If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more,

do more and become more, you are a leader.

• John Quincy Adams
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If schools continue to focus the conversation on rigor and accountability

and ignore more human elements of education,

many students may miss out on opportunities to discover

the richness of individual exploration that schools can foster.

• Thomas Armstrong (2006)

[W]e all know that what will transform education is not another theory, another book,

or another formula but educators who are willing to seek a transformed way of being in the world.

In the midst of the familiar trappings of education—competition, intellectual combat, obsession with a narrow range of facts, credits, and credentials—what we seek is a way of working

illuminated by spirit and infused with soul.

 •Parker J. Palmer (1999), “The Grace of Great Things”
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It’s not only the ability to raise and answer those questions [referring to habits of mind that explore evidence, point of view, connections, supposition, and relevance] though, but also the disposition to do so.

For that matter, any set of intellectual objectives, any description of what it means to think deeply and critically, should be accompanied by a reference to one’s interest or intrinsic motivation to do such thinking. Dewey reminded us that the goal of education is more education.

To be well-educated, then, is to have the desire as well as the means to make sure that learning never ends.

--Alfie Kohn (2004), What Does It  Mean To Be Well Educated?, pp. 9-10

Results of the High School Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE) released in 2007 by the Indiana University Center for Evaluation and Education Policy and conducted with 81,000 high school students in twenty-six states revealed that seventy-five percent of them reported being bored in class. These students and many others may arrive at colleges and universities never having learned to interact with learning in meaningful and intentional ways, having given little thought to what does interest them intellectually. Their inability to engage in learning in affects their success and also affects faculty who may find it difficult to sustain their own enthusiasm when faced with students’ sometimes active disengagement.

Access is easier to provide than success. Access can recruit students, but to retain them, they must see themselves as successful and interested learners. For faculty who hope to engage students in learning, there is also the challenge of differentiating for classes ranging from those who lack basic skills to those who may already be able to demonstrate mastery of course content. As access increases and the higher education population becomes increasingly diverse, these challenges are magnified. During two decades of research, Dr. Wilkins-O’Riiey Zinn has been surveying people of all ages, asking them when learning is fun. Through thematic analysis of the data, she has uncovered six themes of fun in learning (Zinn, 2004, 2008) that correlate with motivation theory and adult learning theory. Application of these themes can increase student interest and engagement. Applied in their own lives, these elements can also help educators stay renewed, motivated, and enthusiastic. A theory of connective teaching (Zinn, 2004, 2008) that emerged from one of the themes also provides useful strategies for engaging students. 

Dr. Zinn is currently a teacher educator, artist, poet, and autoethnographer, and has experience as a university TRIO program director and community college TRIO counselor. She also developed a high school dropout prevention program, and has taught college success courses and a three-quarter university seminar sequence. She was a non-traditional student in OUS schools for bachelor’s through doctoral degrees. Her previous private sector experience includes positions as a newspaper editor and columnist, radio production director, and graphic designer. Her co-presenter, Joshua Zinn, is a non-traditional student currently enrolled in an Oregon community college. He has completed professional actor’s training and is a writer and actor.
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
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Why Fun • Basic Human Needs

If you don’t feed the teachers, they’ll eat the students.

• Seymour Sarason

• Survival

• Love, belonging

• Power

• Freedom

• Fun

• Dr. William Glasser (1998), Choice Theory

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

While it would be wonderful if all students entered the classroom intrinsically interested in what is being taught and intellectually prepared for further education, the truth is that many of them are neither interested nor ready. It’s likely that teachers have always struggled with the tension between an imagined ideal and the sometimes less-than-perfect reality of the classroom. Complaints about student preparedness and commitment date back hundreds of years, with Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard University from 1869 to 1909, complaining that “bad spelling, incorrectness, as well as inelegance of expression in writing, [and] ignorance of the simplest of rules. . .of punctuation are far from rare among young men of eighteen,” a reality that Dr. Zinn experienced when she found little difference between teaching high school seniors in June and college freshmen in September. While some students wanted to be in class, many others seemed to view the experience as somehow adversarial, hoping to do as little as possible to earn a passing grade. The challenge of encouraging students to uncover personal passions and purpose—to aid in the development of the skills of interest—is a crucial application of the themes of fun in learning. Being a successful student is not automatic, nor does it come naturally for many. Bright students who have never experienced academic success may not know how to independently navigate the expectations of higher education, and students who are adept at the kinds of academic compliance that may have been rewarded with good grades in high school can feel betrayed when something more is expected of them. Interest is also a learned skill for many. Success builds resiliency and persistence, and student success is often dependent on the faculty and staff whom students encounter when they enter a system.

There is a formula for drudgery in William Carl Ruediger’s 1932 book, Teaching Procedures. If interest is missing, Ruediger asserts, almost any kind of activity can be boring and unpleasant. Ethan Yazzie-Mintz, HSSSE project director and author of the Indiana University study, noted that

it’s the reasons why students are bored and the implications

of what that means that they’re bored that are very important.

The big thing is that they’re finding the material not interesting.

Three out of four students say they’re bored because the material

is not interesting. That’s critical in an environment in which there’s so much emphasis on student achievement and accountability. If

students are not finding the material interesting, we can say

they’re not likely to learn it, and they’re bored with it and achievement

is not likely to go anywhere. (Indiana University, 2007) 

Boredom is not simply a problem for high school teachers. Educators at any level who can connect their subjects and themselves to students’ lives and interests are more likely to create learning environments that promote student success and increase achievement. For more than a decade, Dr. Zinn has been informally surveying incoming college freshmen, asking them why they are in school. Although there are some who are filled with purpose, many report feeling 
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pressured by the expectations of others, hope to find purpose once they are in school, or simply do not want to be in college except as a way to get away from the restrictions of home or postpone facing “real life.” At the end of his first year in college, one of Dr. Zinn’s students wrote:

This year draws to a close thankfully. College is a hell of a place

to meet people and party, but school work is required. So all the

students do the work, not to get outstanding grades, but to remain

eligible to be in college, not to learn, but to hang out with their friends

and have a good time. This is not the rule that all students live by,

but a sizeable amount of people feel the same way I do, because

that is why they are here too. I don’t have a major, so there is no goal

for me to work towards and the classes I take I take because I need

the credits, not to learn about Statistics or Geology. I know I’m not

alone either; many college students do this each term. What are my

goals for next year? Well, they are the same as this year: meet new

people and party with them, and oh yeah pass classes so I can stick

around a couple more terms. (Anonymous, 2000)

As creative, serious, and intrinsically motivated learners, both Zinns are interested in the ways in which teachers create classroom experiences that can motivate the disinterested as well as provide spaces where already motivated students can link their studies to their personal passions.  They are also concerned, however, about the processes of demotivation through which teachers and educational systems dishearten even the most enthusiastic students. Fun in learning is not about frivolity or foolishness, although it does include shared laughter and other experiences that build community and create safe spaces for intellectual engagement. Instead it is primarily about the satisfaction that comes from serious connections with meaningful educational and intellectual experiences. Hundreds of survey respondents agree. The themes of fun in learning are choice, relevance, engagement, active learning, teacher attitude, and camaraderie. These themes follow here, accompanied by key words from surveys, brief explanations, and sample application activities that can be adapted for use with students in multiple disciplines.

So many things fail to interest us, simply because they don’t find in us enough surfaces on which to live,

and what we have to do is increase the number of planes in our mind,

so that a much larger number of themes can find a plane in it at the same time.

• Jose Ortega y Gasset

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Fun Survey Questions

Feel free to share with your students; input welcomed—email to zinnw@sou.edu

1)
Write about a time when learning was fun for you. If you can, describe specific experience(s), including age, grade level, subject matter, etc. (or you may choose to describe an out-of-school experience).

2)
Do you have a particular memory of a wacky, engaging, creative, unusual, intense, or otherwise “fun” teacher? If so, describe her or him.

3)
If you’ve ever taught anybody anything, did you do something to make the experience fun and engaging? Include as many specifics as you can.

4)
Feel free to describe a time when learning was NOT fun for you.
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Choice

many options, freedom, possibility, not just one way, self-expression, creativity, studying things I care about

If we are to achieve a richer culture, rich in contrasting values,

we must recognize the whole gamut of human potentialities, and so weave a less arbitrary social fabric,

one in which each diverse human gift will find a fitting place.

• Margaret Mead

The game is called “Let’s Pretend,” and if its name were chiseled into the front of every school building in America, we would at least have an honest announcement of what takes place there.

The game is based on a series of pretenses which include: let’s pretend that you are not what you are and that this sort of work makes a difference to your lives and that the more you are bored,

the more important it is; let’s pretend that there are certain things everyone must know, and that both the questions and answers about them have been fixed for all time; let’s pretend your intellectual competence can be judged on the basis of how well you can play “Let’s Pretend.”

• Neil Postman & Charles Weingartner (1967),Teaching as a Subversive Activity

A reflection from Dr. Z: While I was in the process of completing my doctoral program—and in my fourth decade of working fulltime—a well-meaning colleague told me what coursework I ought to be taking to make me “well-rounded.” These were words I’d heard many times before as a non-traditional student who returned to school to become a teacher at the age of forty after a successful media career. My son has encountered similar comments and is often frustrated by requirements that purport to be one-size-fits-all when they truly are not. Choice related to fun in learning is a serious retention issue that refers to the need for student choice in what is studied as well as in the ways in which pursuit and mastery of required objectives are demonstrated.

Although learning styles and multiple intelligences and other measures of learner preference are important, they are only starting points for the exploration of individual learner diversity since preferences may vary depending on what is being studied as well as on the learner’s aptitudes and affinities. Factoring in other aspects of diversity such as cultural identity, gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic background provides further complication and further need for student involvement. The ability to design a program of study reflective of those things that interest one is seldom the focus for students. Instead, most colleges and universities present a series of requirements to be met, and those who find no interest in the requirements may simply leave. Persistence can be promoted by the interweaving of requirement and interest. Coursework is finite, a quarter or semester will soon be over, and linking pragmatic reality to passion and purpose can motivate students to choose to complete coursework in which they find no intrinsic interest.

The uniquity file (Zinn 2004), a metacognitive tool that encourages students to record and reflect on personal learning passions and goals, is an approach I developed while teaching in a dropout prevention program and have used with community college and university students. Such materials help teachers move beyond stereotypes and the offering of solely teacher-determined choices as they modify and adapt for diverse learners. They also nurture students’ ability to become involved in—and take responsibility for—their own learning.

The content of the curriculum should never exclude the realities of the very students who must intellectually wrestle with it. When students study all worlds except their own, they are miseducated.

• Johnetta B. Cole (1993), Conversations

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
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Choice • Uniquity!

equity • ubiquity • diversity • iniquity = uniquity

Let us think of education as the means of developing our greatest abilities,

because in each of us there is a private hope and dream which, fulfilled,

can be translated into benefit for everyone and greater strength for our nation.

• John F. Kennedy

What if each student had a “uniquity” file that followed her or him from year to year, school to school, detailing what s/he was good at,

passionate about, loved to learn, envisioned for her or his life.

What if students were encouraged to explore these things

in the context of their other learning?

How might college and university be different for these students?

How might higher education employ this concept

to help create intentional learners?

Imagine that you are having each student begin a uniquity file.

What is the first question you would ask each of them?

How can students be helped to uncover and use their specific learning abilities,

passions, and other unique qualities?

How can they be encouraged to make connections among their interests

and their coursework?
Happiness is to find out what one is fitted to do

and to secure an opportunity to do it.

•John Dewey

•

The best way to succeed is to discover what you love and find a way to offer it to others.

•Oprah Winfrey

•

Too many people overvalue what they are not and

undervalue what they are.

•Malcolm S. Forbes

•

Cherish forever what makes you unique, ‘cause you’re really a yawn when it goes.

•Bette Midler

•
When we suppress our originality, we lose touch with the source of our vitality and initiative.

The greatest learning and achievements come not from standardized group work

but from the unique efforts of individuals.

In this regard, the human spirit has its own set of rules. In many ways, it is rebellious.

The imperative to live life differently, on our own terms, keeps building until it breaks through the surface.

It is then up to us not to let it fade away.

•Robert C. Cooper (2001), The Other 90%

•

I was always a rebel. . .but on the other hand, I wanted to be loved and accepted. . .

and not just be a loudmouth, lunatic, poet, musician.

But I cannot be what I am not.

• John Lennon
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Choice • Motivation

No human being is unmotivated. In fact, every living creature is highly motivated all the time. . . 

But every living creature, including students, is not necessarily motivated to do what you,

I, or anyone else thinks they ought to do.

• Dr. William Glasser (1990), The Quality School

motivated • unmotivated • demotivated

What motivates you?

What motivates your students?

What demotivates you?

What demotivates your students?

What can you do to avoid demotivating students and to keep yourself motivated?

How can you integrate these conversations into your classroom?

In Intrinsic Motivation at Work, K.W. Thomas (2000) discusses four things that matter to workers. They matter to students as well:

• Choice: being aware that your views and insights matter; feeling like a responsible decision maker; trusted; safe; purposeful.

• Competence: feeling that you are performing your work activities well and meeting or exceeding your own standards; positive feedback; skill recognition, challenge; high,

non-comparative standards.

• Meaningfulness: being excited about a task and able to direct energy and attention to it;

non-cynical climate; exciting vision; relevant task purposes; view of whole tasks; clearly identified passions.

• Progress: feeling encouraged about how well your task is being achieved; knowing that things are on track; collaborative climate; milestones; celebrations; measures of improvement.
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Thinking about Thinking • A Choice Activity

Questions from Dr. Z's House of Fun

Never be afraid to sit awhile and think. • Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun

To help students understand their learning processes, Dr. Zinn uses things like learning styles' tests, personality styles' checklists, and questions related to Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory to begin the metacognitive process because she finds that even some experienced teachers have become so good at being “students” that they are not in touch with themselves as learners. She asks students to reflect regularly on the things that they study or do in their lives, and to think about their related preferences. Using questions like those that follow, she encourages students to answer and explain them over the course of several months, revisiting them and engaging in regular reflection in an I•O•Q (Insights • Observations • Questions) journal.
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• How do you take notes? Or do you? Do your strategies work for you?

• What do you do if someone gives you directions or you need to remember a phone number?

• What do you enjoy learning about?

• What kinds of things are a struggle for you to learn?

• How do you approach learning something new?

• What time of day do you feel most alert? What do you prefer to do then?

• What's the first thing you do if you need to research something?

• Do you have a time during the day when you have very little energy? How do you deal with it?

• Under what circumstances do you enjoy working with others? 

• When do you prefer to work alone?

• When are you most creative?

• In what ways are you creative?

• If you need to think deeply about something, how do you approach it?

• What’s the maximum amount of time that you can concentrate before you have to take a break? 

• Does your concentration depend on what you are doing/studying?

• If you have to solve a tough problem, how do you approach it?

• When you read a non-fiction book, do you start at the beginning or do you read various parts that seem most interesting first?

• What kind(s) of books interest you?

• What do you use a computer for?

• What subjects are easy for you? Why?

• What subjects are difficult for you? Why?

• What subjects attract you? Why?

• Do you approach studying these things differently?

• Which things/subjects inspire you to do your best?

• What things do you want to do just well enough to get by?

• Are there things you’re good at doing or studying that you don’t enjoy despite doing them well?
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• Are there things you aren’t good at doing or have trouble studying that you would like to be better at?

• Are there things you don’t care if you ever learn? What are they? Why?

• Are there things you know you ought to learn, but don’t want to learn? What are they? Why?

• What’s the most interesting thing you learned last week? Yesterday? So far today?

What other questions can teachers ask

to help students think about their learning, thinking, creativity, problem solving,

and other intellectual skills?

If you limit your choices only to what seems possible or reasonable,

you disconnect yourself from what you truly want, and all that is left is compromise.

• Robert Fritz

•

Whenever it is, in any way possible, every boy and girl should choose as his [sic] life work some occupation which he [sic] should like to do anyhow, even if he [sic] did not need the money.

• William Lyon Phelps

•

In the Great Society, work shall be an outlet for [wo]man’s interests and desires. Each individual shall have full opportunity to use [her or] his capacities in employment which satisfies personally and contributes generally to the quality of the Nation’s life.

• Lyndon Johnson, Manpower Report of the President, March 5, 1965

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Relevance

meaningful, applied to my life, not empty, not busywork, connected to my interests, serious, practical, purposeful, needed in my future, significant

When we are really honest with ourselves we must admit our lives are all that really belong to us.

So it is how we use our lives that determines the kind of people we are.

• Cesar Chavez

The main business of humanity is to do a good job of being human beings,

not to serve as appendages to machines, institutions, and systems.

• Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. (1952), Player Piano
Relevance is very personal and requires that students have an opportunity to connect with their learning passions and interests as well as with the skills, attitudes, and enabling knowledge they’ll need in order to pursue them. While teachers can and should point out the usefulness of subjects and their real-world applications—as well as their aesthetic value--relevance is truly motivating when a student is able to apply what is being learned to her or his interests. Institutional, cultural, and societal relevance—which often focus on the need for workers and citizens—are not the same as individual relevance and resonance. Balancing these needs is challenging and requires ongoing development of the teacher’s creative and connective abilities. For more than thirty years, Dr. Zinn has saved an article from the newspaper entitled, “Help for Women Searching for New Careers” (Ray Howard, July 7, 1977, Salem Statesman-Journal). It serves as a reminder of the kinds of rational-economic motivators often used to convince students to return to or stay in school; it took nine years for her to ignore its advice to enter a field in need of females: “business, 
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architecture, engineering, science, law, medicine, dentistry, transportation and computerization,” none of which interested her.

The best advertising for any college or university is its alumni—satisfied students who believe that their time at the institution enriched their lives. Yet often, students fail to make meaningful connections between what they are learning in classes and the hopes and dreams they come to school to fulfill. Indeed, they are sometimes constrained from true engagement by institutionally-determined relevance related to jobs and dominant culture definitions of success. These things are not enough to engage students’ passions. Even if disinterested students persist, they may cheat or drift through school and graduate without becoming intentional learners who have developed creative and intellectual skills they can transfer into life and work after graduation. In addition, adult students may have experienced the reality of gaps between what schools tell them they will need to know and what they have actually needed to know to navigate life, making them skeptical about the kinds of “for-your-own-good” requirements that can prevent early engagement with more inherently interesting materials. Many students leave rather than subject themselves to more of what they already know is neither a preference nor a strength and is definitely not  related to a career path they will pursue.

When I began my freshman year at an Oregon university, I was an elementary education major and all of my classes were pre-scheduled for all four years. My advisor told me that I would be unable to take any Spanish, music, or literature classes, all classes I had been looking forward to taking.

 I decided right then that my college career would not be something I was going to dread;

it was going to be something I looked forward to. So I changed my major to English and Spanish

with a music minor, and any class I felt passionate about, I took.

• Master of Arts in Teaching student, literacy history, fall 2008

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Relevance & Resonance

To love what you do and feel that it matters. How could anything be more fun?

• Katherine Graham

If you are always told what you are not.

If you are never encouraged to pursue the things you love.

If you are raised to believe that what others want of—and for—you is more important

than what you want for yourself.

If you do not even know what you prefer because it is not a question asked of you

nor one that you have asked yourself. If. What if?

• W-OZ from undergraduate journal, 1987

Attitudes
I need these to be successful.

Aptitudes and abilities

Things I do well and enjoy.

Things I do well and don’t like.

Things I struggle with.

Affinities
Subjects/things I am drawn to and other things I need to study to accomplish my goals.

Affections

Things I am passionate about.

What are your aptitudes, abilities, affinities, and affections?
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Dewey reminded us that the goal of education is more education.

To be well-educated, then, is to have the desire as well as the means to make sure that learning never ends.

• Alfie Kohn (2004), What Does It Mean to Be Well-Educated?,  p. 10

It is not hard work which is dreary; it is superficial work.

•Edith Hamilton

• • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Three needs suggested as innate and inherent to humans

(Deci, Valerane, Pellitier, & Ryan, 1991)

1)
Competence--understanding how to attain various outcomes and be able to perform the requisite actions;

2) 
Relatedness--developing secure and satisfying connections with others in one's social milieu;

3) 
Autonomy--self-initiating and self-regulating one's own actions.

How does formal education address these needs?

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Five Minds for the Future

Howard Gardner, in Mike Baker (October 13, 2006), “What type of minds to nurture?”

Disciplined: master academic subject, craft, profession; apply oneself to learning.

Synthesizing: absorb, sift, select, make sense of vast amounts of data.

Creating: forge new ground; find new ways of doing things.

Respectful: recognize and respect the “otherness” of those different from ourselves.

Ethical: actively striving to do good; trying to make the world a better place.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Engagement

forgot the time, wanted to keep working, didn’t watch the clock, came in early, stayed late, couldn’t stop, involved, interested, fascinated

Contrary to what we usually believe, the best moments in our lives are not the passive, receptive, relaxing times—although such experiences can also be enjoyable if we have worked hard to attain them.

The best moments usually occur when a person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits

in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile.

• Mihaly Csikszentmihaly

Thinking is the place where intelligent actions begin.

We pause long enough to look more carefully at a situation, to see more of its character,

to think about why it’s happening, to notice how it’s affecting us and others.

• Margaret J. Wheatley
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Cheating is endemic in schools and many students do not know what it means to be deeply engaged in intellectual exploration. Like the pair of cheaters on ABC’s 20/20 (November 19, 2004), who said that “It’s hard to do your best at something you don’t really want to do,” and “Why should I go research information on something I don’t care about?”, students may seek the most expedient methods for course completion. Without experiencing the satisfactions of deep learning, they are unlikely to seek it out as a lifelong joy nor are they likely to benefit as they could from educational experiences. Many things compete for a college or university student’s attention, and for adult students with adult responsibilities, the problems of paying attention and getting involved with learning are even more challenging.

Students need time to think and teachers are seldom comfortable allowing them the space to do so. Maintaining students’ constant attention is a hallmark of effective teaching, yet processing time and the time necessary for producing quality work are also important concepts for teachers to address while also developing students’ creative and critical thinking skills. From the standpoint of teaching, fun in learning is primarily about the often difficult work of setting up systems and structures where students can do their best and most interesting and involving work.

While there are times when the dogs and ponies should be brought in and the teacher does all she or he can to interest students, even more important is the teacher's ability to step back from her or his preferences and consider those of students, entering into those preferences with them, providing initial and ongoing enthusiasm that helps sustain their efforts as they learn what engagement feels like. Someone who's never been deeply involving in learning about something and applying that knowledge will have no idea what it feels like to do so. Deep, connective, personally meaningful learning is powerful and empowering and builds resiliency. No longer do students feel that they must always be victimized by those in the know because they begin to understand that with effort they can KNOW things also.

I thought about it all the time.

•Sir Isaac Newton on how he discovered the law of gravity

•

A child, as well as an adult, needs plenty of what in German is called Spielraum.

Now, Speilraum is not primarily “a room to play in.” While the word also means that, its primary meaning is “free scope, plenty of room”—to move not only one’s elbows but also one’s mind, to experiment with things and ideas at one’s leisure, or, to put it colloquially, to toy with ideas. . .

•Bruno Bettelheim “The Importance of Play

•

My most creative mode occurs in the bathtub. I’m a horizontal thinker.

• Marty Gibson

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Dr. Zinn began the procrastination activity that follows as an icebreaker at conference presentations. She has come to realize that procrastination can be the other side of the coin of engagement. Students’ procrastinatory activities are often related to their reasons for not doing homework, including “didn’t know how to begin,” “didn’t have enough time,” “didn’t understand,” “so much to do, I was overwhelmed,” “too many distractions,” “just wasn’t interested.” Dr. Zinn believes that having students think about what they do when they ought to be doing something else can provide them with insights into what they really want to do in the larger context of their vision for their lives.

I once counted the number of Cheetos in a bag and divided the cheesey pieces by shape, creating a mathematical representation of the contents instead of grading student papers. I hate starting to read papers. Once I’m doing it, I’m okay, but, boy, the starting is hard! Oh, yeah, I ate them too—with wine.

• Teacher response to procrastination question, 2007
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Engagement • Procrastination

My evil genius Procrastination has whispered to me to tarry ‘til a more convenient season.

• Mary Todd Lincoln

I’ll do just about anything to avoid beginning a research paper: dishes, cleaning toilets, vacuuming.

• September 2008 response, freshman orientation, Southern Oregon University

Help me write the world’s longest poem about procrastination

by sharing your procrastinatory activities on one of the cards provided.

Anonymous is fine,

but please include the date and your gender identification.

What do you do when you ought to be doing something else? Why?

Procrastination is my sin,

It brings me naught but sorrow,

I know that I should stop it,

In fact, I will – tomorrow.

•

There is no pleasure in having nothing to do; the fun is in having lots to do and not doing it.

• Mary Wilson Little

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

I think about how to get started and how to keep going every time I have a project to complete.

Someone once told me that it would get ever so much easier the more projects I completed.

Whoever it was, s/he was wrong.

I have come to accept the initial procrastinatory agony because I recognize that it is part of my process,

that my brain is working on things, and that if I start too soon, I'll just have to redo.

And I do make endless notes and lists. Of course, this all gets complicated when deadlines loom,

which is why I loathe last-minute things.

This doesn't mean that I don't actually complete things at the last minute,

it just means that I don't want them assigned when I'll  have no time for my brain to percolate.
• W-OZ

My collaborator  has experienced procrastination too.

Oh, So Very Blank

Joshua Zinn, January 2005

I'm am really not so sure what to write here. . .I'm just starting, you see. Actually, I don't know if you could even call this a start so much as it is an experiment. I'm trying to see if I can do this; if the right combination of music, lighting, mood, and artistic despair can cause a chemical reaction in the creative side of my brain and force witty words of wisdom to come pouring through my fingers and onto the blank (oh, so very blank) page. I really want this to happen. I don't have anything else planned for the evening. I could, perhaps, play a video game or ball socks, but I've used both of those activities as excuses before. I kind of feel like I'm running out of the buts that keep me from sitting my butt n front of the computer and typing the shit out. Still, that doesn't keep me from:

eating

talking on the phone

feeling guilty for not answering the phone

cruising the internet

spending copious amounts of time being paranoid about my relationship
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writing in my journal about how very afraid I am - yes, that is writing, but it's not anything I would want you to read. Why would you want to see the literary equivalent of me waking up with bad breath and mussed hair?

walking aimlessly around town

wondering why I am such a recluse

contemplating calling someone up and then remembering, Oh, yea! I'm a recluse!

updating my Ipod

staring into space

playing air guitar to Led Zeppelin in an attempt to prove I am less gay than I really am

singing songs from The Little Mermaid to embrace how gay I really am

chewing my lips until they bleed

administering Chapstick to slow the blood from my chapped lips

wondering what Jesus would do and if it was of his own free will or because he is the son of God

getting really paranoid about my relationship--why won't he call?!

hating myself for not sitting down and writing

getting drunk on white russians made with 2% milk

contemplating if I should go and get take-out Thai food when I know I'll end up making grilled cheese

knowing I am angst-ridden but hating that I am angst-ridden because the last thing I want to be in this world is the tortured artist that I dread I secretly am

It's not easy, this creative thing. It seems like it should be. I compare myself quite often to other people and I know it's a bad habit, one that I should stop immediately because every self-help book I have ever come across says that we are to only look inward. Of course, by comparing myself I am showing no interest in helping myself and thus have a tendency to disregard that which is labeled as self-help. Such a vicious cycle. . .

Speaking of cycles, I really should do that laundry that's sitting in the closet. I bet that if I look hard enough I'll be able to find enough for two loads. That bath mat does look a little worse for wear, doesn't it? O jeez, and I need to put a new roll of toilet paper on! This is how messes start--little things erupting into a Mt. St. Helen's-style catastrophe. This is how I stall and keep myself from being creative--run around and scream about the volcano. If you try hard enough you can get the lava to flow.

I've read books on writing. I often wonder if the people who wrote those books fretted when faced with the task of writing. Did they have another bowl of cereal instead of recording a life serial? Were they as convinced--as I often am--that their words will reach no one and even if they did that no one would care? Can they write effortlessly and freely and not feel the wave of doubt that drowns me every day? I see people holed up in the corners of bars with scarves around their necks and scars around their wrists writing as if it comes as naturally as breathing; does that mean I have asthma?

I'm writing this right now because I have to. I don't have a bar to go to and I don't have a choice. This is the only thing I have left and even that doesn't feel entirely accurate. I have given my life to everyone I know and never once to myself and no one is happy because of it. I need to reclaim my voice. I need to own the man that I am. I need to need something from myself and not live on the reassurance of others like a blood-starved vampire. Writing is simply what I can do; it's the one ability in my life that has existed without the guiding hand of the world around me. That doesn't mean I know what to write about; like I said, I haven't a clue. What it does mean, though, is that I have the chance to turn the page--both literally and figuratively. Everything that was can be atoned; everything that is can be reshaped; everything that is to come can be what I choose it to be. My life is in my hands.
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I am not, ordinarily, this serious. In my head, yes; on the page, no. I have a desire to create art that makes people smile and see the world through amused eyes. Misery has its place, of course, but I have no interest in painting overcast skies for the sake of gray. What I do know is that art has the power to change lives. That may sound hokey, but it's true--it's one of the reasons God created bumper stickers. My life has been transformed by the music I've heard, the movies I've seen, and the words I've read. It is on the trails blazed by others that I have been able to see my path, and it is my hope that, as I venture forth to stake my creative claim, someone as scared and unsure as I have been will be able to see their way.

Because, really, there are only so many socks you can ball.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Learning abilities identified at Harvard as essential

for adapting to a rapidly changing world of work:

•
The ability to define problems without a guide.

•
The ability to ask hard questions which challenge prevailing assumptions.

•
The ability to work in teams without guidance.

•
The ability to work absolutely alone.

•
The ability to persuade others that your course is the right one.

•
The ability to discuss issues and techniques in public with an eye to reaching decisions about policy.

•
The ability to conceptualize and reorganize information into new patterns.

•
The ability to pull what you need quickly from masses of irrelevant data.

•
The ability to think inductively, deductively, and dialectically. (Note: dialectic, debate to resolve a conflict between two contradictory or seemingly contradictory ideas, with truth on both sides; grappling with essential tensions).

•
The ability to attack problems heuristically. (Note: heuristic, trial and error solutions, discovery learning, rather than using set rules).

• John Taylor Gatto (2005), "The Curriculum of Necessity or What Must an Educated Person Know?"

How do teachers help students develop these--and related--abilities?

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Active Learning

hands-on, labs, experiments, made things, not just at desks, movement, projects, activities, went places, field trips, helped others, service, real work

All genuine learning is active, not passive. It involves the use of the mind, not just the memory.

It is a process of discovery, in which the student is the main agent, not the teacher.

• Mortimer J. Adler (1963 ), The Paideia Proposal

We can be knowledgeable with other people's knowledge,

but we cannot be wise with other people's wisdom.

• Michel de Montaigne

Busywork is not active learning and the proliferation of online learning opportunities sometimes provide students hours with pointless activities designed to prove that they are participating.
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Things like copying definitions from a textbook or responding to a treadmill of postings is unlikely to seem significant, particularly to adult learners. Insights about adult learners drawn from Malcom Knowles' (1990) theory of adult learning include the following:

•
Adults want to know why they are learning something.

•
Adults need to learn experientially.

•
Adults approach learning as problem-solving.

•
Adults learn best when the topic is of immediate value.

In addition:

• Adults need to be included in the planning and evaluation of their instruction. Whenever possible, teachers should involve adults in the learning process and allow them to work on projects that intersect with their interests. Because adults have a foundation of experience and knowledge, teachers should connect learning to this base whenever possible, and guide learners in constructing their own knowledge rather than simply dispensing facts. Adult learning that is problem-centered rather than content-oriented is often most effective.

•Adults are most interested in subjects with immediate relevance for their job or personal life. They generally must see a reason for learning something, and are assisted by teachers who are explicit about connections between coursework and students' learning goals. Linking theories and concepts to these goals is effective practice.

•Adult learners should be shown respect through acknowledgement of their experience and knowledge, and should be treated as equals who are allowed to voice their opinions freely (Carlson, 1989).

For adult learners, questioning, research, and theory-making often begin with a question about what's happening in their lives, community, nation, world. They observe, talk to others, formulate nascent theories, and look to expert sources of information for understanding. This active questioning can be particularly meaningful when it’s applied to community-based learning and other kinds of applied and/or service activities. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Pentangulation

(Zinn, 2004)

Connections among disparate sources of knowing lead to understanding of multiple perspectives as the learner explores his or her personal culture contextualized by the other cultures in which s/he lives and works. From this non-linear data collection, learners may begin to construct theories to explain their world as well as gather scholarly information that supports their beliefs.

Self as source of knowledge

Introspection, reflective journaling, questioning, metacognition

Observation






Talking with others


Formal research,





Informal research,

scholarly literature





popular culture

This research process may include the practical theorizing described by Usher and Bryant (1989). Through comparing and reframing experiences and informal theories with colleagues--as well as utilizing formal theory--students begin to see connections and commonalities among seemingly disparate sources of knowledge. This active construction of knowledge is a learned skill, one that can be taught in the context of almost any course.
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Teacher Attitude

caring, open, accepting, respectful, enthusiastic, welcoming, knowledgeable, kind, provided guidance, helpful, built relationships, friendly, knew interesting things, didn’t just teach from the book, interested in me, made it okay to be wrong, encouraged thinking, forgiving, liked students, humorous

Many memorable idiosyncrasies were also reported.

Teachers are two kinds: the kind that fill you with so much quail shot that you can’t move, and the kind that just give you a little prod behind and you jump to the skies!

• Robert Frost

In my experience, school is mostly about teachers telling students they’re not smart, they can’t learn,

or they didn’t do it right, and proving it through tests and dozens of other classroom interaction

 that show students who’s boss.

• Pam Parshall, community college instructor and student advocate, 2005
Connective—and creative—teaching (Zinn 2004) synthesizes personal experiences and research related to teacher effectiveness to address the multiple strategies teachers use to engage students in five key areas: invitation, inspiration, information, integration, and implementation, and is comprised of deliberate decisions related to creating classroom homes that nurture intentional learning. Some of these activities can be counted, even if they do not count in traditional higher education systems of rewards. Others cannot be measured in ways that allow them to be tracked for purposes of accountability. Teachers at all levels must be vocal about what they know to be their good work, what Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon (2001) identify as work that is both ethical and excellent, and must remain committed to practices and research that are personally meaningful and that benefit audiences they deem significant.

In order to maintain enthusiasm and commitment in the face of budget cuts, increased demands for accountability, and the intensification of work caused by technology and mandateering (mandatory volunteer work, Zinn, 2004), faculty must be able to define their work in ways that are intrinsically motivating and that contribute to personal satisfaction, allowing for individual diversity while also meeting institutional needs. No public is likely to value teaching if academia does not. Connective teaching provides educators with concrete reasons to continue with approaches they know to be effective, yet are in danger of being lost in the pressures of accountability.

As technology-driven distance education proliferates, higher education must recognize, respect, and reward teaching that creates social capital and civic engagement, and connects students with learning, with themselves, with each other, with faculty, with institutions, with communities, and with the world. Dr. Zinn identifies such teaching as part of the scholarship of connective teachers, an approach to the academic life that melds teaching and research in service to students and to larger communities. While academics whose primary interest is research may choose to narrow their focus, connective teachers also broaden their explorations to encourage possibilities provided by multidisciplinary, multicultural, community, and global connections that link students to learning as a lifelong passion. Elements of the scholarship of  connective teachers include:

• Modeling ways of interacting with a classroom community that aid retention and nurture significant intellectual engagement.

• Providing supportive advising and mentoring that go beyond the formulaic and engage students in uncovering personal life and learning passions, including insuring equity and access and providing networks of success for traditionally marginalized students.

• Mediating developmental processes as students move from student to learner to lifelong learner, and taking responsibility for supporting them as whole people.
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• Creating concrete examples of applied scholarship that illustrate research in service to the classroom, making content relevant to students’ lives, linking it across disciplines and into real life applications.

• Developing demonstration and implementation units that bridge the theory to practice gap and illustrate the processes involved in self-actualizing creativity (Maslow, 1959)  applied to the work of teaching.

• Utilizing teaching methods that make evident the hidden curriculum taught by instructional choices, and that also address multiple kinds of learner diversity.

• Committing to multi-faceted assessment with an emphasis on timely formative input for improvement.

• Demonstrating the integration of personal, academic, and activist passions into the teaching life.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Connective & Creative Teaching for Learning

Dr. Wilkins-O’Riley Zinn (2004)

Everyone has an invisible sign hanging from her or his neck saying, “Make Me Feel Important.”

Never forget this message when working with people.

• Mary Kay Ash

Sometimes when we are generous in small, barely detectable ways, it can change someone’s life forever.

• Margaret Cho

Invitation: welcoming all students with their multiple and diverse perspectives and voices, accepting learners where they are and helping them gain enabling skills, recognizing who (and how) they are, expecting that they want to learn and are capable of doing so, supporting their learning, committing to helping them move forward, working with them to build safe spaces for intellectual and personal risk-taking, guiding intellectual growth, modeling lifelong and passionate learning, mentoring, engaging them in learning, laughing with them, relieving stress, trusting them, soliciting their interests, inviting them to build on what they know and to trust themselves as learners.

Inspiration: stimulating thought, demonstrating and expecting creative and critical thinking and knowing, nurturing learning passions and self-directed learning, believing in possibility, teaching with enthusiasm, making learning active and thought-provoking, coaching, being hopeful, modeling respect for all, valuing the beautiful and the useful, insisting on quality work, teaching the difference between being responsible and being held responsible, promoting mindful approaches to learning.

Information: knowing something worth sharing, teaching in integrative ways, advising, providing relevance, differentiating between the essential and the interesting, evaluating sources, encouraging questioning,  learning about students and using that information to individualize and differentiate, utilizing meaningful and varied ways to teach and to assess learning, modeling a life of continuing learning and research, being an interested observer of the world and bringing it into the classroom.
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Integration: creating community and networks of support, modeling and nurturing listening and caring, reflecting, providing links between the classroom and the world, valuing diversity and using it to enrich classroom life, knowing students outside the classroom, bringing the world into the classroom, finding and maintaining opportunities that link students work in the classroom to work in the community, creating civic awareness and engagement, encouraging concern for social justice along with effective ways to work within systems, promoting multidisciplinary inquiry, supporting students’ development of leadership and other interrelational skills.

Implementation: encouraging students to transfer and apply what they have learned in meaningful ways across disciplines and in their lives as they synthesize and integrate material from varied sources, encouraging creativity and innovation, being open to things students (and you) may not have thought of, encouraging hope and possibility, seeking and honoring ongoing input from all participants, using that formative input for improving, changing, growing.

• • • 

AAHE’s Good Work in Challenging Times task force identified three crucial elements of effective teaching related to student engagement and learning:





•What?--activities or facts;





•So what?--meaning and motivation;





•Now what?--application and critique.

What would you add to creative, connective--and effective--teaching?

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

For several years, seniors in South Medford (Oregon) High School’s STAR (Students Together Achieving Results) Drop Out Prevention Program surveyed students in STAR classes at other district middle and high schools and discovered the following reasons they believed that their experiences were helping them become intentional learners. As Dr. Zinn continued her work as an educator at the community college and university levels, working with federal TRIO programs serving first-generation, low-income, an/or disabled students, she discovered through informal surveys in college success classes that these concepts also helped aid student retention beyond high school, and were particularly important to non-traditional students. 

Top Ten Reasons Why STAR Students Like STAR

1) You get more help with your work. The teacher explains, makes sure you got it.

2) The classroom atmosphere is more relaxed, less tense, stressful, or pressured.

3) The teacher gets to know you, is a friend, cares about your life.

4) You have a school “family”—friends, people who know you, a place to belong.

5) There are fewer people, so you get more help and it’s easier to get work done.

6) You don’t have to learn in just one way. There are more options. Learning styles and other preferences are considered.

7) STAR helps you do better in other classes too.

8) STAR isn’t boring. There’s variety.

9) There’s more flexibility getting work in. You can work at your own pace.

10) It’s not embarrassing to get help. No one makes you feel stupid.
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

It isn’t enough for students to enjoy being in a classroom. Their teachers must enjoy being there too. When the six themes of fun are applied to learning, the responsibility of learners becomes part of the classroom equation. In the symbiotic environment of the classroom, students can be encouraged to understand their responsibility for creating classrooms where teachers are interested and interesting in part because of the actions of the students themselves. Dr. Zinn’s secondary research related to fun in learning was inspired by a former middle school teacher turned prison matron and museum docent who said that teaching middle schoolers and working in a prison were in many ways similar, and that what Zinn should really be asking was when teaching was fun for teachers. In Dr. Zinn’s ongoing work with middle school, high school, college, and university students, she always asks students what makes teaching fun and what makes it a drag, and then shares the themes of fun applied to learning and success in school.

Student behaviors/attitudes that help make teaching fun:

creativity

curiosity

commitment

consideration

originality

love of learning

kindness

acceptance

openness

respect

willingness

humor

perseverance

patience

understanding

creativity

positive attitude

responsibility

forgiveness

trust

passion

questioning

compassion

integrity

enthusiasm

authenticity

insight

caring

observant

reflective

courteous

connecting

(finds relevance for self)

interest

purposeful

Student behaviors/attitudes that can make teaching a drag:
oppositional talk

blaming

whining

sucking up

lack of thought

laziness (especially mental)

negativity

apathy

mediocrity

irresponsibility

meanness

bullying

excuse-making

lack of consideration

disrespect

shoddy work

excessive cynicism

lack of caring

inattention
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Six Secrets of Success in School

The Themes of Fun in Learning Applied

Dr. Wilkins-O’Riley Zinn (2008)

Choice

I know how I learn and I understand that this may not the same in every context.

I actively seek opportunities to maximize my learning by integrating

my interests and passions into my coursework.

Relevance

I find purpose and connections among things I’m studying.

I connect personal resonance and pragmatic reality.

I know who I am and what interests me.

Engagement

I attend class, care about my learning,

and am truly present through thoughtful interaction.

I apply course content to my life and to other courses.

Active Learning

I don’t just attend class;

I participate and

I am an integral part of making the class interesting because I am interested.

Teacher Attitude

What makes teaching fun?

I put myself in the place of the teacher and actively make my interest apparent.

I go beyond requirements and produce quality work.

Camaraderie

I talk with others in and out of class—instructors and classmates.

I get involved in clubs, study groups, sports, student government, and/or other activities.

I know how to be a friend.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
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The following questions are ones Dr. Zinn first developed to ask students in high school. She now uses them with graduate students to encourage them to understand that grades are not something “given” to them, and to facilitate their student-to-learner-to-lifelong learner development and self-assessment skills.

Student Self-Evaluation • Required for a Passing Grade

Compliance is not the same as commitment • Alfred Woodstill
_____
I came to class on time. If I was late, it was because:

_____
I attended all class sessions or I was absent ______ times, because:

_____
I brought necessary materials with me.

_____
I handed in all required assignments. I have listed missing work here along with my plans for completion and I have spoken with my instructor about these plans for completion:

_____
My work was handed in on time OR I notified my instructor about any

unavoidable late work. These are the assignments I handed in late because:

_____
I attended all classes OR if I was absent, it was for the following reason(s):

_____
I read all the assigned materials, including materials explaining class expectations.

_____
My work was generally error-free and was carefully proofread as well as thoughtful.

_____
I thought critically and creatively about class materials and topics. This was evident in class and in my work because:

______I took responsibility for working with class content and I thought about ways I

could apply what I am learning in this class to my life and/or in other classes. Examples:

_____
My presence added to class because:

_____
If I were the teacher, I would be happy to have had someone like me in class because:

_____
Based on my attendance, thoughtful completion of assignments, active participation, positive attitude, and other contributions I’ve made to this class, I have earned a grade of ________. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Six Keys of Dropout Prevention

Dr. Wilkins-O’Riley Zinn, 2008

Relevance: I have reasons to be here that are meaningful to me.

Rigor: Expectations are high, and work is scaffolded to support my achievement.

Recognition: My efforts are seen, appreciated, and celebrated.

Respect: I am treated like a unique and valuable person

Relationships: There are people here who care about me and about whom I can care.

Responsibility: I am supported in the developmental  processes of becoming a lifelong learner and can make meaningful contributions here.

What if every teacher at every level became a dropout prevention specialist?

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
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Camaraderie

working with friends, groups, sharing, discussions, part of something, community, felt safe, learned from each other, collaboration, relationships, belonging

People don’t get along because they fear each other.

People fear each other because they don’t know each other.

They don’t know each other because they have not properly communicated with each other.

• Martin Luther King. Jr.
There are many ways to create a classroom home where students feel they matter and are safe, but all of them require the deliberate attention of teachers to begin and sustain them. Doing so enhances learning, increases motivation, and builds social capital and civility. Students—and student interest—are much more likely to flourish in a classroom where students are connected to one another and where each cares about the others’ success and believes that the teacher cares about all of them. Students are more likely to persist when they are part of a shared experience and have the support and encouragement of others. The attitudes, skills, and knowledge learned in the classroom community are also linked to success in life and work after graduation. Such attributes are increasingly important in a world where technology-mediated connections can affect students’ conversation and listening skills, and their ability to read body language and the tone and inflection that are part of face-to-face interactions.

A cultural circle is a live and creative dialogue in which everyone knows some things and does not know others,

in which all work together to know more.

• Paulo Friere

•

There is nowhere you can go and only be with people like you. Give it up.

•Bernice Johnson Reagon

•

We have moved from the first airplane to the supersonic jet to exploring Mars.

Communication has gone from the turn-the-crank phone to the internet. The list is endless. Not so with human progress. Except for some improvements in civil rights in the 1960s and some recent movement toward better relationships between managers and workers since quality management surfaced in the 1970s, we are no more able to get along well with each other than we ever were. . . . .I work in schools, and I have yet to hear a teacher say that things are better now than when he or she started teaching.

• William Glasser (1998), Choice Theory, p. 9

•

Human conversation is the most ancient and easiest way to cultivate the conditions for change—personal change, community and organizational change, planetary change.

If we can sit together and talk about what’s important to us, we begin to come alive.

• Margaret Wheatley (2000), Turning to One Another, p. 3

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Mattering

An additional adult learning concept, mattering (Schlossberg, Lynch & Chickering, 1989) has been linked to student retention and perseverance. Camaraderie in and out of the classroom can help enhance students’ belief that they matter. This concept includes:

•Attention: students believe that they are recognized/seen as individuals. Instructors can address this through comments on papers, encouraging students to get to know one another, and learning student names.

•Importance: students believe that instructors/advisors care about what the student's goals are. Updated information is provided, advising goes beyond the formulaic and is linked to student needs. Absences are noticed. 
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•Dependence: students feel that they are an integral part of class and that others depend on them. They are not allowed to be invisible in discussions and other class interactions.

•Ego-extension: students believe that others will be proud of their accomplishments.

•Appreciation: students are recognized for who they are and what they have done, receiving credit for life experience, for example. The multiple life roles that adult learners are juggling are seen and taken into account. Learners are trusted.

I just survived school.

It had nothing whatsoever to do with who I wanted to be.

My life in school was always about who and what I should be and keeping me pointed in that direction. You’re young and you don’t know better, so you buy into it, and even though you’re doing well,

you know in your heart you’re not making the grade.

• Carol Daye, age 79, 2001 

•
I was happy as a child with my toys in my nursery. I have been happier every year since I became a man. But this interlude of school makes a somber grey patch upon the chart of my journey.

It was an unending spell of worries that did not then seem petty, and of toil uncheered by fruition;

a time of discomfort, restriction and purposeless monotony.

•Winston Churchill

•
School was the unhappiest time of my life and the worst trick it ever played on me was to pretend that it was the world in miniature. For it hindered me from discovering how lovely and delightful and kind

the world can be, and how much of it is intelligible.

• E.M. Forster, British author whose epigraph to his 1910 novel, Howard’s End, is “Only connect.”
•

In total, I can say that I learned nothing in any school that I attended and see no point in mentioning places where my body sat at a desk and my soul was elsewhere. I wrote some poems in high school but stopped when my mother suggested that I had plagiarized them.

• Anne Sexton, from her “Resume 1965,” found among her papers by her daughter

• • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Creativity is not simply a way to make things better.

Without creativity we are unable to make use of the information and experience that is already available to u

 and is locked up in old structures, old patters, old concepts, and old perceptions.

• Edward de Bono

The Six Themes of Fun in Learning

C • Choice

R • Relevance

E • Engagement

A • Active Learning

T • Teacher Attitude

E • Eiredaramac (Camaraderie)

If camaraderie is spelled backwards, the initial letters of the themes of fun spell the word create. Abraham Maslow (1959) identified the concept of “self-actualizing creativity” which he described as creativity “which sprang much more directly from the personality, and which showed itself widely in the ordinary affairs of life . . . it looked like a tendency to do anything creatively; for example, housekeeping, teaching, and so forth.“ Students are unlikely to develop answers for their lives unless they are encouraged to ask questions that matter to them. Educators must ask questions as well, thinking critically and creatively about what happens in schools and about ways they can better engage and interest students. They must 
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also ask themselves questions about what they need in order to stay enthused in a profession where effort is not always met with equal appreciation. Serious learning is fun and rewarding. It is also interesting. Fun in learning builds resiliency, empowers students, helps develop critical and creative thinking skills, aids in retention (of students, teachers, and learning), promotes classroom community, increases motivation, creates positive energy, and relieves stress for students and teachers.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

An optimist isn’t necessarily a blithe, slightly sappy whistler in the dark of our time.

To be hopeful in bad times is not just foolishly romantic.

It is based on the fact that human history is a history not only of cruelty

but also of compassion, sacrifice, courage, kindness.

What we choose to emphasize in this complex history will determine our lives.

If we see only the worst, it destroys our capacity to do something.

If we remember those times and places—and there are so many—where people have behaved magnificently, this gives us the energy to act, and at least the possibility of sending this spinning top

of a world in a different direction.

And if we do act, in however small a way,

we don’t have to wait for some grand utopian future.

The future is an infinite succession of presents, and to live now as we think human beings should live,

in defiance of all that is bad around us, is itself a marvelous victory.
• Howard Zinn (2004), “The Optimism of Uncertainty”

A Call from Grace

by Wilkins-O’Riley Zinn

The moment we begin to fear the opinions of others and hesitate to tell the truth

that is in us, and from motives of policy are silent when we should speak,

the divine floods of light and life flow no longer into our souls.

•Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 1890 speech, National Woman Suffrage Association

Most of us don’t fall from grace in our lives just because.

We fall because of siren calls:

contemptuous calls






disparaging

disbelieving

disinterested

calls.

Calls that question.

Guilt-inducing voices that tempt us to believe that

the grace

the truth

the vocation

of our lives

mean nothing.

We allow ourselves to be called not to
but away from what we know to be meaningful

by those who ask that we

prove it

or tell us that we

can’t

don’t

won’t

make a difference.

And if we heed such calls we never will.
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