Teaching Portfolio

Teaching and Learning: 

A Radical Act of Transformation
[image: image1.png]



Rachel E. Mann, M.A., Ph.D.

April, 2007

“[I have a] renewed faith in communication and storytelling and its role in understanding and PEACE. It has heightened my awareness, enabling me to continue replacing fear with light in my life.”

--Student comment on course evaluation for SLFK204 “Story and Healing”

Table of Contents
I. Teaching Philosophy








3


1. The Great Mystery





2. The Teacher as Wounded Healer: A Radical Act of Storytelling


4

II.  Teaching History








6


1. Current and Ongoing Courses and Training




6


2. Technology Training for Faculty, Graduate Teaching Assistants 

and CTP Students






8


3. Past Teaching







9

III.  Teaching Strategies and Methodologies: Testing Assertions



9

IV. Conclusions









15

Bibliography









16

Appendix A    Relevant Web Sites






16

I.
Teaching Philosophy

1.

The Great Mystery

It has always seemed hopeful that people passing the same spot of earth, on the same day, at the same time in their lives, could have utterly divergent experiences.  Other people have gone where I have gone, and met some of the magic beings I knew, but it wasn’t in their destinies to experience what I did.  There are layers of realities before us, behind us, around us, and within us, and we stay in a layer no matter how far we travel until the spirit admires our courage and grace and allows us to sprout into another zone of experience.  (Prechtel, 1998:32)


Great teaching has a quality of magic and mystery.  When the air is ripe with the pulsation of minds in communion or in dynamic tension, it is as if some essential energy has passed from teacher to student and back again. Spirit enters the room and insight arises.  The good teacher is leader, healer, queen, king, magician, and sage.  The student is child, holy fool, knight, prince, and princess.  Doors in the mind and heart fly open and knowledge pours in like electrifying nectar.  There is an intake of breath, a buzz in the body, a tingling in the brain, a crack in the air, and an intensity of focus in the eyes.  Something moves.  Something changes.  Something heals.  The world will never be looked at in quite the same way.  

Teaching and learning need each other.  They are two old friends walking on the road of life together.  Sometimes one is ahead, one behind.  Sometimes they are walking side by side, leaning in towards one another, shoulder to shoulder.  They are fire and air, one consuming, the other burning, one breathing, one being breathed.  Teacher and student are both inside and outside, everywhere all the time.  In any given moment, sometimes one is more student; sometimes more teacher.  Always both.    

Symbol and metaphor are inherent in the way humans mediate inner and outer reality.  Therefore, a great teacher can be an image, a story, a book, a film, or a person.  Animals, objects, works of art, and the natural world can be teachers.  Every tiny thing, whether it breathes or not, reflects and holds within itself the greater reality of which it is a part.  Our own mind, body, emotions, sensations are also teachers. Teaching and learning at their best tap into all realms of experiencing and welcome all things as holding the potential for insight.
In this eternal engine of creativity, no one will ever see or experience reality, will ever spin a tale, or will ever know self and other in exactly the same way.   Therefore, a truly good teacher and engaged student is always open to new possibilities and in so doing is a shepherd and synthesizer of experience and knowledge.  Whether teacher and student are part of the inner experience of a singular individual or whether they are actually two physically separate beings in exchange, each looks deeply into a facet of the prism of experience and weaves together a way of seeing or a story, bringing into focus some unique aspect of reality or even new realities unseen before. Balls are juggled in the air until they collide or merge.  Whether collision or communion, there is always something of value to be gleaned.
Ultimately, all teaching and learning is a search for meaning and a seeking of personal truth in which we pull back layer upon layer of knowledge like the thin, weepy skins of an onion.  Gazing into each layer, we deepen the heuristic query into the nature of experience.  Eventually, we may find the center, only to discover a new question.  

So it is that as teacher and student, we inexorably must surrender to the fact that we will never be able to know the whole of what can be known in a single lifetime.  So it is that like the simpleton in search of riches, or the daughter in search of her hands, or the knight in search of the grail, we respond over and over again to need, want and curiosity and set out both hopeful and fearful, foolhardy and courageous into the forests of the world, the vast expanse of heart and mind.  
2.

The Teacher as Wounded Healer: A Radical Act of Storytelling
It has taken me virtually forty-five years to distill within the vessel of my scientific work the things I experienced and wrote down at that time…The years when I was pursuing my inner images were the most important in my life—in them everything essential was decided….I hit upon this stream of lava, and the heat of its fires reshaped my life.  That was the primal stuff which compelled me to work upon it, and my works are a more or less successful endeavor to incorporate this incandescent matter into the contemporary picture of the world. (Jung 1989: 199) 

The Dalai Lama, one of the great spiritual and political leaders of our time, has said we will only uproot the causes of violence in the world if we uproot the seeds of violence in our own minds.  Whether looking through the prism of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, nation, culture, family, or individual, or whether studying a folktale or engaging in a technological quest, one core story of our world has been ordered around the disorder of violence.  Violence is subtle and insidious.  It can bleed in surprising and unexpected ways into the most banal things of daily life, from writing an administrative memo to tending a sick child.  So it is that I have come to believe that all teaching, no matter on what topic, if its source is from a person whose intention or desire is to cultivate peace, has the potential to dismantle the effects of violence and in so doing, to plant the seeds of peace.  This is a hopeful and visionary quest, and one to which I am wedded through life experience and intellectual inquiry.

Good teaching about human consciousness, oppression, culture, and technology, in whatever way they are defined, requires knowledge of self and one’s culture.  So it is that I start with myself: I am a woman of white Western European ancestry from a long line of housewives, immigrants, farmers, bankers, husbands, entrepreneurs, adventurers, daughters, artists, sons, teachers, lawyers, mothers, intellectuals, slave owners, fathers, liberals, and crazy people.  I was raised in a household in which deep spiritual inquiry into one’s own personal and others’ religious, cultural, historical and political history was encouraged.  Through my mother’s influence, I started calling myself a Buddhist at age 11.  In my adult life, I have studied with many Buddhist and indigenous teachers.  I have for many years kept a disciplined meditation practice involving a focused inquiry into the nature of the mind, the rise and fall of emotions, the streaming flow of sensation, and awareness of subtle energies within and around me. This practice has forged in me a strong inner witness to my own and others’ experience akin to the role of the participant observer as the fieldworker is sometimes called in anthropology. In cultivating the observing ego or the role of the participant observer, there is both tension and collaboration.
I am also a child of family suffering.  My mother, unknown to me until I was in my late thirties, was mentally ill from Borderline and Narcissistic Personality Disorders (DSM IV 2002).  Her distorted view of self and other which was a part of her disease led her to act in ways that were physically and emotionally painful to me and my family until the day she died tragically at the age of 69 in 2001 from Munchausen’s Disorder. People with Munchausens self-mutilate in order to get attention through medical treatment.  I believe a part of her dis-ease had to do with being female in a culture, time and place where women’s needs, wants and talents were not nurtured.  She always said with great irony during her life, “I should have been born a man.” 
As a result of the physical and psychological pain I held in myself from this personal history, I sought out psychotherapy at a very young age—in my early twenties.  As my life story unfolded, like my mother, I also experienced discrimination due to my gender, adding to the load of grief.  While I was getting degrees in Russian Studies, Soviet Studies, and Slavic languages and literatures, I simultaneously continued on a quest for healing which continues today. 

Gradually my inner search for relief from suffering began to flow together with my study of human consciousness in all its forms and expressions.  History, sociology, anthropology, folklore, economics, politics, literature, language, film studies, psychology, philosophy, neuropsychology, neurobiology, medicine, and religion mirrored the study of self.  The study of the self informed study of the other.  There was an internal logic to the direction of my reading, whether on a topic seemingly personal or on a topic about another culture or aspect of society, such as technology. 

Coming to know many disciplines within the prism of Area Studies, I began to smash atoms and the boundaries between them. Through contact with the children of Carpatho-Rusyn immigrants in the southern coalfields of West Virginia and Buddhist and Native American teachers, a 15 year fascination with Russia and the Slavs evolved into a fascination with many other human cultures, including my own. My research and work in the world grew out of teaching and learning, teaching and learning grew out of research and real world experience. All it led to an activist involvement in the world around me as a feminist working to dismantle oppression and violence of all kinds.

I developed a vision of research, learning and teaching that is more than interdisciplinary—it is integrative.  With deep roots in Russian and Soviet Studies, cross-cultural comparison remained central to my work.  In my teaching and research, as in my own life, I had a burning desire to balance the western way of dividing knowledge up into parts and pieces—individual versus collective, rational versus intuitive, mind versus experience—and the eastern and indigenous way of seeing all things as interconnected, each reflecting the other even while the particulars remain discrete within the whole. I saw the problem of oppression and violence as being one rooted in human consciousness and therefore came to believe the source of planting the seeds of peace begins with the self and extends outward. I recognized modern day technologies as similar to the orally told myths and tales of non-literate cultures.  Technology provides yet another creative avenue for humans to deepen the heuristic query, to make connections and provide meaning.  
As my quest deepened, an understanding dawned in me of the dynamic interconnection between the role violence and oppression has played in my life and my years of focus on topics dealing with trauma from loss and oppression.  Over 6 years teaching at UVA, students in my class called “Story and Healing” also taught me the complex and dynamic nature of our attachment to views that encourage subtle and overt forms of violence and oppression in the world around us.  All my students over the years and my dissertation informants in West Virginia also taught me the importance of honoring each person’s view of reality and personal story.  My work disseminating technology in teaching and being an administrator in higher education led me to understand the power of self-knowledge in leading others to new ways of being in the world and knew knowledge.  Peacemaking can take place in any form and any context.  As Dhyani Ywahoo, member of the traditional Etowah Band of the Eastern Tsalagi (Cherokee) Nation, writes: “The Peacekeeper sees all in good relationship, perceiving the underlying unity of all creation…The Peacekeeper acts with consideration for future generations, with the mind of preserving life and that which enriches living” (Ywahoo 1987: 147).

Finally, at the time of the bombing of the World Trade Center, I came to see how all my life’s work had led me inexorably to the role of the modern-day wounded healer. I have always been liminal in every arena in which I lived and worked.  I am a creator, boundary crosser and synthesizer.  Need, desire and curiosity had given me the knowledge, tools and skills to lead others to understanding the roots and effects of violence in the world around us, whether I was teaching about folklore, literature, history, technology, or any other topic. 

So it was that I realized I no longer could separate out my “personal” life from all the roles I hold in my “professional” life.  I came to resonate deeply with the words of Carl Jung: “I have neither the desire nor the capacity to stand outside myself and observe my fate in a truly objective way.  I would commit the familiar autobiographical mistake either of weaving an illusion about how it ought to have been, or of writing an apologia provita sua.  In the end, man is an event which cannot judge itself, but, for better or worse, is left to the judgment of others” (Jung 1989: 113).

In Buddhism, judgment when distilled to its essence is called discriminating wisdom.  To teach and to learn is to bring discrimination and wisdom to content, process and form.  To be taught is to be led to an understanding of judging mind as one of many roads towards development of compassion.  If we are aware of the pain we all carry within, if we know ourselves well and thus lead others by example, then all teaching and learning is a radical act of transformation.

II.

Teaching History 

I have been a teacher for 22 years. I have taught topics ranging from how to disseminate technology in teaching among faculty in higher education, to teaching Russian literature and language, to teaching about violence and oppression, to teaching meditation.   I have taught in four institutions of higher education.  I have taught adult learners and traditional undergraduates, K-12 teachers and university faculty.  I have taught professional peers and young people.  I have taught workshops, continuing education seminars, short courses, and traditional undergraduate classes.

1.

Current and Ongoing Courses and Training

A student-centered learning environment is facilitated in all my courses through small and large group discussions, the development and presentation of group projects, participation in on-line threaded discussions, exchanges with me in person and via email, and requiring students to read and comment on one another’s work. I also seek their input in class and on-line on what activities have been helpful and what have not worked. This empowers them to take control of their learning and helps me gauge where we are in our joint process. All courses include a combination of traditional class lecture and discussion with hands-on experiential activities, such as meditation, methods drawn from sociodrama, art projects for personal and topic exploration, small-group discussion, and others.  Individual consultations with students in person and by email are common.  All courses use a robust technology component to extend teaching and learning beyond the classroom and to foster student-student interaction and critical thinking and self-reflection.  Tools include use a web based course administration tool developed at UVA called Toolkit to access on-line readings and the syllabus. E-Folio, a web-based collaborative writing tool, is used for students to submit writings to the class, comment on one another’s work, and put up a Group Project web site.  The User Collection Tool provides access images, video and audio clips relevant to course topics and which students can integrate into their own writing and projects.  I design and update all course web sites using html and cascading style sheets.
SLFK204 Story and Healing. University of Virginia, Spring, 2000-Spring 2006
(http://www.faculty.virginia.edu/storyandhealing/)

This is a mid-sized (enrollment capped at 40), highly interactive, experiential course team taught with John Alexander, M.A. We explore the question of what an Apache Elder, a shaman from a Mayan village in Guatemala, an American hip-hop artist, and a storyteller of Native American folktales, and our students all have in common? We use cross-cultural comparison to explore how and why stories heal or don't heal. This course is integrative, drawing on the disciplines of folklore, anthropology, history, politics, literary studies, media studies, depth psychology, neurobiology, neuropsychology, and indigenous teaching and healing traditions as a way to go deep into the topic of human pain and suffering and to come out with a new understanding of the inner workings of the human mind, body and spirit. As a way to see story and healing in action, an understanding of the transgenerational wounds from the violence or oppression of all kinds--war, ethnic genocide, slavery, racism, sexism, homophobia, and any other ways individuals or groups are targeted and marked as "other"—is looked at.  We bring in guest faculty, all of whom will bring unique perspectives to the topic. In this way, we teach and learn in a manner that harks back to indigenous practices for building and sustaining community. Through this process, the students forge a new understanding of how to take steps to heal our individual and shared wounds from oppression and violence and build peace in the world around us.
 Students range from first to fifth year undergraduates and some graduate students.  Most students are from the College of Arts & Sciences, but we also draw from Nursing, the Curry School of Education, and the MacIntyre School of Commerce.  The students are traditional undergraduates, aged 18-21.  Topics covered include inner and outer dimensions of violence, the psychology and neurobiology of post traumatic stress disorder, transgenerational trauma embedded in race, gender and identities of “otherness” in American culture, the psychology of the unconscious, structure and function of folktales, oral theory, how narratives heal, what is healing, and how to undertake folkloric and anthropological fieldwork.

SLFK205 Gender and Violence, University of Virginia, Fall, 2004-Fall, 2006

(http://www.people.virginia.edu/~res4n/gender_and_violence.htm) 

This is a small class (enrollment capped at 20) providing students with an experiential exploration of gender identity and how violence is imbedded in our culture in such definitions. We use inter- and trans-disciplinary tools and perspectives with which to understand, analyze and address the cultural, social and psychological phenomenon of violence and the intersectionality of gender and violence on a worldwide level. We look at how men and women become culturally conditioned to both expect and continue cycles of violence against self and other in family and community settings as well as in larger scale conflicts such as war. This course will simultaneously analyze, embrace, and challenge the traditional feminist perspective of privileging in our discourse violence against women and thus will both build knowledge about, analyze and challenge the ubiquity of a dualistic belief system in the roles of victim and perpetrator as fixed. We examine how systems of oppression benefit no one and, in fact, cause systemic problems with deeper psychological consequences than we are used to examining in our world today. We expand the container to look at how gender identity intersects with core beliefs about violence and human nature and how such beliefs, both overt and subtle, create communities, whole cultures, and in the present world, a global phenomenon of escalating cycles of violence against both men and women and in which men, in particular, often perpetrate violence on women.

This class is highly participatory and exploratory. In the first half of the semester, students are given a body of theoretical material with which to explore and analyze how, where and why gender and violence intersect and, in some cases, where they don’t. Mid-semester, students are broken up into working groups. Each group chooses a geographical area, culture or topic of focus and, using the theoretical and analytical tools provided, do fieldwork, research and publish on the Web their own theories and research. Out of this, by the end of the semester, they have completed a web-based publication on the topic of gender and violence. Further, through fieldwork, students will learn community applications for the prevention of violence.

By the end of the course, students are able to:

· Analyze how gender intersects with other identities and roles within the family, community and society.

· Analyze and describe the roots of violence as a physical, social, cultural, economic, and psychological phenomenon on individual, familial, community, national, and international levels using various disciplinary perspectives, from neurobiology to psychology and history to anthropology.

· Analyze symbol and metaphor in ritual, narrative, images, and other forms and how they are evidence of deep psychological complexes which perpetuate violence and rigid notions of gender identity.

·  Show how ubiquitous symbolic systems intersect across cultures both prior to and especially since the spread of digital media to perpetuate a worldwide belief that violence is an inevitable and even necessary evil.

· Critically analyze violence on a social level and have knowledge of how to take action to end violence.

· Understand the issues of gender identity and violence as they apply to current discussions at the University of Virginia about diversity.

· Put into action specific tools, methods and perspectives in community applications to end violence and reveal peace within self, community and nation.

Students range from first to fifth year traditional undergraduates.  Most students are from the College of Arts & Sciences, but they also come from Nursing, the Curry School of Education, and the MacIntyre School of Commerce.  The students are traditional undergraduates, aged 18-21.  Topics covered include gender identity formation, cultural definitions of gender and sexuality, the violence of masculinity in media images, international humanitarian work on gender violence, practices for transforming a consciousness of violence to one which reveals peace, and others. 

LASE201 and 202 College Technology Practicum, Fall, 2003-Fall, 2006
(http://ascitweb.clas.virginia.edu/ctp/index.php?page_id=ctp) 


Students make a 2-semester commitment to the College Technology Practicum (CTP) combining exploration of theory and practice in the use of technology in culture and in higher education teaching and research.  An intensive practicum experience is a required part of the course, which is why the expectation is that students will commit to staying in the Practicum for two semesters.  During the Fall Semester, they are given the fundamentals and technology training they will need to then undertake an in-depth project or projects working with one or more faculty members who wish to use technology in their teaching or research.  The course is multidisciplinary and brings in many speakers and panelists from across the university. It is expected students will develop working relationships with some of these individuals.  During Spring Semester, they receive additional technology training, as needed, and go more in-depth into exploring the theories behind how pedagogy and research intersects with technology.  


Topics explored and knowledge gained include:

· Philosophies about of the use of technology in teaching and research in higher education.

· How research and teaching are supported in practical and philosophical ways at the University of Virginia.

· How to work most effectively with faculty clients and how to assess the best way to implement technology into their research and courses.

· How to work with high quality technology professionals in higher education and other fields

· How to manage workflow and projects.

· How to work effectively on collaborative team projects involving technology.

· How to parlay technology in service of content from the Liberal Arts.

· How to build web sites and other technology products.

As part of the students’ practicum, during Fall Semester, they are given the opportunity to select from several technology projects to work on, including ones involving a close working relationship with a College faculty member who wants to use new technologies in teaching.  Once they have chosen their project or projects, they are provided with small group and one-on-one  customized training in old and new technology tools (html, cascading style sheets, Flash, pHp, mySQL, Dreamweaver, PowerPoint, etc.).  They are expected to meet several times with their Faculty Partner to start to explore what they want.  During Spring Semester, in close consultation with their Faculty Partner, they develop and implement the tools that are needed.

Technology Training for Faculty, Graduate Teaching Assistants and CTP Students, 

Fall, 1999-Fall, 2006

How to Use PowerPoint Without Giving It All Away

How to Use PowerPoint: A Basic Introduction to PowerPoint

Beginning and Intermediate HTML

How the Use a Web-based Collaborative Writing Tool: Electronic Folio

Evaluating Commercially Developed Instructional Software for Foreign Language Teaching

Pedagogy and the Web:  Evaluating Uses of the Web for Foreign Language Teaching
Using the Web to Teach Language
Create Interactive Exercises Using WinCALIS

Graduate Technology and Teaching Forum

The Multimedia Language Learning Laboratory: New Possibilities for Teaching and Learning
Strategies for Faculty Development and Establishing Adminstrative Support for Teaching


The format of my teaching in technology includes workshops, one-on-one tutorials and consultations, and conference presentations. The International Association for Language Learning Technologies solicits members with expertise in certain areas to present on topics relevant to the field.  My expertise in working with faculty, grant writing, and developing support for technology in teaching at administrative levels is drawn upon.   Discrete topics are often bundled together under one presentation. 
2.

Past Teaching

Literature, Folklore and Culture
Russian Oral Literature and Culture, University of Virginia, Fall, 1990.

Russian Culture and the Russian Orthodox Church, Randolph-Macon Women’s College Lifelong Learning 
Program, Spring, 1990.
Russian Culture and the Russian Orthodox Church, Senior Center, Charlottesville, VA, Summer, 1990.

19th Century Russian Literature, Randolph-Macon Women’s College, Lynchburg, VA, Fall, 1990.

These courses covered genre definitions and distinctions in oral literature, history of Russia and the Russian Orthodox Church, cultural expression and artifact in text, gender roles in Russian culture, psychology of the unconscious in literary analysis, cross-cultural comparison between Slavic and American cultures, and other topics. (See Appendix E for sample syllabi and lecture notes.)
Language

Beginning Russian, James Madison University, Harrisonburg, VA, Fall, 1995, Fall, 1992.

Beginning and Intermediate Russian, Mary Baldwin College, Staunton, VA, 1989-90.

Beginning Russian, University of Virginia, Fall, 1985-1986.

Intensive Russian (two years), Summer Foreign Language Institute, University of Virginia, Summer, 1985.

These courses combined the teaching of language structure and communication.  Books used were Russian for Everybody and Golosa. I also developed a variety of materials of my own for class lectures and activities.  It was in these classes that I started actively experimenting with the use of technology in teaching. 

III
Teaching Strategies and Methodologies: Testing Assertions
1.

In any given moment, sometimes one is more student; sometimes more teacher.  Always both.


My personal experience as a student is central to the development of any course curriculum, whether teaching Russian language or teaching about violence.  For instance, as a student who studied many foreign languages, I developed opinions about what did and did not work well and drew upon that experience when developing my methodologies for teaching Russian language at the first-year level.  In the classroom or when consulting with a faculty member about how to best incorporate technology into their teaching, I often use my own past and present experience as an example to commiserate with, lessen anxiety, challenge, or provide modeling and new ideas.  


Teaching and learning are self-confrontational activities. Every moment-to-moment teaching experience I use as fuel for self-reflection and improvement. I do not wait for student evaluations or peer feedback. I solicit feedback in a variety of contexts:  I use weekly student journals as a way to understand what they are taking in or what is not working.  I seek verbal feedback even while class is going on as part of teaching students the skills of observation and analysis so critical to folklore and anthropology fieldwork.  I seek collegial advice when I hit a hard spot.  Therefore, I get a large volume of negative and positive input about what does and does not work sometimes on a daily basis.  I take in this feedback and then make a lecture clearer, address particular needs and concerns which have come up, slightly shift my interpersonal style or demeanor, or introduce a new angle on a topic suggested by student or colleague.  I also draw upon both university-based evaluations and evaluations developed specifically for my course to get feedback.  

For instance, in “Story and Healing”, we have a question about the effectiveness of the Group Projects.  In the early iterations of the course, students complained a lot about the way the projects were set up, from the choice of topics to coaching about how to work collaboratively.  For example, one student wrote, “I would make the groups smaller so that there are fewer people’s schedule conflicts to deal with.  I would also have more intermediate deadlines for group work before large projects are finally done.” Every semester, we have improved on the process based on student feedback.  Each semester, student reports have become increasingly more positive.  “[The group project] was a really great experience and I enjoyed each of my teammates.” 

This teaching style flattens the hierarchy in the classroom and makes it extremely learner-centered.  To that end, I consider teaching and learning a dynamic, collaborative process, whether I am working with an undergraduate or a colleague. I challenge students to confront themselves.  My desire for a ripe learning environment as a teacher is one reason I enjoy and seek out collaborative and interdisciplinary teaching partnerships with both students and colleagues. When working with colleagues, it is a given that one’s style, goals and ideas will be challenged. Many former students in “Story and Healing” continued on in the following semester to be part of the teaching team.  We have permanent guest faculty as part of the teaching team in Story and Healing, including Yitna Firdyiwek, Ph.D., Curry School and ITC and the Rev. Mildred Best, Associate Director and Director of Chaplaincy Education, Chaplaincy Service, UVA Hospital.  Each week, the teaching team meets to reflect on process, to self-critique and to determine what changes, if any, need to be made for the following week. 


I am always reading and studying, expanding my own circle of knowledge. I am always putting myself into new learning contexts, whether it is seeking clinical training in how to treat trauma or seeking to learn new software for web development.  I often bring this new knowledge into the classroom quite spontaneously, burning the fuel of learning into the energy and focus of teaching.  

2.

My research and work in the world grew out of teaching and learning, teaching and learning grew out of research and real world experience.  I developed a vision of research, learning and teaching that is more than interdisciplinary—it is integrative.
Symbol and metaphor are inherent in the way humans mediate inner and outer reality.  


One of the core goals of  “Story and Healing” is teaching students to think metaphorically and to parse symbol as a way of studying self and others. They are invited to see story as multivalent, carrying many different messages in multiple forms.  One student wrote in her evaluation as to what she learned most about folklore that “Story and oral tradition will always be the most exciting and rich form of communication.”  Stories exist everywhere in the real world in multiple forms, from images to text.  
Albert Lord, who developed oral theory from comparing Serbian heroic epic to Homeric epic, told his student and my mentor and now colleague, Natalie Kononenko, that all theory should arise out of raw data. Collecting data and doing fieldwork is fundamentally being in the stance of a student and asking questions (Kononenko, personal communication). 

In my fieldwork in West Virginia, my informants’ focus in their storytelling about their personal and collective history on the difficulties of immigration, the importance of the church built by their immigrant parents, and the rituals kept, led me to writing about the transgenerational impact of immigration on group identity.  In my course, “Story and Healing”, thinking about how to teach the topic led me to explore new areas of research, such as the study of memory.  My personal experience in psychotherapy where dreams, imagination, life history, and how stories outside of me in the form of folktales, films, novels, and memoirs impacted my own internal process led me to thinking about the psychological underpinnings in all narrative.  Research in the medical and psychiatric fields about my mother’s mental illness and the symptoms I myself manifested (chronic muscular pain and depression), led me to making comparisons to cultural identity and the effects of violence on societal levels.  My own experience as a female in a patriarchal culture led me to writing and teaching about gender and oppression. 
I learn a great deal from the process of translating intellectual knowledge into an oral and visual format with PowerPoint slides for my classes.  New synergies and ideas often come up out of this process pf using the inherent symbolic content of images which I then follow up on in further reading and later integrate into my course.  The use of images has fundamentally transformed my view of disciplinary boundaries.  Images, such as various uses of reproductions of the bird goddess in 19th and early 20th century Russian embroidery and household objects, tell us a great deal about cultural attitudes towards gender, spirituality, and ritual, for instance. The extrapolation of the use of a bird image in aristocratic art and symbols tells us a great deal about attitudes towards and use of power in political and cultural realms.  Images are not rooted in one discipline or another; they transcend and bridge all ways of seeing.

3.

Our own mind, body, emotions, and sensations are also teachers. Teaching and learning at their best tap into all realms of experiencing and welcome all things as holding the potential for insight.
One student wrote in her course evaluation for “Story and Healing”: ““The power to heal lies within all things, it is simply a matter of tapping that resource.” 

Studies show that images and experiential learning increase knowledge acquisition and actually directly affect and even change over time neurological pathways (van der Kolk 2002, 2003; Hug 2004).  My research into the psychology of the unconscious, my experience learning from indigenous teachers and healers, and my engagement with technology as a tool for teaching and learning have led me to getting students up out of their chairs in class and onto the floor both literally and figuratively.  

“Story and Healing” has been the course where I have experimented with and successfully used a variety of techniques.  I have adapted action methods developed by J.L. Moreno in the field of psychodrama which can be used to gauge student response to various issues or which can be used to bring discussion to a deeper level (Moreno 1971).  These methods are particularly useful in drawing out students who might otherwise remain silent in more traditional class formats.  Circle sociometry has students step into a circle if they can answer a question in the affirmative (for ex., “Step in the circle if you come from a single-parent home;” “Step in the circle if you self-identify as having an ethnic heritage;” “Step in the circle if you have been the victim of discrimination.”).  Spectograms have students put themselves physically in a line which represents a continuum between two usually polarized statements (for ex., one end of the spectrogram could be, “The ideas put forth in this book about white male privilege changed my views dramatically on the nature of oppression” versus “The ideas put forth in this book did not change me at all; I am still unconvinced that while male oppression exists.”).  In both these forms, the teacher asks questions that gradually deepen and refine the heuristic query and/or draw students into topics or themes that may be controversial.  Students can then be asked to observe the group process and to add questions of their own which they would like to test.  The teacher can also find out where points of tension, controversy or conflict may arise or where students are not pushing themselves hard enough and can create new questions based on observation of group process.

I also use meditation techniques in my classes.  By developing the skill of holding concentration on and observing first the breath, then the stream of thoughts and emotions, students learn how to observe inner and outer process and reality from the vantage point of the observing ego.  This is akin to the stance taken by the participant observer in fieldwork.  Fundamentally, we are teaching students how to hold still within the center of subjective experience and use it constructively as a tool for understanding the other. Student responses to the use of meditation have been largely positive and, in many ways, helpful in getting them “outside” their experience into that of another.  One student’s heuristic query about meditation read: “How does our mind sometimes speak to us ‘secretly,’ and how does meditation help us to hear what our mind is telling us?”  Another wrote: “What defines which voice is stronger over the rest and in some cases what type of voice can make us overlook what is right?”
 In “Story and Healing” and “Gender and Violence”, students do group projects in which they are required to go out into the “field” to collect narratives.  They also develop their own topics for their groups and are guided by the instructors on how to do effective field research and analysis. 

Technology takes action outside the parameters of the classroom.  Through posting weekly journal assignments and reading and commenting on one another’s work, students are forced to engage directly with one another. This also gives students who may be more reticent about talking in class another possible outlet for self-expression. Topics generally ask them to relate intellectual material presented in readings and lectures with life experience, in this way grounding an understanding of the topic in a consciously self-reflexive process.  For instance, “Williams talks about how blacks often comment that they find it irritating when white women flip and run their hands through their straight hair. What little habits in other people, whether race-related or not, do you find particularly irritating? Can you link any of these irritations to some sort of internal reaction or narrative about gender, ethnicity, religion, nationality, sexual preference, or any other social marker of difference from the dominant culture?”
Using all these techniques, students are engaged on every level of learning and experience, using intellect, intuition, emotions, and body.  They are asked with all activities to observe and make meaning out of what they see. They are asked to compare their own life experience and their culture to the cultures and groups we study.  A student writes that from combining Slavic and American materials she learned that other cultures “show many of the same feelings, yet use different avenues to express them.”

I have used these methods in workshops on trauma and am teaching other instructors how to apply them in their disciplines and courses.  They are also central to the training for activists and practitioners in the field of peace and conflict resolution in my unfolding consulting business.   

4.

I recognized modern day technologies as similar to the orally told myths and tales of non-literate cultures.  Technology provides yet another creative avenue for humans to deepen the heuristic query, to make connections and provide meaning.


Technology infuses every aspect of my life, from writing, to research, from teaching to administration.  I believe it is as powerful a tool for communication and transformation as any story a single human being might tell to another human being.  The best way to test my assertions about technology is to provide collegial and student feedback on its use:  

“The work your students are producing [in E-folio] is like a bottomless pit.  Every time I go to look around, I feel overwhelmed by the sincerity, thoughtfulness, and sheer amount of work the students are doing….This course has opened my eyes tremendously!  Thank you Rachel!”








Yitna Firdyiwek, Ph.D., Curry School

“I thought that the technology added to the class because of all the resources which became available.”

On the use of PowerPoint: “The images used in class were thought provoking and clearly tied in with the themes in class.” 

On submitting journals in E-folio: 

“We are all more similar than we might think.”

“Different points of view and more diversity than I thought.”

“I learned that everyone has different experiences and that everyone interprets things differently.” 

“I learned a lot about my classmates—especially from the journals.  It made me think a lot more about my own opinions and beliefs.”

“I feel as if E-folio contributed to a feeling of shared work and community in the class because of how easy it was to read and comment on other people’s work.”

“Reading other people’s journals was integral to this class in order to gain new perspectives, but also to understand where everyone is coming from.”

“I loved being able to share my thoughts without having to speak them in class.”


One student made a connection between the theme of story and healing and the use of E-folio:  “using personal narrative to ‘purge’ myself, heal.  I have always instinctually done that, making my life an open book to my friends through the revelation of my problems and issues in daily conversation.  Using e-folio, however, and critically analyzing why I perceive certain events to be problems and what has made me interpret events and issues in certain ways, has helped me grasp and understand my own identity development, my own demons, in a more objective way.” 

5.

In this eternal engine of creativity, no one will ever see or experience reality, will ever spin a tale, or will ever know self and other in exactly the same way.
Whether collision or communion, there is always something of value to be gleaned.

Living in a world where safety is more and more no longer a given anywhere, I believe the creation of a comfortable container where ideas can be expressed freely is essential in any learning environment.  This is particularly true when dealing with the topics of violence and oppression.   Yet even when consulting with a faculty member or administrator who is nervous about their level or even lack of knowledge about technology, it is essential to create an atmosphere of openness to whatever experience may arise. Inherent in the experiential methods I use is the importance of holding a place for every voice, no matter how silent in the literal sense it may be.  


Students have consistently reported in my classes a sense of ease and comfort even when topics are difficult:  

“We watch and study such a broad range of ethnicities that no one can claim this class was biased.  It makes for some uneasy conversation, but that’s healthy.” 

“This course taught me a lot about being able to express feelings that otherwise would not be shared.  It also taught me not only to be open minded but also comfortable w/ saying what I feel.”

“That open dialogue is really important in the healing process.”

“[I learned] that it is okay to open up and express one’s feelings even if they re in opposition to someone else’s.”

“I felt very comfortable expressing opinions that differed from those of my classmates or instructors because our discussion environment was set up so we could discuss heated and controversial issues w/out getting personal.”

The use of meditation and other self-reflective practices not only builds a sense of community and inner safety, it also serves to bring internal and external contradictions to the surface and allows them to clash or merge, as needed, through process.  Sometimes this happens quickly, as in the course of a single class discussion.  Sometimes it happens slowly over time.  And there is always the fact that we as teachers will never truly see the full impact of what we have taught.  Students carry the knowledge and experience into the world where it may later make a radical difference.

6.

Gazing into each layer, we deepen the heuristic query into the nature of experience.  Eventually, we may find the center, only to discover a new question.
So it is that like the simpleton in search of riches, or the daughter in search of her hands, or the knight in search of the grail, we respond over and over again to need, want and curiosity and set out both hopeful and fearful, foolhardy and courageous into the forests of the world, the vast expanse of heart and mind.
In “Story and Healing” and “Gender and Violence”, at the end of each journal assignment, students are directed, “Write 3 heuristic queries based on this week's reading. Note you may focus more deeply on the reading assignment itself, or you may explore connections between it and other readings for this course.”   In scientific exploration, one must have a hypothesis to test.  Before and after a hypothesis is formulated, questions must be asked and threads followed until an answer is revealed.

Students are used to answering questions in order to show what they know. In many ways, however, questions are more important.  I often ask students or colleagues to observe their own process or about a topic in the present moment and then to ask questions about it, to become curious.  One student wrote her three heuristic queries in response to reading Lena Williams’ book, It’s the Little Things, in which Williams compiles from group interviews blacks’ and whites’ perceptions of one another: 

If Tatum suggests the importance of races speaking by themselves about race before and during conversation with other races about race, what is it within us that makes us shy away from doing such an activity?  Going back to the little things, if the little things are thought to create the big things and if the big things helped to establish the little things, how can they not affect one another? How can people overlook the value in understanding both? When we think of bearing the burden of being responsible for having to discuss certain problems with race and other oppressive acts, what step needs to be reached for people who say they would rather forget about the problem because it is too much to deal with for them to understand that there are people who do not have the luxury to ever forget these problems exist because they face them everyday?
Curiosity is infectious. Curiosity promotes cross-cultural awareness and skills. When we approach a subject or observation of an object with an open-ended question, we often find an unusual answer and simultaneously learn more about ourselves.  One student wrote about “Story and Healing”:  “I learned how to apply themes in one culture’s literature to other cultures which would normally seem to be polar opposites.”  Another wrote, “There exists a certain degree of similarity across different cultures and that analyzing this type of similarity can tell us a lot about our culture and others.”  Their curiosity was sparked! 

Curiosity also can diffuse what are sometimes heavy or seemingly dangerous topics, like racism or sexism.  Student responses reveal the power of curiosity and the need and desire to understand: 

“I feel that now, my ideas of what is right or wrong in terms of a lot of personal stereotypes was broken down.  I definitely stepped outside of my ‘Western perspective’ for a while in this class.”  

“How can concentration and deep thought change perceptions on alienated groups?”
 

“How important is it to look deeper into the characteristics that may seem obvious?”
These students got curious about the point of view of the “Other”.  Suddenly, it all becomes play!
7.

If we are aware of the pain we all carry within, if we know ourselves well and thus lead others by example, then all teaching and learning is a radical act of transformation.
Ultimately, all teaching and learning is a search for meaning and a seeking of personal truth in which we pull back layer upon layer of knowledge like the thin, weepy skins of an onion.

Ultimately, the best test of these assertions is the results in the classroom.  What follows are students’ heuristic queries from and feedback my courses which speak to the importance of self-knowledge and how teaching can radically change a person or a group:

“I have recognized that racism and biases against others exist based on color, religion, ethnicity, sex, or sexual preference is a problem we still have to deal with and this problem does affect people.”

“Awareness of other cultures is a humbling experience b/c it points out differences in your own and shows that ours might have its faults.”

“You can learn a great deal about yourself and your culture by studying other cultures.”

“I learned that cross-cultural communication is extremely important in our world today for people to be able to talk openly and make changes.”

“Story has the power to heal the writer and the audience if the story is strongly expressive of the writer’s life or experience.”

“I learned how to apply themes in one culture’s literature to other cultures which would normally seem to be polar opposites.”

“There exists a certain degree of similarity across different cultures and that analyzing this type of similarity can tell us a lot about our culture and others.”

“The healing process runs through every culture and we must learn to be confident in ourselves and our surroundings so that we can be whole, [to] be ‘healthy’. Corporate America needs a big dose of SLFK204.”


Students’ heuristic queries for a journal assignment to talk about the “war zones” in their own lives, reveal a yearning and hope for the possibility of peace:

“Is it possible for one person to stop a war?  Any kind of war.” 

“Is it common to have issues with authority figures if something like nearly having a gun being pulled happens to people?”

“How do people who have lived through war times comfort themselves after it is all over and begin to go on with their lives?  Is it really possible to leave something so terrible in the past or do you carry it with you, reminding yourself of the tragedies you have endured every day of your life?”

“If we had to fight today without guns and mass destruction weapons, I wonder if there would be as many wars?”

“How can a victimized society come to terms with its aggressor and how can this aid in the healing process? To fully understand pain and fear does someone have to live through a painful experience? (Consider the attitudes of Americans before Sept.11 regarding terrorist attacks on other nations) 3.) How can improved ethnic and race relations increase cooperation among individuals and nations?”

“I wonder if the unquiet dead, an East Slavic belief, of the September 11 tragedy have been put at peace by the innumerable vigils, articles, books, family interviews, retaliation efforts, etc or if they are doomed to forever roam with unsettled souls?”
“How can the reflection on memories help to heal?”
 

“How can sharing memories bring people together?”
Finally, one student wrote in response to the question in our end of semester evaluation about what she had learned about cross-cultural communication and awareness that was new to her:  

“[I have a] renewed faith in communication and storytelling and its role in understanding and PEACE. It has heightened my awareness, enabling me to continue replacing fear with light in my life.”  

IV.

Conclusions

This Teaching Portfolio is not organized in a conventional, linear manner.  As I wrote about my teaching philosophy, strategies, strengths, weaknesses, and efforts at improvement, my process unfolded in a spiraling fashion.  I found myself touching upon various topics from a variety of different vantage points, often using symbol and metaphor to convey meaning.  

Like life itself, my experiences as a teacher are multivalent.  My teaching strategies and goals are constantly changing as I learn new things from my own failures, from student feedback and creativity, from research, from my work with technology and as an administrator, from joys and challenges in my personal life, from my journey to heal from violence in my own life—as I learn from life itself.  In a single moment, I may be simultaneously working to improve something that did not work in a previous class while I am bringing new research or new methods into the classroom.  In working with students individually advising them on theses or in independent study, I experiment with bringing critical thinking and action methods into our interactions.

Thus the multidimensional nature of this document reflects the way I live and learn; it therefore reflects the way I challenge students to learn.  So it is that one student wrote in her evaluation: “This course has given such a vast amount of perspectives, that I realize I must not limit myself by thinking in one manner.  [I learned] that I do not consider all aspects of a situation.”   So it is that I follow in the footsteps of Jung when he said: “my works are a more or less successful endeavor to incorporate this incandescent matter [of my inner images] into the contemporary picture of the world” (Jung 1989: 199).  May it be so.
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Appendix A

Relevant Web Sites

Personal web site:  www.people.virginia.edu/~res4n

SLFK204 “Story and Healing”:  www.faculty.virginia.edu/storyandhealing/
SLFK205 “Gender and Violence”: www.people.virginia.edu/gender_and_violence.html
Electronic Folio: http://nmc.itc.virginia.edu/e-folio/index.cfm

Virginia Foundation for the Humanities Institute on Violence and Survival: http://www.violenceandsurvival.com/
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