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Action Process Teaching is an outgrowth of more than a decade of teaching a 
course in "The Psychodynamics of Family Relations" at Columbia's Teachers 
College. The basically experiental and dynamic methods include group discus- 
sion, role playing and video-taping of significant events in the family life cycle 
of the students. In this particular course, the family is used as a paradigm. The 
relationships within the family provide the prototype for subsequent relation- 
ships. It is hypothesized that if the dynamics of familial relations are under- 
stood, it should be possible to perceive analogous dynamics at work in other re- 
lationships. An underlying assumption is that this can be achieved through a 
re-experiencing of some significant events in the personal histories of the stu- 
dents. 

Background 
The educational framework provided 

by the humanist ideology which sees man 
as a creative, dynamic, evolving, and self- 
actualizing being is clearly opposed to 
Skinner's notion of technological man. In 
the latter view, man is no longer an active 
participant in democratic decision mak- 
ing but is programmed and shaped by 
outside forces to develop certain skills and 
perform certain behaviors. There are 
serious questions being raised today 
whether it is possible to cull from both 
ideologies some methodological approaches 
which do not violate the principle of man's 
capability for taking responsibility for his 
own life, growth and development. The 
two contradictory views seem almost by 
definition to be irreconcilable, yet our age 
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of technology may demand some degree of 
accommodation and integration of both 
conflicting trends in our society. 

If the humanist view of man is valued, 
dare one also hold the view that there is an 
urgent need in providing role models for 
him to identify with and to internalize? 
The very act of presenting role models 
might well give rise to justifiable claims of 
"shaping." It would appear that as we 
present ourselves in our roles as educators 
or parents or therapists we do provide 
models for internalization or "shaping" 
for similarity, or differences. Might there 
in fact be some value in assuming respon- 
sibility for the roles and consciously and 
deliberately structuring them? 

Coming from a psychoanalytic tradi- 
tion, the authors have been involved in 
attempting to formulate and devise 
methods of teaching that would be 
theoretically sound and methodologically 
impelling in terms of some of the questions 
raised above. Action Process Teaching 
(APT) is an outgrowth of more than a 
decade of teaching a course in "The 
Psychodynamics of Family Relations" in 
the Department of Home and Family Life 
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at Teachers College, Columbia University. 
It is a course that was offered to graduate 
students in nursing, education, guidance, 
social work, psychology and related 
mental health areas (Singer, 1969). 

For one of the authors, this approach 
represents a continuous though sharp 
change in an evolving method of teaching 
the course which she inherited ten years 
ago. Each year the course was modified 
and altered. The course topics reflected 
variations in students' concerns as well as 
the changing theoretical foci of the in- 
structor. Three years ago, the addition of 
another teacher as a team member repre- 
sented a change in philosophy and 
methodology and a wish to test the 
hypothesis that if the dynamics of familial 
relations are understood, it should be pos- 
sible to perceive analogous dynamics at 
work in other relationships. Underlying 
this hypothesis were the assumptions that 
this can be achieved through a re-experi- 
encing of some significant events in the 
personal histories of the students. A 
further assumption was that an under- 
standing of the dynamics could be facili- 
tated through the inclusion of co-teachers 
of both sexes. 

This innovative approach was begun in 
1970 as an ongoing experimental method 
open to a continuous process of change 
and development. Action Process Teach- 
ing utilizes action and experimental forms 
of learning coupled with dyadic and group 
processes of interaction and relationship. 
Its paradigm is the family system and all 
members of the class are involved in simu- 
lated nuclear and extended family groups 
with role-playing, group discussions and 
video tapes used for the recording and 
play-back of significant personal family 
experiences in the lives of the students. 

"To use students' own life experiences as 
source material for these courses in learning, 
cognition, and child (family) development 
would give the student a deeper understanding 
of child (family) psychology as well as a deeper 
insight into themselves as people and teach- 
ers." (Silverman, 1970, 508) 

Personal life experiences are related to 
the content of assigned literature and re- 
search material and become an integral 

part of the structured topics for each class 
session. This article is intended as an in- 
troductory exposition of some aspects of 
this method of teaching and learning. 

Action Process Teaching 

Action Process Teaching is an approach 
to help influence the direction of educa- 
tional change and practice towards an 
emerging, developing humanism in man. 
Self-actualization through the educational 
process, exemplified in the modern 
theories of Goldstein, Rogers and Maslow 
is still a primary aim and source for the 
meaning and relevance of education: 

"Self-actualization is defined in various ways, 
but a solid core of agreement is perceptible. All 
definitions accept or imply, (a) acceptance and 
expression of the inner core or self, i.e. Actual- 
ization of these latent capacities, and poten- 
tialities, "full functioning," availability of the 
human and personal essence. (b) They all im- 
ply minimal presence of ill health, neurosis, 
psychosis, of loss or diminution of the basic hu- 
man and personal capacities." (Maslow, 1968, 
197) 

A related major component is in the criti- 
cal need to actively experience the 
processes of education and learning. 
"Growth is action, not mere accretion" 
(Litt, 1973, 72). The traditional school- 
room situation in which information is 
handed down vertically from teachers to 
students, who store knowledge for creden- 
tial passage through the educational 
system makes for the 'technical,' dimin- 
ished man, and defeats his thrust and 
drive towards individual human growth. 

As an alternative to the vertical school- 
room, Action Process Teaching has 
evolved. Among its multidimensional 
components are the structured processes 
of interaction and relationships of teachers 
and students, the peer group student pro- 
cess, the role of students as teaching as- 
sociates, the content of the course of 
teaching-learning, and the adjunctive 
techniques and tools, borrowed from tech- 
nology, to give added zest and meaning to 
the educational process. All of these di- 
mensions will be described, evaluated and 
reported in forthcoming articles by the 
authors. The focus of this article remains 
with the action components involving 
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teachers and students as the primary 
sources for the teaching-learning experi- 
ence. 

We started with the collaboration of the 
two teachers and a teaching assistant re- 
sponsible for the course. Today's know- 
ledge explosion with its flood of research 
information and studies make it virtually 
impossible for any one individual to keep 
abreast of all the developments in a field. 
Two teachers, it was felt, would provide 
twice the knowledge and insight of one. 
The authors felt the need for mutual 
support and stimulation in the implemen- 
tation of this innovative, more self-de- 
manding approach to education. Further- 
more, the authors are strongly convinced 
that teachers today have an imperative re- 
sponsibility to act as role models in a 
rapidly changing society where students 
have few models to internalize and to iden- 
tify with. Educators need not be merely 
transmittors tied to computers, but may 
foster a hospitable atmosphere for the ex- 
change and interchange of ideas in a set- 
ting which provides for respect between 
teacher and student, for nurturance and 
challenge in the total educational process. 
Educators must transcend the protected 
power of the teaching role to become per- 
sons to the persons of the students as equal 
people involved in the educational experi- 
ence. The two leaders revealed themselves 
in their authority roles as co-teachers, as 
persons, and significantly, as male and 
female openly able to cooperate, to differ, 
and to remain uniquely human. 

Since the communication of emotions 
related to concepts are relatively absent in 
the traditional educational setting, the 
teachers frequently acted as role models in 
initiating this form of communication. 
Thus the students were able to see the 
teachers as persons engaged in an inter- 
personal exchange and dialogue as they 
verbalized personal and emotional experi- 
ences relevant to the course. The impor- 
tance of these two core elements-emo- 
tional expression and meaningful dialogue 
in the classroom setting-cannot be over- 
rated. 

"Martin Buber has insisted that human life is 
life in dialogue. Sullivan's interpersonal em- 

phasis on consensual validation also shows the 
central importance of dialogue and has the 
merit of emphasizing the experimental side 
rather than mere discourse or lecture" (May, 
1969, 17). 

This modeling of dialogue between the two 
teachers as "authority" figures and as per- 
sons set the tone and spirit of the climate 
for the involvement of teachers with stu- 
dents and students with their peers. 

A complementary phase to the team col- 
laboration of the teachers is in the forma- 
tion of a broader team of students as 
teaching-associates with responsibility for 
leadership in the development of curricu- 
lum and classroom teaching methods and 
practices. Margaret Mead in 1958 point- 
edly stated that "we are no longer dealing 
primarily with the vertical transmission of 
the tried and true by the old, mature, and 
experienced teachers to the young, 
immature, and inexperienced pupil" 
which was characteristic of a system of 
education in a stable, slowly changing cul- 
ture. The teaching-associates, formed into 
a practicum group of approximately ten to 
twelve "graduates" of the course, became 
responsible for reviews and evaluation of 
the latest research studies and information 
as well as for the operation of the class ses- 
sions. The classroom setting became a 
living laboratory for the role modeling of 
teachers and students and for training in 
leadership of the action-process structure 
of teaching and learning. Early in the 
Spring semester of 1973, we were able to 
get some feed-back as to the effectiveness 
of the practicum experience. Both teach- 
ers were ill and unable to attend class. The 
teaching-associates who had been partici- 
pating in the practicum since September 
were able to conduct the class so effectively 
that the students voted the session one of 
the high points of the semester. 

Underlying and unifying the action- 
process structure are the dyadic and group 
components of the teaching method. The 
dyadic elements forms a beginning layer of 
relationship and interaction between 
teacher and student. It starts with the ap- 
plication and initial interview for the regis- 
tration for the course, an orientation to the 
action-process method teaching, the stu- 
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dents' definition of their interests, goals, 
and reasons for taking the course, and the 
signing of a consent slip for the recording 
of all video-taped class sessions. The 
writing of logs two or three times a semes- 
ter in which the student often chooses to 
write about his personal family experi- 
ences adds another in-depth link to stu- 
dent-teacher interaction and relationship. 
A climate of trust and acceptance is devel- 
oped as student and teacher interact in the 
readings and comments on all logs, with 
students often seeking further personal 
contact to discuss particular aspects of the 
log. From this layer of student-teacher in- 
volvement the formation of all class 
members into small simulated family 
groups, either staying together for an en- 
tire semester, or shifting to three or four 
such groups, becomes a patterned struc- 
ture of peer group interaction and re- 
lationships during the semester. 

Group members act "as if' the group 
were in reality a family unit. Sharing per- 
sonal family experiences becomes a group 
task with its focus not on content prob- 
lem-solving but on releasing ideas and af- 
fect which stimulate interaction for educa- 
tional changes and growth. Action Process 
Teaching encourages and heightens the 
awareness and release of emotional 
feelings that have become detached or re- 
pressed from their base in mental pro- 
cesses. The disembodied intellect of tradi- 
tional education does not aid in sustained, 
reinforced, and in-depth learning. 

"The mind encompasses feeling no less than 
intellect, and intellect no less than feeling. 
There is a false dichotomy between the cogni- 
tive and affective domain. Education must in- 
volve a fusion of thought, feeling, and action" 
(Silberman, 1970, 503). 

The release to awareness of emotional feel- 
ings provides for an experiencing of one- 
self on deeper levels. The interaction and 
reactions of group members in an atmos- 
phere of support, nurturance, and some- 
times challenge provides for reality testing 
and corrective experiences. As one student 
put it: 

". . . This course has helped me to begin rum- 
maging through my thoughts and feelings 

about my family and myself. I have become 
more aware of certain forces that are at play in 
in psychodynamic situations that I never really 
acknowledged before. All of the psychology 
that one may learn and read about often leaves 
little personal impression as compared to act- 
ing out and viewing situations that you can 
identify with and discuss on an emotional as 
well as intellectual level . . ." 

The group method also stresses sensiti- 
vity to both verbal and non-verbal com- 
munications. Learning to understand how 
words are used to hide feelings, and a 
growing awareness of the multiplicity of 
meanings attached to body gestures and 
facial movements, help the student to cor- 
rect distortions and incongruities of com- 
munication messages. In addition, the em- 
ployment of audio-visual machines such as 
the video tape recorder, augment self-per- 
ception and perception of others in more 
accurate terms. 

". . . there was a need for sympathy and sup- 
port-and it was always there. I remember 
when I was pushed into that skit, the one I had 
drawn, of my mother beating me. It felt so 
good to get that out; I wanted it. But I was 
scared to death. Just seeing myself on the 
screen, after all the years of looking at myself 
the way I did, sort of stopped me from thinking 
of myself as the horror I had been . . ." 

And another student of Japanese origin: 

"Emotions (in my family) tend to be acted out 
silently rather than expressed verbally, and this 
was made very apparent to me in our class 
when I realized how much more difficult it was 
for me to participate in verbal than in non- 
verbal role-playing situations and how much 
more verbally, emotions were expressed in the 
families being portrayed, as compared with my 
own family. On a deeper level, though, the 
emotions of my family members are very simi- 
lar to those of the family members portrayed in 
our role-playing situations; it is only their par- 
ticular pattern and the extent of their expres- 
sion that differ and are more culturally speci- 
fic . . ." 

The question is sometimes raised about 
appropriate boundaries between therapy 
and education and the nature of the 
educational setting which is considered 
alien to the expression of affect. The stu- 
dents fear that their thoughts and feelings 
will be censored, criticized, distorted, and 
that guilt feelings and threats to self-es- 
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teem may be heightened. Anxiety levels 
may be related to such fears as losing con- 
trol of feelings once such emotions are 
opened up or perhaps there may be fears 
of emotional closeness and intimacy. Our 
culture tends toward constructing "schi- 
zoid" defenses (May, 1969, 17) in terms of 
appropriate protection to the self, and 
these fears are respected and accepted in 
the class so that group pressure is mini- 
mized. 

The climate of group discussion is regu- 
lated and controlled, to a large extent, by 
the contractual "rules" that interpreta- 
tions, evaluation, critical judgments and 
confrontations are not appropriate in the 
communication and interaction process. 
The teachers and students who are part of 
the practicum group act as facilitators to 
guide the group process and intervene 
when the contract is being violated. Yet 
despite these regulations, there are oc- 
casional lapses from this climate of trust, 
and acceptance of the group norms and 
egos are inevitably shaken: 

". . . I would like to share something of my 
personal journey. Initially, there were feelings 
of how much can I trust this group? Who are 
they and what are they like? How much infor- 
mation of such personal nature do I dare re- 
veal? Is there a therapeutic community here? I 
must admit a sense of anxiety in the first en- 
counter with the playback techniques of the 
video-tape machine. I wondered what that all 
meant . . . By the end of the second session as 
we got into family groupings I began to feel 
more a sense of trust. I felt very good about the 
kinds and quality of responses by members of 
the class . . . In spite of the feelings of anxi- 
ety . . . for the first time in my academic life, a 
feeling that the content of the course was tak- 
ing me seriously. It (the content) was not su- 
perficial or theoretical but experimental, re- 
flecting the images, the labels, if you will, of 
our common life together; and how these im- 
ages have been so powerful in our everyday 
life . . ." 

In the three years of the development of 
this approach to teaching, there has been 
no reported evidence that this educational 
experience has been destructive. The 
contrary evidence indicates an overwhelm- 
ing enthusiastic response that students 
have gained a great deal in terms of per- 

sonal and educational professional growth 
through this approach. 

An operational vignette of a typical class 
session is presented here to illustrate the 
action-process method in a skeletal frame- 
work. A beginning topical theme is con- 
cerned with "The Effects of Ordinal Posi- 
tion Within the Family of Origin upon 
Personality Development." During one 
semester, the literature and research 
material was verbally presented to the en- 
tire class by the practicum group members 
prior to breaking up into small groups for 
discussion. In another semester, the small 
simulated family groups first discussed, 
acted and reacted experientially to the 
topic and then assembled as a total class to 
listen and react to the summary of the lit- 
erature. By varying this operational ap- 
proach, it was found that intellectual 
stimulation when presented initially, 
tended to inhibit action and interaction, 
whereas an opening action-process ap- 
proach tended to generate a more spon- 
taneous and alive flow of ideas, affect and 
personal involvement. 

In the above session on ordinal position 
as one crucial variable affecting personal- 
ity development, one of the authors began 
the action phase of this topic with the fol- 
lowing instructions and example: 

"Try to recall what was going on in your family 
of origin when you were eight years old. Where 
did you live? Where did you sleep? With whom 
did you eat your dinner? What was your fa- 
ther's job? How did your mother and father in- 
teract? How many siblings did you have? Who 
was your mother's favorite? Your father's? 
How did you feel being the oldest? The young- 
est? The only? The middle? 

"I was the middle of three sisters and I'd like 
to share some of my feelings and experiences 
with you. My older sister was three years my se- 
nior and the younger sister was two years my 
junior. They were both beautiful, bright and 
outgoing. I was skinny, sallow, frightened and 
shy .. . . 

Each teacher elaborated a sketch replete 
with feelings towards parental pressures, 
expectations, defenses, distortions, com- 
petitive strivings, and others in order to 
provide a model for this sharing of per- 
sonal life events. 
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Following the role modeling of the 
teachers, the ordinal groups discussed 
their ideas and feelings relevant to the 
topic for approximately one hour. There 
was a high degree of personal involvement 
as each student contributed and reacted to 
similarities and differences. At times there 
would be an attempt at deeper probing to 
get at underlying related feelings which 
evoked some degree of tension and anxiety 
which accompanied the recall of many 
long forgotten feelings and episodes. 

Out of this process the group was in- 
structed to arrive at a consensus in choos- 
ing a representative experience that would 
mirror or symbolize the themes opened up 
in their group. This experience would then 
be role-played by members of the group 
"as if' they were members of a family 
experiencing the emergent themes. The 
role playing was then recorded on video- 
tape. Each family group, clustered around 
the variety of ordinal positions, went 
through the same process of sharing, in- 
teracting, role playing and video-tape re- 
cording. The video tapes were then played 
back to the entire class for reaction and 
discussion. 

"Pregnancy and Childbirth" was an- 
other topic which lent itself to dramatic 
exploration. The instructions to the class, 
which was already divided into simulated 
extended family groupings, were to: 

Try to go back in time to what was going on in 
your family of origin when your birth was ex- 
pected. Did you have an older brother or sis- 
ter? How did they feel about the child about to 
be born? How did your mother feel about it? 
Was her pregnancy a happy time? A time of 
stress? Were you planned for? Was it an easy 
birth? Were there any complications? Where 
was your father? What was happening in your 
community at that time? In the country? In the 
world? Was your birth to be an economic hard- 
ship? A joy? 

Again the group discussions customarily 
lasted for an animated and reflective hour, 
during which an experience was con- 
structed to demonstrate some of the essen- 
tial themes. During a recent class session, 
the role playing of one simulated family 
group centered around the birth of a child 
who thrust herself demandingly and 

frantically through the birth canal which 
was symbolized by two rows of students 
haphazardly arranged in a discordant and 
shrill "Greek chorus" moaning and groan- 
ing. The "infant" emerged finally in a 
state of near exhaustion. 

In another episode depicting the process 
of natural childbirth, the "father," osten- 
sibly there to aid with the birth of his son, 
found himself in conflict; competitive and 
rivalrous. Fumbling and shoving, he un- 
wittingly pushed the "child" back into the 
canal. The "child" struggled to be born 
and finally emerged into a competitive and 
ambivalent family system. 

In the above vignettes of class sessions, 
as with other topics related to the range of 
events within the family life cycle, all role 
playing skits are video-recorded and re- 
played in sequence for reactions and com- 
ments that are either personal or concep- 
tual in nature. The replay of skits fre- 
quently gives the participants a "second 
chance" to re-experience the event and 
also evokes new emotional feelings and in- 
sights into the meaning of the experiment. 
This "second chance" phenomenon, with 
its video image impact and confrontation 
of one's self verbally and nonverbally, 
seems to penetrate into one's inner center 
with richer feelings and meanings to be 
further explored in a continuity of learning 
about the self. Each enactment and view- 
ing of the self contains an emotional 
experience followed by a period of detach- 
ment, a kind of "setting apart" of the ex- 
perience, viewing it from a distance, which 
often leads to a desire for further correc- 
tive learning about the self; to correct the 
distortions and some of the misconcep- 
tions and to try to arrive at a new and dif- 
ferent level of integration. As one student 
puts it: 

". . . after presenting our skit, we sat down to- 
gether and we kept bubbling over with com- 
ments. We were all ecstatic about what we did, 
or rather, about the unity we felt. This was the 
first time a role playing situation was com- 
pletely alive for me. This may be because it 
represented the here and now instead of the 
past or future. Also, it was nonverbal. I'm be- 
ginning to realize how much more eloquent our 
actions are than our words . . ." 
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Following the replay of all the recorded 
themes, the teachers, practicum members, 
and the class engage in a synthesis of 
thematic concepts plus a review of re- 
search material germaine to the topic. The 
participation of the total class tends to be- 
come a round-table discussion, sometimes 
heavy in content, but most of the time 
there is a flow of the personal with the con- 
ceptual generalizations applicable to 
family life. A few students opt for more re- 
view of the readings, of the research and 
literature because of its stimulating wide 
scope. Others have stated in their final 
evaluations this more common view: 

All the cognitive material presented so excel- 
lently is also available in books. Anyone who is 
interested and has time can use our bibliogra- 
phies and his own ingenuity and curiosity and 
find it. I found myself thinking about all the 
material inside each class member which is not 
in print and which is accessible to us only for 
two hours a week. I wanted to get at that ma- 
terial. I feel our class setting offers a unique 
opportunity to get information about how peo- 
ple act and feel directly from those people fresh 
and uninterpreted. It also provides an atmos- 
phere in which people want to and are able to 
produce such information. If I were in the posi- 
tion to make the final decision about how our 
class time is to be used, I would opt for more 
action-process and less organized cognitive ac- 
tivity because I feel the combination of oppor- 
tunities offered by the class are not easily avail- 
able to individuals and at other times, as the li- 
brary and standard discussion/lecture type 
classes are. 

Summary 

After three years of experimentation 
with action process teaching, the authors 
are convinced that its potential for experi- 
mental teaching and learning have barely 
been realized. In this particular course in 
the Psychodynamics of Family Relations, 
the family is used as a paradigm. The rela- 
tionships within the family provide the 
prototype for subsequent relationships. It 
is hypothesized that if the dynamics of 
familial relations are understood, it should 
be possible to perceive analogous dyna- 
mics at work in other relationships. An 
underlying assumption is that this can be 
achieved through a re-experiencing of 
some significant events in the personal 

histories of the students. The events must 
be defined and limited by the course 
teachers in order to get at aspects which 
will be of value to the entire class as well as 
to the particular student. 

The basically experiential and dynamic 
methods include group discussion, role 
playing, and video-taping of significant 
events in the family cycle of the students. 
The group process fosters ego controls, 
e.g., thinking, judging, and reality testing. 
The role-playing "brackets" the event and 
allows for detached examination. Oppor- 
tunity for fostering ego functions was 
available through video-tape playbacks. 
Students had an opportunity to compare 
their perceptions of reality with the per- 
ceptions of other members of the class. 
They were able to see discrepancies and 
lack of congruence between their verbal 
and their nonverbal communications. 

The autonomy and dignity of the indivi- 
dual member was never threatened; 
defenses were respected. Encouragement 
and support were promoted. Cognitive 
materials including pertinent research 
summaries and significant articles were 
distributed in advance of each topic. The 
discussion following all enactments syn- 
thesized the cognitive material with the 
historically experiential and the contem- 
porary experiential. 

The most significant aspects of the 
course seem to be the use of the family as a 
paradigm for further relationships, the 
emphasis on experiencing as a key techni- 
que in integrating knowledge and the use 
of video-tape for its impact and reinforce- 
ment of learning. 

While its philosophy and methods may 
have particular relevance to graduate stu- 
dents in education and the mental health 
fields, there is the conviction that this ap- 
proach and its concepts, can be general- 
ized to broader educational settings and 
practices. 
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Mental Research 
Institute 

SUMMER WORKSHOPS 

FAMILY THERAPY workshops in 
July, '74. Introduction to theories of 
family dynamics, family interaction 
and approaches to family therapy-by 
movies, videotape, simulation and 
demonstration interview with a family. 

For further information on these and 
other workshops, write to: 

Workshop Coordinator, MRI, 
555 Middlefield Road, 
Palo Alto, California 94301. 
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