


The Skillful Teacher, Stephen Brookfield

teaching is about making some kind of dent in the 
world so that the world is different than it was 
before you practiced your craft. Knowing clearly 
what kind of dent you want to make in the world 
means that you must continually ask yourself the 
most fundamental evaluative questions of all - what 
effect am I having on students and on their learning? 
(p 18-9) 

a distinctive organizing vision - a clear picture 
of why you are doing what you are doing that you 
can call up at points of crisis - is crucial to your 
personal sanity and morale. (p 16)



 If you asked me as a first-year teacher if what I do now is teaching, I’m not sure he’d say 
yes.
 When I first started working in education, as a public school teacher, I Taught—that is, I 
tried to reenact the methods of “traditional” education recalled from my memories as a student. 
More often than not I worked to keep control of the room while bestowing knowledge upon my 
students, whether they wanted that knowledge or not. I found myself struggling to feel at home 
in the kind of classroom setting I had created with these intentions; I believe many of my stu-
dents did, too.
 Not long after I left the public school classroom, I guest lectured at a community college. 
My focus was on Buddhist philosophy and—to channel my interests and those of my southern, 
mostly Christian, students—the harmony and dissonance between Christian and Buddhist 
ideas. Leading up to the class I did a lot of preparing and organizing, readying an agenda and 
narratives as examples of Buddhist concepts.
 I began the class with some knowledge-bestowing like my earlier days as a teacher. But 
soon came the true learning experience—for them and for me. We entered a space of discus-
sion, questions, and, soon, debate among students and myself. The class shifted toward active, 
group-wide conversation, making use of its new vocabulary to investigate a fresh perspective and 
deepen collective understanding. My role then was mostly to listen and guide the conversation 
when it began to wander too far from our intentions. As a class we were on a roll, and our shared 
enjoyment of the ride toward new knowledge was palpable. It’s no wonder that, on my third 
semester of guest lecturing, the class invited me back to extend our discussion.
 Years after these experiences, or any other educational practice, I found myself doing a 
similar thing via online group studies on narratives and symbols with fellow artists. But I didn’t 
call it teaching, or bestowing, or lecturing. It wasn’t those things; it was facilitating. Before we 
started, I listened for what fellow students wanted to explore, the experiences and perspectives 
they brought to the table; I framed the course around those things. I used free online resourc-
es—Google’s Sites, Groups, Calendar, and Hangouts—to structure a semester-long study on our 
topics of choice. I pulled useful readings from my previous individual research and ones shared 
by other group members. With the general assignment and meeting dates in place, we began.
 In three-week cycles, we went through a series of prompts that culminated in a group 
video chat discussion. It started with a reading and a brief writing prompt, something to help 
give a launching pad for individual reflection and analytical exploration. With the following 
week came a creating prompt, a flexible exercise in putting the ideas we had ideas explored via 
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words into practice. We shared these written and creative responses online the week before our 
meeting.
 In the third week, we met online. Each meeting started with an agenda overview and 
brief catch-up on the past three weeks of our lives. Then we turned to the main discussion, going 
over readings, prompt responses, and new realizations and questions. The conversation went 
from there—again, with whatever gentle intervention or reframing was most useful for moving 
our conversation forward. It was a rich and generative experience each time—individually and 
collectively. Our best prompts and collaborative projects came from these live discussions.
 After our meeting, the cycle began again, four to five times total over the semester. At the 
mid- and end-of-term points we also reflected on the group study itself, the latter of which was 
complemented by written feedback. We closed the study by presenting our experience with our 
greater learning community of artists.
 By the end of each semester, it was clear that we had come a long way—not by quan-
titative assessment or knowledge-testing (though students did share useful written feedback 
via Google Forms); rather, it was by the depth and breadth of our ongoing conversations, the 
student accounts of how our work impacted their semester studies. From the group study came 
new personal narratives; members realized that they were at heart not just artists but storytellers.
 While I too came to identify myself as a storyteller, ultimately what I do in any class-
room setting is create space for making connections. I do not lead from the front of the room 
but alongside my partners in learning. I work to see, listen, and respond, to give the right level 
of structure so that each of us feels safe enough to step forward and worry about nothing but 
engaging in the material. More than teaching, I facilitate participants’ self- and communal-
learning. Because this takes place in a safe and shared environment, all of us who are present can 
benefit.
 Each of us has tremendous potential, but we also set intimidating obstacles for ourselves. 
Wendell Berry isn’t considered an educator in a formal sense, but he is a sage. Thanks to him I’ve 
come to believe that the causes and solutions to our problems live within us and between us, and 
we resolve these problems through mindful action. I have been incredibly lucky to find myself 
in educational situations that have, multiple times, shown me the truth of his words. Often as 
learners we simply need a mindful doorperson, someone who has taken the time and energy to 
see who we are and where we want to go and points us in the right direction. That’s what I try to 
accomplish in my educational spaces.
 The tools I use as an arts-based facilitator vary based on the situation. But, in each ease I 
strive to practice presence in conversation, to provide the structure for collective and individual 
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illumination among groups of creative people, to lay the foundation for self-enablement and 
deep personal investigation. Progressive educators such as Maxine Greene and Tim Rollins 
rely on a “wide-awakeness” from teacher and student, an acknowledgement and embracing of 
each individual learner’s “landscape of learning”—his or her personal experience, cultural back-
ground, beliefs, and self-perceptions. They allow what bell hooks describes as a deep and full-
bodied learning experience, one of rigorous inquiry yet driven by deep personal passion. These 
are things I aspire to in my own work with others.
 I agree with Carol Becker in her insistence that artists are capable of being unique pub-
lic intellectuals, creative problem-solving assets to society. However, the modernist movement 
pushed many artists, particularly visual artists, increasingly out of Western public life. A similar 
movement in education turned teachers into specialists and students into empty vessels to pas-
sively receive information. With the breakdown of modernism’s walls, there is now room for 
new directions and new uses to art, new paths toward greater knowledge, understanding and 
action. Art can be a living, breathing, enriching, and enabling part of all of our lives. This greater 
context makes it an exciting time to return to education, with eyes and heart open, ready to 
uncover the best system for a given group of learners.
 While I teach for the joy of the experience and the relationships formed, ultimately I 
am trying to contribute to a greater mindfulness of the effects of our lives and actions, a greater 
effort to see the injustices of our world, and development of the tools and motivation to act on 
these injustices before it’s too late. On a different level, I’m trying to build for myself the kind 
of life that I find satisfying, the fruits of which I can share with others. My goal is to further my 
own understanding of the world and to stoke the flames of others’ passionate investigations.
 This would not have been my Year-One Teacher’s description of teaching, but like any 
student’s path toward greater understanding, it reflects an ongoing and deeply engaged explora-
tion of self and world. Education is a lifelong interest and goal of mine; it informs every step on 
this wandering path I take. That, I hope, is enough.






	09 Pedagogy Statement

