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THE MYTH OF TEACffiNG1

James V. Hoffman
University of Texas, Austin

The story is told about a famous astronomer giving a lecture to a crowded hall
of students and parents over such basic concepts as the rotation of the earth, the
orbiting of the planets, the place of the solar system in our galaxy, and so on. At the
end of the talk, an elderly woman in the back of the room stood and shouted: .,All
of what you say is rubbish. Everyone knows that the earth is flat and is being held
up on the back of a giant turtle." The scientist paused briefly and then responded,-
"Well, if that is the case madam, then what is the giant turtle standing on?" The
woman shot back, "Very cute, but sorry, sonny, it's turtles all the way down!"

As in this anecdote, as in the world at large, myth and science are typically
portrayed as antethetical to one another. Science is truth; myth is falsehood. Science
is serious; myth is humorous. Such a portrayal is misleading. Science is the way in
which the verifiable knowledge of the world is represented by mankind. Scientific
knowledge is advanced through the kind of systematic inquiry that we refer to as
research. Myth, in contrast, is the way in which mankind has attempted to explain
and understand that which is not readily verified. Although scientific knowledge has
advanced enormously over the millenia, it has barely begun to address, let alone
answer, the questions that give birth to myth.

Many find the myths of ancient cultures as trivial, or as revealing of ignorance,
but this is because myths are locked, in terms of expression, in the science of that
day, not because they reveal anything less than fundamental human wondering. Many
think of myth as only something of the past, not of the present. Not so. Myth is as
alive and important today as it has ever been. As humans we continue to struggle to
understand our cosmos, our origins, our purpose, and our transcendency. Within each
of us lives a personal mythology that is constructed in a fashion compatible with our
scientific knowledge. Our personal myths govern our interactions with the world;our
shared myths govern our social institutions from family, to state, to church, and all
of these find expression as we communicate with one another through language and
the arts. Within this mythology, we find the assumptions, values, and beliefs that are
the powerful, driving forces in everyday living.

The roots of teaching are to be found more in mythology than in science. The
evolution of teaching from labor to a professional status has come as a result of shifts
in societal values, changing perceptions of schooling, and an expanded economic
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