Opening the Door

Teaching to the person inside the student

THE PERSON WHO HAS MOST INSPERED
the teaching 1 do oday is my mather, Her
ane wis Charlotie Sicgenfeld, She's no
longer with us, U My mother was a high
school reading tescher Tur
twenty-five: years starling in
the 19605, She was a vadical.
Mipl the bomb-theowing kind,
but the guietly lite-changing

kindl, Creer all those vears she
kept maisting—largely Lo an
withearing school administ-
tion—that the children who
were sent o her didn’t have
reading problems. She con
tended thew had cmotional
prablems rooted in familial,
societal, andfor educational
neglect, which may be conplad
with orher learming disabi lies.
I was these, she said, not laziness or what-
cver clse the conventional wisdom labeled
therm, that blocked the children's desire to
learn. Her conviction was that i she could
fimd a way o got to the person behand the
resistanl sludent, thar smdent woulkd
develop more faith in heror his chances to
make it in the world. And along the way,
they just might want o do something as
uricool as learn how to read.

My mother never wiote any of this
dewn. She thought of it as nothing more
than commaon sense. Bat the many students
who came out of her schaol more fully
alive afier studving with: ber proved the
benefit of what T now see was an edeca-
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fiomally rock-solid strategy of weogh love.

Cuided by my mother's example, T ve
been learning thatainy job as a teacher is not
to forger that my own particular area of
studv—dance and it relation o the jaer
arts—is a means, nol an end. Inomy
mother’s tradition of teaching, the most
cffecive instruclor wses subject matter nor

Billy Siegenfeld teaches his unigue
approach to movement at dance festivals
worldwide.

a5 4 closed zysrom, miclleciually stimu-
lating sl bt as a Kind of transparcnoy
on Lite. The jobis o coax, rick, humeor: and
hadzer the person fortressed inside that
resistant andent persona W emnenge—1o be
bravely vulnerabls cnough wr enler il g
reeephive engagement with the world.
The more | learn about teaching, the
more T iy o encourage stedents oo apan
this cloor to themselves—iuoper the door Lo
their eccentricities, o those more nakedly
individizal responses they might feel don'
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belong in a traditional ciassroom. This
challenges students differently rom the
formal approach of lesrmng lor learning's
sake or dancing tor dancing’s sake. My
feeling is that smphasis on technigue
tends to block students from responding
wilh ungearded, rom-the-heart instinets.
Obaessed with mastering physical skills,
masfering the “outside™ of
dancing, students are exempt
from bringing their insides,
their souls, 17 T may use that
waord, through the classroom
door. Tean’t find a batter word
thaw “soul™ 1o describe the
invisible, palpable loree that,
when we're younger and don’t
kinow anv better, drives us
Loy ke umedited. delisinfolly
ecoeniric discoverics aboul
the world, These are the
discoverics that keep a class
[resh, becanse they jump out of
g sludent's vmiguensss and
farce both fellew students and
teachers 1 reevaluale uncon-
acions dogmas and clitisms.

I love teaching. It keeps
me honest, YVery honest 7T T'm
nol as regourcefod as my stodents and as
honest myself as T want tham o he, T
don’t reach them. Fortunatelw, 1've got
some of the feisty spirit of mwy maother
She is still saving to meo, “AlL vou Forgol
Lo 15 be yoursell, Just be yourselt,
keep listening, and trust the teaching that
cormes oul of dhal” |
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Billy Stegenfeld founded the Chicago-
besed Tamip Btk Jazz Prajece and was
v horoved by Nortiowvestern
Llriversity for excellence i teaching. The
preceding i ain excerpd from Ris Mae 30,
2002, acceprance spesch.
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