	   Teacher’s Emotional Competences and Educational Effectiveness

A Dialogue with Professor Alexandra von Meier, Environmental Studies and Planning, at SSU

Q: 
You have just been awarded tenure and promotion. This good news most likely will free you from a period of expectations and worries, into a period of more confidence and creativity in your education career. 

VM: 
The sense of anxiety vs. confidence happens in a dimension that is not related to formal qualifications. Having my tenure and promotion, indeed, is a happy relief that will help me to deepen some notions about teaching and learning with which I have been working.

Q: 
Would you elaborate more?

VM: 
I think that I am an effective educator when I assist each student to move from the map to the territory.

You know when teaching and learning is happening in a class. It is an instinct, a feeling that takes years to develop. You could analyze it as a cause and effect, but the result that eventually comes with training is a spark that happens. It is difficult to convey this awareness to anyone who did not have the experience

I remember when I was a high school student in Germany. We had diverse teachers, well trained, and with a sense of high social status as it is the case in that country. Some of those teachers had a “presence” that made classes compelling, where there would be no discipline problems. While in their classes, I spent my mental time analyzing them: what was the cause for such a “presence”? I considered their different formal trainings but I could not find a correlation between any particular teaching technique and having the presence and the spark. What is it?  I could not distill the distinctive feeling of presence that some people had cultivated. I have continued investigating those questions since I became a teacher too.

Q:
 I have also realized the value of a teachers’ presence. If we could learn to foster it!

VM: 
What state of mind I have to be in to have a good class, to be present? 

a) A kind of honesty with students. It takes courage because we are vulnerable. 

b) Being straightforward about expectation and requirements.

c) Knowing well the content: competence is important--it does not work to say I am clueless!

d) Being accountable to the group--being able to say I’m confused, help me out. 

e) Knowing how to relate with others--these are my expectations, and I will not put you down; you will do the same with me.  It is about creating an environment in the classroom that is emotionally safe, so that instead of cultivating a defensive attitude, we are free to pay full attention to the subject at hand.

f)  We have to remember those things that we all have in common, as opposed to emphasizing our differences.  In my classes, all students have in common a certain care about the environment.  Because we respect each other’s fundamental ethical orientation toward helping the planet, we can feel comfortable disagreeing about the ways in which this should be accomplished, and we can also feel comfortable admitting our mistakes.  For me as the teacher, this means trusting that there is a basic connection with the class that goes beyond anyone’s performance on a given day – almost like your family, when you know they’ll still love you even if you screw up, and vice versa.

Q: 
Is there some emotional dimension for expressing this?

VM: 
It has only been few years since I have found the emotional confidence and sense of security that I know I can reproduce every time I walk into the classroom. It has taken many years of teaching!  (I started classroom teaching in 1984.)

Communication with students needs to be immediate. You look at student faces and you realize who they are and how they feel. If I have a sense of anxiety, it is difficult to teach--it poisons my ability to be present and clear.

I have learned to relax, to trust my own ability, and to engage in a personal dialogue with students in the class. Facilitating each student’s learning requires a transition that allows her or him to move from the map to the territory.
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