Education Connection

Teaching with a Passion

James K. WANGBERG

Passion, I see is catching.
—Shakespeare, Julius Caesar

We may affirm absolutely that nothing
great in the world has been accom-
plished without passion.

— Hegel, Philosophy of History

SUBMIT THAT THE BEST TEACHERS ARE PEOPLE

who are passionate about their subject
and passionate about sharing that subject
with others. Teaching without passion is
merely information delivery and tanta-
mount to rote or mechanical action. There
can be little stimulation for learners beyond
what they find intrinsically interesting in the
subject. Teaching with a passion offers the
potential of elevating learners’ interest in the
subject. Passionate teachers can create pas-
sionate learners.

Teachers manifest their passion in differ-
ent ways. An expression of passion for the
subject and for teaching can look very differ-
ent depending upon the nature of the teach-
er. Consider some of the ways teachers can
demonstrate their passion.

Manifestations of Passion: Four
Examples

Enthusiasm. Open displays of excitement
clearly signal passion for teaching. Each of us,
as students or as teachers, can probably recall
the teachers who brought their special brand
of enthusiasm to the classroom. Not surpris-
ingly, enthusiasm is among the most consis-
tently cited positive characteristics of effective
teachers. It may be a cliche to say that enthusi-
asm can be contagious, but such contagion
may be the best tool for motivating students.
Enthusiasm may be conveyed by animated
presentation techniques, stimulating or inspi-
rational speech, and emotional deliveries. Un-
bridled enthusiasm can sabotage a class-
room, but, when harnessed and mastered,
enthusiasm contributes significantly to a pos-
itive learning environment.

This manifestation of passion swells
when enthusiasm for the subject is coupled
with enthusiasm for the students. The desire
to share your interests, and the joy of ignit-
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ing that interest in others, characterize pas-
sionate educators. Like many, I was attract-
ed to entomology by a wonderful ento-
mologist who cared not only about his sci-
ence but about me as an individual. Such
people make a difference in other people’s
lives, and, because of their influence, we at-
tempt to return the favor and perpetuate
good deeds.

Immersion in the Subject. The passion
one has for a subject and for sharing that
subject sometimes is more demonstrable by
the manner in which the teacher gets totally
engrossed in what she or he does. T recall
two personal experiences as an undergradu-
ate, one in a required, lower-division, litera-
ture course and one in a required, upper-
division, comparative vertebrate anatomy
course. At the time, I ranked neither subject
high on my list of interests, but each profes-
sor’s passion for his subject left lasting im-
pressions,

The literature professor often would sit
cross-legged atop the desk in front of the
class, eyes tightly closed, and recite elaborate
interpretations of the day’s literature assign-
ment. His articulate recitation and total im-
mersion in the work conveyed to me two
things: this person really loves this stuff!,
and maybe there is something more to this
than I think! I remain indebted to this pro-
fessor, who, by closing his eyes to immerse
himself, opened my eyes to discover an im-
portant subject.

The anatomy professor’s absorption in
his subject was evident inside and outside of
class, but one particular classroom lecture
was memorable. While he was delivering a
chalkboard lecture, in typical rapid but clear
and organized style, heavy drapes suspended
over open windows continually blew into his
path, either partially obstructing the board
ot, minimally, becoming a distraction for the
students. At one moment, an especially
strong wind gust blew the drapes violently
inward, totally enveloping his body. With
only an exposed arm wielding a pointer, the
professor continued his discourse, while a
sympathetic student in the front row rescued
him from the tangle of drapes and then closed
the windows. Maintaining his staccato pace,
the professor thanked the student for his

“constructive act” and continued lecturing
about the beauty of comparative vertebrate
anatomy. The incident was comical but illus-
trates how thoroughly engrossed this teacher
could be in his teaching. Students respected

- his love of science and his desire to convey it to

others. Consequently, many of his students
developed greater interests in the subjects he
covered.

A colleague suggested to me that perhaps
passion can be measured by the extent to
which a teacher is covered (metaphorically
or literally) by the media she or he has been
using, which conjures images of the teacher
at the end of a lecture with clothes, hands,
and face covered with chalk dust.

Immersion in one’s subject to the exclu-
sion of others, however, is a selfish passion-
ate act. To be passionate about your subject,
but reclusive and unwilling to share the pas-
sion with others, does not translate into
passionate teaching.

Creative and Innovative Approaches.
Some teachers demonstrate their passion for
teaching by trying new and creative ap-
proaches, through which they seek to moti-
vate students and to enhance learning.
Innovative approaches also may reignite the
teacher’s interest and enthusiasm for a subject
that may be taught repeatedly for many years.
New approaches bring new life to the class for
the teacher and for the student. Routine and
monotonous methods spell boredom for stu-
dents and teacher and lack the inspirational
value of something new and creative. New
and creative approaches carry some risk, as
not all experiments succeed, but the spirit of
experimentation also can lead to positive edu-
cational outcomes. These experiments and
creative approaches need not involve major
course overhauls to be effective. Sometimes,
small efforts yield great satisfaction.

Teacher as Learner. I suspect that most
people who enjoy teaching enjoyed being stu-
dents. Good teachers continue to be students.
Teachers keep their passion for teaching alive
by remaining passionate learners. They learn
from their research and bring that research to
the classroom. They learn from the published
literature and by discussing and reviewing the
work of colleagues. They learn from prepara-
tion of new courses, course materials, and
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curricula. They learn by solving problems
and by making mistakes. They learn from
their students. They learn by teaching. When
students perceive their teacher as a learner,
they may become more passionate learners
too.

How Do You Express Your Passion?
Take a Personal Teaching Passion
Inventory

Score 1 point for each item that depicts
you or your students.

1. I am enthusiastic about my teaching.
It is something I enjoy and look for-
ward to doing. It is a fun, exciting,
and stimulating activity for me.

2. My students can sense my enthusi-
asm. They have conveyed this impres-
sion to me in their evaluations or in
their personal comments.

3.Iamcontinuing tolearn. lamactive in
research, I read and attempt to keep
up with the appropriate literature. I
obtain new information from my
students.

4. My students are witnesses to my in-
terest in learning. They see me doing
research, reading the literature, con-
versing with colleagues, participating
in professional conferences, and be-
ing engaged actively with my disci-
pline.

5.1 can get absorbed in my work, but
not so self absorbed that others are
excluded. 1am likely to share what in-
terests me and bring my interests to
the attention of others.

6. I continue to try new approaches in
my teaching. The class that I have
taught several times is different and
better than when I began. Sometimes
I try things that do not work, but
these failures do not prevent me from
taking new risks or experimenting
with my teaching.

7. L care about my students, I want them
to learn, to realize their potential, and
to succeed in class and in other useful
and challenging endeavors.

Your Score:

7 pts. Powerfully passionate!
6 pts. Pridefully passionate
5 pts. Pretty passionate

<5 pts. Seek help from a passion professional!

Get Passionate and Reveal
Your Passion!

As you considered this admittedly sim-
plified inventory, did specific examples come
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to mind quickly, or did you have to think
hard or do some personal soul searching to
characterize your habits? Are you enthusi-
astic about what you teach? How can your
students sense your enthusiasm? What
have you done new in your course(s) lately?
Have you devised some new or creative ap-
proaches for conveying concepts and topics
that have been taught the same way for
awhile?

Think about the importance of teaching
with a passion, seek ways to develop that
passion, and develop ways to reveal it to
your students.

Teach with a passion!

*
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