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Abstract 

Teachers need to love both their students and their subject matter. This love can only shared 

through the establishment and maintenance of strong relationships. Within this critical essay, I 

will demonstrate the importance of starting from love and relationships as the foundation for 

excellence in the classroom. Reflecting on my own practice, and the integration of the insights 

gained through my journey towards my Master’s degree, I will demonstrate the need for a 

change in our pedagogical thinking. By shifting away from the deficit model of examining 

students and embracing their strengths and differences, we offer the true hope for a quality 

educational system. Basing our teaching on the foundation of love will help us to recognize that 

the true power of loving relationships stems from the fact that it is through positive interaction 

that change can occur in our lives. After all, it is only with a solid foundation that any structure 

can stand. 
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Love and Relationships as Foundation for Excellence in Teaching and Learning 

 What is most important for students to learn? This question has been the topic of 

discussions surrounding education since before the time of Aristotle. In my journey through my 

pursuit of a Masters degree, I have revisited this question a number of times. I find that I have 

revisited the importance of relationships throughout my coursework. This concept remains 

central to the conceptual framework that I have created to understand the role of education better. 

My concern for the promotion and development of relationships has grown throughout my 

program. During this period of growth, I have developed a passionate conviction in the power 

that love has to create a foundation for learning that will allow our students to excel beyond our 

wildest dreams. When speaking of love, it is imperative to define it for the context of this 

discussion. Love is the unselfish, giving, caring, and compassionate side of human relationships. 

Love requires that we become empathic and understanding – that we suffer through the hard 

times keeping the good image of the human soul in mind (Eldridge, 2001; Lama, 2001; Lama & 

Cutler, 1998; Palmer, 1998). 

However, it is also clear to me that not all teachers operate from the realm of love. Many 

teachers operate from an economic or social perspective that offers a view of teaching as either 

just a job or as a method to correct the ills of society. Both positions are valid from the 

worldview that they emerge from, but can limit or even overestimate the role of the teacher. 

Many teachers fall in the spectrum between these two positions and are looking for a way to 

advance their craft and the learning of their students.  

 With this in mind, it is important to understand the background of teaching, learning, and 

curriculum if positive change is to be made in any of these closely linked areas. It is of prime 

importance to understand the inquisitive nature of educational research and to frame our own 
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questions in a manner that will best improve the knowledge and philosophical framework of 

education. My personal journey involved participating in a variety of different courses, each 

presented in a different manner, each offering new insights and opening new avenues to be 

explored. One of the most insightful moments that I have had involve the exposure to a much 

broader base of educational thinking than I encountered in my undergraduate program. This 

understanding also brought a profound feeling of humility – humility that emerged from the 

sense that we are each very limited in our understanding of any endeavour (Coulter & Weins, 

2002). This journey provided a catalyst for change in my own pedagogical thinking. The primary 

change was one in which I viewed my role as a teacher revise from being the expert to becoming 

a co-learner and facilitator.  

 This reflective change in my philosophical approach to teaching and learning created a 

desire to understand how I could positively influence my students (Palmer, 1998). This was the 

reason I had entered the profession in the first place, not to be a knower of things, but to become 

a positive force in the lives of my students. Many teachers share this same ideal as they enter the 

profession, but soon become disillusioned as they face the tremendous weight of the bureaucratic 

departments of education (Personal Communication, 2004). I approached my students as a new 

opportunity to build powerful positive interactions and hoped that these would provide the 

impetus for continued growth in their lives as well. This may seem to be idealistic and 

unreachable to some people, but I propose that it is only thorough striving for the best that 

change can occur. Faith, hope, and love are the greatest gifts that have been bestowed on 

humanity (The Holy Bible: New international version, 1984) and to ignore their power in order 

to do only what is perceived as possible is simply unacceptable.  
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My Journey to Become a Teacher 

It is imperative that my journey to this revelation is contextualized. This was not simply a 

moment comprised of a grasp of a seemingly good concept. Rather it was a series of deeper 

understandings as I came to view the students and people I was in contact with as a part of my 

own personal community(Lama & Cutler, 1998). My journey began as a farm boy from northern 

Alberta, a place where the teacher (at least during my primary and secondary school years) was 

viewed with a sense of mystical awe – they held the key to knowledge and insight into the world 

far beyond the reach of the small northern town. My grandmother had been a teacher and seemed 

to be a veritable fountain of knowledge, always ensuring that we learned new and exciting things 

when we visited her. My own curiosity stretched from words1 to nature and seemed to know no 

bounds as I constantly sought to discover the world around me. Early in my school years, I had 

been identified as gifted, but my parents decided to keep me with my peer group rather than 

place me with a higher-grade level group2. This did not seemingly have an effect until later in my 

school years. 

Later in my career, I became the classic example of the gifted underachiever (Emerick, 

1992; Rimm, 2003; Shaine, 2000; Sword, 2002). In my case, I had achieved early success in 

school with minimal effort. School was easy and I could handle the work with little effort and 

time. However, as time moved on I began to get bored of the ease of the curriculum. By the time 

I entered Grade 8, I was tired of doing anything. Thus, I did what was minimally required to 

maintain the approval of my teachers and parents. Even though I still achieved in the honour roll 

                                                 
1 As strange as it may seem, I received the Merriam Webster Collegiate Dictionary for 

my ninth birthday and proceeded to read it completely within three months. 
2 Advanced placement (moving grade levels) was the only option available in our small 

town for those with any gifted potential. 
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(80 %+), I did little or no homework. This caused a great deal of problems for me later in life. By 

the time I completed high school; I did no homework and still maintained a 78% average – more 

than enough to get into my faculty of choice. Once I entered university, I encountered a huge 

discrepancy between my intellect and the requirements for success. Here I could not rely merely 

on my vast general knowledge and intellectual abilities. I had to study and learn the material. I 

failed. I did not have either the discipline or maturity to change in that short of a period. My first 

year of university was a disaster. 

What caused the problem?  As with many students, the problem stemmed from learning 

poor habits in class and building on them. Rimm sums it up best when she states that, “Children 

learn that achievement is easy, that success is readily attainable, and that learning and study are 

effortless” (2003, 425). Many other researchers (Emerick, 1992; Seeley, 2003; Shaine, 2000; 

Sword, 2002) agree with this concept – learning is effortless, at least until a certain stage. As a 

result, the idea of effort playing a role in learning becomes a mythology in the mind of the gifted 

underachiever. After all, if learning is easy now, it will be easy always. Yet these habits did not 

diminish my desire to learn. Coupled with personal effort and support from friends and family I 

completed my undergraduate degree and became a teacher. My own struggles with 

underachievement faded somewhat as I entered into the teaching profession, a recent university 

graduate confident in my mastery of the subject matter of my chosen specialty area.  

 My early years of teaching were fairly easy. My classrooms had an aura of discipline and 

learning surrounding them. Students actually enjoyed coming to my class and some even stated 

that I was their favourite teacher. However, as I enjoyed the ease of my personal situation, I 

could not help but notice the struggles of other teachers around me. This observation caused me 

to consider what made my own situation enjoyable compared to that of other teachers. This 



 Foundation of Love 8 

 

contemplation led to the next step, my Master’s program. During this time, I would be able to 

broaden my own knowledge base and better explain the reasons behind the apparent ease by 

which I taught and engaged others. 

A Common Pedagogical Lens 

When we view education, several assumptions have been made throughout the creation 

of our system. It is imperative to view some of the current assumptions that persist about 

learning and education before examining some options for improved pedagogical thinking. Pinar, 

Reynolds, Slattery and Taubman noted that historically, “…curriculum became the assembly line 

by which economically and socially useful citizens would be produced” (2002, 95). Egan (2002) 

concurs with this observation and furthers it by criticizing the basis of our systems of educational 

thought. Egan asserts that “…the utilitarian curriculum, appealed to politicians and 

administrators of the great institutions of modern states because it made schools very largely into 

agencies of socialization” (2002, 117). Egan furthers his discussion by challenging several other 

assumptions including the idea that education must proceed from concrete facts to abstract 

concepts on an increasingly difficult continuum. Yet it is this model of concrete to abstract, 

along with the idea that the minds of children do not have any advanced thought patterns (Egan, 

2002), that prevails in education today.  

However, even the most casual observer can note the fallacies that are inherent to these 

positions. Look at fables, stories, comic books, cartoons, and video games – most of these 

demonstrate a high level of abstraction in order for their plot lines to exist. Has anyone ever met 

a hedgehog with super speed that battles robots?  Perhaps you have seen a troll recently hiding 

under a bridge. Abstraction and imagination exist from the very beginnings of our lives, kids 

dream of monsters and fairies without ever being told of them. These are things that all children 
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have within them innately – imagination and the aptitude for abstraction (Egan, 2002). As well, 

any parent can tell you that children can definitely provide a great deal of advanced thought to 

almost any problem, usually with little or no encouragement. I have observed that many teachers 

have taken this to heart by challenging their students to think and consider complex problems at 

earlier ages (Personal Communication, 2005).  

Realizing that the common pedagogical assumptions may be flawed, several curricular 

theorists have looked beyond the lock step model for education to examine what makes all 

teaching meaningful. In his edited book, The Spirit of Teaching Excellence, David Jones (1995), 

along with his contributors, explores the characteristics of great teachers from a variety of 

perspectives. Narratives such as these provide for a greater understanding of the needs of the 

learner. These glimpses into the mind and character of successful people allow practitioners and 

theorist alike to share insight into the key qualities of success. This is not through a list or 

systemized breakdown of characteristics but through a living encounter with the story of the 

people and their interactions (Jones, 1995). This is an emerging discourse that has gained a great 

deal of support amongst Canadian theorists (Sumara, Davis, & Laidlaw, 2001). It is these small 

stories that provide the truest insight into the nature of our most elusive concepts – excellence.  

Pedagogical Lens Shift 

My interest in teaching and learning became focussed around not what should be taught, 

but concentrated on the qualities, techniques, and characteristics of successful teachers. This 

interest began by associating, observing, and interacting with the successful and excellent 

teachers within the school environments that I worked in. These observations and exchanges 

helped to mould my own approach to students and learning. The building of relationships was 

observed as a key component to success in the classroom. Smyth (1999) promotes relationship 
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building in his discussions regarding the dialogical school. In fact the dialogical school model 

promotes “…controversy, discussion, and debate…” as opposed to “…certainty, stability, [and] 

compliance…,” (Smyth, 1999, 72) approaches to learning that rely on a high degree of trust and 

love in order to be successful. In order to get to this place teachers need to shift their view of 

students and their abilities. 

Inherent to the best examples of teaching is a distinct change in the pedagogical lens that 

teachers use to study their students. Perhaps the most harmful of all educational practices is the 

remediation and deficit model that is currently used to identify and provide help to those students 

that do not fit with the statistically normal group (Donoghue, 2003). The theory of the deficit 

model is based on faulty logic derived from a purely scientific outlook on human development 

(Egan, 2002; Wittmann & Hattrup, 2004). Humanity has never developed according to a model, 

but using a statistically determined norm to determine the development of people is not only 

common in education, it is the prevailing method of assessing ability (Gallagher, 2003; Gay & 

Airasian, 2003; Renzulli, 1998). Deficits are revealed and plans are created to help the student 

overcome these, usually with little or no reference to their strengths in other areas. In theory, this 

actually seems to make sense – aid students to surmount areas of difficulty by providing extra 

support and practice in those same areas. However, this is not the case and all humans 

understand this on some basic level (Hawkins, 2002; Jones, 1995; Lama & Cutler, 1998). 

Focussing on the negative tends to lead to frustration and despondency by most students in this 

situation and will not result in any lasting change (Krishnamurti, 1964). Only the most resilient 

and spiritually gifted can actually use this negativity as a springboard to improvement. Since it is 

our desire to aid all students grow and develop, I propose a pedagogical shift to a strength based 

approach. 
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The fundamental advantage of focussing on the strengths of students is that it allows us to 

view them as they should be (Krishnamurti, 1964). In addition, by focussing on strengths we 

remove fear from our students. Krishnamurti states that this is a necessary requirement and goal 

since, “…the function of education, surely, is to eradicate, inwardly as well as outwardly, this 

fear that destroys human thought, human relationship and love” (1964, 5). Thus by emphasizing 

the strengths inherent to each individual, we help to remove the fear that the student may have 

concerning his or her education. Palmer illustrates the paralytic effect that fear has on students 

when he points out that students (and many times, teachers) are, “…afraid of failing, of not 

understanding, of having their ignorance exposed or their prejudices challenged, of looking 

foolish in front of their peers” (1998, 37). Moving beyond fear in education means recognizing 

and celebrating students as successful human beings, with both strengths and weaknesses, and 

focussing our energies to build each student up through positive interaction.  

Love and Compassion 

The positive interactions that we have with our students must originate from the 

wellspring of love deep within us. Without the aid of compassion and love our view can easily 

become enveloped in negativity. The Dalai Lama (2001) points out the potency that an outlook 

crowded in negativity can have,  

…if we find something undesirable, we tend to distort its qualities in the other direction. 

Once we have our heart set on a new computer, the old one that has served us so well for 

so many years suddenly begins to take on objectionable qualities, acquiring more and 

more deficiencies (33). 

In fact, it is common for us to view the article or person from a deficient standpoint once we 

begin down the road to negativity. If the lens is shifted to one of love and compassion, we 
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understand that the deficiencies are a part of the person and that they help to formulate the 

uniqueness of that individual (Hawkins, 2002; Lama & Cutler, 1998; Palmer, 1998). By 

assuming a positivist outlook on our students, we encourage them to use their strengths to 

improve themselves.  
This focus does not entail forgetting or neglecting the areas of weakness. Palmer (1998) 

notes that paradoxes such as strength and weakness, open and closed space, individual and 

group, all exist as a necessary part of teaching, learning, and even human experience. By 

embracing the paradoxes that exist, we are able to move beyond them to a place where a 

meaningful exchange of ideas can occur. Does this embrace eliminate conflict? In some respects 

it will, but the struggle between egos will normally exist for most teachers. Palmer suggests that 

“In a time of tension, we must endure with whatever love we can muster until that very tension 

draws a larger love into the scene” (1998, 85). Teachers must move to endure the times of 

tension in order to foster the growth of love. This endurance of tension, also called suffering 

(Lama, 2001; Palmer, 1998), is a requirement of our profession. This may seem strange, but it is 

through suffering that love and hope transform a person into their potential (Hawkins, 2001, 

2002; Jones, 1995; Krishnamurti, 1964; Lama, 2001; Palmer, 1998; Yogananda, 1946). 

Conceptually, this seems to be a workable plan for teachers to address the problems that they 

confront in the day-to-day classroom world.  

While the endurance of this tension seems obvious, it does require some insight into 

perspective in order to work properly. Teachers need to be able to adopt the perspective of their 

students if they are to be truly successful. Empathy and understanding, coupled with love, will 

allow the teacher to open themselves up to the students. As the teacher becomes more open to the 

student, the student also opens up to the teacher and becomes more receptive and eager for the 
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insight the teacher provides. Thus, a successful teacher is one that has the ability to take new 

concepts and present them within the world of their students – without diluting the concept. Thus 

using love and through the maintenance of a strong relationship excellent teachers bring the 

learning alive to their students. 

 Stronge (2002)mentions that these teachers “…[teach] skills [that] enable students to 

relate their learning to real-life situations and incorporate concepts into long-term memory” (44). 

This ability to integrate real life situations is obviously important. By tying knowledge that a 

student already has to a new concept it is reinforced within their memory and more readily used 

by the student. This in turn relates to the concept that Van Manen (1999)introduced when he 

stated:  “…students often see teaching in terms of style, personality and qualities such as 

fairness, patience, commitment, and kindness” (19). Obviously, these qualities relate to our 

ability to associate concepts directly with the students’ experiences. The stated qualities of 

commitment (to student learning of concepts), style (changing how you present in order to have a 

concept learned) and kindness (taking the effort to ensure all students have the opportunity to 

incorporate a concept) reflect this ability and attitude towards student learning and achievement. 

Excellent teachers place the concerns of student learning first. 

Teachers with backgrounds from other areas are capable of doing this to a great extent. A 

Construction Technology teacher3 that was formerly a carpenter has a better chance of being able 

to relate their subject matter to real world problems since they are already aware of the nature of 

the trade. In the area of specific trade related teaching, those teachers with trade experience excel 

in developing the environment in a manner similar to that of the real work world. Yet, teachers 
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of other subject areas also have an advantage if they have some previous external experience. 

Those with a broader view of the world as a whole through their previous experience are better 

prepared to demonstrate how their subject area can be integrated into the world beyond the 

school. Broad experience imparts the teacher with an aura of authenticity (Jones, 1995; 

Karamcheti, 1995; Palmer, 1998). As inferred from Karamcheti (1995) one’s authority as a 

teacher is dependant on authenticity. Therefore, an authentic teacher is seen as somewhat of an 

informant that can open the student up to the world of experiences and knowledge ‘contained’ by 

the teacher. Although Karamcheti applies this to the world of the minority teacher, it is very 

easily transferred to any context with the same results. In effect, this shows the extent to which 

our external experiences and appearances have an effect on the learning of students in our 

classes. Does this external experience automatically gain one authenticity?  Certainly not. 

However, it does give the teacher an additional tool with which to help engage the students 

actively in their learning. Through this active engagement all students become intrinsically 

motivated to learn, thus enabling them to reach beyond any predetermined limit they may have 

for themselves (Emerick, 1992). 

It is important to formulate the student teacher relationship in this manner. By using our 

own foundational knowledge as the primer, we can then draw students into a conversation about 

their own learning. This makes the learning and teaching process transparent – an important 

aspect of the successful teaching relationship (Jones, 1995; Palmer, 1998; Stronge, 2002). By 

doing this, Palmer notes that teachers invite students to be “…introduced to a world larger than 

their own experiences and egos, and world that expands their personal boundaries and enlarges 

                                                                                                                                                             
3 Construction Technology, in Alberta, refers to the vocational teachers engaged in what 

was formerly called Industrial Arts. This includes, in many cases, teaching carpentry, welding, 
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their sense of community” (1998, 120). Beyond this, by sharing our histories with our students 

we may encourage them to understand that there is no straight path to any goal. Some goals may 

be achieved in this way, but many are eventually reached through a long and often strenuous 

journey. Yet through our journeys, we gain the insight that it is our model that inspires and 

moves others, not our words. It is our actions and deeds, not what we believe of ourselves that is 

seen by those we seek to impact. David Jones notes this when he states “…the bushel4 of the 

older ones…is often loosened by teachers who represent their most generous thoughts in action, 

who are these thoughts in practice” (1995, 206 - 207). As a group, teachers have known for 

centuries the power of modelling. If we adopt this as our guidepost, we soon come to realize that 

our own actions must become an example for our students to follow. 

A Patient and Giving Relationship 

The student and teacher relationship is sometimes an enigma since it is often observed 

from the view of give and take. In this traditional view, the teacher gives the information and the 

student absorbs [takes] it into their compiled knowledge. However, this overly simplistic input-

output (Egan, 2002) conceptualization of teaching is flawed in many ways. It ignores the 

underlying relationship of trust that exists between the student and the teacher, a relationship that 

must be built on love and respect in order to encourage the growth and development of the 

student and the teacher. In this manner, the relationship serves as the fuel for continued growth 

and renewal for both the student and the teacher. The teachers that value the importance of the 

relationship do not make excuses or give up on students, instead they “…teach in ways that 

                                                                                                                                                             
cabinet making, and a host of other vocational skills. 

4 Jones explains on page 202 that this bushel is the “object” that blocks the light of our 
spiritual side. The flame of our spirit is always glowing, but may be disguised by the weight of 
worldly concerns and actions. 
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honor their deepest values rather than in ways that conform to the institutional norm” (Palmer, 

1998, 171). When these teachers see injustice they address it, when difficulty is evident they 

overcome it, and when a student encounters a seemingly insurmountable learning obstacle they 

aid that student in climbing it.  

This is where patience emerges. Morpheus, a character in the popular movie, The Matrix, 

demonstrates the true patience of the teacher: 

NEO: I know what you're trying to do -- 

MORPHEUS: I'm trying to free your mind, Neo, but all I can do is show you the door. 

You're the one that has to step through. Tank, load the jump program. (Wachowski & 

Wachowski, 1999) 
In this scene, Morpheus has just sought to teach Neo about going beyond the limits of the mind, 

but like the best teachers, he notes that it is the student that must make the effort to change, the 

teacher is merely the catalyst that aids in the change. A teacher must be patient as they guide 

their students to a deeper understanding as it may take years before the true gift of their teaching 

is accepted by the student (Jones, 1995; Lama & Cutler, 1998; Palmer, 1998; Yogananda, 1946). 

Loving teachers have known this for years. The Bible gives us the simple interpretation of this in 

1 Corinthians 13:4, “Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not 

proud” (The Holy Bible: New international version, 1984). Teachers that use this spiritual 

cornerstone as a major piece of their practice find contentment and enjoyment in their profession 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Jones, 1995; Lama, 2001; Lama & Cutler, 1998; Stronge, 2002; Van-

Manen, 1999). It is through the finding of joy that we serve the students we contact in the best 

possible way as they begin to absorb the joy through a metaphysical osmosis.  
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Students are not the only beneficiaries of the joy that becomes apparent in these 

classrooms. An old axiom in teaching claims that teachers learn as much from their students as 

their students learn from them (Leggo, 2004; Palmer, 1998; Smyth, 1999). Reflective teachers 

learn how to hone their techniques but more importantly, they learn how to improve the 

relationships that they have with students, parents and colleagues. Through patience and giving 

the teacher learns that service is a reward to society and that their work, while not high profile in 

the public eye, provides immense opportunity to impact the direction of our society (Jones, 1995; 

Palmer, 1998). Relationships become the key to success. As a teacher, I constantly reflect on 

how to make each relational interaction better, even if it went well. In this manner, I keep the 

student (or other) in the forefront of my mind as I engage in my craft. By following the loving 

guidance of the great spiritual teachers, including Jesus, Buddha, Krishnamurti, The Dalai Lama, 

Yogananda, Don Miguel Ruiz, I am able to model a classroom that is full of the widest range of 

humanity but embraces them all as a part of a greater whole (Hawkins, 2001, 2002; 

Krishnamurti, 1964; Lama & Cutler, 1998; Yogananda, 1946). This relational journey never ends 

but that is the fun of it all, after all, if challenges never arose our lives would be exceedingly 

boring. I urge you to consider this as you enter or continue along the long road of teaching – do 

you love what you do? I know that the answer is yes. Therefore, if you truly love something you 

must embrace it, complete with the challenges and dull spots, and do your best to allow that love 

to be reflected in your practice. If the foundation of love and relationships becomes central to 

your practice, then you will become a teacher that excels and creates a stimulating, fun 

environment where students become the central reason for the continuance of teaching.
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