TEACH & LEARN

A return to the use
of emotion and reflection
Helen Demetriou and Elaine Wilson call for a synthesis of affect and cognition
in teaching

There can be no knowledge without
emotion. We may be aware of a truth,
yet until we have felt its force, it is not
ours. To the cognition of the brain
must be added the experience of the
soul.
Arnold Bennett (1867– 1931)

ore often than not, teachers
approach their first few months of
teaching with gusto for the subject
that inspired them to become teachers.
This initial enthusiasm is also extended to
the students they in turn want to inspire.
Somewhere along the line many teachers
realise that as well as sharing their
knowledge, there is a need for affective
communication with the student.
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From early on our emotional
development is inextricably intertwined
with our acquisition of knowledge.
Psychological research has revealed
similarities between human cognitive
and emotional processes. Such attempts
to build bridges between the domains of
social and cognitive development have
resulted in a direct behavioural link
between cognition and emotion in that
our thoughts affect the way we feel about
stimuli and vice versa. Whereas cognition
acts, affect energises, so that the
understanding of another’s feelings, for
example, may be motivated by our own
affective responses to them.
Yet despite these obvious links,
effective teaching and constructive
learning are often regarded
solely as cognitive
processes. There is often
little regard given to the
feeling and emotional
aspects of teaching and
learning. We begin by
looking at the roles played
independently by affect and
cognition within learning,
and also the ways in which
they compound learning
when they are brought
together.

Affect and learning
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Cognition and learning
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acquisition of knowledge through
thought, experience, and the senses’
(Oxford English Dictionary, 2005).
Reflection is a cognitive process that
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‘big picture’ and rethink their practice,
learn from their experiences and help
them to cope with similar situations in
the future. Fullan (1993, 1999) argued
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personal, group and organisational levels
that teachers will begin to question their
practice and think differently about
teaching and learning.
Such notions of reflection originated
in the writings of John Dewey as a way of
thinking about a problematic situation
that needs to be resolved, as ‘the function
of reflective thought is, therefore, to
transform a situation in which there is
experienced obscurity, doubt, conflict,
disturbance of some sort, into a situation
that is clear, coherent, settled,
harmonious’ (Dewey, 1933). Reflection,
as described by McIntyre (1993), is a
primary means for teachers to sustain
learning throughout their careers. Much
of the practice of experienced teachers is
automated or intuitive, shaped by
understandings that are not usually
articulated. Therefore, learning is
dependent on bringing to consciousness
and examining the assumptions and
values behind their actions as teachers;
arguably, without reflection, teachers
cannot modify their practice in a
controlled or deliberate way.

The synthesis of affect and
cognition
The interaction between affect and
cognition is not dissimilar to social
cognition, which attempts ‘to understand
and explain how the thoughts, feelings,
and behaviour of individuals are
influenced by the actual, imagined, or
implied presence of others’ (Allport,
1985, p.3). It studies the individual
within a social or cultural context and
focuses on how people perceive and
interpret information they generate
themselves (intrapersonal) and from
others (interpersonal) (Sternberg, 1994).
In the field of developmental
psychology, Piaget (1981) used metaphor
to encapsulate the interaction of affect
and cognition: ‘affectivity would play the
role of an energy source on which the
functioning but not the structures of
intelligence would depend. It would be
the gasoline, which activates the motor
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which attempts to describe how
addressing the decline in students’
individuals’ affective reactions are the
attitudes and interest in science.
basis for cognitive shifts, and notes also
A study by Gulnar (2003) examined
that cognition can trigger affective
science teachers’ use of affect and
reactions. Zembylas (2002) showed that
cognition. Having observed and
the emotions of science teachers
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influenced how they organised their
chemistry teacher, the physics teacher
curriculum and teaching. He claimed that
used significantly more instructional
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reflection about their emotions are
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inextricably linked to their pedagogy.
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to communicate the facts in a rote fashion,
importance of conceptualising teaching
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and expression in their teaching, thereby
and cognition in order to have a balanced
making it more interesting and enticing,
and healthy view of teaching, learning,
were more successful in communicating
the student and the school. Many of the
the subject matter and keeping students
teachers we spoke to emphasised the
engaged. Moreover, the affective means
importance of establishing a rapport with
by which teachers communicated their
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in schools: An alternative approach to
education. New York: Teachers College
Press.
Piaget, J. (1981). Intelligence and affectivity:
Their relationship during child
development (T.A. Brown & C.E. Kaegi,
Trans. & Eds.). Palo Alto, CA: Annual
Reviews.
Rogers, C.R. (1951). Client-centred
counseling. London: Constable.
Sternberg, R.J. (1994). Allowing for

read discuss contribute at www.thepsychologist.org.uk

thinking styles. Educational
Leadership, 52, 36–40.
Wilson, E. & Demetriou, H. (2008).
Supporting opportunities for new
teachers’ professional growth. Gatsby
Technical Education Projects.
Zembylas, M. (2002). Constructing
genealogies of teachers’ emotions in
science teaching. Journal of Research
in Science Teaching, 39, 79–103.

I can trust them and tell them
things and build a relationship
that way. Being more social
with them helps establish a
rapport and helps with
teaching. One girl really didn’t
want to do a task but when I
asked her again, she said:
‘Because it’s you, Miss,
I will do it.’ It’s significant
that if they need to do
something that is boring
they will do it because it is
you. That felt nice.
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This teacher also spoke about the route
she took to engage an unmotivated
student:
I have a bottom set year 11 group.
They are not interested in science.
I have a girl who wants to dance and
I show an interest. …it’s not that I’m
not interested in my subject – but
I think that I can get through to my
students through building a
relationship…one girl has been
showing me a baby outfit she’s been
designing in textiles. And she wanted
to show it to me so she can show
something that is good. And you start
the relationship by showing an
interest. I ask: ‘How is that coming
along/what colour will that be/is it
finished yet…?’ So you have an
inlet…And I don’t know how I’ve done
it, but just by being interested in
things like that, they can talk to me.
I go over the top sometimes. The girl
has a fluffy pens or is wearing glitter:
‘That’s beautiful, that’s gorgeous –
wow!!’ Just be really energetic and
positive about things and that makes
you more approachable, you’re not
going to be cross and you’re there to
help. It’s saying ‘Come to me and ask
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me, that’s what I’m here for’.
Hopefully once one or two are on
board the rest of their group will
realise it also.

Another teacher felt immensely proud
that in her two short years of teaching,
she had changed her students’ perceptions
of science for the better:
I’ve got one year 7 group that is weak,
and at parents’ evening recently the
parents were absolutely lovely. They
said: ‘Thank you so much, they really
hated science and they really enjoy it
this year.’ And I’ve had some year 10s
whose parents said that I changed
their perception of science and they
love it now.

By the time teachers had reached the end
of their second year of teaching, many
had realised that teaching needed to be
people-directed, with less emphasis on
the subject and more on the students
themselves. In so doing, teachers felt that
they were able to communicate more
effectively with their students and thereby
disseminate the subject knowledge more
successfully; as reported by a recently
qualified male teacher:
I’ve become less interested in science

and more interested in learning and
people... As [my PGCE tutor] said,
‘We teach children, not chemistry’,
and I suppose I’m fitting more and
more into that. And science is a
vehicle…and they are all means to
the same end, which is developing
children.

All too often, teachers ignore or
underestimate the emotional component
of teaching, to the detriment of both
teaching and learning. Following on from
Dewey’s belief that successful teaching
and learning is the result of an integration
of emotion and cognition, it is
increasingly evident that we need to focus
on both of these factors in order to
sustain healthy and progressive teaching
environments and to ensure that the years
of training undergone by teachers are put
to good use, so that there is a balanced
and healthy view of teaching, learning,
the student and the school.
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