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THE BABYSITIER:
A METAPHOR FOR SERIOUS PLAYERS
by
Carolyn Mamchur
Prologue

Egan (1986) proposes that the elementary teacher choose story telling as an
alternative approach to teaching and curriculum in the elementary school. The story telling
model helps the teacher select and organize material using the story teller's tools which have
affected audiences since the time of Homer. The model includes selecting specifics which
go from the concrete to the abstract. This selection of a concrete, dramatic, tensionproducing medium to explore ideas is the essential ingredient of all good story telling. The
teacher organizes dramatically around the metaphor, using the power of comparing
opposites and resolving conflict. This method works "because it abandons the impoverished
view of science which has misused the authority of science to promote in education a narrow
kind of logical thinking at the expense of those forms of thinking which are both most
natural and most creative in the child" (p. 18).
I may be child-like, but I would like to argue that story telling has always been and
must always be an important format of teaching, for young and old alike. Even for
academics, perhaps especially for us.
The Bible teaches through parables. Great teachers, historically, have been great
story tellers. "The thoroughly logical nature of his (Zeno of Elea's) presentations seems
evidence that he first decided what he was going to teach, and then invented the appropriate
stories" (Barton, 1987, p. 14). "Jesus found himself faced with the problem of how to teach
his ideas ... his solution was to talk to people in small groups on a hillside ... and to
encapsulate his ideas in quick stories" (p. 6). Indeed, Ozick declares, "I want to argue that
metaphor is one of the chief agents of our moral nature, and that the more serious we are
in life, the less we can do without it" (Ozick, 1989, p. 270).
Ozick, in her essay despairing the inability of a group of doctors to accept her story
telling approach to giving invited presentations, maintains that too often serious
professionals are too at home in their minds. She urges that we use the artist's tools of
metaphor and inspiration to feed the mind, to unravel truths lost in the web of scientific
data and sureness of having solved it. Inspiration acts like an intruder, she says, a kidnapper
of reason, a burglar who shoots the watchdog's dog, inspiring reckless cliff-walking.
Metaphor can do more, I claim. It can inspire and bring us a sense of history, a pathway
to empathy.

It is as a pathway to new forms of understanding and action that I present the story
of the babysitter.
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The Metaphor

"I've never looked after a baby," I protested. It didn't seem to matter to my aunt who
needed my services.
"You're thirteen. It's time you learned." And she was off, leaving me with her seven
month old. Or almost off.
"Just don't prick him with the diaper pin. Put your hand underneath when you
change his diaper. You have to be real careful about that."
I felt like burping. My stomach just bloated right up. It always did when I got
nervous.
"Keep him in bed," she instructed. "He gets real cranky if he gets up. There's
formula in the fridge." And she really was gone.
The first hour was great. He slept and I read. The second hour was not so great.
He cried and I went in to check. The minute he saw me he grabbed his blanket and pulled
it over his head and continued to scream full force. I yanked the blanket off his face,
certain he would suffocate himself. I stuck my hand in his diaper and discovered it needed
changing.
Not only was the procedure revolting, it was terrifying. I tried to balance him on the
couch, keeping him from falling off and getting permanent brain damage while I cleaned
and dried and powdered and diapered.
The diapers were not the pre-folded, perfect-fitting, stick-themselves-to-your-baby
kind we see on T.V. these days. No, sir. Back in 1956 they were squares of cotton.
Then back to the crib. "He gets cranky," my aunt had warned. In he went. He
pulled the blanket up. I pulled it down. Up. Down. Up. Down.
"Please don't." I was my firmest, most rational self.
He was determined to suffocate himself. He was sobbing in awful choked sounds
now. My stomach was so bloated, I had to undo the button of my jeans.
Then, I remembered the formula. I stuck a pan on the stove to heat some water.
I found a bottle of formula in the fridge, as my aunt's had promised. I plunged it into the
steaming water and it cracked. Formula turned the water a milky white. Back to the fridge.
No more formula.
There was, however, a can of orange juice and a bottle of milk. Was milk "formula"?
Could it hurt babies to drink ordinary milk? I remembered my mom telling me I had to
drink goat's milk when I was a baby. I decided not to risk it.
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Back to the crib. Back to the suicide pact with the blanket. The baby pulling it up,
me pulling it down. Up---down. I couldn't believe such a tiny baby could be so strong, and
so stubborn.
I let the blanket go. The baby's cries quieted down. His body gave a great shudder.
"My God, he is dying!" I whipped off the blanket. His eyes flipped open, the mouth went
back into a howl and the pull of the blanket began again.
I was exhausted. The baby was nearly hysterical. I knew the mother would be
coming home soon.
"Stop it," I shouted. "You're a horrible baby, how dare you do this to me." I felt like
slapping it.
And then I had a great idea. I went to the diaper drawer and took out four large
safety pins. I marched back to the crib and grimly set to work.
The baby was quiet and I was asleep on the couch, a hot water bottle to my stomach,
when my aunt came home.
I don't think she ever forgave me for firmly pinning the blanket to the mattress, for
securing that blanket-pulling baby to his bed, for, in short, straitjacketing him.
She never asked me to babysit again.
Experience Informs Practice

I managed to forget my babysitting experience. It's the kind of thing you prefer to
put out of your conscious recall. But it's all in there, brooding. Schopenhauer (1951) said,
"the first forty years of life furnish the text, while the remaining thirty supply the
commentary; without the commentary we are unable to understand aright the true sense and
coherence of the text, together with the moral it contains" (p. 113).
Sometimes it takes a specific event to trigger our recall button, to help us use our
histories, to more wisely deal with our present challenges.
One of those challenges presented itself to me while I was supervising a studentteacher's practicum. The student-teacher started out as a normal person. However, as
pressure mounted, tension mounted, brutality mounted.
Glasser (1986) tells us we need security, acceptance, power and pleasure in order to
feel fulfilled. These needs drive us. If one is not met, we put all our energies into filling
that void.
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My student-teacher seemed to be having none of them met. Scared of being
withdrawn from the program, feeling rejected by students and out of control in the
classroom, he certainly wasn't having much fun.
He tried to meet his needs with a fierce energy. All my lectures and modelling on
autonomy, flexibility, relevancy, and empathy got lost in his need to regain status. He
turned into a boring lecturer, a stern disciplinarian. His classroom became a war zone and
everyone was losing the battle.
I almost responded with anger and disgust. Almost. Until I remembered who he
reminded me of. He reminded me of myself, at age eleven.

The Serious Players

Observing student-teachers can be an inspmng, a humbling experience. Seeing
beginners, full of idealism, new knowledge, endless energy is good for a seasoned old crock
such as I.
It also can be terrible. I seem to lose my academic cool when I see teachers,
sometimes my student-teachers and, at other times, practicing teachers, enter the yelling,
punishing tug-of-war of wills. The war seems to get more brutal when the teacher is "under
the gun" of accountability, adjudication, supervision. My initial reaction to what I consider
to be ineffective, damaging teaching is to become very indignant, judgmental. When that
happens to me, I try to analyze why the teachers are behaving as they are. With studentteachers the cause can be inexperience, pressure, fear. With experienced teachers the cause
can also be inexperience, pressure, fear. As budget cuts continue to plague education,
teachers are asked to teach more and more classes for which they have no training. Often
the "core curriculum" courses are the hardest hit.
In British Columbia, for example, the province in which I work, only twenty-three
percent of secondary school English teachers practicing in 1989 have what is considered to
be a university major in their field. Twenty-one percent have less than three English courses
(B.C. Ministry of Education, 1989).

.

As long ago as 1976, Winterowd, in his exemplary, influential writing program which
came to be known as The Huntington Beach Project, reported three mental conditions or
teacher values necessary for implementing a successful literacy program. These are
commitment, beneficence and authority.
The authority component, defined by Winterowd as a sense of a teacher's knowing
his field, of understanding what he is doing, of being genuinely professional, is crucial
because without it the teacher is always the victim. Often, a victim victimizes.
A recent wave of thinking accentuates the educator's feeling of inexperience and his
lack of authority. This new trend is the integrating of subjects into more general categories
of study. An example of the integrated approach appears in British Columbia's Year 2000
15

Curriculum and Assessment Framework for the Future (1989) which organizes curriculum
into the four strands of Humanities, Sciences, Fine Arts, and Practical Arts. These four
provide "the organizational scaffolding for the entire curriculum from the primary program
through the graduation program" (p. 11).
This present tendency to defragment education by integrating such subjects as
composition, literature, history, geography, current issues, into "humanities" is not, in my
estimation, inappropriate. Frankly, it has many merits. However, what is worse than
inappropriate is the manner in which these changes are being forced on too many teachers
with no opportunity for them to educate themselves. Teachers are assigned new
responsibilities, are being evaluated, held accountable, and are left feeling, I'm afraid, very
much as I did as a young, inexperienced babysitter.
Not only beginning teachers are being faced with this I-don't-feel-adequate dilemma.
Understanding this dilemma urges me to work harder to insure that all teachers have ample
opportunity to feel comfortable during the process of change. Wideen (1986) lists shelter
conditions as being one of the most important aspects of successful implementation of
change. Change challenges prevailing norms and is often less efficient at the beginning
stages. Therefore, argues Wideen, innovations must be protected from harsh criticism, with
scope for initial error in the developmental stage.

,t"
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I use the Year 2000 model as an example, not because it is unique or because the
principles behind the model are poorly researched. On the contrary, I refer to Year 2000
because it is a typical representation of modern trends in education and because it is
founded in good principle.
Movements of change based on sound thinking deserve to be implemented
successfully. The implementers are teachers. These teachers deserve to implement with
dignity and a sense of authority.
As an educator involved in curriculum change, in pre- and in-service training, I am
a serious player. I use the metaphor of my babysitting experience to encourage me in
lobbying the government to support improved implementation practices, in re-directing
professional development at my own university, and in making myself available to teachers
in the field.
Being "available," giving energy to in-service, sounds like a rather taken-for-granted
part of an education professor's job. However, in the actual day-to-day reality of "publish
or perish, no reward for teaching" mentality of many universities, giving time to service in
the field is not an easy decision.
Remembering my short-lived babysitting career helps me, most of all, in my personal
work, in reforming my attitude whenever I begin to get on my superior high horse of "How
dare you teach like that!" Remembering helps me see things with a little more tolerance,
a little more patience, a little more empathy. I don't say as often, "How can you?" "Don't
you know it won't work?" "Don't you realize you have to treat students like people?"
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You know, even though I remember every painful moment of my babysitting episode,
I don't have the faintest idea of the baby's name. Maybe I never did know it. He was
simply, "baby."
Straitjacketed into conformity and obedience, the "student" will lie dormant while the
teacher sits, bloated and hot-water-bottled, on the sofa.
"Without the metaphor of memory and history, we cannot imagine the life of the
other. We cannot imagine what it is to be someone else. Metaphor is the reciprocal agent,
the universalizing force: it makes possible the power to envision the stranger's heart"
(Ozick, 1989, p. 279).
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