment Engagemcnt
Judgment Understanding
Reflection Ac;idn
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If commitment and engagement have a potentially paired re-
lationship with one another, might this be the case for other
learning goals as well? For example: How do we get under-
standing to lead to the capacity for judgment and design when
the conditions in which understanding can be displayed be-
come fuzzier, more variable, more ambiguous, less readily con-
trolled? And how, once we have engendered in people the
disposition to act in the world, do we get them to stop acting
and to step back in order to think about what they’re doing?
The next diagram emphasizes those particular pairings within
the cycle of learning.

Comnﬁ}meﬁt<—> Engagement
J udgniént - U n(erstanding

Reflection <sgm=ps- Action

Which leads me to another observation about these tax-
onomies, which is that taxonomies exist to be played with, not
to be read devotionally. Let me give you an example of playing
with a taxonomy.

Design
g Analysis >
g :
= Understanding
Knowledge

What this version of the table suggests is that knowledge,
understanding, analysis, and design each need, on the one hand,
to be worked upon in a critical and reflective manner via judg-
ment, and, on the other hand, to be enacted in practice as a cru-
cible or reality-test for the ideas. You may think of yet other
ways to relate the central terms. My point is that once we feel
comfortable with a set of terms, we can begin to play with
them. They are, after all, propositions and not received wis-
dom; they are ideas that become useful when we treat them se-
riously and yet with a bit of skepticism, disrespect, and
playfulness—which, interestingly, is an attitude that we try to
foster in our students, as well, with regard to much of what we
teach them.

In short, I propose the Table of Learning not because it's
theoretically valid or true—no taxonomy is—but because [ find
it practically and theoretically useful, conceptually robust, and
fun. (My categories are evocative of the classic Greek stan-
dards of good architecture: commodity, firmness, and delight.)
Having these terms and ideas in front of me, in a small enough
number so that I can actually hold them in my mind (which gets
harder as I get older), is helpful because they serve as a
mnemonic, a heuristic, a way of helping me think about a wide
range of educational conditions and situations.

I find the taxonomy valuable, as well, because I can use it to
think not only about students but also about institutions. NSSE
is relevant here again because it recognizes that engagement
may apply not only to individual students but to their institu-
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tions. One now regularly hears the phrase “the engaged uni-
versity.” It rolls trippingly off the tongue, but it’s important to
begin defining more precisely what it means.

Is an engaged university one where certain patterns of en-
gagements are characteristic of individuals or groups of stu-
dents? Or is an engaged university one where students are
highly motivated to engage with the texts and experiences that
the institution deems valuable? Of course these are not mutual-
ly exclusive meanings. And one might ask the same question
about other elements of the taxonomy. For example, what
might it mean to be an “understanding university?”

With respect to “commitment,” can we speak of an institu-
tion that matures from being merely engaged to one that is
committed—and how would we know the difference? Here’s
one possible basis for knowing: If an institution becomes
engaged because of its leadership and key people, from the
president’s office to the faculty, then what happens to the
institution when those key people leave?

I might argue that at an engaged institution one would soon
see a return to what was happening before, but at an institution
that had moved from engagement to commitment, the culture
of the place would remain changed. A committed institution’s
culture has been internalized in some fashion, so that even
when the original perpetrators move on, the institution remains
committed to continuing engagement. One of the great chal-
lenges for leadership is how to create this kind of committed in-
stitution, and it’s one of the great challenges for us as teachers.

1 can also use the Table of Leaming to think about myself,
A framework that leaves no room for describing the work of
the person who created it should make us suspicious. This is
what Merton meant when he talked about the need for theories
to be “self-exemplifying.” Similarly, Joseph Schwab, my
teacher at the University of Chicago, once left us on a Friday
with this little question: “And where is Plato on Plato’s divided
line? Where is Plato sitting in the cave when he is thinking
about the cave?” It killed my entire weekend. And so the Table
of Learning invites me to think about my own learning as a
teacher and a scholar. Indeed, I would argue that it can, in some
ways, serve for a model faculty development across the career,
reminding us that all education is continuing education.

ANTINOMIES AND THE
CONCORDANCE OF OPPOSITES

Nancy Cantor and Steven Schomberg have written elo-
quently (in this issue) about their concept of education, and
they pose a couple of intriguing antinomies. One is that under-
graduate education involves a critical balance between play-
fulness and responsibility. On one hand, students come to our
campuses to learn to play with ideas, which, paradoxically,
means that they must take ideas seriously enough to consider
playing with them. On the other hand, students come to our
campuses to learn that education is also about developing a
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sense of obligation and responsibility to the society that will
benefit from their capacity to play with ideas ever more cre-
atively and insightfully. In a similar vein, they see the univer-
sity as simultaneously a place apart—the ivory tower is needed
because it’s hard to play in the middle of Times Square—and a
place connected to communities and to society.

As we look at our purposes for education, and at the tax-
onomies that aim to give language and shape to those purpos-
es, we need to keep front and center our recognition of the
contrasts, the tensions, the antinomies—seeing them not as
problems but as opportunities to define our roles. Engagement
on the part of students is a goal, and we ought to stipulate it
and measure it and take responsibility for it, but there are times
and purposes for which we will instead seek disengagement.

These are not contradictions; they are mutually supportive,
compatible, and interdependent. We seek understanding for the
pleasure and confidence it brings, and we seek puzzlement or
self-conscious ignorance for the mental itching and scratching
it engenders. We want students who will leave our institutions
deeply commiitted to values and civic and moral responsibility;
yet we must never forget that they must also be committed to
skepticism and doubt. We foster the transformation of thought
into action, but we also strive to educate for delay, self-criti-
cism, and reflection. These equally important goals must be
taught and assessed in ways that taxonomies, properly under-
stood and used, can help us do in powerful ways.

A LOOK IN THE MIRROR

In the spirit of self-critical reflection, I want to conclude by
expressing some misgivings I have about the elements that ap-
pear in the Table of Learning—and about what’s missing. In
particular, I'm sensitive to the potential or apparent absence of
emotion, collaboration, and the centrality of trust.

Although engagement and commitment are certainly con-
structs intended to convey a strong component of emotion and
feelings, I worry that the table as a whole feels overly cogni-
tive. How might it be revised or interpreted to remind those
who use it of the centrality of the emotions in the motivation to
learn, the exercise of reason, and the development of charac-
ter—all legitimate and necessary aspects of any vision of the
well-educated person? This is something I will continue to
think about.

The table may also seem to convey a strongly individual
orientation. Yet engagement is often collaborative with others,
and commitment frequently involves the development of, and
membership in, communities. Moreover, the exercise of un-
derstanding, practice, reflection, and judgment or design is in-
creasingly collaborative in character, drawing upon distributed
expertise adroitly combined, rather than on the power of solo
performances.

In both the emotional and collaborative aspects of learning,
the development of trust becomes central. Learners must learn
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both to trust and to be worthy of trust. If learners are to employ
their achievement of the goals of liberal and professional edu-
cation to take on the responsibilities of leadership in a demo-
cratic community and society, their good judgment needs to be
exercised in a context of trust and interdependence. Are these
perspectives utterly missing in the table? Or are they embedded
in the ideas, if only those who use them are conscious of them?

Taken together, these concerns about missing or under-em-
phasized features of the table remind us that although a taxon-
omy is not a theory, it shares many of the virtues and liabilities
of theory. A system of categories is an attempt to simplify and
order a complex and chaotic world. The unavoidable price of
simplification is to make some views salient while others fade
into the background. That is why all such systems need to be
used with a combination of reverence and skepticism.

What then do I hope for this Table of Learning? I hope it
will be useful precisely because its parts are so familiar. It of-
ters us familiar blocks to rearrange, with its echoes of Bloom
and Perry, of Krathwohl and Kohlberg. I hope that it will serve
as a set of heuristics, as a stimulus for thinking about the de-
sign and evaluation of education, and as the basis for creative
narratives about the learning process. Indeed, I hope it will
variously contribute to all the functions I described earlier as
the uses of taxonomies. I hope it will guide and inform both in-
vention and critique. And I certainly hope that it will be used
playfully rather than devotionally or dogmatically.

When speaking of the goals of science, Alfred North
Whitehead once declared, “Seek generalizations—and distrust
them!” In the same spirit, I urge you, “Seek taxonomies—and
play with them!” @
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