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A Special Thanks

Thank you so much for purchasing my book! I hope you will enjoy the learning journey we’re about to embark on! 

To show you my gratitude, I created a FREE downloadable booklet about the three main teaching theories. These theories are the pillar on which modern education lies, therefore they contain essential knowledge for aspiring teachers. 

Visit www.gunstevenson.com to download your FREE “Essential Teaching Theories Booklet!
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ON THE FIRST DAY OF my sophomore year of high school, my literature teacher, Mrs. Miske, bewitched me with the dance of death. I was one of those obnoxious, rebellious teenagers of the ’70s who knew well that appreciating poems and anything of the sort was not cool. Thus, most of my student career I sat through my literature classes with crossed arms and a bored-but-cocky look on my face, pretending not to care what my teachers had to say. I awaited my new literature teacher with the same attitude.

When she stepped into the classroom, I knew she was different. She was tall and skinny, with her back slightly hunched, fingertips symmetrically aligned and her two index fingers pressed to her lips. As if she wanted to say something but used all of her composure to keep the information inside. She seriously strolled to her desk without saying a word. I sat in the second row so I could fully appreciate her looks. It was unique. She wore every possible color I, as a young man, could identify. She combined her infinitely loose top with similar trousers, high heel boots, cardigan, and scarf in a way one couldn’t quite tell if she was an eccentric fashion designer, a bohemian, or simply lacking any sense of style. Her blonde hair was cut in a short bob, but it was so messy that I concluded it must’ve been intentional. For a few moments she scanned the classroom with her sharp and intelligent black eyes.

The tension was tangible in the classroom. No one had any clue what to expect from this woman. Her appearance suggested that she was one of those laid-back, easygoing teachers who would shower us with As and go to the pub with us in a year. But her posture and expression hollered “do not mess with me.”

“I’m an artist teacher,” she said finally. “We will do things differently from now on.”

And then, like a magician, she pulled out a small cassette player from one of her endlessly loose robes. The next moment, a loud song filled the classroom. It was an eerie, almost devilishly playful melody, with a prancing solo violin and the orchestra following. The experience was so unexpected and odd that I forgot about playing the cool guy and just closed my eyes, surrendering to the music. When the song finished, Mrs. Miske started reciting a poem in a ghostly tone:
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“Zig, zig, zig, Death in cadence,

Striking with his heel a tomb,

Death at midnight plays a dance-tune,

Zig, zig, zig, on his violin.

The winter wind blows and the night is dark;

Moans are heard in the linden-trees.

Through the gloom, white skeletons pass,

Running and leaping in their shrouds.

Zig, zig, zig, each one is frisking.

The bones of the dancers are heard to crack-

But hist! of a sudden they quit the round,

They push forward, they fly; the cock has crowed.”

- “Danse Macabre” (Dance of Death) 

by Henri Cazalis
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WHEN SHE WAS DONE, as if leaving a state of trance, she finally looked at us. “What did you feel during the song and while I recited the verses?” she asked a girl in the third row. The girl was bashful. Not only because of the shock of her blood being spilled first by the new teacher but also because she didn’t know how to answer the question. What did she feel? No one ever asked that question from any of us in school.

As an outside observer I watched myself open my mouth and utter these words, “I felt exhilarated and scarred at the same time. The song was dark and demonic but captivating and melodic at the same time. Based on the poem you recited, I think the song was following the verses’ narrative and emotional makeup. The dead were having a party at night and then dawn broke and the fun was over.”

I had no idea where all that information came from. I was so embarrassed. My cheeks got redder than the Communist Manifesto. Everybody was dumbfounded, except Mrs. Miske. She was ecstatic. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” she rejoiced. “What is your name? That is exactly what happened!” She explained that the poem was called “Danse Macabre” (Dance of Death) by Henri Cazalis. And the composer Camille Saint-Saëns turned it into music, establishing a new genre called symphonic poem. Mrs. Miske added that indulging our senses in more forms of art about a given topic helps us understand what that art meant to convey to us.

The next moment she fished out a sizable book from another secret fold in her attire. She told us to go to her desk. The book was a collection of paintings about the dance of death. We saw Bernt Notke’s Totentanz from the 15th century, Vincent of Kastav, Johannes de Castua. After the audio priming, we’d look with interest and amazement at the frescoes and paintings illustrating how the dance of death unites us all. Even at the age of seventeen, we understood the underlying morbidity and collective acquitting joy of death. We’re all in this together, it’s coming, better enjoy life.

From that day on, I was burning with curiosity and appreciation for Mrs. Miske’s classes. She was strict and caring, interesting and interested. All her classes were a magical mix of artistic pleasures and sometimes bland literature. We didn’t study. We learned. And the teaching tactics Mrs. Miske used were exceptional for facilitating understanding, deepen learning, and aiding information retention.

Achieving success such as that as a teacher or a learner is not easy in any circumstance. Especially not the one in which we find ourselves now.

Danse Macabre, 2020-2021

There is an ongoing fear among parents, students, and teachers that the 2020–2021 school year has been a bust as far as learning is considered. Many students have been relegated to online schooling, even at the earliest of levels. It’s difficult to put a solid thumb down on what any of us are learning. What is being retained? How many students are paying attention? Even when parents and learners are heavily invested, there can be frustrations and challenges that are difficult to overcome.

How many parents are at home, struggling to teach concepts they learned ages ago, needing support to give their children the best possible education? How many students struggle with the material they need to learn without having a Mrs. Miske by their side? In many ways, parents and even students have morphed into the teacher’s role as they attempt to teach and self-teach principles and information they may not be familiar with or have mastered themselves. If they do manage to decipher what the material requires, it simply takes up too much time. How can one accelerate acquiring understanding and learning?

The current educational climate has also been difficult for teachers, both new and experienced. It is challenging to create an engaging and dynamic learning environment online, especially for younger audiences. Less experienced teachers may be in even bigger trouble as they have fewer classroom management skills to fall back on. They may be more technologically savvy, which is an advantage.

What happens in the virtual learning space is that many students log on, turn off their camera and microphone, and promptly mentally check out. They are not present with any of their senses, they are not engaged with the material. All they do is the bare minimum, log in. There were bare-minimum students back in the good old days of traditional classrooms, too. I was one of them. I just showed up, smug face on, without showing any interest. But I was present. I still heard what teachers talked about. I still made mental notes about what interested me and learned about the topic at home. I still had the chance to get absolutely drawn into Mrs. Miske’s peculiar world, which follows me forty-five years later. I am so concerned about students who won’t get this chance. About teachers who won’t be able to share all they have to give. And about parents who are in the depths of despair for their precious children, who will not get full exposure to the most wonderful aspects of learning.

I wrote this book to help students, teachers, and parents teach, learn, and find fulfillment. The practices presented in this book help teachers and parents deliver information and autodidacts to facilitate their self-teaching process. I will help you discover your teaching style and connect with your students’ learning styles. I will give you problem-solving strategies and creative approaches to teaching and education to ensure you or your children reach your educational goals.
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Chapter 1: Teaching Styles
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ONE OF MY FAVORITE movies about being an educator is Stand and Deliver. It is based on the teaching career of Jaime Escalante in the early 1980s at James A. Garfield High School in East Los Angeles. While the movie is a fictional retelling, the information regarding who Jamie Escalante was as a teacher and educator isn't. At that time, the school served mainly working-class Latino students. Shortly after Escalante began working there, the school's accreditation was threatened.(1) Instead of focusing his classes on students who performed poorly, Escalante offered Advanced Placement (AP) calculus instead.(1) He found students to take his classes by promising them a bright future. If he taught these students calculus, they would have a real chance to pursue careers in engineering, computers, and electronics. He had a captivating allure to his personality that made his students believe in him and his approach.(1)

Jaime Escalante didn't just succeed. His teaching methods were wildly successful, so much so that in 1982 he gained national media attention when eighteen of his students passed the AP calculus exam, and the Educational Testing Service (ETS) stated the scores were suspicious.(1) Fourteen of the eighteen were asked to retake the exam and twelve agreed to do so.(1) All of them did well enough on the second test to have the scores from the first test reinstated.(1) In the following years, Escalante's students continued to perform well on ETS's AP calculus exams. Eventually, due to overcrowding, a lack of appropriate resources, politics, and jealousy, Escalante's math program at Garfield High School collapsed.(1)

One of the reasons Jaime Escalante was able to be so successful with the students he taught was his teaching style, which we will discuss in this chapter. It's important to realize that not every teaching style works with every student, and all of them have their pros and cons. You will be able to identify your own default teaching style, but also realize what secondary and tertiary styles you may need to adopt in particular situations or when working with specific students.

What Are Teaching Styles?

Teaching styles represent your educational value system. They are rooted in the pedagogical approach one has toward education. In Jaime Escalante's case, his approach was to improve the futures of the students he taught through education. Escalante was likely an essentialist, an educator who stressed fundamental and factual knowledge as well as intellectual and moral standards.(2) Knowing your own teaching style and where it comes from helps you improve how you teach and in turn improve the student-related outcomes of teaching. As an educator, your teaching style helps you develop an approach to education within the learning environment so students can grasp the material most effectively.

Most of us don’t choose our teaching style consciously. We define it by experimenting with several different styles, our strengths and weaknesses, and how we maximize student engagement. Our default teaching styles will also generally be what we are most comfortable with. With experience and self-awareness we can choose to include a mix of intentionally applied teaching tactics of different styles as the need arises.

Autodidacts might raise a brow: “How does this apply to me?” Well, let me expand on that. Whenever you sit down to learn something, you are teaching yourself to learn. Therefore, you also have a teaching style. The best way to identify it is by listening to your inner dialogue and the actions this inner chatter prompt you to do. For example, are you hard on yourself when you learn? Do you tell yourself things such as “I will try to learn this. If I can’t, I will get help/give up/research the topic more,” or “I will not get up from here until I understand this,” or “Let’s see how I learned similar things in the past”? All of these thoughts reveal a teaching style. If you can’t reach your learning goals at the phase you envision, you may need to tweak how you teach yourself.
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