Chapter 10

When the Classroom Door
Swings Inward
~ Peter Reilly

It is only with the heart that one can see rightly;
what is essential is invisible to the eye,

— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

It was my first year teaching English to middle school kids in a small
Adirondack mountain town in upstate New York. | had begun this
teaching assignment, my first, in January because the teacher who began
the year had decided not to come back after the Christmas heliday. She
had lost control of the class, was tormented by her students, and left in
tears each day. Her advice to me, “"Don’t let them do this to you,” fell on
the youthful ears of someone who believed that such a thing could never
happen to me. How wrong | was. Buoyed by their success in removing one
teacher, the students set out to remove a second. Thus they began their
relentless assault on me. Although things were difficult for the first few
weeks, | believed 1 had won them over with two days of particularly great
lessons. My students were not trying to disrupt me as they usually did by
waving their arms to interrupt my lesson with purposefully irrelevant ques-
tions such as, “What are they serving for lunch today?” No, for several days
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their needs and desires, as well as the curriculum, teaching becomes a gen-
erous interaction that grants students dignity. This connection should not
be mistaken for a sentimental attachment nor a condescending empathy.
Through this connection the teacher establishes a powerful narrative for
leaming and lays out the commitments that each has to the other. It is in this
connection that students grant the teacher the trust necessary to teach.
My undergraduate preparation for teaching had been wonderful. I had
learned how to develop educational units, the elements of instructional
design, modern teaching methodologies, and the ethics of the profession,
among many other important components necessary to succeed as a class-
room teacher. | had caring and knowledgeable professors. The problem
was that their emphasis was entirely in the cognitive domain; there was
no focus on leadership presence, intuitive awareness, and other affective
skills that are the foundation of successful classrooms. Without preparation
and practice | was left on my own—as are many new teachers—to discover
the importance of these invisible skills, and | struggled 10 develop con-
nections with my students that would permit learning. Many teachers fail
and leave the profession, as did my predecessor in the Adirondacks. Some
survive by overcompensating, either straining to entertain their classes or
intimidating them. Only a few learn to fully integrate their professional
preparation and cognitive knowledge of subject matter with the “soft skills”
necessary to connect with their students and lead their classes effectively.
What were these “soft skills” and how would 1 develop them? First, |
needed to be much more aware of my own tendency 1o lose my organic
connection to the class. This would require paying special attention to the
signals and sensations generated within my body when interacting with
my class. Second, 1 needed to be able to take effective action in stressful
situations rather than react automatically and without thought. Finally, |
needed to embody the attributes of a lifelong learner and leader.
Developing an awareness of bodily sensations was foreign to me. Gen-
erally, I tried to solve my problems by thinking them through. I could
always figure out what to do to resolve things. The problem in this case
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was that this wasn't about employing a few new classroom management
techniques. | didn’t need to do different things. I needed to be different. If
I had paid more attention to my bodily sensations during my spitball expe-
rience | would have noticed a vague sense of commotion when | wurned
my back on the class and 1 would have acknowledged that my students’
faces were contorted in mock attention when 1 glanced at them. If I had
effectively blended with my class I would have avoided spitballs altogether.
The bodily sensations were there, but my tendency was to drown them
out with my own thoughts.

Tim was a bright seventh grader with failing grades, a horrible home
life, and a major chip on his shoulder. He was a disruptive kid, and | reg-
ularly assigned him to after school detention. One late afternoon with the
school empty I stood in the hallway talking to a colleague while Tim sat at
a desk in my room doing the reading that he had not done for homework.
After twenty minutes I checked in on him to see how he was doing. | could
not believe what | saw, He was holding the book upside down. Tim was
being defiant even in his punishment. I felt my excitement begin to rush
and strode into the classroom ready to explode in anger and establish my
dominance.

For just a split second | paused and became present to what was hap-
pening, | was about to automatically explode in anger, as | usually did
when a student challenged me. Did I really want to go there today? Sud-
denly the picture of an angry, red-faced teacher and a silly student with
his book upside-down came into focus and I smiled. Immediately the
anger dissipated. Tim looked up from his book with a puzzled expression,
and for a brief moment we shared a transforming smile. At that moment
Tim and I saw each other as people for the first time. It was extraordinary.
I took the book and said, "Go home, Tim.” He stood up in wonder and
walked to the door. Just before leaving he turned and muttered, “Thanks,
Mr. Reilly” and was gone. After that, Tim became one of my favorites and
I his. Tim wasn't consistent, but there were days he would throw himself
into his schoolwork or astound me with a poem. He was clearly trying to
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express himself. 1 rarely saw Tim after that year; but everything good that
happened between us was the result of that pause and my conscious deci-
sion to interrupt my automatic response to Tim's defiant behavior.

When we are trained to be aware of our bodily sensations we can notice
the excitement as it begins to stir and before it is so strong it launches us
into the current of an automatic response. Once we are aware of the sen-
sation beginning we can practice taking steps to regain our composure
and maintaining our connection with the student. When we recenter our-
selves this way we are able to take effective action on behalf of our stu-
dents. | remember being horribly provoked by a student's defiant roll of
the eyes in full view of my class of seventh graders. Marcy meant to embar-
rass me as she had on other occasions, and the bodily excitement 1 felt
exploded in anger. Unlike during my experience with Tim, I didn't have
the presence to stay calm and take skillful action. I scolded Marcy with
clumsy words that flowed out of me uncontrollably. Not only did 1 lose
my fundamental connection to her for the remainder of that year, but sev-
eral years later she appeared in my class again and it was clear that she had
not forgotten the incident.

I needed to learn to interact with my students in ways that were just
right for the moment. One of my favorite quotes on the topic has been
on my computer screensaver for some time: “working with someone where
they are ... without the hindrance of a prepared sermon.” It is taken from
Richard Strozzi-Heckler's book Holding the Center. In it he tells the story
of working with an emotionally disturbed teenager with a very violent
bent. When asked what he would like to learn, the teenager replied, “kill
someone.” Most of us would have been triggered by that statement and
shifted into an angry response to the words rather than maintaining our
focus on the child. Strozzi-Heckler replied, “F'll show you that ... it's easy.”
Thus began his teaching relationship with the student. The starting point
for learning is never the needs of the teacher but those of the student.

Focusing on the needs of students requires many approaches. Our
modern classrooms present teachers with more challenges than at any
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time in the past. If only every student were willing to reveal themselves
and their ambitions so that their teachers could move with them in ways
that took care of their needs. Today's classrooms are filled with students
who have no idea why they are there. Some of them are in temporary or per-
manent states of resignation or anger and push away what they desire to
bring close, When we react to these moods without maintaining a bal-
anced presence we lose our ability to find the student beneath the mood,
and therefore cannot take effective action. Keeping or regaining one's pres-
ence in the midst of assaults on one’s subject matter, role, or personal traits
is an important component of successful teaching.

Finding students amidst the resignation and anger they can exude may
reqquire a teacher to create breakdowns or crises to disrupt the status quo,
Both inside and outside the classroom, growth often follows great cathar-
sis. Teachers who develop a strong connection with their students can
sense the need for dramatic intervention and the students’ ability to han-
dle it. They also realize that there is a real commitment to the student in
creating such a breakdown. Most people avoid creating these incidents
because they involve an enormous amount of energy. Sometimes it is much
easier to ignore a problem and continue the status quo. A breakdown event
is effective only when created by teachers who are aware of their own ten-
dencies and have a commitment to a sustained effort with a student to
create a new future. Outstanding teachers often deliver great lessons in
powerful ways.

In addition to working with students in the class as individuals, teach-
ers with an effective classroom presence also sense the class as a whaole.
They sense the mood of the class. In order to learn the class must be in a
mood of curiosity, wonder, or ambition. If the class is resentful or resigned
the teacher knows that his actions and the narratives he creates around
learning can shift the overall mood. For most of us the idea of creating or
shifting moods is not commonsensical. We generally experience a mood
as something that overcomes us. We are in it, and it has us. Being able 1o
manage the mood of a class while maintaining a deep connection to the



