Appendix F: Examining the Use of the Term the “Real World of School”

We often hear teachers use the phrase the “real world,” as in: “That idea sounds nice, but it
would fail in the real world.” On first listening, it sounds like the voice of experience. These
teachers have been around the proverbial “block” of classroom life and can attest to how the
“real world” operates. The phrase “the real world” and its relation, “it works” (Chapter 3), are
signals to listen carefully to the messages beneath the words. In essence the speakers are
instructing us to adopt their world-view. It is certainly a convincing rhetorical devise. If someone
states, “Boy, my students have a hard time being honest in class,” we might think, “Gosh, that
teacher is struggling with that issue in their class. Good luck to them.” However, if someone
declares, “In the real world people lie anytime they get the chance,” this sounds like a fact with
global import. If not guarded against, we could feel that we should stop trusting our current
students and any we teach in the future. The truth is: a) the real world is rarely defined by
adages that include the phrase “the real world; b) the use of the term “the real world” usually
indicates a worldview that is jaded and fundamentally dysfunctional; and c) students are likely
paying the price for this.

Figure F.1 represents a side-by-side comparison. The left column characterizes the use of the
term “the real world,” implied as representing a reality. The right column represents an effort to
honestly characterize the nature of reality.

Figure F.1 Comparison of the term “the real world” to more accurate counter evidence.
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As you examine each perspective, consider why so many teachers espouse the “real world”
view characterized by the column on the left. These vocalizations are examples of what is
referred to in cognitive behavioral psychology as a “reaction formation”. A reaction formation is a
basic human defense mechanism in which the unconscious mind, confronted with an
unpleasant feelings (in this case guilt, inadequacy, helplessness, hopelessness, anger at
parents, anger at one’s own limitations, shame, etc.), seeks relief through the creation of a
reactive belief in an effort to compensate for that feeling. In other words, we create a belief
structure that says, “My worldview is right (or at least makes me feel better), even if it is not
supported by empirical evidence or reality.”

The “real world” view will inherently correspond to a shift to an external locus of control (LOC).
As you listen to the plea of the teacher defending this perspective, listen to the tendency to
externalize causality. The opposite of this view is characterized by an internal locus of control. In
an internal LOC the teacher feels an inherent responsibility for the outcomes that occur in
his/her class. These distinctions are contrasted as the 1-style (facilitator), 2-style (conductor)
teachers using internal LOC, and the 3-style (enabler) and 4-style (dominator) teachers using
external LOC.

It is not difficult to see why the challenging task of teaching and exposure to other externalizing
individuals can lead a teacher to externalize his/her view for the “way things are.” In the short-
term there may be a sense of relief, but it does have a cost. In the long-term, it breads misery
and ineffectiveness. Teachers who cultivate an attitude of internal LOC will be happier at their
jobs and more effective with students.



