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Teaching	&	True	Self 
 
The	claim	that	good	teaching	comes	from	the	identity	&	integrity	of	the	teacher	might	
sound	like	a	truism	and	a	pious	one	at	that:	good	teaching	comes	from	good	people. 
 
But	by	identity	and	integrity	I	do	not	mean	only	our	noble	features	or	the	good	deeds	
we	do,	or	the	brave	faces	we	wear	to	conceal	our	confusions	and	complexities.		Identity	
and	integrity	have	as	much	to	do	with	our	shadows	and	limits,	our	wounds	and	fears,	as	
with	our	strengths	and	potentials.	 
 
By	identity	I	mean	an	evolving	nexus	where	all	the	forces	that	constitute	my	life	
converge	in	the	mystery	of	self:	my	genetic	makeup,	the	nature	of	the	man	and	woman	
who	gave	me	life,	the	culture	in	which	I	was	raised,	people	who	have	sustained	me	and	
people	who	have	done	me	harm,	the	good	and	ill	I	have	done	to	others	and	to	myself,	
the	experience	of	love	and	suffering—and	much,	much	more.	In	the	midst	of	that	
complex	field,	identity	is	a	moving	intersection	of	the	inner	and	outer	forces	that	make	
me	who	I	am,	converging	in	the	irreducible	mystery	of	being	human. 
 
By	integrity	I	mean	whatever	wholeness	I	am	able	to	find	within	that	nexus	as	its	vectors	
form	and	re-form	the	pattern	of	my	life.		Integrity	requires	that	I	discern	what	is	integral	
to	my	selfhood,	what	fits	and	what	does	not—and	that	I	choose	life-giving	ways	of	
relating	to	the	forces	that	converge	within	me:	Do	I	welcome	them	or	fear	them,	
embrace	them	or	reject	them,	move	with	them	or	against	them?	By	choosing	integrity,	I	
become	more	whole	but	wholeness	does	not	mean	perfection.	It	means	becoming	more	
real	by	acknowledging	the	whole	of	who	I	am.	 
 
Identity	and	integrity	are	not	the	granite	from	which	fictional	heroes	are	hewn.	They	are	
subtle	dimensions	of	the	complex,	demanding	and	life-long	process	of	self-
discovery.		Identity	lies	in	the	intersection	of	the	diverse	forces	that	make	up	my	life,	
and	integrity	lies	in	relating	to	those	forces	in	ways	that	bring	me	wholeness	and	life	
rather	than	fragmentation	and	death.	 
 
Those	are	my	definitions—but	try	as	I	might	to	refine	them,	they	always	come	out	too	
pat.	Identity	and	integrity	can	never	be	fully	named	or	known	by	anyone,	including	the	
person	who	bears	them.	They	constitute	that	familiar	strangeness	we	take	with	us	to	
the	grave,	elusive	realities	that	can	only	be	caught	occasionally	out	of	the	corner	of	the	
eye.	 
 
Stories	are	the	best	way	to	portray	realities	of	this	sort	so	here	is	a	tale	of	two	teachers,	
a	tale	based	on	people	I	have	known,	whose	lives	tell	more	about	the	subtleties	of	
identity	and	integrity	than	any	theory	could.	 
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Alan	and	Eric	were	born	into	two	different	families	of	skilled	craftspeople,	rural	folk	with	
little	formal	schooling	but	gifted	in	the	manual	arts.	Both	evinced	this	gift	from	
childhood	onward,	and	as	each	grew	in	the	skill	of	working	with	his	hands,	each	
developed	a	sense	of	self	in	which	the	pride	of	craft	was	key.	 
 
The	two	shared	another	gift	as	well:	both	excelled	in	school	and	became	the	first	in	their	
working-class	family	to	go	to	college.	Both	did	well	as	undergraduates,	both	were	
admitted	to	graduate	school,	both	earned	doctorates,	and	both	chose	academic	careers.	 
 
But	here	their	paths	diverged.	Though	the	gift	of	craft	was	central	in	both	men’s	sense	
of	self,	Alan	was	able	to	weave	that	gift	into	his	academic	vocation,	whereas	the	fabric	
of	Eric’s	life	unraveled	early	on.	 
 
Catapulted	from	his	rural	community	into	an	elite,	private	college	at	age	eighteen,	Eric	
suffered	culture	shock	and	never	overcame	it.	He	was	insecure	with	fellow	students	and,	
later,	with	academic	colleagues	who	came	from	backgrounds	he	saw	as	more	“cultured”	
than	his	own.	He	learned	to	speak	and	act	like	an	intellectual,	but	he	always	felt	
fraudulent	among	people	who	were,	in	his	eyes,	to	the	manor	born. 
 
But	insecurity	neither	altered	Eric’s	course	nor	drew	him	into	self-reflection.	Instead,	he	
bullied	his	way	into	professional	life	on	the	theory	that	the	best	defense	is	a	good	
offense.	He	made	pronouncements	rather	than	probes.	He	listened	for	weaknesses	
rather	than	strengths	in	what	other	people	said.	He	argued	with	anyone	about	
anything—and	responded	with	veiled	contempt	to	whatever	was	said	in	return.	 
 
In	the	classroom,	Eric	was	critical	and	judgmental,	quick	to	put	down	the	“stupid	
question,”	adept	at	trapping	students	with	trick	questions	of	his	own,	then	merciless	in	
mocking	wrong	answers.	He	seemed	driven	by	a	need	to	inflict	on	his	students	the	same	
wound	that	academic	life	had	inflicted	on	him—the	wound	of	being	embarrassed	by	
some	essential	part	of	one’s	self.	 
 
But	when	Eric	went	home	to	his	workbench	and	lost	himself	in	craft,	he	found	himself	as	
well.	He	became	warm	and	welcoming,	at	home	in	the	world	and	glad	to	extend	
hospitality	to	others.	Re-connected	with	his	roots,	centered	in	his	true	self,	he	was	able	
to	reclaim	a	quiet	and	confidant	core—which	he	quickly	lost	as	son	as	he	returned	to	
campus.	 
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Alan’s	is	a	different	story.	His	leap	from	countryside	to	college	did	not	induce	culture	
shock,	in	part	because	he	attended	a	land-grant	university	where	many	students	had	
backgrounds	much	like	his	own.	He	was	not	driven	to	hide	his	gift	but	was	able	to	honor	
and	transform	it	by	turning	it	toward	things	academic:	he	brought	to	his	study,	and	later	
to	his	teaching	and	research,	the	same	sense	of	craft	that	his	ancestors	brought	to	their	
work	with	metal	and	wood.	 
 
Watching	Alan	teach,	you	felt	you	were	watching	a	craftsman	at	work—and	if	you	knew	
his	history,	you	understood	that	this	feeling	was	more	than	metaphor.		In	his	lectures,	
every	move	Alan	made	was	informed	by	attention	to	detail	and	respect	for	the	materials	
at	hand;	he	connected	ideas	with	the	precision	of	dovetail	joinery	and	finished	the	job	
with	a	polished	summary.	 
 
But	the	power	of	Alan’s	teaching	went	well	beyond	crafted	performance.	His	students	
knew	that	Alan	would	extend	himself	to	them	with	great	generosity	to	any	of	them	who	
wanted	to	become	an	apprentice	in	his	field,	just	as	the	elders	in	his	family	had	
extended	themselves	to	help	young	Alan	grow	in	his	original	craft. 
 
Alan	taught	from	an	undivided	self—an	integral	state	of	being	central	to	good	
teaching.		In	the	undivided	self,	every	major	thread	of	one’s	life	experience	is	honored,	
creating	a	weave	of	such	coherence	and	strength	that	it	can	hold	students	and	subjects	
as	well	as	self.	Such	a	self,	inwardly	integrated,	is	able	to	make	the	outward	connections	
on	which	good	teaching	depends.	 
 
But	Eric	failed	to	weave	the	central	strand	of	his	identity	into	his	academic	vocation.	His	
was	a	self	divided,	engaged	in	a	civil	war.	He	projected	that	inner	warfare	onto	the	outer	
world,	and	his	teaching	devolved	into	combat	instead	of	craft.	The	divided	self	will	
always	distance	itself	from	others,	and	may	even	try	to	destroy	them,	to	defend	its	
fragile	identity.	


