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Our faculty at SPEA Northwest has maintained a serious commitment to the Teaching PA Conference for several years. We had planned to participate in 2005 since the conference particulars were published. We finally discussed what we might contribute to the conference at the end of a long meeting in early December.  At the time, it seemed as if we were adding yet another burden to an already full to-do list. It’s our NASPAA self-study year; we were about to take on a new program director after what seemed like a very long and arduous search; it had been a very busy semester for most of us; and, Indiana University as a whole was in the midst of budget crises, new student systems software bugs, and mission differentiation. When Susan suggested we build a panel around our recent reading of The Courage to Teach and offered to send in a proposal, we jumped at it, if only as a means to bring the meeting to a close.

 That wasn’t the only reason we had for choosing to present this panel. For several years, we have built at least one full faculty meeting around a shared reading.
 The Courage to Teach was merely the latest, and perhaps the most moving of these shared experiences. As a whole, we have embraced the philosophy of scholarship so ably propounded by Ernest Boyer, and consequently, take the undertaking of the scholarship of teaching very seriously. This stance is appropriate, to say the least, on our regional campus, where the principal mission is teaching. It is also in keeping with the broad commitment to service that is the hallmark of the School of Public and Environmental Affairs that we be engaged in the concerns of our community, and our teaching reflects this. Even our research is focused largely on the needs of the local community, its citizens, and our students.

We have examined, as well, The Reflexive Practitioner by Donald A Schön. Most of the students we teach are already immersed in professional practices. Schön’s work has direct applicability to our task of teaching and nurturing these professionals. The result of this shared study has been the development of a strong bond of collegiality across our faculty and a set of shared principles with regard to the teaching mission of SPEA.

So, it should be a relatively easy task to bring out our learning for this panel. Well, not as easy for me as it sounded in December. As I attempted to put words ‘on paper,’ I found my mind straying from this straightforward task. My mind’s eye ranged back in time to ponder various professors from my undergraduate and graduate experiences. It wasn’t until very late that I realized just how I should present Palmer’s thesis to this group. I needed to speak about those professors who inspired me to leave my practice behind and teach. So be it.

First to come to mind was a political science professor at Cleveland State. I can’t recall his teaching methods, but I can clearly recreate in my mind’s eye his passion for the subject. He taught comparative politics. His specialty was the politics of colonialism, and he was able to bring it to life in the classroom. I don’t remember much specific content, except that his particular interest lay in Niger and French colonial practices. What has stayed with me is a clear understanding of the importance of the historical context when one examines current events. That has shaped the way I examine issues and events in any of my intellectual pursuits today.

Another professor who left his imprint is a scholar of note in the field of constitutional law and ethics. His classroom had rules. His expectations of students were extremely high. His lectures were learned and his research was painstakingly careful. He commanded the respect of his students by his mere presence. I couldn’t bring myself to address him informally until after I defended my dissertation, long after being on a first-name basis with the rest of the faculty. His focus acted as an example of how one should not simply master course material, but further, should develop meticulous habits in the scholarship of discovery. From his perspective, each of us owes it to our students and to the broader community of knowledge to approach all aspects of scholarship with care and rigor.

Finally, imagine, if you will, a professor who never had a syllabus prepared on time. He rarely had reserve material readily accessible to students in the early days of the semester. He wasn’t especially computer savvy; no power points, few overheads. He tended to just show up and talk. Yes, he would talk from the heart – notes were not necessary. He had the body of knowledge he wanted to share completely under his mental command. He encouraged students to talk - to engage in dialogue not just with him, but also among themselves. He placed the subject at the center of the seminar room. He let his passion for the subject shine through. He frequently risked appearing to be foolishly optimistic and naïve, especially to the younger students, many of whom did not appreciate the gift he gave them. Parker Palmer would have recognized him as the independent voice of the “great thing” at the center, as the advocate for the idea.

Students in his classes could learn together. They became a community of truth. He would say that he learned from them, as well. His students often brought new material and information into the room and made connection with the great thing. All members of the community of truth are learners and risk takers.

There are elements of great teaching in these examples – passion for the subject, respect for the student, challenging ideas that enable further learning. When teachers demonstrate these qualities, students gain more than learning course content. Unfortunately, many teachers just don’t or can’t manage them. What makes a ‘bad’ teacher is not merely a failure to maintain passion. Who among us hasn’t experienced the professor who no longer cares about students – who sees them as a necessary evil and who lets his or her contempt for the student show? Or the professor who revels in his power in the classroom? Or the professor whose focus is limited to his narrow specialization and cannot provide perspective or a broader vision? Or who arrive in class late, poorly organized, and who waste class time pulling it together? Or professors who can’t or won’t maintain eye contact with students, who are arbitrary in assessing student work and don’t provide the feedback students need to learn?

I was fortunate to have experienced few of these in my student days, or, at least, they faded mercifully from my memory. Occasionally, I came across the professor who assumed students to have the same level of readiness – who left those less ready behind in an effort to cover all of the course material. There were some who evidenced a touch of the arrogance of power. There were some with too narrow a band of expertise. But, I was, for the most part, fortunate.

In my practice of teaching, I have struggled to keep my pedagogy and methods fresh. I strive to provide all the resources students will need to become learners – syllabus, readings, even overheads and power points. Where one of my mentors was disorganized, I have strived to be orderly. In this way, I attempted to distance myself from the “mistakes” he made. However, I sometimes spent so much time and effort on the minutia that I sometimes lost the strength, as well. I found that those times I fussed most about the little details of teaching, I was less authentic, less able to speak for the subject, and my students were less able to get enthused about examining the great thing and learning. 

It is only when I dare to be authentically myself and when I can share my passion about public administration that my students catch fire. To do this I have to overcome my inherent introversion. I have to put away gadgets and notes and speak from the heart. Thus, it is when I find myself able to risk in the way that my mentor does, that I become a teacher, and the passion I feel for the material shines through.

I also have to let the fact that I like and respect my students be visible in the classroom. One basic way to show respect is to call the students by their names.
 I have a terrible memory for names, so it is essential that I develop the means to connect names and faces. When this occurs, the students and I can meet on a level that permits learning to take precedence over power in the classroom. And, the relationship that grows among us creates an atmosphere of trust, a place where we all can focus our attention on the great thing in the center.

Parker Palmer tells us that teaching and learning are as much about the blossoming of authentic and rich relationships built around the great ideas of our field as they are about the transmission of a body of knowledge from one generation of scholars to the next. In fact, it is only through such a community that the thirst to learn is communicated. Passion for the subject is infectious, and paves the way for fresh insights and discoveries. The first task of the teacher is, then, to discover what constitutes the handful of great things that shape the field, through which students are led to uncover the knowledge they need to excel at their practices.

It is, I suppose, natural for us to turn to the research side of our field as we search for the great ideas that should be central in our classrooms. Robert Behn  poses three ‘how’ questions for the field to address, related to micromanagement, motivation, and measurement.
 John Kirlin presents a set of seven ‘what’ questions; these center on problems of governance, societal learning, and democratic practices.
 Good questions, all. They are, however, research questions, on the edge of scholarship, not central questions for teaching the field.

At IUN, we have come to some rough agreement on what the great things might be. One of them is professionalism. Regardless of the substantive content of the course, it is possible to relate it in the context of professional behavior in practice. A strong component of our view of professionalism is ethical practice. With the concept of ethical conduct in the professional setting as a central theme, we can draw the student into a dialogue about how elements of public management reflect that central theme. 

A second great idea is the notion of public service – that the public administrator’s role is, first and foremost, to serve citizens and the public interest. This theme played a principal role in our first ever Graduate Program Orientation, conducted on September 10-11, 2004. In this event, the faculty, in addition to telling their stories by way of introducing themselves to the new students, challenged students to begin the task of defining professionalism and public service. They engaged in activities that produced a starting point for their journeys of discovery as they pursue their MPAs. Students perceived this event as a success. They reported that they felt challenged but welcomed into the IUN SPEA community and into the learning process.

The Community of Scholars: Learning Conversations

In 2003, the School of Public and Environmental Affairs embarked on a program of evaluation of its MPA core. This evaluation required that each campus faculty determine and then state what essential competencies were being delivered in each core course. At IUN, we went a further step – we engaged in a contract with each other that we would hold each other accountable for the delivery of those competencies. This brings us to another question Parker Palmer addresses, “How can we evaluate the quality of our teaching within the community of learning?”

The academic culture in which we teach, works against the notion of peer review and evaluation. Academic freedom is a double-edged sword. In one sense – the most broadly accepted sense - it protects the professor’s intellectual processes and products from intrusive and destructive censorship. It protects the students’ right to be exposed to a wide range of issues, even controversial issues and ideas. It stands as a sturdy palisade, surrounding freedom of thought.

However, that palisade can and often does become a barrier, behind which sloppy and just plain bad teaching hides. Palmer (1998) refers to this retreat behind the wall of academic freedom ‘privatization.’ 
 If our classrooms are our castles, where we go solo in teaching our students, then the only evaluation of our teaching comes through the limited assessment those students can and/or will provide. This is not to deny the importance of student evaluation, however, true measurement of teaching effectiveness comes from those best prepared to do it – our peers.

Peer review of teaching is infrequent, often only forthcoming at the time of promotion and tenure review. Breaking down the barrier aspect of academic freedom need not come in formal process, but in fact may be best served through informal processes. Palmer calls such processes conversations in a learning community. We need to acquire the habit of discussing our teaching with each other so that we can, as peers, friends and professional colleagues, ask and answer real questions in evaluating each other. This is how we can hold each other to commitments made about delivering the competencies we have determined that our students need.

Palmer suggests several techniques, such as conversations about critical moments in class – the moments we experience when something pivotal happens. Or, we might share the metaphors or images we associate with our teaching. Palmer does this in describing one of his images of the teacher’s role – that of a sheepdog:

In my imagination—unfettered by expert knowledge of the real thing—the sheepdog has four vital functions. It maintains a space where the sheep can graze and feed themselves; it holds the sheep together in that space, constantly bringing back strays; it protects the boundaries of the space to keep dangerous predators out; and when the grazing ground is depleted, it moves with the sheep to another space where they can get the food they need.

In spite of the slightly negative image of the students as sheep, this metaphor evokes a set of powerful associations with most teachers. I find the notion of providing a protected space for the student to engage in examining the material (grazing to feed themselves) especially meaningful. They will want to taste and savor the great idea if I have presented it well. And, once it is placed before them, they will want to set their own pace and choose their own portion. I have to ensure that they can.

This is not, of course, the only way one can look at teaching. How can any of us know how others see their role? We can’t, unless, as colleagues we build a space where such conversations can occur. Those who lead our faculties – deans and department chairs – must “expect and invite” good talk about good teaching into that space.
 And, ground rules are needed to sustain the community, once it is formed. This is especially true when it comes to an almost inherent impulse to see critical moments as ‘problems’ that need to be fixed. More often than not, what we need is to be heard, to have questions raised, so that we can put our experiences into perspective.

It is in this context that Palmer brings up the example of the Quaker practice of clearness.
 Clearness is a technique that allows colleagues to help each other deal with issues that arise in the practice of teaching without intruding on the privacy of the individual. It calls for colleagues to ask questions, not to provide answers or criticism. The questions lead the individual to clarify what is complex.

But, can we curb the impulse to speak rather than actively and attentively listen as our colleague clarifies and comes to understand and resolve her own issue? Listening is not a skill we have cultivated. We are, after all, teachers, and teachers lecture (among other things). It is easier by far to toss in our favorite solution or tip than to focus listening, to mirror for the individual, to be quiet. 

Getting to a place where good talk about teaching happens as a natural extension of the scholarly activities of faculty and students is not easy. Time must be invested. A culture of authentic communication and risk taking must be nurtured. Actual learning must take place, as these behaviors are not generally encouraged in our society. 

Any time we take a risk – try something new – we may fail. That’s a part of what risk is all about. Actually, that’s what learning is all about; we learn from those experiences where things did not go as expected. Success, on the other hand, can teach us too much caution and cause us to stop moving forward. The greater danger comes from not taking a chance. Risk is a part of academic leadership that Palmer understands well. 

When I teach my executive leadership class, one of the great ideas on which we focus is that leaders understand and undertake risks in uncertain conditions. The courage to teach is like the courage to lead. The classroom is a contingent world, full of risk. The courageous teacher embraces the risk associated with learning. I give my students a diploma of sorts at the end of this course. I found the verse a long time ago and, for me, it sums up what freedom is and what it costs. I am sharing it with you, because I believe that you live courageous lives.
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RISK

To laugh is to risk appearing the fool.

To weep is to risk appearing sentimental.

To reach for another is to risk involvement.

To expose feelings is to risk exposing your true self. 

To place your ideas, your dreams, before a crowd is 

to risk their loss.

To love is to risk not being loved in return.

To live is to risk dying.

To hope is to risk despair.

To try is to risk failure.

But risks must be taken, because the greatest 

hazard in life is to risk nothing.

The person who risks nothing, does nothing, has 

nothing, and is nothing.

They may avoid suffering and sorrow, but they 

cannot learn, feel, change, grow, love, live.

Chained by their attitudes, they are slaves, they have 

forgotten their freedom.

Only a person who risks is free.
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� The untitled poem is attached to this paper.





