Conversation Series

Why Telling People What To Do Hinders Learning
Each instalment of our ‘Empowering Educators’ series features a conversation between
author and speaker Gavin Grift and an educator who inspires him.
This week Gavin chats with Doreen Miori-Merola, who has been instrumental in
growing cognitive coaching in the US and internationally. While the pair might live
thousands of kilometres apart, they share similar views on education, and believe that
feedback is not always the best way to help others learn.
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T

oday we’re going to be
speaking about growth
and capacity, words that
come up in education a
lot. Doreen, how do you define
these terms?
Growth, I think, is about ongoing
change. It is about the ability to
improve and expand.
It’s around acquiring new skills,
around clarifying your identity and
really being able to sharpen or hone
your values and beliefs - and not
being stagnant.
I think capacity refers to volume,
how much you can hold or how
much something can hold. And the
idea that we can expand our capacity
is directly connected to the idea of
growth, that the brain has plasticity.
We’re not born with finite abilities
or skills or wisdom – we can expand
that capacity.
I’m wondering then what’s the link
between talking about capacity
building – or I guess our container
- to expand the way we go about
being able to do something? How
do our values, beliefs and identity
fit in with that?
I just read Carol Sanford’s book, No
More Feedback, and she talks about
three core capacities that enable
people to grow and develop.
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One of them is locus of control.
Certainly in the work that we do, we
talk about efficacy which I would use
as a synonym for locus of control. Do
we believe that we are self-directed,
self-initiated, self-actualising, or do
we believe that we are puppets at
somebody else’s command?
A second capacity that Sanford talks
about is scope of considering. What
she means by that is: do we only
think about ourselves and what’s
good for us, or do we consider what
might be good for others?
The third capacity she talks about
that enables people to become
self-directed and to determine their
growth is this source of agency
- who’s in control. Are you selfdirected, are you a self-initiator or do
you wait for somebody else to give
you permission?
These three capacities are innately
tied to the development of a person,
and the ability to be able to say: ‘no
this is not good enough, I want to do
more’.
So, in some ways, a thread that
runs through all of those three
capacities that Sanford talks about
- and which links so closely to the
work you do - is this notion of selfdirectedness, of having autonomy.
It makes me wonder about how

best we create the conditions so
that we can have less puppets
and more self-direction. Doreen,
what’s your sense?
I think that we, as people in positions
of leadership, have to get rid of three
myths that we hold on to about
feedback and what we’ve traditionally
believed feedback does.
These are: the myth of learning, the
myth of excellence and the myth of
truth.
The myth of learning is when we
believe that people will learn better
if we give them feedback. That’s not
true. Research has proven that.
In Sanford’s book, she tells the story
about this third grade classroom that
she divided into a control group and
an experiment group. They were
being videoed, but didn’t know it.
She gave commands and the kids
had to put their arms in various
positions.
With the control group, after their
first attempt, she asked them to selfevaluate. They all thought that they
did a fantastic job, but when they
looked at the video it was clear they
were wrong on their self-assessment.
But they didn’t acknowledge that
they were wrong. Instead they
tried again – and again - and it was
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So what do you think we need to
be doing more of to enlarge that
container, or build that capacity
and support people’s growth?
I think by putting systems in place
where people can be reflective. They
can journal about what they’re doing
to write and reflect, but also engage
in reflecting conversations where
mediative questions would be asked.
These systems help people feel like
they are in control, that they have
that autonomy.

the same thing. No comment, no
improvement.
Whereas the experiment group were
videoed but were never asked if they
wanted to watch it. After the first
round of hand and arm gestures,
they were asked the simple questions:
How do you think you did, and how
do you think you might improve?
This goes right to the work that we
do in coaching. It’s about asking
mediative questions. And providing
data.
But the kids said, ‘well we think if
you slowed it down a little bit, we
might be able to do better’.
They followed that same process
all the way through, with the kids
becoming more concise on their
feedback, more specific on the kinds
of things that would help support
them to do better. By the end, they
were much better.
So tell me, what do you mean
by excellence is a myth around
feedback?
Excellence is something that’s very
abstract. What might be excellence
for one is not excellence for another.
How do you define it, how do you
give parameters for it?
So there is that myth of excellence
and that we’re arbiters of excellence
- that we can judge it, modify it and
give it numbers.
And then there’s the myth of truth that one man’s meat is another man’s
poison. What might be true for you
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might be very different from what
truth is in a different culture, or for
people of colour or people who have
experienced trauma.
So what’s your sense of where
have we gone wrong, to some
degree, around feedback in
education? We still have systems
across the western world that push
standardisation and accountability
to a high degree that is very
quantitative.
There are certain things where
feedback is valuable and necessary. If
I was going to teach you how to, let’s
say, give an injection, and I teach you
the steps of something so specific, so
behavioural - first you have to swab
the arm with alcohol, then you draw
back and fill the syringe etc.
That feedback there is measurable,
it’s specific – they’re behavioural
tasks.
It’s the same thing if you’re working
in a knife factory. If you were
sharpening a blade in a factory, you
would give somebody feedback who
was on the sharpening machine.

And this autonomy is really
important to develop in people. A
lot of these capacities, especially
those around agency and efficacy, are
developed by the time people reach
adulthood.
What often happens is that when we
enable and always provide external
feedback, it’s really hard to get people
to be open and receptive to have that
feedback come from within.
Obviously you’re preaching to the
converted. But I’m wondering if
you could share with us how this
way of thinking has transformed
your own educational journey?
I’ll never forget when a valedictorian
one year made his speech at
graduation and said: ‘I’ve had the
most amazing conversations with
Mrs Merola. But don’t think she’s
going to give you answers. She’s
going to give you more questions
that she’s going to give you answers,
but those questions will lead you’.
That was the hugest compliment.
Doreen, it’s been an absolute
pleasure to pick your brain a little
bit and give us a window into your
thinking. Thank you very much.

But we’re not injections - and kids
are not, people are not, knives at
a grindstone. We’re much more
complex than that and that makes it
all the more complicated.
It’s hard to let go of those old
paradigms, those old models.
I totally agree; that’s certainly been
my experience.
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