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Forgive and Remember: The Challenges and
Opportunities of Learning from Experience
Lee S. Shulman
President Emeritus, The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching

Charles E. Ducommun Professor of Education Emeritus , Stanford University

I want to talk to you this morning about a challenge that all professions face — teachers
and physicians, nurses and engineers. How do beginners in the profession learn to practice
their craft without endangering their clients? Indeed, how do even experienced practitioners
improve their work or learn new practices without endangering their clients? Whether it is the
period of teacher induction, of medical residencies, of clinical experiences for lawyers, or
internships for engineers, some kind of strategy for protected practice is part of the system of
educating professionals, and it raises a couple of important questions.

The first question is: How is learning from experience possible? We sometimes laugh and
say that there are two kinds of teachers. Some teachers have twenty years of experience.
Other teachers have one year of experience twenty times. If you think about it for a moment,
learning from experience is a miracle. The odds are that only a tiny minority of experiences
really lead to learning. Therefore, what is the essence of learning from experience? What'’s
the secret that distinguishes an educative experience from an experience that someone just
undergoes? What are the barriers to learning from experience that make this process
particularly difficult?

The second question relates to the problem I just alluded to: How do we deal with the
fundamental ethical and moral question of what entitles those of us who teach and who teach
others to teach, to expose children, hospital patients, or clients to the services of someone
who is, by definition, not yet ready to practice? How do we justify that? Do we simply say,
“Well, it’s the only way they can learn.” That may be part of it, but it is a little more
complicated than that.

I should also say that in this talk I’'m drawing quite consciously on research that my
colleagues and I conducted for more than ten years at The Carnegie Foundation for the

Advancement of Teaching. We studied how people are educated and prepared for a variety of
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professions — as lawyers, engineers, teachers, nurses, physicians and members of the clergy
like ministers or priests. There are some fascinating parallels and some exciting contrasts
among these fields. This work continues to remind me of the extraordinary challenge it is to
help new teachers learn to teach, as well as helping experienced teachers continue to grow in
their work. It also shows me that we are not alone. In every one of the learned and service
professions, similar problems are encountered.

This brings me to the title of this morning’s talk, “Forgive and Remember”. Forgive and
Remember is the title of a book more than thirty years ago (1979) by a sociologist named
Charles Bosk. The phrase “forgive and forget” is quite familiar in English. It describes the
virtue of forgiving someone else’s bad behavior by being willing to forget about it rather than
remembering and remaining angry and unforgiving. However, if the goal is to improve
behavior and prevent the poor behavior from occurring again, then “forgetting” is not the
best thing to do.

Bosk’s book is a study of the surgical residency. The focus of the book is on the
management of error in the surgical residency. He begins with the observation and the
recognition that in a residency (which can include any form of professional residency) errors,
surprises. and mistakes are inevitable. He doesn’t actually go so far as to make the assertion —
which I would make — that if during the period of residency, you have structured the
experience so tightly that there are no errors, you have also structured the experience to
guarantee there will be no learning.

This is the dilemma: How do you manage the inevitability and even the necessity of error
in the surgical residency — or any other kind of protected professional learning experience?
One of the questions he asks is: What kinds of errors can be forgiven? His basic insight is that
errors that are due to gaps in knowledge are forgivable — if you don’t forgive and forget , but
rather you must forgive and remember. His rationale is that this is a situation where you are
concurrently serving clients and serving society by educating the next generation of those who
will be able to serve the clients. And, since error is inevitable, the forgiveness for it rests in
their being able to learn from the experience. I'm going to make the same argument that
learning from experience is justifiable if what accompanies it is real memory, real learning,
real understanding.

Consider the character of the induction experience in any profession, whether you think
of it as part of student teaching in teacher education, in a traditional sense, or as a residency

or induction year. Think about not only the inevitability, but also the necessity, for error —
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and also for surprises, some which may be pleasant. In this light, what kinds of experiences
are most likely to be opportunities to learn?

One of the reasons that error is so critical to understand is that it is related to the broader
notion of surprise — the unexpected or the unpredicted. While predictability may be a highly
desirable condition to be in, learning begins with accidents. It’s fascinating to think about
how in our earliest days of life, surprise is one of the developmental challenges that we learn
to deal with. Think about playing “peek-a-boo” with a four-month-old baby. What happens?
You do your peek-a-boo and the baby cries. The baby is frightened but signals, “Do it again!”
You do it again, and the baby cries some more. By the third or fourth time, the baby is
inducing surprise, and you notice that the tears are punctuated with little giggles. Talk about
the management of surprise! The baby has started doing what we as a species do when we are
working at our best — to seek surprise, to seek uncertainty, to seek complexity, and even
though it is initially frightening, we figure out a way to manage it. We don’t eliminate the
surprise; we learn how to deal with it. We develop a variety of strategies. What better
description can there be of learning to teach?

[ am quite certain that many of the teachers in this room probably prefer forms of
discovery learning, project-based learning, and problem solving by groups over constantly
using a highly-structured, highly-scripted curriculum. Novices do the same thing. They want
to take risks, they want to try complex, group-based, problem-solving discovery learning,
and they want to do it right away. Young teachers think they are super heroes like the ones
they see in the movies. Teachers who teach in that adventurous manner-whether they are
young or old-are guaranteed surprise. If you want to teach in way where you will know where
the kids will be, what they will know at the end of day or the week, you teach a highly-
controlled curriculum. It’s often a good idea. But if you want to ensure that life will be filled
with surprises, keep teaching open-ended kinds of curricula.

The quest for surprise, the valuing of surprise over the predictable is really quite central
to what we do as professional teachers and teacher educators. And we do it in large measure
because we intuitively understand that responding to the unpredictable may be the best way
for our students and ourselves to learn and to grow. We know that growing in understanding
entails becoming ever more capable of dealing, not only with the predictable — we can design
machines to deal with many things that are predictable — but in dealing with uncertainty and
the unexpected. It’s also why jokes are one of our favorite forms of communication because

what is a joke? A joke is a peek-a-boo with words. Funny stories delight us because they are
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designed around surprises.

This is also true with respect to invention and creativity in entrepreneurship, technology
and science. As Louis Pasteur observed, great discoveries are often the result of serendipity.
of chance discoveries. But chance does not bring benefits to everyone. “Chance favors the
prepared mind,” said Pasteur. Our challenge as teachers is to prepare the minds of our
students to learn from accidents, to gain new knowledge from the unexpected. And for those
of us who train teachers, that is our responsibility as well, to prepare teachers who will learn
from the surprises with which students regularly challenge us.

Indeed, when your teaching is going very well, one of the indicators is that you surprise
and even delight your students and they in turn surprise you. And the delight in each of your
surprises is what propels the learning forward. Good research always has some form of
surprise in it. Nothing is duller than a study that confirms what everybody believed already. It
may be important, but it won’t remain on your radar screen for very long. Good research,
good jokes. and good learning experiences have the unpredictable at their center. Good
science and good technology are built around a nugget of surprise, a core of serendipity. So is
good teaching.

If learning from experience is so valuable and important., why is it so difficult, so unusual
and so rare? I explain that learning from experience has a number or enemies that make it
quite a problem. Indeed, were I speaking in the language of medicine, I would say that
learning from experience encounters “diseases” that we must cure if we wish to make teacher
professional development truly possible. These “diseases,” these enemies of learning from
experience, are Amnesia, Fantasia, Inertia and Nostalgia. They stand as daunting barriers
against our goals. We shall examine each of these barriers.

Amnesia is the problem of forgetting. Even when an experience is vivid and important, it
is natural that its details are forgotten soon after it occurs. Memory is difficult to accomplish.
Memory is even more elusive when we are expected to remember an event that did not go well
for us, that surprised us and may have been judged a failure; even those are exactly the kinds
of memories from which we can learn the most. So the first enemy we must defeat is
amnesia, the tendency to forget what we have experienced.

Fantasia is the second enemy of experience. This occurs when we do remember what
happened to us. . . but not correctly. Mis-remembering what has happened is a natural and
frequent experience, and it has serious consequences for the goal of learning from those

experiences. I have gathered a number of examples — in medicine and in teaching — of
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professionals who are very sure they remember what they did when something either went
well or did not go well, except that they have not remembered the incident accurately.

Inertia is the third enemy of learning from experience. In this case, we do remember
correctly what we did, precisely and without any distortion. However, our memories are
“inert”, they are like feet that have been locked into wet concrete, because we do not know
where to go with the memory, we have the experience but are unable to build a new idea from
it or solve a new problem based on that experience. All of you who teach mathematics know
well the problems of students who remember a mathematical formula or algorithm but cannot
apply it correctly when faced with a new story problem. That is the problem of inertia.

The fourth barrier to learning from experience is Nostalgia. This is an “illness” that
grows more serious as adults grow older, especially among educators. Nostalgia is a state of
mind in which what occurred many years in the past, when the individual was younger, grows
increasingly more attractive and enlightened than it appeared to be when it first occurred.
“When I was a student at school, all the teachers were much better, all the students were
more serious and well-behaved, and everyone learned their lessons much more successfully. ”
When you “remember” how wonderful things were in the past, you also know that there is no
need to reform or re-design education, one need only return to wisdom of years gone by. the
genius of the past.

When all four of these barriers work together to fight against learning from experience.
the challenge is great. The cure for nostalgia is better history and better information that can
contradict the happy memories of a past that never was. The cures for amnesia and fantasia
are systems of reflection, analysis, documentation and collective review that help fill the gaps
of memory and repair the distortions of recollection. The cure for inertia is the development
of better forms of professional development that support teachers to document and analyze
their experiences more critically, reflectively and collaboratively and to use those analyses to
make their experiences more instructive and their memories more illuminating.

At the heart of these processes is the mindful development of “artifacts of teaching and
learning” to support memory and reinforce reflection and self-analysis. The Chinese practices
of “lesson study” are one example of the creation of interactive artifacts as aids to memory

and reflection. We shall now examine some examples of what these artifacts might be.

Artifacts Support Learning from Experience

Let’s keep that in mind as we ask: “What makes learning from experience difficult?”
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One thing that makes learning from experience terribly difficult is that experience is like dry
ice: it evaporates at room temperature. As soon as you have it, it’s gone. So one of the big
problems we have in learning from experience is that we need to be able to examine, to
analyze, and to reflect on the experience, but experiences fade. They not only fade. they get
distorted. How many times have you been in a situation where you were absolutely sure you
did something, and it turned out you didn’t? Why don’t we think that happens when we are
learning from experience as we learn how to teach? Even if we know what we did, it’s very
hard to know what the consequences were for the students. But learning from experience
implies that we not only have a way of looking at what we did, but at what the students
learned. Too often what the students experience and learn is more invisible to us than our own
ability to recount what we did.

My question to you is: How can we learn from experience if what we're supposed to be
learning from disappears from view as soon as it happens? I think an answer to this question is
contained in a word that engineers use all the time. The word is “artifacts.” Artifacts are
things — objects, tools, instruments that human beings construct because they need them and
they don’t exist in nature. Constructing an artifact is by definition an unnatural act. It’s an
act that is an artifice, it’s artificial. And yet, it is in the artifacts that we find the key to
learning from experience. Videos are artifacts, stories are artifacts, and cases are artifacts.

Judy Shulman’s work with teachers constructing narratives about the surprises and
challenges of their own practice and then writing those as cases and producing casebooks
exemplifies this principle, as does her work with teachers who must prepare portfolios of
their work. Every one of those teachers learns from having reflective and analytic
conversations about his or her practice; the subsequent writing of a case produces an artifact
that others learn from. That’s an example of “forgive and remember.” Judy Shulman will be
discussing this work in her keynote address later today.

One of the things that creating an artifact does is to force us to stop what we were doing,
to interrupt the flow of our daily work. That’s why it’s often so annoying. Nurses are often
utterly annoyed by the necessity of having to enter all that stuff into the patient’s chart. But
let me ask you: Wouldn’t you love it if every teacher who was serving the children you are
teaching entered onto a common chart what they had done and what they observed during
their time with the student? But it’s annoying. You have to stop what you were doing
previously to create the artifact.

The anthropologist Elinore Ochs at UCLA studied a group of physicists, and one of the
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things that surprised her was how annoyed the physicists were about having to “stop doing
physics” because it was time to prepare a paper for the next research conference of physicists.
In order to make their presentations, they had to stop and review and ask themselves: What
did we really learn? How can we represent what we have learned in a more compressed.
elegant and economical fashion? They almost always had to invent new artifacts — diagrams
that compared and illuminated things they had done, figures that summarized what they had
learned. Ochs reports a fascinating finding — they didn’t really stop doing physics in order to
prepare their paper. They stop doing one kind of physics in order to do an absolutely
necessary other kind of physics. They start asking themselves, “What have I really learned?
How can I talk about it in ways that will educate the rest of my community?” By stopping and
creating new artifacts that didn’t naturally emerge from what they had been doing. they
elevated their their own understanding of what they were doing. and raised it up an order of
magnitude. Simultaneously they learned and their community learned. But again, this
happens only if they’re prepared to stop. So in a very paradoxical sense, you can only make
progress by stopping. And often an artifact — a case, a portfolio entry, a new diagram or
article — is the product of that stoppage. Indeed, the teaching has not really stopped. It has
continued productively in the empty classroom (Jackson, 1968).

One of the most vivid demonstrations of this was in a study done by Anna Richert from
Mills College. Anna explored the conditions under which the reflections of people learning to
teach become most vivid, most powerful, and most fruitful. She found there were two
conditions that were important, if not necessary, for that to happen: (1) The richer the set
of artifacts that represented the practice or the experience that had been undertaken., the
more powerful was the reflection; (2) Having a partner to reflect with you. These two
conditions are related because if all the partner has to work with is the dry ice of memory,
and it’s your memory not the partner’s memory, it’s a much less powerful experience than if
you're sitting there with a video of the class, with samples of student work, or with a piece of
the journal you wrote immediately after the class. Suddenly reflection becomes, not grasping
for the fading wisps of memory, but working together on the shared artifacts that are now
available to all members of the conversation. And I guess I would argue that these are
principles that can be generalized: that learning from experience almost always entails
learning from, with, and through the artifacts that are generated to capture and display and
preserve the experience. If you do artifact construction self-consciously, learning is much

more likely to occur in the conversations that follow.
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Here again, as is the case with Judy Shulman’s work on having teachers stop and create
artifacts of memory, reflection and shared analysis, learning from experience is supported by
creating things that are visible, critically examined and interrogated in collaboration with

peers, and can be preserved so others can learn from them.

Second-Order Artifacts: Beyond Reflection and Conversation

But I am not prepared to stop there because we still have to address the question of
professional integrity, the moral or ethical question that I raised earlier. Let’s say the
artifacts capture a really messy bit of teaching you have engaged in. Is the fact that you can
learn from those artifacts sufficient moral justification for your students and you to have
undergone that experience? I would argue “not quite.” There is one more piece of the puzzle
that must be filled in. It rests on the notion that learning from reflection on your own practice
cannot possibly be the major source of professional learning.

Think about it for a moment. You are one teacher, and you teach one classroom at a
time to a particular group of students. If your professional development was wholly dependent
on what you learned from your experience, who would ever trust a professional? Would you
like to go to a physician who only knew what she was able to learn from her experience? Or to
a surgeon who only knew what he knew from the mistakes he had made? Don’t you have to go
further? I would say “yes.” For us to justify learning from experience as an explicit strategy of
professional education, those experiences not only must be educative through reflective
analysis and conversations, they must also be transformed into a second-order artifact, an
artifact of scholarship.

What is scholarship? It is what human beings do to create organized ways to learn from
one another. Scholarship is a communal activity whose fundamental premise is that what we
can learn as individuals is only a tiny sliver of what we need to understand as a community.
Therefore we must create new artifacts that represent, explain, and project what we have
learned in ways that others can learn from. If our experience begins as a benign surprise for
an embarrassing error, whatever we come to understand through looking at first-order
artifacts can in turn be transformed into second-order artifacts. Those could be cases, teacher
portfolios, or videos of different kinds. Only then are we in the realm of “forgiving and
remembering. ”

People make fun of the fact that scholars pepper their manuscripts with footnotes and

references. But every footnote and every reference reminds us that our piece of individual

| 010 FEHREHROFBRAMBHELRR



