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When I received the Lindback Award last May, I was surprised and extremely honored that others saw me as someone worthy of such recognition. Receiving the award set in motion a personal quest for the meaning of excellence in teaching. I pondered what it meant to be an effective teacher. What of the art and science of teaching represents excellence? I wondered how others defined teaching excellence. During that time I read The Courage to Teach by Parker Palmer. Palmer's ideas resonated with a book I had read earlier, Emotional Intelligence by Daniel Goleman.

Excellence in our craft is something we all aspire to but must work hard to achieve in every class. As I searched for information on the scholarship of teaching, it was obvious that others have long been attempting to answer similar questions. Reports from the National Institute of the Teaching of Psychology, The Excellence in Teaching Network and the Courage to Teach movement all provided partial answers and posed additional questions. One school of thought tended to focus on the “how to,” the technical skills necessary to perform well, representing, if you will, the “science” side of the equation. The other school of thought looked at teacher rapport, mutual trust, and interpersonal skills, approaching the issue from what might be considered the “art” side.

There can be no doubt that effective teachers must be knowledgeable in their discipline, be well organized, and have clearly defined plans. They must also have the capacity to carry out the plans and the flexibility to revise them. Clearly, one can function most effectively when science and art are both incorporated into the essence of one's teaching. Debates can be launched over which aspect is most critical. Research has attempted to uncover the relative importance of each.

Although the “how to” of teaching is of equal merit, in the interest of time, I will direct your attention in this presentation to what I will refer to as the art side of the equation.

Over 20 years ago, Max Eirich and I, both members of the Counseling Department at the time, were in the process of planning an interactive student orientation program. We compiled a list of essential ingredients for success in college. Students would be asked to rank order the items on the list, which included "sufficient time to study," "student’s motivation," "attendance," and so on. One of the items we reluctantly decided to include as an ingredient necessary for success was “student's relationship with the teacher.” We were hesitant because we wanted to keep the focus primarily on attitudes and behaviors of the student, those that the student could control or change. Psychologists place those factors in a category called internal locus of control. Nevertheless, the relationship item stayed on the list. When we had students rank order the items, we were surprised that so many rated the relationship with teacher item as very important. 

After twenty years of using that instrument, a new generation of students concurs with their predecessors. Positive interactions between students and teachers can make a vital difference in academic success. When students in the orientation sessions were asked to offer a rationale to support their position, in other words, tell why the relationship with teacher factor ranked so high, they would respond that a positive relationship with one's teacher can help a student overcome factors like a drop in personal motivation, demanding assignments, and other problems. Students said they were willing to work harder, commit themselves more, and deal with more adversity in a course when they had positive feelings for the professor.  That kind of talk smacks of touchy-feely, anecdotal, non-scientific data. A serious analyst would be skeptical of such talk. 

Studies have examined factors that make it more likely for someone in the business world to be hired and to receive high ratings on performance evaluations. Two of those factors are height and personal attractiveness. Taller, better-looking people are more likely to gain employment and earn higher ratings over their shorter, less beautiful or handsome counterparts. Even cosmetic surgery on a Michael Jackson level offers no guarantee that I could ever be made to look like Denzel Washington or George Clooney. In reality, there is little that most of us can do to easily change our outward appearance. 

In contrast, more scientific studies have examined factors that are predictive of achievement, not just getting a job but being successful in that position and advancing in a relationship or a career. The factors which researchers have found to be most predictive of success don't require surgical alteration of what is on the outside. They do call for examination of and occasional modifications to internal attitudes, which can lead to changes in external behaviors. 

I thought of composing a list similar to the one we've used in student orientations. The alternate version list would not consist of ingredients for student success, but rather the essential ingredients for teacher success. My list would include many of the characteristics that Daniel Goleman discusses in his 1995 book Emotional Intelligence. Empirical research on emotional intelligence indicates the significance of interpersonal qualities. The research points out that success, be it in the workplace, on the playing field, or in marriage, is more likely to occur when individuals are skilled in relating to others. 

Goleman, a science-oriented psychologist and former columnist for the New York Times, examined characteristics related to success, not exclusively in teaching, but in a myriad of settings. In his book, Goleman reported that when it comes to predicting success, data suggest that emotional intelligence can be as effective, and at times a more effective indicator than IQ. Emotional intelligence factors apply whether one is teaching calculus or counseling a depressed student, and whether the relationship is retailer/customer, doctor/patient, parent/child or supervisor/ employee.

Goleman’s review of emotional intelligence draws from Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner’s work on multiple intelligences, specifically interpersonal intelligence, the capacity to understand others, and intrapersonal intelligence, the ability to understand oneself and use that understanding to function effectively.
Emotional intelligence involves, among other factors, impulse control, delay of gratification, optimism and empathy. Obviously these are people skills that everyone possesses to a degree. How has science measured them? Can they actually be assessed? If so, are they subject to modification and development?

Delay of gratification is a concept familiar to anyone who can even faintly remember the experience of a first date. It is clearly felt and understood by those currently seeking a job or a personal relationship. It is also a concept not unfamiliar to those happily married, as I have been for 30 years.

A scientific method to assess the degree to which delay of gratification exists was created by psychologist Walter Mischel at Stanford University in the 1960s. He conducted lab observational studies with four-year-olds. The preschool children, tested individually, had two marshmallows placed in front of them and were told that they could either have one, or if they could wait until the adult returned from running "an errand," they could have both. 

Impulse control is at the heart of all emotions since every emotion leads us to act in some way or another. As Goleman notes, the root meaning of the term emotion is “to move.” In the marshmallow challenge, the impulsive children ate the first one almost immediately. Others ate none and managed to wait fifteen to twenty minutes until the researcher returned. Mischel's observational study grew into a longitudinal study, following the preschoolers over a dozen years. Correlations were then found between the ability to delay gratification as a four-year-old and a number of emotional and social factors. 

Those preschoolers who had the capacity to resist the impulse to act became adolescents who were more competent socially, more personally effective, more assertive and more capable of dealing with the general frustrations of life. They embraced challenges and didn't give up when the going got tough. They were independent, confident, trustworthy and dependable.  In contrast, the impulsive thirty-percent who grabbed for the marshmallow had a complex array of social difficulties. As adolescents they were obstinate, jealous, resentful, doubtful and easily frustrated. They became paralyzed in the face of stress. They responded to inconveniences with a foul mood. As a result, they were more likely to instigate arguments and fights. Despite chronological maturation, they did not develop the capacity to delay gratification.

The adolescents were tested again in their senior year of high school. Those who as children exhibited the ability to delay gratification were found to be academically superior, better able to reason, concentrate and follow through on plans.  And something teachers will appreciate, they were more eager to learn.    

Compared to IQ, emotional intelligence, as measured by the test of delay of gratification, “is twice as powerful a predictor of SAT scores.” This master ability, delay of gratification, is an essential component of emotional intelligence, determining how capable people will be to use other mental abilities. The good news is that while IQ can not easily be altered, emotional skills can be learned.

For the past twenty years, psychologist Martin Seligman, at the University of Pennsylvania, has studied individuals as varied as Olympic athletes, college students and insurance salesmen. The characteristic related to emotional intelligence that was examined in his research was optimism. 

Optimism implies a healthy assumption that life's difficulties, troubles and frustrations will not be catastrophic.  Naïve optimism can be harmful; on the other hand, a realistic sense of optimism can shield people from apathy, hopelessness and depression. According to Seligman, optimism and pessimism relate to the explanatory style of an individual. When it comes to success and failure, optimists view failure not only as a temporary condition but also as a personal challenge. Pessimists feel helpless and blame failure on some unchangeable personal flaw. With such different explanatory styles come very different responses to life events. The optimist addresses whatever stands in the way with a plan of action. However, for the pessimist, setbacks are seen as permanent. Their faulty thinking has them believe that there is little or nothing that can be done to change a situation and that even if action is taken, it will result in failure. 

Again, like delay of gratification, optimism is positively correlated with success in life. A significant point to remember is that optimism too can be learned. 

The last key ingredient of emotional intelligence that I believe is related to teaching success is empathy. The ability to identify with and understand the feelings, experiences and motives of another has been found to be a fundamental people skill. Try to imagine life without empathy. Psychopaths, those classified as having anti-social personality disorder, don't have to make much effort to imagine such a life. 

The rest of us, who live and work in a variety of professions, benefit greatly from our ability to establish rapport, care about others and empathize. Empathy may be easy to define, but measurement is not so simple. Harvard psychologist Robert Rosenthal developed an empathy test called the PONS, the Profile of Nonverbal Sensitivity.  The rational mind functions in the form of spoken and written language. The emotional mind operates in a nonverbal mode. Rosenthal estimates that 90% of emotional communication is nonverbal. His PONS test consists of a series of silent video-taped scenes in which an individual expresses a wide range of feelings. Viewers are tested on their ability to detect emotion from nonverbal cues. 

Over seven thousand people in the United States and eighteen other countries have been evaluated with the PONS.  The capacity to read the feelings that are implied in nonverbal cues was found to be correlated with being outgoing and sensitive as well as being more popular and emotionally better adjusted. Those scoring high on the PONS were also more academically successful. Generally speaking, the findings show that women possess more of this ability than men. But, men can learn.   

We all make mistakes, some are more costly than others. That's one reason we carry insurance. Actuaries analyze statistics and calculate correlations between risk factors. They focus on the facts. At a legal and ethical issues conference I attended, I learned some interesting correlations.  It wouldn't come as much of a surprise if I stated that the more mistakes medical doctors or psychologists make the more likely they will be sued. There is a positive correlation between professional errors and being sued. However, the one factor found to be most predictive of whether a malpractice suit will be filed, believe it or not, is bedside manner. Health care professionals who manifest what is referred to as a "cold aura" are more likely to be sued, whether or not they commit the most blunders. The negative correlation that exists between these factors could accurately be phrased two different ways: the lower the emotional intelligence, the more likely a doctor will be sued and the higher the emotional intelligence, the less likely a doctor will be sued. Even in life-altering circumstances, people are more accepting of the mistakes of others when key a relational factor, like empathy, exists. And these findings come from actuaries, the quintessential objective, bottom line people. 

Where does this lead us with regard to excellence in teaching? If we are to be successful in our chosen profession, it appears obvious that we would be wise to do some self reflection and focus on fine tuning in ourselves those traits upon which emotional intelligence is based: delay of gratification, optimism and empathy.

When I compiled characteristics needed for success in teaching using Goleman's work, I found my list incomplete. Further searching uncovered another valuable resource, Parker Palmer's 1998 book, The Courage to Teach. The missing pieces I found in his book were the concepts of identity and integrity. Palmer focuses on the art aspect of teaching. He places a high value on the relational aspect of the process, much the same as our students do in the orientation activity mentioned earlier. Palmer considers the importance of teaching methodology but argues that both teaching excellence and dreariness can be associated with a variety of methods. 

Palmer's premise is that teaching technique isn’t enough; excellence in teaching is rooted in the identity and integrity of the teacher. 
What works best is what is integral to one’s nature. Good teachers possess a capacity for connectedness with self, subject and student. He modifies the old saying used in the training of psychotherapists that “technique is what you use until the therapist arrives” with a twist, “technique is what teachers use until the real teacher arrives.” Discovering who is the real teacher is what his book is all about.

Identity is defined by Palmer as “an evolving nexus where all the forces that constitute my life converge in the mystery of self: my genetic makeup, the nature of the man and woman who gave me life, the culture in which I was raised, people who have sustained me and people who have done me harm, the good and ill I have done to others and to myself, the experience of love and suffering—and much more.” 

I challenge the English faculty among us to diagram that sentence. My word processor had a seizure when I typed in that quote. But, lest my commentary be a distraction, I encourage everyone to try to digest the essence of what Palmer is saying. Our identity is composed of our innate tendencies, our genetic make-up and the composite of our life experiences. Identity is rooted in self-awareness. Empathy, a key ingredient of emotional intelligence, grows from identity. As we are capable of knowing and understanding our self, we develop the capacity to know and understand the feelings and needs of others. 

One benefit of gaining an understanding of one's identity is that it can result in knowledge of what teaching techniques most aptly fit one’s personality and are most personally fulfilling. Many of us were drawn to teaching by encountering a mentor and field of study which shed light on our identity and the world. Palmer discusses the potential inappropriateness of imitating a mentor because cloning someone’s style distorts one’s own identity. He cautions that we need to be true to our own unique identity. He urges us to think about an occasion when great teaching took place in our classrooms and identify what it was about ourselves that allowed great teaching to take effect.

Teachers can experience more success when there is goodness-of-fit between personality characteristics and techniques most frequently employed. Techniques effectively used by one's mentor or by colleagues may not be as effective when used by a teacher whose identity differs from his mentor or peers. Examination of the roots of the term “authority” uncovers the word “author.”  Palmer proposes that we speak with greater authority not when we play a scripted role but rather when the words we speak and the actions we exhibit are rooted in our unique identity and are truly our own. We are in a better position to speak with authority when who we are is well integrated into what we do.

In his Courage to Teach workshops, Palmer employs the use of metaphor to promote self-awareness. His view of metaphor is a global one in which the comparison between dissimilar things encourages insight and increases understanding of the teaching process. His position is that examining something metaphorically provides an intuitive grasp of a situation, a depth of meaning that philosophical arguments and empirical data may not be able to touch so easily. Though paradoxical, we may come to understand teaching best by describing it as something else. Palmer has workshop participants describe themselves metaphorically and then examine the functions of someone in that role. One of the metaphorical descriptions Palmer has for himself is that of a sheep dog. Often he pictures himself herding his charges who otherwise would be moving at whim in various directions.

The late Columbia University sociologist, Robert Merton, the man responsible for creating the concepts of self-fulfilling prophecy and role model, was described by his students and peers as a magician. After Merton's death, one of his mentorees described the sociologist's lectures as events in which Merton would be pulling ideas out of the air, bedazzling students, like a magician. Interestingly enough, in his younger years, Merton actually studied magic.

Personally, on those occasions when things aren't going particularly well in the classroom, I feel like a dentist, pulling from the reluctant student’s head rigidly held misconceptions like deeply rooted, malformed molars--without the benefit of anesthesia.

However, when things are going well, I am like a coach. My students are like team members. As I see it, here are the functions of a coach that guide my role as a teacher: A coach is someone who has a plan, gets to know players, promotes team effort, recognizes strengths and weaknesses of individuals, takes advantage of special talents of individuals, provides direction, support and guidance but stimulates and expects independent effort. A coach is open to learning new moves from his players. A coach often has to give pep talks, but is comfortable on both sides of the communication process; is expressive as well as receptive. 

A coach is consistent, structured, knowledgeable and willing to work hard behind the scenes to make individuals and the team/class succeed.  A coach is human, not perfect. A coach creates a learning space that is both charged and hospitable, challenging and welcoming. Temple University's John Chaney sets the standard for a coach. Every year he garners levels of achievement from his players beyond the expectations of objective critics, his worthy opponents, and at times, even the team members themselves. Most teachers would be gratified to see a comparable learning curve in their students.

As a homework assignment, I'll ask you to think of how you would fill in the blanks of the following sentence. When I am teaching at my best, I am like a _______. My students are like ______. Continue the process by listing the vital functions of individuals in those roles. Speaking of metaphors, Palmer sees good teaching as an act of hospitality toward students. He believes that like hospitality, good teaching is "an act that benefits the host even more than the guest."

Over the summer I had the realization that qualities identified in Goleman’s research on emotional intelligence and Palmer’s complementary recommendation to know one's inner self are the concepts that connect for personal success and excellence in teaching.

I've always been amazed by those so-called "morning people" who are able to awake from their sleep alert, refreshed and ready to go without the assistance of an alarm clock or a dose of caffeine. I am not one of those people. I need external stimulation like a reliable clock radio with pleasant music to lull me into the real world. I need help getting moving. If you recall, emotion, in its basic definition means "to move." May the ideas I've presented serve as a subtle wake-up call for the times when we all are a bit groggy, overworked and under appreciated in our professional lives. 

For those times when we need to open our eyes to a new, more successful day, let our awareness of the value of emotional intelligence and the courage to teach help us. Successful people are optimists who see challenges rather than barriers. In your professional and personal lives may you leave here challenged to be emotionally intelligent, optimistic, empathetic, and true to your unique identity.  May a fuller awareness of those characteristics enable us all to get closer to our goal of excellence in teaching.

Vince Castronuovo

Associate Professor of Behavioral Sciences
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