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Expunging King Canute, or, the virtues of starting by finding out what your 
students can actually do and what they do actually know

Graeme Gooday

Where do we begin when we teach new students who are not familiar with our subject? Sane navigators start by 
finding out how far their destination is from their starting point, and choose their route in view of the resources 
available to them. Creative artists consider carefully the best means of achieving their ends: if the result is not what 
they wanted, they do not simply blame their raw materials as inadequate. In both cases you judge the gap to be 
addressed, and act accordingly.

These might seem trivial and truistic observations, but do we teach our students with a similarly sharp understanding 
of how far our actual starting position relates to our desired endpoint? Are we equally circumspect about adapting our 
pedagogical strategies to the initial capacities of our students? Perhaps not. Indeed, doesn't our teaching sometimes 
bear a perilously close resemblance to the behaviour of the deranged Anglo-Saxon monarch who believed that, by 
mere hubristic fiat, things would turn out just as he wished?

How many teachers have a clear vision of what their students ought to end up knowing, but are disappointed by their 
students' performance? Isn't this all too often because teachers have failed to consider the limits of what their 
students were capable of doing in the first place? Do we not sometimes over-zealously lecture to the peak of our 
abilities, only to find ourselves like the traveler so dazzled by a glorious vision of a destination that we notice only too 
late we have taken the least appropriate vehicle to have any chance of carrying our fellow passengers with us?

If we were ever to teach as sensibly as we travel we would bother to find out what our students could reasonably be 
expected to achieve given where they start out. This means that we should find out at the very beginning of our 
classes what our charges can and cannot do, and what they do or do not know. Must we not strive to adapt our 
means to our materials by at least first finding out what our materials are like, specifically what its strengths and 
limitations are?

Why then do we spend the first session of our classes spelling out what the students should be able to do at the end 
of the course? Would we not be better off finding out what they can already do and what we have to do to bring them 
up to speed? Should we really spend our time exchanging smugly outraged bon mots with colleagues about the way 
that our students cannot, for example, differentiate between Martin Luther and Martin Luther King? Should we not 
accept this as the uncomfortable fact of the matter and then actually do something about it?

We should start out by helping our students acquire the skills that we take for granted, and that we indeed probably 
acquired more effortlessly than they ever will. We should thus think very hard about how to manage our courses to 
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this end. If we don't, we as teachers will be the ones to blame if we end up alone on our journey with many of our 
students lost somewhere on a rather different track. Or we might then just as well be King Canute in the classroom.
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