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My level of sensitivity regarding the practice of inclusive pedagogies is deeply 
personal to me. Growing up poor, and being raised by a single mother, on 
welfare, in low-income housing in Los Angeles, California, also shaped me. The 
public school model of teaching made it nearly impossible for me to succeed. I 
could not memorize or learn by being talked-at. I was the child passed aside 
and moved through the public school system failing the whole way. I graduated 
from high school with a D average. My only saving grace was that my high 
school offered Choir, Art and Dance. I got A’s in Choir, Art, and Dance, which 
raised my GPA to a D average. I was the only boy in my entire high school who 
took dance for PE. You can imagine the pains I suffered living with that choice. I 
was constantly bullied and called every derogatory name in the book for gay 
dancer boys. My difficult childhood did not harden my heart - it did the opposite.


I began teaching Dance two years after I graduated from Cal Arts at the Dance 
Center of Columbia College, Chicago. My students ranged professionally from 
security guards to gemologist and freshmen straight out of high school. I had to 
learn quickly how to teach to a very mixed population. It was then that I began 
my practice of teaching to the individuals before me. I take into consideration 
the spectrum of varied learning strengths, and then I teach to those strengths.  

 
“It’s all in the set-up”

 
Upon meeting a new group of students the first thing that I do is set up a safe 
space. Followed by introductions. I typically share my artistic and educational 
story with the students. I include the positive aspects of my journey as well as 
the challenging realities that I faced growing up poor, gay and as a dancer boy. I 
then provide an opportunity for each student to give their story to the class. 
Inevitably, our structured sharing breaks the ice. Learning  who  I’m teaching 
provides me with crucial information needed to design a successful course.  

With this set-up in place, students begin to feel safe. In a safe space, students 
excel because they feel that they can express themselves wholeheartedly. Once 
introductions have been made we read the syllabus out-loud.

 
Within the first meeting with my new students the topics of race, religion, sexual 
orientation, social status, and educational background are touched upon. I make 
it very clear that within my classroom the first rule of practice is respecting one 
another. This rule is non-negotiable. I ask for a verbal statement of inclusivity 
from each new student before I begin a single lesson. In 30 years of teaching, all 



of my students have committed to being in a class where all are welcome and 
respected. 

 
“Go Deep”

 
Deep learning is what I want for my students. Therefore,  I provide my students 
with discovery and experiential learning opportunities. I was first introduced to 
experiential teaching practices with Whirlwind, which is an Arts in education 
company providing residencies and teacher workshops throughout Chicago, IL. 
The residencies and the teacher workshops that we facilitated implemented the 
Reggio Emilia Approach to teaching and learning. 

 
The Reggio Emilia method encourages students to learn based upon their innate 
intelligence, which frees the student from the prescribed notion that we all learn 
the same way. When I learned this profound truth, my whole life changed. For 
my entire childhood, I was told that I was stupid. My high school sophomore 
English teacher threw me out of her class. She placed me in the disabled and 
handicapped class. In those days the “differently-abled” students were 
separated from the general student population. The special education teacher 
took one look at me and then he threw me out of his class. Ultimately, I ended 
up back with my freshmen English teacher. She was very kind and supportive. 
She got that I was a different kind of learner and she encouraged me to be 
creative, and to pursue my dreams of becoming a dancer.

 
This document is a testament to the powerful and life-changing possibilities that 
can be achieved when a student is set free to learn through their strengths 
versus trying to force them into a box. My grade in English never got above a D 
in high school. And yet, I have learned to write. I did so through falling in love 
with reading and the power of words. This love affair with reading did not begin 
until I was in my early twenties. As a child, there was not a single book in my 
home.  

 
“Listen and respond to the feedback”

 
Students assessment of my courses is essential to my continued growth as an 
educator. I’m curious to know what the whole experience adds up to for my 
students. In each of my courses, I have a final writing assignment. In the essay, I 
ask that my students write a critical response to the course. I make it very clear 
that I’m not seeking praise for A’s. I let my students know that I’m a learner too 
and that their critical feedback is important to me because it helps me to grow 
and become a more effective teacher. 

 
I teach my students Liz Lerman’s Critical Response Process (CRP) and we use 
CRP to talk about the creative work done in class. Over the semester my 
students become well versed in making statements of meaning, artist/creator as 
questioners, neutral responding: Opinions set aside while asking questions, and 



If the artist/student wants to hear opinions then they ask for specifics. The final 
part of the process is to explore new ways of thinkings, but only if the student 
receiving the critical response is open to going there.

 
Because my students have practiced CRP, their final essays are filled with 
mindful critical response. All of which I take to heart, mind and most importantly 
into action. 



