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One of the more hopeful developments in the educational world recently has been the widespread acceptance of the fact that there is not just one but several kinds of intelligence. The wellspring of this idea was Howard Gardner’s book Frames of Mind, the publication of which in 1983 was especially good news for those of us who don’t possess, in Gardner’s phrase, ‘the intellectual strengths of a law professor’.

Out of Gardner’s list, two intelligences in particular – ‘intrapersonal intelligence’ and ‘interpersonal intelligence’ – refer to the emotional aspect of human life: but it was with the publication of Daniel Goleman’s bestseller in the mid-nineties that the idea of ‘Emotional Intelligence’ really became popular. ‘Emotional labour’ is another term that is beginning to be widely used (teaching, incidentally, is and always will be a prime example), and so is ‘emotional literacy’, defined by Antidote, the leading UK organisation in this area, as ‘the practice of thinking individually and collectively about how emotions shape our actions, and of using emotional understanding to enrich our thinking’.

Antidote’s emphasis on the integration of feeling and thinking is reassuring: but even so, the term ‘emotional’ is still capable of causing problems. Like ‘spiritual’, it’s one of those words you feel you can only use if you can be sure of the company you’re in.  ‘I confess to having felt a bit emotional’, we might say.  Apparently emotion is something to confess to – in other

words, to be slightly ashamed of – and ‘being emotional’ is the same thing as being tearful and upset, or (dare we admit it?) moved.

In school, the huge social and political pressures acting on the educational agenda can make it hard to know how or where emotion fits in. There is a temptation to put it in a separate container (Circle Time is sometimes used in this way), or to acknowledge only ‘positive’ feelings like approval or pride in achievement. Or perhaps it would be easier to leave emotion out of the reckoning altogether, and treat teaching and learning as entirely mechanical processes.

I want to suggest the exact opposite: that it’s only when an emotional connection can be made that learning really comes alive. The best way I know of illustrating what I mean is by quoting from ‘Dancing in the Dark’, an article by Dr Jeffrey Higley based on his experience of conducting educational workshops:     

‘There is a recognizable authenticity in voice or movement: the person's being is directly present. It is a movement from detachment to involvement, from the objective to the personal.  A sweeping generalisation might be made, to which I might respond, 'Oh, why do you say that?' Then, perhaps, the speaker tells a story about themselves or their family, and suddenly there is a difference: the voice and the stance change, and the whole feel is of a connection to the heart which is authentic. It becomes a statement of themselves, their story.’

What is described here is the shift in the quality of learning that can happen at the moment when the learner becomes emotionally engaged. The learned material is no longer something ‘out there’: it is something I can connect with as a person. The place in our lives where this kind of engagement is found naturally is of course play: and although ‘play’ is another word that sometimes feels unsafe nowadays - dismissed in some quarters as inimical to the hard work that should be our proper concern - the contrary is in fact true. We do our best work, and our best learning, when we bring to it the focus, the energy, the purpose, the imagination and the deep seriousness that we also bring to play.

It’s all very well to talk about learners (and teachers) needing to connect emotionally with their work, but when so much of school life is shaped by external forces, and when so little time is available to do so much, how can we make it happen?  It’s certainly a big challenge for us all: but many schools are doing it already, and the fact that there is still a long way to go doesn’t stop me hoping that the day will come when we can allow emotion out of its box into a rich, sustained, life-enhancing encounter with learning. 

Geoffrey Court
The Circle Works
6 Temple Yard, Temple Street, Bethnal Green, LONDON  E2 6QD
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