
My Banned Word List for Teacher Education OR Questioning 
our Assumptions About Learning, Teaching, and Schooling 

 

Since 2009, I have been “banning” the use of certain words in my classroom. I’ve come to this point 
because of my intense irritation when I hear them used. I’m irritated because these words carry an 
incredible amount of baggage loaded with faulty assumptions and meanings that are rooted in problematic 
theoretical and philosophical frameworks. In fact, most of these words are used within the frames of 
positivism and mechanism. Both “positivism” and “mechanism” describe a worldview that is based on the 
notion that everything fits into nice little categorical cubby-holes, that we can quantify everything, that 
everything works like a well-oiled machines, and that our world works in very linear and predictable 
ways. If we’re honest enough about our own experiences, we realize that such a worldview is more of 
wishful thinking than a description of what actually occurs. Yet, our society and especially our schools 
are deeply embedded in this positivistic and mechanistic worldview – complete with the highly 
questionable outcomes of testing as a measure of learning or intelligence, repetitive practice as the way of 
learning, working with children as a process of “management,” and schooling as a technical enterprise. 
My banned word list arose not as an edict to stop using these words, but rather as a reminder to examine 
the assumptions that underlie these words. These assumptions tend to be consistent with positivistic and 
mechanistic views. At the same time, the use of these words perpetuates a dysfunctional status quo of 
schooling and undermines our attempts to engage students in systems thinking and its holistic and organic 
worldview. 
 

a. What are the assumptions underlying these words? 
 

b. What is problematic about each of these words? 
 

c. How are they inconsistent with the following notions? 
 

• classrooms as communities; 
 

• children as producers of knowledge; 
 

• the complexity sciences (chaos and complexity theories) as explanatory frameworks for 
biosphere, psychological, and cultural systems; 

 

• learning as constructive, non-linear, and recursive; 
 

• democracy in education and education for democracy; 
 

• children as inquirers; 
 

• teachers as mentors, facilitators, orchestrators, models, etc. 
 

Banned Words: 
 

•  Lesson Plans and Lessons 
Whenever I hear “lesson,” I can’t help but think about some serious adult saying sternly or 
worse to some child, “I’ll teach you a lesson!” In addition to such a negative connotation of 
“lesson,” the underlying assumptions of lessons and lesson plans undermine authentic 
inquiry, complex and meaningful learning, and classrooms as communities. Lessons are 
discrete packages of teacher controlled and directed sequences of instruction. They occur 
during predetermined periods of time, which are generally quite short and inflexible. The 
content of such lessons is almost always delivered to various degrees of fragmentation and 
tends to be disconnected from other subject matter areas. Predetermined lessons disallow 
authentic inquiry that arises from the curiosity and questions of students. And, the entire 
approach tends to reject the power of spontaneity, the importance of emergent curriculum, 
and the worthiness of children as thoughtful decision-makers and contributors to classroom 
communities. Even though “lessons” and “lesson plans” are problematic, teachers do need 



to plan. Planning for inquiry and planning in ways that support the dignity of children needs 
to be done in very different ways and in conjunction with the children themselves. 

 

•  Closure 
Why in the world do we want to close down any learning? In fact, as Gregory Bateson 
suggested, students should leave school with more questions than “answers.” 

 

•  Objectives 
This term arose from behaviorist approaches to schooling. They were called “behavioral 
objectives” at that time. Even though the name has been changed, the approach hasn’t. 

 

•  Classroom Management 
Based on the notion of control and the preparation of children for factory work, this term 
undermines approaches to classrooms as communities, where children share in the control of 
the classroom. 

 

•  Tests, Testing 
Testing and the quantification of “learning” is rooted in positivist traditions, but really don’t 
tell us anything about what children do and don’t understand or the depth and extent of such 
understandings and misunderstandings. 

 

• Worksheets 
Just drill and “kill.” They may allow for very superficial learning, but the learning is usually 
what is not intended: that is, “going through the motions can be enough.” 

 

•  Scientific Method (as a singular and linear process of knowledge production) 
There are many scientific methods. The linear and dogmatic one used in schooling tends to 
kill curiosity and misrepresent the nature of science. 

 

•  Direct Instruction 
If used more than 20% of the time and at the expense of engaging children in inquiry, 
communication, and the production of knowledge, then children’s real learning is minimized. 

 

•  Anticipatory Set 
An over-used and out-dated approach to setting up direct instruction. As it is presented, it 
tends to narrow the possibilities and make teaching and learning a linear and lifeless 
process. 

 

•  Accountability (unless we hold banks, corporations, CEOs, politicians, et al. accountable) 
Misplaced approach to assessing teachers. Typically accountability is based on student 
achievement, but it only perpetuates bad teaching and superficial learning. 

 

•  Piagetian Stages of Development 
Way out-dated. It has been disproven by Margaret Donaldson. Her account is available in 
her book, Children’s Minds. 

 

• Behaviorism – including: 
• rewards, 
• reinforcement or reinforce 
• behavior modification, etc.) 

Demeaning to children, not to mention a superficial, positivistic, and simplistic view of 
learning. 



 

•  Prescriptive Learning 
Just down right scary that we can view learning as something that is imposed upon others. 

 

•  E-Learning (& related terms) 
At best, online learning is superficial. It focused almost entirely on content learning, which is 
only one part of learning and a decreasingly important part at that. 

 

•  On-Task 
Another term related to “control” over children. How often are adults “on-task?” 

 

•  Efficiency (in teaching and learning) 
Real learning isn’t about efficiency. It’s about taking the time to go into depth and extent, to 
play with ideas, and to question and test ideas. 

 

•  SWBAT (Students Will Be Able To) 
This is a meaningless phrase embedded in positivistic views of teaching and learning, 
especially behaviorism. 

 

•  Age appropriate 
More often than not this well-intended idea leads to underestimating the capabilities of 
children. 

 

•  Standards 
Content standards are always questionable. Who decides what is and is not important to 
learn? What is the agenda behind such decisions? 
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New	  Additions	  to	  the	  List	  of	  Banned	  Words:	  
	  

•  Rubric 
Rubrics are an attempt to reduce practice and assessment to discrete parts. They attempt to 
solidify and constrain one’s thinking. They also undermine creativity, spontaneity, and any 
hope of emergent curriculum. Such practices are deeply embedded in antiquate frameworks 
of positivism, reductionism, and mechanism. 

 

•  Measurement (of Learning, Teaching, etc.) 
The idea that we can “measure” learning, teaching, and other things that have no physical 
dimensions or quantities is an attempt to avoid dealing with complex phenomena that 
undermine our desire to place everything in neat and tidy little packages and to maintain an 
illusory sense of security. We can certainly describe learning, teaching, and other 
psychological and social phenomena, but there is no way to actually measure or quantify  
these things.  

 



•  Curriculum Mapping 
Although the idea of mapping curriculum is potentially interesting and useful, the way this 
idea manifests is just another way of creating an inflexible, reductionistic, mechanistic, and 
positivistic approach to teaching and curriculum. The approach also confuses that the 
“map”(i.e., the concepts) with the “territory”(i.e., the actual phenomena) in ways that 
solidify our approaches to teaching.  

 

•  Learning Trajectories 
The idea of a learning trajectory assumes a rather steady and linear process as opposed to 
very complex sets of non-linear, recursive, ever-changing, and dynamic processes that 
incorporate a wide variety of social and psychological contexts.  
 

•  Evidence-Based Practices 
Evidence is, of course, critical to justifying explanations and practices of various kinds. 
However, the view of “evidence” is that of studies that quantify “things” that are not 
measureable. è SEE “Measurement” above.   

 
 

***** Definitions of Some Key Terms ***** 
The following terms are based in the work of Rene Descartes and Isaac Newton and other 
scientists of that era. This work was revolutionary at the time, but has created numerous 
problems (social and environmental). Although there may be specific issues where these 
frameworks may be useful, as a whole they fail to explain the complex interactions in biological, 
social, ecological, and earth systems.  
 

Reductionism = Contends that we can understand the whole (a whole organism, a whole 
phenomena, a whole process, etc.) by dissecting out and understanding all of the parts.  Although 
understanding the parts of things is important, such understandings do not provide an 
understanding of the whole. The complexity sciences contend that the “whole is much greater 
than the sum of its parts.” 
 

Mechanism = Mechanism or mechanistic frameworks contend that we can understand 
everything from the analogical perspective of a machine. Such a framework assumes that all 
systems are comprised of linear cause—and—effect processes. Such a framework may work for 
simple physical systems (e.g., cars, bicycles, etc.), but fail to work in complex systems (e.g., 
biological, ecological, social, and earth systems).  
 

Positivism = Positivism assumes that there is one absolute, objective truth that can be 
understood through empirical (quantifiable) scientific methods.  
 
 

ADD	  more	  to	  this	  list!	  è 	  


