EL EDUCADOR, INTERRUMPIDO

The Educator, Interrupted

Resumen

En este artículo comparto una perspectiva filosófica sobre el valor educativo de encontrarse en situaciones disruptivas durante la formación de docentes. Propongo que la presencia de una agenda universitaria en las escuelas debe ser considerada detenidamente. Un vínculo más estrecho entre la universidad y las escuelas tiene implicaciones para la oportunidad y amplitud de las distintas experiencias que los estudiantes-profesores pueden tener en las escuelas, y como tal el desarrollo del sentimiento propio de ser un docente y el significado que otros en la escuela tienen para ellos. Lo hago trabajando con la filosofía de Gert Biesta, quien acuña la palabra ‘subject-ness’ para denotar por qué el individuo como persona importa en el mundo. Partiendo de la propuesta de cambio en la educación de los docentes en Irlanda a una versión del modelo de escuela clínica , me pregunto cómo podemos reflexionar sobre las experiencias de los futuros docentes en la escuela y las distintas capacidades que fomentan la subjetividad. Tomando el enfoque de capacidades, tal como lo concibe Martha Nussbaum, pone en primer plano al estudiante-professor y su desarrollo, considerando constantemente quién es el docente más allá de las habilidades que tenga. 

Sugiero, que el concepto de Interrupción es una capacidad educativa que ayuda a los futuros docentes. Podemos ser interrumpidos, interrumpir a otra persona, interrumpir el momento, o interrumpirnos a nosotros mismos. Requiere desaceleración, escucha y atención. La interrupción se repite. El docente capaz de apreciar la Interrupción valora la pausa y la consideración, poniendo en primer plano la capacidad de resistencia y tomando su lugar como sujeto en el mundo. La interrupción se propone como una capacidad educativa esencialmente arriesgada, abierta, e impredecible, que contribuye a la vida como docente en el mundo de la escuela de manera significativa.
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Abstract

In this paper I share a philosophical perspective on the educational value of disruptive encounter during initial teacher education. I suggest that the university’s presence in school ought to be carefully considered. A closer relationship has implications for the breadth and possibility of the in-school experience of student teachers, and as such the development of the educator’s sense of their own significance and the significance of others. I do so by engaging with the philosophy of Gert Biesta, who terms such significance ‘subject-ness’ to denote why an individual as subject matters in the world. Emerging from the suggestion that initial teacher education in Ireland shift to a version of the clinical school model, I ask how can we think about the in-school experience of student teachers in terms of those capabilities which promote subjectivity. Taking a capabilities approach, as conceived by Martha Nussbaum, foregrounds the student teacher and their development, consistently considering who the educator is beyond what skills they have.

Interruption is, I suggest, an educational capability which supports the student teacher in becoming capable of freedom and relation, of becoming a subject of action. We can be interrupted from outside, interrupt another person or a moment, or interrupt ourselves from within. It calls for a slowing down, for listening and attention. Interruption recurs. The educator capable of Interruption values pause and consideration, foregrounding resistance, and taking their place as a subject in the world. Interruption is proposed as an essentially risky, open, and unpredictable educational capability, which contributes in a meaningful way to life as an educator in the world of the school.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In this paper I think about the in-school experience of student teachers as developing those capabilities which promote subjectivity. I refer to risk and weakness as developed in the philosophy of Gert Biesta (Biesta, 2013), and consider capabilities in Martha Nussbaum’s sense of what a person is able to do and be (Nussbaum, 2011). Her suggestion stands distinct from narratives of competence or capacity. This work is located in the Irish post-primary initial teacher education context. To qualify as a post-primary teacher in Ireland, candidates must complete a two-year Professional Masters in Education (PME), and successful completion of the in-school element is mandatory. It has recently been suggested that PME programmes adopt a clinical approach to in-school experience (Sahlberg, 2018). I suggest that this shift towards a greater presence for the university in school has implications for the breadth and possibility of the in-school experience of student teachers, and as such the development of the educator’s sense of their own significance and the significance of others. It prompted me to think about those capabilities which support the support the student teacher in becoming capable of freedom and relation, of educational risk, of developing an understanding of their own significance and the significance of others.

Subjectivity, realising one’s significance in the world (in both senses of the term), is an event. It is something that may or may not happen, and as such it is always at risk. Subjectivity relies on connection to significant others and suitable space to flourish. It is also a choice; no individual can be required to come into the world and recognise themselves as unique and irreplaceable. As such it relies on openness and values the messy and unpredictable. The in-school experience has the potential to encourage the student teacher to desire to be a subject of significance in the world if they have the opportunity to come into relation with the world of the school slowly and meaningfully, and the freedom to live in the world of the school as an educator.

I am interested in the educational value of disruptive encounter during initial teacher education. As such, Interruption is proposed as an essentially risky, open, and unpredictable educational capability, which contributes in a meaningful way to life as a subject in the world. Interruption is explored in three senses: to be interrupted, to interrupt another, and to interrupt oneself. To be capable of Interruption is to value pause, engagement, and resistance. It is to be open to the unpredictable from outside and from within oneself. 

Interruption is risky, unpredictable, and, in a Biestian sense, weak, making it a thoroughly educational engagement. In Biestian terms a weak process is slow, difficult, frustrating while strong systems embody functionalism and authoritarianism, they prescribe and define desirable ends and how best to achieve them, they are “secure, predictable, risk-free” (Biesta, 2013). The former is life, the latter is the structure imposed on life.

In considering Interruption as a capability of the educator I suggest that it is both a condition for their emergence and an existential challenge of their career. Education proceeds in open, weak, risky circumstances and any attempt to fix the experience, in either sense of the word, turns education into something else. In educating towards subjectivity “the educational concern for the uniqueness and singularity of the human being entails a concern and responsibility for the worldliness of the world, a concern for the creation of worldly spaces, spaces of plurality and difference” (Biesta, 2006, p. 149). The imposition of the strong, in the form of predefined expectations or limitations imposed on experience, remove the space the educational relation unfolds in. Programmes of focused qualification such as clinical teacher training push student teachers forward towards the fulfilment of criteria at the expense of developing a clear sense of self as an educator. Encounter and the unpredictable are mitigated against, and by extension the experience is stripped of that which makes it educational.

In Ireland, typically the in-school experience of student teachers is responsive to the world of the school. The student teacher sources their own school placement and takes their place in school life as determined by the particular opportunities to practise and to contribute that are present there. The accrediting programme of initial teacher education plays a limited role during the in-school experience. They support the student teacher, approving the choice of school, proposed timetable, and duration of placement. HEI-based tutors liaise with the school and the student teacher to arrange supervisions in order to guide and assess the student. Apart from these logistical and qualifying roles, the university steps out and allows the student teacher to be immersed in the life of the school.

The natural variety of experience which arises through this model, particularly as students now undertake at least two placements in different schools, has been raised as problematic (Sahlberg, 2018). The International Review Panel on ITE in in the Irish context has noted that a uniform experience for all students is desirable and yet cannot be assured (Ibid.). This paper takes as its starting point a concerning proposal to address this diversity of experience by shifting the current model to a clinical school model (Sahlberg, 2012, 2018). On this view, the university would lead and operate the in-school element of initial teacher education in a manner “similar to how bedside training occurs in modern medical schools” (Sahlberg, 2018, p. 27). A key element to the success of these programmes in other countries is the presence of professional teacher educators in schools who are both present in the classroom and research-active. Their absence in the Irish context leaves the student teacher grasping for the attention of harried professionals in an ER, rather than the slow, rich case-conference model envisaged. One piece of the clinical model which has been adopted is the suggestion that, in shifting from a one-year diploma to a two-year Masters level qualification, student teachers would experience teaching in more than one school, and that they would no longer spend the entire academic year in school (Sahlberg, 2012). Subsequent review by the panel suggested that the time student teachers spend in school be reduced further or even eliminated (Sahlberg, 2018). While the primacy of the in-school experience during initial teacher education persists, and successful completion is a requirement for qualification (The Teaching Council, 2017), there is clearly change.

It is essential to consider philosophically the potential ramifications of such changes for the development of student teachers as educators. Of particular concern to me is the potential for constriction of the in-school experience by the university or the adoption of a functional view of the school by student teachers. Either would diminish the school as a space for student teachers to experience the educational world and to develop as subjects of action and responsibility.

The suggestion that Ireland shift to a version of the clinical school model is considered here in light of the question: How can we think about the in-school experience of student teachers in terms of those capabilities which promote subjectivity? I suggest that Interruption is an educational capability which supports the student teacher in becoming capable of freedom and relation, of educational risk. We can be interrupted from outside, interrupt another person or a moment, or interrupt ourselves from within. It calls for a slowing down, for listening and attention. Interruption recurs. As a  capability, Interruption develops through relation and freedom. The educator capable of Interruption values pause and consideration, foregrounding resistance and taking their place as a subject in the world.

The in-school experience during initial teacher education is the first opportunity for the student teacher to be in school as an educator in a supported sense. It is their first opportunity to experience the plurality and difference of school life as an educator, and as such calls upon them to imagine and reimagine the educator and the student as subjects in the world. Through the supported nature of the in-school experience, the student teacher is afforded the opportunity to “exist in dialogue with the world” (Biesta, 2018, p. 15), to move beyond assertion of the self or the curriculum and instead listen and respond. In doing so the educator capable of Interruption comes to the world of the school anew, often. 

This is a slow, difficult, and frustrating way to learn. It is an essentially weak way in Biesta’s conception of the term (Biesta, 2013), and it calls for openness and pause. I suggest that the in-school experience is a key locus for development of the educator capable of Interruption. As such, the in-school experience should support uncertainty and creativity, promoting capabilities of listening and response to one’s own subject-ness (Ibid.) as it emerges in the world of the school.
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2. INTERRUPTION

Consider the student teacher approaching a mixed-ability Science class. There will be a great breadth of potential shown by their students, and they will struggle in diverse ways. Differentiation is important, but so is openness and respect. The students may resist the educator’s attempts to facilitate their learning at an appropriate level. They may not see themselves in the same way their teacher or the system of education sees them. How will the educator approach the myriad challenges this group will present every day?

To think of Interruption as a condition of education and an essential capability of the educator places value on those encounters which slow or even stall. It is not necessarily comfortable or welcome, but interruption has the potential to introduce something new and worldly. For the educator to choose an existence as subject in the world is to appreciate and become capable of educational Interruption. In this paper I explore the value of interruption and the threat posed by clinical models to slow, unpredictable encounter during the in-school experience of student teachers. My argument is that the sanitisation of experience through the imposition of clinical models on in-school experience put the emergence of educators as individuals who understand their significance and the significance of others at stake.

In educating for ‘subjectification’ the aim is to encourage students to desire an existence in the world as a subject of action. The everydayness of education should break through the desires of the student teacher and interrupt asking whether each of those desires and prior assumptions are indeed desirable, useful or true.  It is a development towards an innate reflex of interruption, working towards an existence where we instinctively interrupt ourselves, and where we acknowledge that an openness towards indirect and direct external interruptions is possible, necessary and desirable. These interruptions come from students and from contexts, from schools and from stakeholders. This can be planned for in two ways – the time invested and the quality/qualities of the in-school experience. Rather than predefining expectations, the prior focus should be on ensuring that no event or encounter in the world of the school is foreclosed.

Earlier in their career, our prospective teacher researched programmes of initial teacher education. They saw that the in-school experience of some is spread evenly over the entire school year in both years of the programme. These students must engage with two schools which are perceivably different. Other programmes have brief ‘placements’ comprising a few weeks at a time, dipping in and out of a variety of schools. The Irish Teaching Council, which overseas and accredits all of these programmes, claims that the in-school experience of student teachers is paramount yet how can they explain this variance in approach? Our future educator would be right to wonder what the world of the school will be to them. Looking to the school as a contributor to teacher education orients the student teacher as interrupter. They arrive into the school in order to achieve something, to gain something and take it away. This is profoundly limiting for them, as well as questionable for the education of school students. It takes away the opportunity to experience school in its routine and its messy humanity. 

For the student teacher approaching their Science class, recognising that everyone, no matter their standard, will at some point meet with challenge is a liberating moment in the life of a classroom. It is the educator’s responsibility to give their students this conception of freedom, the freedom to strive and to falter, to act as a beginner. For our nascent educator, this means becoming comfortable with an open, honest creative classroom where they take responsibility for letting students take initiative. There may be fewer differentiated worksheets and more moments of slow, frustrating engagement, but this is the educational way.

Constricting the beginnings of a student teacher through, for example, short fragmented ‘placements’, inhibits their emergence as a subject in the world. It restricts the student teacher’s beginnings, and it restricts how the world of the school can respond to those beginnings so blocking the opportunities of others to interrupt. Thinking of our Science class again, the school students may just go along with whatever the student teacher suggests as they know this will be for one class per week for a month. There is no need to acknowledge the educator or to relate to them; they may as well ‘just go along with it’ and look forward to having their “real” teacher back fulltime. Given sufficient time, space and support our student teacher will come to know their Science class as a world of its own, one with integrity and richness. Such an in-school experience allows the student teacher to come to understand what freedom and responsibility mean in an educational context. Likewise the development of school students is inhibited if they cannot respond authentically to their teacher. Given time and space they will start to see the student teacher as part of their school world, for better or for worse. In this way the educator and the school students engage with each other’s beginnings, free to encounter the world of the school.

Biesta suggests that “the encounter with the world… manifests itself as the experience of resistance” (Biesta, 2018, p. 16). Resistance is a form of interruption which manifests as friction, a force which slows us down by refusing to go smoothly with our flow. It can manifest as indirect resistance (“the world is trying to teach us something”), direct external resistance (a question posed directly to us in relation), or direct internal resistance (“a question in our own lives”) (Biesta, 2017, p. 16). These forms of resistance have one thing in common – they require time and attention in order to manifest. If our student teacher has embarked on a programme which parachutes her into schools for four weeks at a time, twice a year with a pre-defined agenda to fulfil, as some clinical teacher training models suggest, neither the opportunity for the world to rise up and teach her something nor the natural arrival of questions outside of her remit are valued. Though, given the relentless realness of the world of the school, they will arise. 

The key educational question interruption-as-resistance raises “in relation to what it means to exist in the world, is what we do when we encounter resistance” (Biesta, 2018, p. 16). It is disingenuous to suggest that school will not call on the student teacher, but will they chose to respond as a subject, as only they can? Has that opportunity been shut down by the nature of their in-school perspective? How resistance is met during initial teacher education influences the ‘subjectification’ of the educator, setting the tone for their existence in school. A positive experience of openness and interruption during the in-school experience, where the student teacher has time and is supported in multiple ways, is invaluable as they come to consider an existence as a subject in the world. Such an existence calls on the educator to view their desires, such as an orderly classroom or high-attaining students, in the context of the world. A mixed ability class is often rich in questions, not always pertinent but expressions of interest and engagement in their own way. Through ‘subjectification’ desires shift from singular pursuits to an aspect of how we situate and orient ourselves in the world.  

In encountering resistance there is always the risk that it will be shut down, by the system as we have seen in the previous example, or by the student teacher themselves. Think of the Science teacher we encountered earlier. Faced with a barrage of random science-related questions how do they respond? Do they act as a subject of freedom and responsibility in the world? If the educator pushes back with their intentions they exhibit a lack of respect for the integrity of the source of resistance. In so doing the context which allowed resistance to emerge is shut down, what Biesta terms “world-destruction” (Biesta, 2020, p. 97). In this case the classroom environment becomes toxic to the school students’ interventions. A second possible reaction to encountering resistance is to withdraw oneself as subject and refuse to engage. Biesta terms this abandonment of the educator’s ambitions and initiatives in the world “self-destruction” as the self ceases to exist in the world as a subject (Ibid.). Here the teacher makes it clear that they are not interested or listening, withdrawing from the world of the classroom and dialogue with their students. In the former the world retreats from educational engagement, and in the latter it is the educator who shifts to a functional mode. Staying in the world and protecting its risky educational nature is the difficult, frustrating and slow option by comparison. For example, our educator may dedicate some time each class to scientific questions which interest the students but are not directly related to the topic. Perhaps they also dedicate physical space to displaying these questions and inviting the students to research answers. In this way, our student teacher is being taught by their students to be a responsible, free person of significance and to ensure the openness of the world of the school.

In my view, clinical teacher training models introduce an element of world-destruction by removing the weak and unpredictable elements from in-school experience, and they encourage self-destruction by promoting expedience and surety. The clinical enacted in this way undermines educational engagement as an ongoing exploration of the encounter with what and who is other, of what an existence in and with the world might mean. As such, opportunities for the student teacher to experience the life of the school in its plurality and difference is turned down in favour of “systematic clinical practice” (Sahlberg, 2012, p. 18) in “university-operated clinical training schools” (Sahlberg, 2018, p. 33). Minimising risk, interruption and resistance deprives the student of key teachings about their educational desires and how those desires exist in the world.

These two extremes are not inevitable, and in reality they are fantastical. No frictionless world or self is possible to achieve. Student teachers will encounter resistance during their in-school experience and throughout their career. From the beginning, the context of initial teacher education and the educational nature of the support they receive are invaluable to their subjectivity. The challenge, once an existence as subject in the world has been chosen, is for the educator to recognise resistance as different from rebellion or insurrection. Resistance is a hesitant educational gesture, and as such the appropriate response to resistance is pause rather than intervention. Biesta terms this a state of “being in dialogue” or a middle ground where the educator chooses to live in difficulty, balancing their uniqueness with their desire to exist in the world (Biesta, 2017, p. 15). Being in dialogue is “not a place of pure self-expression, but rather a place where our self-expression encounters limits, interruptions, responses” (Ibid.). Living with resistance would amount to world-destruction and self-destruction combined, a sort of senseless response or a form of complacency. Here the educator throws up their hands and pronounces “this is simply what I do”, rejecting the possibility for reflection and perspective the space has to offer. Turning once more to our beginning Science teacher, living with resistance for them might look like shouting over the students’ broad-ranging questions. They might decide that teenagers are distracted and disruptive, and other than disciplinary measures there is nothing that can be done. They might ask questions like “do you think you’re smart, changing the topic like that?” in an effort to gain superiority. Dialogue in response to resistance is not a contest or a problem to be solved. Rather, it is  an ongoing, lifelong challenge inherent to a committed existence in the world as a subject.  

Interruption is the pinnacle of resistance, asking us whether what we desire is actually desirable and so interrupting us on the path of that desire. The resistance we encounter once we agree to live in the world with other, the resistance that shapes us, turns us around, alters our velocity, sometimes almost imperceptibly and sometimes completely. Interruption is the resistance that stops us in our tracks, that calls us to stop and think, but first to listen. To be interrupted in this way is to have registered something in relation. This call, this question, interrupts us so that we might fully exist in the world. 

For teachers at any career-stage, being in dialogue is as much about self-awareness and turning inwards as it is about an awareness of the other and turning outward. It is “a way of being together that seeks to do justice to all partners involved ”, the self and others (Biesta, 2017, p. 14). The education of student teachers in school is both the experience of dialogue with the world and the exploration of their desires in the world. Both have transformative potential for the student teacher who chooses to exist in the world as a subject of action. The challenge for teacher education is to create, in the sense previously described, an in-school experience for student teachers which allows them to encounter this friction. This is an experience during which the student teacher is resisted and resists so that they can begin to become capable of Interruption by their own unique responsibility and the world they are coming into. How well we can address such questions depends to a large part on how we have lived in the world and that world itself. What interruptions to their desires are student teachers experiencing in a clinical environment? How are they learning to deal with these interruptions, with other people and with the world?

We also need to think about the message and norms our systems implicitly and explicitly send out. Biesta uses the example of capitalism preferring an infantile population motivated by personal desires (Biesta, 2017). What message does clinical schooling as a brief, self-oriented in-school experience, send to student teachers? What does it say of our regard for life in school? Introducing the student teacher into the reality of school life and allowing them to practice there for a reasonable period of time gives the opportunity to experience interruption in a supported way and become capable of Interruption in an educational sense.
 
The difference between fantasy and reality maps onto an important distinction in the educational literature between an “infantile” and a “grown-up” way of trying to live one’s life. If the infantile way of leading one’s life is characterised by a disregard for what is real — just pursuing one’s own desires, just doing what one wants to do — the grown-up way of trying to lead one’s life is characterized by the desire to give one’s desires a “reality check,” so to speak, so as to come into a relationship with what and who is other, not simply overrule it. 
(Biesta, 2020, p. 97).

Giving one’s desires, and the desires imposed by educational systems, a “reality check” is interrupting oneself. It is to resist the perpetual forward motion of qualification and socialisation. In doing so the educator chooses to call on the freedom of being a subject in the world in order to become capable of the responsibility inherent in their subjectivity. The key to grown-upness, to coming into the world as a subject of action, is that it is not a destination, it is a commitment. Education as ‘subjectification’ encourages students to desire an unresolved existence in the world, where they engage with interruptions from within and without, committing to acknowledging this friction, and developing an instinctive curiosity towards these frustrations. It encourages our student teacher to inquire into students’ questions, and inquire with them through the listening and attention characteristic of the educator capable of Interruption.

Education conceived in this way “… doesn’t think of grown-upness as the outcome of a developmental trajectory or a trajectory of cultivation or socialization, but rather as a never-resolved existential challenge: the challenge of trying to live one’s life in the difficult “middle ground” (Biesta, 2020, p. 97). While Biesta has himself resisted describing pedagogical interventions towards the three domains of education, he is clear on the expectations of education programmes towards a fully functioning domain of ‘subjectification’:

One thing it asks from education is that it make an encounter with the real possible — an encounter that allows for a “reality check.” This requires, among other things, that education not remain merely conceptual but that there is something real at stake in it; that the world, in its materiality and its sociality, can be encountered. An encounter with what is real manifests itself in most cases as an interruption — an interruption of the flow of intentions and initiatives, which means that education for subjectification has an interruptive quality. 
(Biesta, 2020, p. 98).

This is not to suggest that in-school experiences for student teachers would undermine school students or act as an interruption to their education in a detrimental sense. On the contrary, Biesta is calling for the world of the school to intervene during initial teacher education in a meaningful, disruptive and interruptive way. The presence of the university predefining or operating the in-school experience of student teachers precludes a weak, risky and truly educational encounter with the real. Attempts to ensure uniform experiences during initial teacher education undermine the reality of school life, as the “materiality” and “sociality” unique to each school become unavailable to the student teacher absorbed by fulfilling predefined criteria.

The educational encounter open to interruption is the slow way. Student teachers need time to encounter the real world of the school and their desires as they exist in that world if they are to understand their unique significance. The freedom of a subject in the world exists subject to the world, and is a freedom imbued with responsibility. As Biesta puts it, “when spaces lose their worldly quality they cease to be spaces where action is possible and freedom can appear” (Biesta, 2006, p. 150).  This responsibility which calls forth the subject as significant in their uniqueness “always and structurally comes from the outside” (Biesta, 2017, p. 13), spontaneously interrupting the subject and their desires. This can be a shock to the student teacher but is essential to their emergence as a subject with an appreciation of their own significance, their uniqueness-as-irreplaceability. The interruption is not assured and cannot be guaranteed, but it can be hampered or inhibited. It calls for openness in the individual and in how they exist in relation to the world, an orientation towards the possible. What matters educationally is to exist in and with the world in a grown-up way, in acknowledgment of the alterity and integrity of what and who is other.

Neglecting to interrupt is also un-educational. Unchallenged, preconceived ideas of the good student, of poor behaviour and of high standards, as well as the resources available including support at home, give the student teacher an impression of what they can assume, depend on, or afford not to think about. This is a dangerous game. It can set the educator up for failure and disenfranchise their future students. It emphasises the need for high-quality in-school mentorship. Mentors in the mode of co-operating teachers know the context of the school and its students and are invested in the education of the student teacher. Taking a minimalist approach to in-school mentorship undermines all involved. 

This is not a question of attempting to make school effortless. To create an environment in which struggle is not part of the teacher’s learning experience is to neglect the responsibility of those engaged and interested in education to ensure the “worldliness” of the in-school experience of student teachers (Biesta, 2006, p. 148). There are several potential consequences of this. Firstly, the student teacher may come to believe that they should not need to struggle, so when faced with reality they think they are not a good teacher, not capable. They have a skewed idea of themselves and are not liberated to ask questions, engage with colleagues and structures, and work with struggle as part of the event of education rather than an event in it. They embody competence rather than capability, and retreat to what can and cannot be done.

Secondly, the educator may come to see instances of struggle as outliers and approach them as a challenge. They view school students and classrooms as projects in need of normalisation rather than understanding. Their idea of education is narrow, as is their idea of struggle. This student teacher is focused on themselves and their experience, so that the clinical teacher training prescribed outcomes become truth and other stories go unexplored. The student teacher’s ethical imagination is undeveloped. This calls for time and space, and is a good example of Biesta’s “suspension” in action and of the need for educational programmes to sustain and support students as they negotiate a dialogical mode of existence (Biesta, 2020, p. 98). In this way the student is encouraged to become capable of Interruption, starting with interrupting themselves.

Other interruptions may feel un-educational, they may seem like an imposition. Take for example our Science teacher who really engages with the questions their class poses. So much so that they pose questions in response. The class, however, interpret these questions as ‘work’ and reject the educator’s interventions as they are fundamentally uninvited. They see their interest being skewed to suit a curricular agenda. Experiencing the world in all its alterity is difficult, and taking the time to respond responsibly, in relation, is the slow and frustrating path. The beginning Science teacher needs to figure out how to interrupt educationally but in the mode of dialogue. This will be different for every class and relies on the educator taking the time to develop in relation to their students. Brief ‘placements’ in school or overbearing mentors can get in the student teacher’s way. Biesta warns against “taking all resistance out of education by making it flexible, personalised and tailored” (Biesta, 2017, p. 19) or sanitised, predefined and measurable. In these instances education becomes responsive only to the self, losing its relationality to the world. The alternative would be an educational experience, one of being supported towards being in the world, experiencing resistance and learning its value, and in so doing arousing the desire to exist dialogically, in the middle ground.

Unsolicited educational interruptions may appear as acts of power from the perspective of the student. Deborah Britzman writes of Anna Freud’s belief that education is composed from all types of interference and that it begins in the individual rather than when something is done to them (Britzman, 2003). Freud describes these relations as “qualified by the push and pull of dependency and autonomy, immaturity and maturity, and mutual interference and influence… having to learn and having to teach is felt as interference… Significance, or better, education, is made from this conflict” (Britzman, 2003, p. 8).  Going beyond transmission and interpretation, education “becomes a process of asking, a process of asking difficult questions” (Biesta, 2006, p. 150). When “the question of the desired and desirable is introduced by the teacher - as a powerful interruption – the ambition is that the question becomes a living question in the life of the student” (Biesta, 2017, p. 20). 

For example, the mentor teacher attempts to orient the student teacher’s attention towards their desires and encourage them to ask whether these are the desires of a subject existing in and with the world. The work of the mentor teacher, and by extension those engaged in teacher education, then includes being capable of introducing interruption, suspension and sustenance in an educational way. Done well, this educational relation has the potential to move from one of power and intrusion to authority, where the mentor is named as educator retrospectively by the student teacher. This shifts the locus of power to the nascent educator, letting them speak in response to the mentor’s interruption in an authoritative way. They can then practise relating openly and in dialogue in the classroom with their mentor’s support. Thus the experience of being interrupted develops the educator’s capability of Interruption, and the cycle can continue with their own future students. The shift from holding power to humility in authority resides in acknowledgement. It is in the student’s acknowledgment of the teacher as a force in their lives, so bringing forth the subject-ness of the student. Interruption becomes contribution, and they move into a reciprocal relation. 

It is impossible to know when this acknowledgement will take place, or indeed whether it will at all. As with all aspects of education towards subjectivity, interruption is risky. The educator risks having their subject-ness go no further than power, or their questions seen as interrogation rather than usefully, educationally disruptive. There is no way to assure this will not happen. Risk to the subject-ness of the educator, whether or not the student will turn and in so turning reimagine the educator’s systemic responsibility and power into significance, is the condition for the student teacher to come into the world as a unique subject of action. 

Encouraging response is a slow and risky way of introducing resistance but key to the educator’s capability of Interruption. The ambition of Biesta’s ‘educational interruptions’ is that, though they begin with the educator, they become an instinct of the student. In this way the student asks themselves whether what they desire is desirable as naturally as they refer to those desires themselves. Educational authority is then shared between educators and students and derived from dialogue. The interruption is a risk undertaken in the hope of future acknowledgement, which would then and only then name the educator.
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