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Responding to Parker Palmer: A Celebration of Mentors
By Beth Powell

When I first began teaching, I also became a collector of techniques. Much like a writer collects strategies to enable her to express herself in elegant prose, a teacher collects pedagogical strategies so she can better help her students learn. I’ve collected strategies ranging from lecture to group work to online collaboration to PowerPoint presentations. Many of these techniques came from reading and experiment. Others came from people; for example, from one colleague, I learned about wait-time. From another, I learned to tell jokes when class got boring. Yet another taught me the value of focused freewriting.
These are useful techniques for teaching a writing class. But Parker Palmer suggests that teaching is much more than technique, and that we must go beyond practical pedagogical tools to something more personal—to discover the teaching self within us. To do this, it is useful to examine our relationships with our mentors because that is where we begin to develop our teaching selves.
My mentors go back as far as that first semester in undergraduate school, and they are all English teachers. All of the mentors had very different teaching styles, and each seemed to offer what I needed at the time. Here they are and here’s why I liked them:

1. First-year comp teacher. What I remember about this teacher is that one class period where we were supposed to discuss Raymond Carver’s “Cathedral.” She wasn’t getting much response out of the class. In fact, we were just sitting there waiting for her to tell us what the story meant. Looking at us in what I can now recognize as painful despair, she said “Do you think that the narrator is drunk?” Huh? Drunk? Hadn’t really thought about it. The story seemed to be about three people eating dinner and watching television. “I couldn’t have made it past one glass of wine,” the teacher said. We nodded. Yes, it was true, these characters were imbibing. “What do you think that does to the story?” she asked. I can’t remember what we said next, but that there was an animated discussion, I do remember. This teacher did not teach me a single thing about writing, but she did open my mind to story.

2. Modern drama teacher. Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Crapp’s Last Tape. The Cherry Orchard. This teacher introduced me to plays. However, I could have found those plays on my own. What he did was make it clear that he cared whether or not I was in class. This was my first seminar-sized course. One day, I decided to skip. No real reason, maybe I just didn’t want to search for a parking space. At the beginning of the next class, the professor started with his usual chit-chat, then he asked me why I had been absent. In front of the whole class! In a kindly way, but still—in front of the whole class! I felt my face turn red, and I stammered something about having not felt well. I never missed another class. This was the first professor who actually let me know that he cared whether or not I showed up.  
3. Theory teacher. Semiotics, World Literature, British Literature. We read Dante and Catullus, D. H. Lawrence and James Joyce. I took this professor for several classes, and he began each semester the same way, by asking us “What is the sign, and what is the signifier?”  This professor introduced us to Ideas (with a capital “I”) that made my brain dance like a drunk goldfish. Those Ideas included Structuralism, Marxism, Feminism, and other (at the time) overwhelming and sometimes mind-blowing –isms. I don’t remember doing much literature-discussion. We were too busy with Derrida and Foucault. 
4. Zen teacher. This was my mentor in my MA program. She was an actual, official mentor. I shadowed her while she taught so that I could learn to teach composition. She had 6 cats and 2 dogs, and each of the cats had individualized programs of care. I know this because I was her pet-sitter. This was the first professor who invited me into her home and allowed me to see how professors lived—which, I discovered, wasn’t too different from how I lived! I call her “zen” because she was very calm and wise in her approach to teaching. You could call her “Yoda,” too, though she was not short and green. (We also had a prof. in the department widely known as Obi-Wan, but that’s someone else’s mentor story.) My zen-mentor would stand in front of the class and exude both stillness and strength. As a testament to her teaching ability, her students were always winning the department’s writing awards. What did I take away from this mentor? Smile, relax, and enjoy your teaching.  

5. Data queen. This is my PhD mentor. She did something I did not know you could do in the humanities: empirical research. And she taught me how to do it!! Man, her classes were tough! She challenged each of us to prove we had what it took to be doctoral students. Her classes entailed up-all-night sessions, obsessing about data analysis, scouring the library for books, and the super-time-intensive collection of primary data. I loved it! I thought—we can do this? Really? We don’t just have to read books and analyze stories? We can go out and interview people? Survey them? Observe them? Wow, I was hooked. This was research that was full of energy and collaboration.  
These, then, are my mentors. I am defining the term “mentor” very loosely because I wanted to talk about teachers who taught me something valuable that has stuck with me, regardless of their official or unofficial roles. My teaching style is wildly different from the styles of all of these mentors; however, I think that they have contributed to my teaching self through the connection that they made to me. To sum it up, then, here is what I learned: 
1. Stories are meant to be experienced.

2. Professors really do care whether or not students show up for class.

3. Ideas can rock your world.

4. Teaching is a fulfilling practice.

5. Research is exciting.
The last lesson is one I can attribute to each of the mentors: generosity on the part of a professor can make all the difference to her students. 

