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T
he terms ‘training’ and ‘education’ 
are often used interchangeably. 
Some reserve training for 
physical activity like carpentry or 
yoga; others make a ‘site-based’ 

distinction: education for school and training for 
work or business1. 

Each word came into the English language from 
Latin: educare, to “bring up” or “bring forth”, and 
trahere, to “draw out” and “manipulate in order to 
bring to a desired form”2. Some confusion about 
their distinction is hardly surprising.

There are, however, profound differences in 
the methods they use to bring forth, or draw out, 
student comprehension. These distinctions are 
important and mixing them up has disastrous 
consequences. Jay Cross recalls his daughter coming 
home from school and telling him that she had 
her first sex education class. Cross realised how 
differently he would have reacted if his daughter 
told him she had a sex training class3!

In early times, both disciplines viewed students’ 
minds as tabula rasa (blank slates). A teacher/
expert lectured with scant regard to the background, 
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attitude or perspectives of his charges. The student 
listened in silent attention. Afterward, the teacher 
critiqued performance on the basis of how closely 
the student mimicked his words and actions. 
Training continues to follow this rubric, although 
stern lecture is often tempered with a softer 
presentation, perhaps accompanied by multimedia 
teaching aids.

Education started to change its pedagogy a 
century ago, when American John Dewey suggested 
that students’ minds were not blank slates. He 
postulated that “[Learning is] the reconstruction 
or reorganization of experience… and involves 
the interaction between a person and his or her 
environment in which both are changed”4. 

Dewey’s pedagogy is now known as 
constructivism, and at its heart is the notion that 
a teacher does not tell a student what to know. 
The learning comes from student exploration, best 
accomplished with student-student interaction (not 
student-teacher). A teacher assists the inquiry but 
should avoid acting as a mediator or judge of the 
quality of ideas expressed5.

In the West, the civil rights movement, the 
Vietnam War, and the emerging women’s 
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movement fuelled widespread campus unrest 
demanding ‘relevance’ in education. Their 
arguments were supported by Brazilian Pablo 
Freire’s critically-acclaimed 1970 book Pedagogy 
of the Oppressed6. He argues that lecture is an 
irrelevant, didactic, behaviourist style of teaching 
better suited to the mice in B F Skinner’s cages. 
Students are human beings who want and need 
knowledge to help them overcome real-life 
problems. He recommends that teachers shift to 
a “problem-posing” model in which they do not 
direct, but mentor, students’ research, guiding 
their use of reason and argument in pursuit of the 
mastery of new knowledge.

Constructivism quickly became the educational 
standard and research confirms its validity. Buckley 
notes: “One of the well established findings is the 
importance of relating incoming information to 
existing knowledge structures or ‘schema’.”7 Don 
Tapscott’s slogan effectively captures the new role 
of a teacher: “[No longer] the sage on the stage but 
[now] the guide on the side.”8

There were class-based animosities between 
educators and trainers dating back long before their 
changes in pedagogy. Educators viewed training as 
a shallow attempt to educate the poor – those who 
had to work for a living. Trainers thought education 

was a vacuous, fuzzy and rambling waste of time 
reserved for the wealthy elites – those who did not 
need to do anything9,10.

Freire’s title – Pedagogy of the Oppressed – clearly 
expresses his belief that the dogma force-fed in 
education was camouflage masking the real intent 
of education to inculcate the oppressed poor with 
the assumptions, values and biases of the 
upper class.

The distinctions between training and education 
are obfuscated by some recent trends. Regarding 
class, most trainers now have college degrees and 
university professors themselves undergo training 
(to keep up with technology if nothing else). 
Overall, each discipline increasingly involves the 
need for the other. The university is no longer 
strictly the realm of the elite: American enrolments 
have more than doubled between 1970 and 200711. 
University curricula are increasingly focused on 
building practical skills (training?) in technology, 
business and social work sectors. Likewise, training 
is no longer limited to the working poor in 
factories: “US manufacturing jobs fell by two thirds 
between 1955 and 2005 and the service sector now 
accounts for 83.4 per cent [of non-farm jobs].”12 

Service-sector training spends little time with 
repetitive physical actions. Rather, it emphasises 
improving mental, psychological and social skills. 
That is, training has gradually moved into the 
domain of education: the teaching of an expansive 
range of esoteric concepts and theory, and 
developing critical thinking and analysis13.

Despite the co-mingling of training and 
education, it is important we keep them separated 
because their purposes are essentially at polar 
extremes. Effective training narrows a student’s 
focus and eliminates confusion. Such training 
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requires the force-feeding style of teaching deplored 
by educators. Weapons training, for example, begins 
with instructions such as do not point a gun at a 
person, even if you believe it is unloaded and pick up 
your gun and show me that its safety switch is set. 
If weapons training featured the constructivists’ 
student-with-student explorations to gain 
personalised discovery, we might lose a few students 
before graduation!

Training must be didactic to build competence 
in specific skills through clarity and repeated 
practise. Sessions may be painfully rigid and 
quickly tiresome, but they are necessary to refine 
understanding and develop student confidence and 
efficiency. Legendary Texas football coach Darrell 
Royal speaks to the goal of training for many when 
he notes: “You can’t be aggressive and confused at 
the same time.”14 

Many educators would agree that training 
requires a didactic approach but insist that 
education is exempt, repeating the mantra that 
students learn not by being told, but by relating 
the new to past knowledge and experience. This, 
however, prompts the observation when a student 
has little or no schema to build upon, constructivism 
is folly. In her formative years, my daughter was 
taught ‘creative spelling’ and ‘free verse’ writing. To 

her great credit, she now has a PhD in education 
despite her lack of basic training in spelling, 
grammar and punctuation. But throughout her 
schooling, even with her doctoral thesis, she had to 
rely on me for extensive editing.

Academia must realise that behaviourist methods, 
despite their authoritarian tone and potential 
for political indoctrination, are more effective in 
teaching the fundamentals of all subjects. G K 
Chesterton declared: “It is quaint that people talk 
of separating dogma from education. A teacher 
who is not dogmatic is simply a teacher who is not 
teaching.” If academia insists that behaviourism is 
so fraught with abusive peril, in later, high-level 
coursework, they can re-examine the earlier lessons 
from a constructivist point of view.

On the other hand, educators are correct: the 
force-feeding style of training induces boredom, 
alienation and eventual student withdrawal. 
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Education’s goal is to expand focus. It provokes 
questions, tolerates confusion and is best served 
by constructivist approaches. Trainers must come 
to understand that, in the Information Age, the 
rote training of keystrokes and website navigation 
is only a first step in preparing workers. They may 
find educators to be “fuzzy and rambling” but 
today’s job responsibilities can be every bit as fuzzy 
and rambling. Trainers must accept the educators’ 
constructivist methods as a valid way to make 
complex learning engaging and relevant to those 
undergoing training.

I have noted the obfuscation of the terms 
‘training’ and ‘education’, and recommended not 
conflating the two. Then I demonstrated the 
considerable overlap between the two teaching 
approaches, yet brought to light that they have 
totally opposite purposes. An attentive reader will 
be still asking the crucial question so what? 

The time has come to stop forcing teachers into a 
box labelled ‘educator’ or ‘trainer’. A good teacher is 
both. The consequences of using only one method, 
or applying both in a haphazard manner, is that 
learning will not occur.

Lesson plans should clearly delineate sessions of 
lecture-based essentials. These sessions should be 
short, emphasise dos and don’ts, and be repetitive 
on key points. To break the drudgery of force-fed 
training, lesson plans should also have student-led 
exploratory sections. To minimise confusion, a 
teacher might signal the shift in approach with an 
iconic action, such as removing a badge of authority 
and donning a student one. The point is to clearly 

express to students that the teacher is abandoning 
the role of dogma deliverer and assuming a new 
role as crew leader in a student’s voyage of discovery.

If the differences between training and education 
are not recognised, or they are not taught using 
their distinct methodologies, a nation’s prosperity 
will suffer. If workers suffer through confusing, 
ineffective training, performance will deteriorate 
and their jobs will be outsourced to better-trained 
(or cheaper) labour sites. If school students are 
bored and resentful of didactic lectures, drop-out 
rates will soar. The gap between rich and poor will 
continue to widen, with ominous consequences to 
the social contract that binds us.

These thoughts may trouble some practitioners 
and perhaps I can finish the job by returning to 
Tapscott’s slogan16. Any educator, trainer or teacher 
is a “sage on the stage” whose effectiveness is judged 
solely by the quality of their presentation. Failure to 
learn is on the shoulders of the students. I suggest 
all of these titles all be changed to coach. A coach is 
truly “a guide on the side” because success can only 
be measured by the improvement that his players 
demonstrate on the pitch.

Business guru Peter Drucker points out that “we 
now accept that learning is a lifelong process”17. 
Both training and education play increasingly 
larger roles in professional accomplishment and in 
personally navigating our sophisticated world. It is 
necessary that both methods be understood; used 
in the appropriate time, place and manner; and be 
focused on the student’s learning. 


