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Nel Noddings: Care, Intuition and Happiness in Education

This paper is a collation of notes based on some of the work of Nel Noddings. The paper is not intended as a comprehensive overview of her work but profiles a handful of important themes that run throughout Nodding’s writing.  Nel Noddings is an academic in the US with previous experience as a mathematics school teacher. 

Noddings has written specifically on a number of educational themes including the concept of care in the learning relationship, the centrality of happiness and devising a feminine perspective on learning. Additional features in her work include the importance of location and its impact on learning. For example Noddings is committed to the significance of the home as a crucial environment for providing groundedness from which meaningful learning is possible. She is also passionate about the wider environmental implications of the learning locations and specifically the way in which schools are designed.

Noddings has also written on the theme of intuition in learning, Awakening the Inner Eye: Intuition in Education, (1984) co-authored with Paul Shore..  The first section of this work accounts for the varying accounts of intuition across the ages and, interestingly, gives a detailed commentary on the work of Berne on intuition during the last century. Clearly such a concept as intuition has been defined in a number of ways and Noddiings declares her particular view:

‘Intuition is that function that contacts objects directly in phenomena. This direct contact yields something we might call ‘knowledge’ in that it guides our actions and is precipitated by our own quest for meaning’, (p.57)
Noddings is no supporter of the target setting approach to learning, preferring a progressive method more akin to Dewey;

In our enthusiasm for ‘direct instruction’ we suppose that everything is best taught directly.. that anything not explicitly ‘aimed at’ will surely be missed. (p.109)

She writes elsewhere about the way in which schools establish conventions that limit the potential for intuition. For many a degree of stillness is needed to exercise intuition – aloneness is necessary. 

Instead Noddings encourages the educator to consider the value of intuitive enquiry and the benefits of promoting the intuitive capacity of students in order for them to realise their potential as learners. This begins with the teacher acknowledging the capacity and reality of intuition. This in turn can be started by the teacher becoming increasingly confident and competent in sharing intuitive experiences and especially where this has been associated with successful achievements. Noddings refers to the importance of generating ‘expressive encounters’ through which intuition might be explored. She suggests – I think subversively -  that this might form a lesson ‘objective’!

Noddings identifies three ways of approaching problem solving using intuition:

· Preparation – there is an initial stage of contemplation, often associated with difficulty, stress or pain. The knottiness of the problem irritates and yet engages. The inidividual tussles with possibilities and yet fails in getting to a position of flow

· Incubation – Noddings refers here to how many great discoveries have been made following a period of incubation where the individual has taken themselves away from the problem, perhaps physically withdrawing or cognitively distracting themselves. It is during this incubation that intuition forms meaning leading to…

· Illumination at which point the genesis of a solution is glimpsed and can be built upon 

Furthermore she offers three ways of getting started with intuition:

· Deliberate warning – in effect, signposting a pre-intuitive, not unlike ritual in time structuring, or initial rites in religious observance

· Judicious use of routines- Noddings demarcates routines associated with warming up exercises and explains that this is about establishing the structure in which creative work is contained

· Plunging in – which might be summarised as doing and looking and being in direct contact with the learning material. I suppose it might also be framed as experiential encounter.

Having given an account of how intuition informs learning, Nodding then develops an interesting discussion about love in education. Classically there are three meanings of the word love;  

Agape - brotherly/selfless love as in ‘love one another’

Eros – love of life, with all senses 

Philia – love of a friend, a natural force that brings together discordant/different elements to create a new entity.

It is philia which Noddings finds so close to the learning process in that it forges a new partnership between teacher, learner and subject matter. However, she also develops this theme and identifies a fourth type of love – educational caritas;

First it is a desire to come into direct, undiluted contact with the human partner of the educational enterprise….it may also involve a deep interest and even passionate commitment to the subject matter being taught…  Linked to this passion, but probably more important, is love of the acts of teaching and learning…The love of teaching… must be complemented bu a love of learning and an awareness that it is not simply the teacher who teaches and the student who learns; sometimes the roles are reversed and frequently learning and teaching occur simultaneously and mutually. Often this aspect of educational caritas is described as ‘learning for its own sake’ … but this is only a partial explanation, for teaching and learning are in reality manifestations of the same drive to explore, discover and share, a drive that is at the very centre of the interaction of love and education….[Another dimension of caritas] is a sense of what might be called the teacher’s sense of mission or ‘calling’…(pp.157/58)

