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Better Teaching through Aikido


Better Teaching through Aikido:

Blending, leading, and enticing your students into better writing.


Watching an expert aikido practitioner is a lot like watching a force of nature; tidal waves, tornados, or waterfalls come to mind.  Their movements are liquid, smooth, soft, and flowing.  They make it look easy.  Actually stepping onto the mat and trying it for yourself is a totally different experience.  It is awkward, unintuitive, utterly unfamiliar and potentially dangerous.  Once in a while it works, and when it does it’s like magic.  A well executed technique will leave the aikidoist wondering what just happened because it feels like the other person did all of the work.  Sometimes, in fact, you wonder if you actually made a mistake and the other person just fell over.  That’s ideal.  Practicing aikido is a lot like teaching high school students how to write.  The best teachers make it look like they aren’t doing a whole lot while the students are producing wonderful writing.  Who’s doing the work here?  Well, when you start teaching, you can see how much depends on the teacher… Stepping out in front of a class full of students for the first time is just as awkward as getting your body to move in ways that it isn’t accustomed to, and reading and responding to student writing is a lot like executing techniques in aikido.  

How aikido works


The idea of aikido is quite simple, in theory: you refuse to identify the person attacking you as an attacker.  You skip the fight-or-flight mechanism entirely—it’s a holdover from days when our survival depended on those two options.  The problem with fight-or-flight is that it kicks in under stress, whether that is mental, emotional, or physical.  Instead of resorting to instinct, in aikido you use the energy your partner is giving you to redirect and neutralize the aggression.  In order to do this, of course, you have to get them to agree with your plan and go along with it.  If you oppose or resist the energy that they’re giving you in the form of a punch or a shove, they might catch on and will try something different or you will open up a competition that you might not win.  What you want to do is get them to send you even more energy, sometimes you help them commit to their original line of attack, while you make sure that you aren’t where it’s ending up.  This is where it gets complicated.  In aikido, this action is called musubi in Japanese, which translates roughly to blending.  Just about every aikido technique operates on this blending concept, and it’s what makes aikido so difficult to master and yet so rewarding to practice.  Blending is the take-home lesson from aikido, and it is this concept that applies so well to the art of teaching writing.  
What does aikido mean for the teacher?


When a student hands you his or her work, do you look at it as an attack of your free-time?  Do you fight back with your red pen, or do you run away and watch television until you feel up to responding to it?  The impulse to do this is strong, but that does not do justice to our students and all of the energy that they’ve put into the work.  Our students abound with youthful mental energy, and the first draft of a piece of writing is often full of it—if a little sloppy or misdirected.  What we want to do with their work is carefully craft and lead it towards better writing.  It’s not always practical to force it, to block their energy; if we do this we have to be confident that we are better and smarter then the students; and this isn’t always possible.  Besides, the job of teaching is about them, not us.  It’s much better to take what they give us, and gently lead them through another draft to the best writing that they are capable of producing.  This is the counter-intuitive part.  It’s much easier and more typical to slash up their work and hit back with our own ideas and suggestions.  It’s actually hard to get beside them and work with them for their own good.  
Applying the theory


On the mat, the way to deal with a direct attack is not to stop it or even, as some martial artists espouse, to strike before they hit you.  You need superior strength or speed to do those things, and we can’t always rely on that.  Instead, if someone pushes you, you turn.  This redirects their energy without opposing it.  If someone punches at you, you move yourself to their side and help them to over-reach their target, adding to their own energy and their commitment to that line at movement.  The goal is always to help them, to blend with them; to oppose or stop their energy will ruin the technique.  For instance, say John hands you an essay on the topic of skateboarding.  You know that this is something that he is passionate about, but as you read the paper you find that he presents a lot of factual information about skateboarding in a rather ad-hoc fashion, no emotion or personal voice.  It’s very likely that he thinks this is the sort of writing you would want from him.  You could, using the block and punch of our traditional English instruction, hand him back a marked up copy with suggestions like: “needs better organization, focus your ideas, needs topic sentences and a better conclusion.”  This stops his energy and really does nothing to address the fact that he might benefit by infusing some of his own emotional connection to skateboarding into the essay.  He gives you something, and instead of using it to make a point you turn it back at him with your own attacks.  You give him something to defend against, and it may shut down his creative energy.  Consider another option for a moment.  When he pushes, you turn and help him because he’s not really attacking you.  You read his paper, point out areas that you feel work very well, and offer questions and areas that he can expand into in his next draft: “I had no idea how much work there was involved with skateboarding!  What does it feel like when you’re out on in the park, pulling off a sick grind?  How do you think you might explain skateboarding to someone in a conversation?”  You acknowledge his energy and fund of knowledge and channel it into a more reader-based piece of writing.  You add to his energy, committing him further to his topic and making a space that he can expand into.  You invite him to think about why he enjoys skateboarding, and you encourage him to include his own voice by making connections to his oral language.  This will reward him for choosing a topic that he cares about and encourage him to experiment with voice.  If you can communicate to your students that you won’t punish them for taking risks, they are far more likely to produce imaginative and exciting writing which in turn makes your job as a teacher more fun and rewarding.  It’s the reverse of a vicious cycle, it fosters positive change and overall improvement—goals that are equally valuable in the classroom and on the dojo mat.
Let’s take it even further…
Blending with a partner’s or a student’s initial energy is an important part of aikido, but it’s by no means the only important aspect.  Another key ingredient is leading: the extension of blending past the initial point of contact into the technique itself.  Leading, in terms of aikido, involves matching the force and speed of your technique to the energy of the partner.  This is essential to keep your partner with you.  Too fast or too strong and you will lose them or invite resistance, too weak or too slow and they will be moving you.  This is equally true for your responses to student writing.  If you offer too many or too complex of suggestions for improvement on the next draft you risk confusing a student, or worse.  Too much too soon can mean the student may use your ideas instead of their own and this will both stifle their creativity and reduce their confidence in their writing skill.  Too little commentary can have a similar effect.  The student may feel unguided and left on their own; they may wonder why the reader didn’t respond enough and change their paper more than is necessary.  For example, say Susan hands you a first draft paper on gardening, a subject which you know very little about.  Just like John, the paper topic is one that you know full well she is familiar with.  This time, she has written a story about gardening that is thick with sensorial detail and light on explanation.  How can you, as a teacher, apply leading techniques to bring her to a more reader-friendly draft?  You know already that you must carefully blend with her first draft by not blocking her energy, so you devise some leading questions for her.  You might say: “That’s a great first draft; I really enjoy your descriptions about the flowers.  Do you think you might explain to the reader how flowers grow, or what you have to do with them to get the seeds to germinate?  What sorts of things have you learned about flowers, and where did you learn them?”  While these questions are fine in and of themselves, you are asking her to do too many things at once.  If Susan gets into the science aspect, she may alienate the reader with too many facts when her paper was really more poetic in the original version.  If she adds all of the “things she has learned about flowers” the paper could swell with her entire pool of knowledge.  You have to be careful what you ask for; even if you only mean for a student to answer one question they may answer all of them, trying to impress the reader.  The danger behind too few comments is also very real.  If you simply comment: “I like the details.  Good use of adjectives, but could you tell me more about flowers?” you are risking losing her by simply not giving her enough guidance.  She has given you something with a lot of her energy behind it, and you’re slim response may simply turn her off.  It’s always good to mention the strengths, but you aren’t telling her where to go with the next draft, and she may decide to either stagnate and do very little with the next draft or she may too something completely different in an effort to get a little more of a response from you.  In either case, the comment’s level of energy does not match the student’s.
Why is this important?


Some teachers may find that the traditional model works fine for what they are trying to do.  It’s a power dynamic: the teacher is in control, using their (hopefully) superior knowledge to instruct and mold their students into better writers.  This may work for some students and some teachers in some situations, but not all.  What do you do when a student is either more intelligent or creative then you?  What do you do when their ideas fall outside of the normal range of classroom activities or the assignment at hand?  You can hammer them into your mold and make them feel inadequate; Judo-tossing the student back towards the assignment and stifling their creativity and spirit of experimentation?  This doesn’t sound like fun, nor is it a very responsible method of teaching.  Over time, they will stop trying new things and focus on the task at hand, the narrow confines of the given assignment, and they’ll write what they think you want them to.  The studies are in and we can see how the overly didactic method stifles their will to create, as well as the quality of their work itself.  I feel that it is much better to get into the student’s mind-space.  In aikido, this empathy is encouraged, blending and leading are nothing if not tools for empathy.  
Going more in-depth


Once you have decided to blend with an attack rather than use the block and strike technique, you are making a commitment to the aggressor.  You are saying: “I appreciate the energy that you are giving me to work with, and I believe that neither of us wants to be hurt.”  The perfect goal is to use their energy in such a way as you both escape injury.  Again, you refuse to acknowledge that there is a fight because this creates competition and struggle.  This flies in the face of what we grow up thinking and believing in America: someone attacks you, you hit them or run away.  Fight-or-flight.  Try this sometime: have someone push you and what is your bodies natural reaction?  Of course, your instinct will train you to push back so that you don’t fall over.  Of course, this only works if you can push harder.  Instead, aikido teaches us to retrain our reactions through trying new methods, with the belief in the superiority of end goal of non-violence and blending foregrounding the practice.  Instead of pushing back, you make a hole for the pusher to fall into by turning your body or stepping to the side, which uses their energy and saves both of you from damage.  This is no different than skillful teaching.  When a student gives you energy in the form of a draft or even a comment in class, you have the choice to either use it to their advantage or to establish your dominance over them.  In our culture, we do the same thing with punches as we do with intellectual challenges.  Take charge, dive in and solve the problem, or run away.  We are taught to establish our authority when possible.  Perhaps we’re making the practice of teaching harder than it needs to be.  Isn’t it counter-intuitive to try and blend with a piece of student writing?  That’s just not what teachers do, or used to do anyway.  Instead of pushing back against their draft, why don’t we open the possibility of where the next draft can go by offering the right suggestions at the right time?  Blending and leading.  Enticing the student into using his or her own energy to fill in the holes in their paper not only takes less effort on our part (once we are used to it,) it empowers students to feel ownership of their writing and maintain their high energy levels.  Times are changing.  Our students are more sensitive then ever to criticism, or perhaps we’re simply more aware of their sensitivity.  Does that mean we can’t try to get them to write better where there is room for improvement?  Of course not, but we might consider some different methods to achieving that goal.  

In conclusion


Perhaps comparing teaching theory to a martial art will rub some of my readers in the wrong way.  You might be thinking that a martial art has nothing to do with responding to student writing.  Aikido concepts are famous for their adaptability, however, influencing everything from rhetoric, police work, sports, relationship counseling, business motivation, and even golf; so it’s really not such a stretch to apply it to the art of teaching.  I don’t practice aikido on the mat nearly as often as I practice it in my everyday life.  As a future teacher, nothing could be more valuable to me than finding what teaching style complements my personality and the goals of my career.  My goals are the same on the mat as they are in the classroom: take what they give me, make it better, and give it back to them.  I’m teaching my partner in aikido the same thing that I’m teaching my students: I’m not your enemy, I’m your friend and I want to make our exchange as easy and as fruitful as possible.  Aikido’s principals focus on what’s best for both the teacher and the student; they bring the goals of the two together, blending them into a seamless and beautiful technique.
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