Living Learning.. ..A Life s Journey
John Moody, Ph.D.
When I entered the education arena almost 34 years
ago, I was not unlike a Roman gladiator, simultaneously fearless and fearful, entering the classroom ready
to take on anything, or anyone mounting a challenge
to my role as teacher. I thought I had prepared myself well for the challenge. After all I was the expert,
in charge, in control, and the holder of all information that was powerful and useful to students; wellarmed with the tools of the trade: a neatly organized
plan book, freshly minted Teacher's Editions, premade seating-charts, desks organized in rows and the
obligatory (plaid) new suit. With such tools in place,
and fully equipped with all the knowledge that had been
given to me by my professors at Keene State College, how
could I fail?
And so the long journey, and my education about education began. What I knew then, and what I have learned
since, has had a powerful influence on how I view my role
as superintendent of schools. The lenses through which we
view the world and our profession are intensely influenced
by our life experiences. As good photographers can testify,
filters can be added to lenses. Filters can alter the way in
which we see our world and allow us to change our focus
as we gain new experiences. While the foundation of our
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors is established by our early
experiences, we can choose to alter our view of how we
work and how we view those with whom we work. Living
learning, then must be viewed through not a single lens,
but through a series of filters that allow us to amend our
behavior based on what we have learned ourselves.
Over the course of my career I have had many wonderful opportunities to demonstrate my skills as an educator I have been a team-teacher (grade five), a classroom
teacher (grades five-eight), a teaching principal (oneeight), a principal (K-12), a middle school principal, an
assistant superintendent, and superintendent of schools
in the third largest school district in New Hampshire. Because of these opportunities I have been able to view our
profession "up close and personal," as well as from far
away in the central office. My evolution from classroom
teacher to superintendent has been at times slow and methodical and sometimes harried and chaotic.
My mind is full of the triumphs and tragedies that
spread themselves over the landscape of"education memories" that frequently surface in conversations with colleagues. Sometimes it seems like only yesterday that I
started team-teaching with a wonderful teacher (Ruth Cummings Mitchell) who taught me patience, thoughtfulness,
organization, and most of all, how to work collaboratively
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in the best interests
of children. My
two-year stint
as a teamteacher was
a wonderful
exercise in
how to learn
from a master
teacher
while
still
maintaining
my own individual teaching style.
Sharing ideas, planning jointly, frequently
discussing student progress,
and understanding the necessity
for clarity when asking students to perform a task were
just a few of the many lessons learned from team
teaching. In many respects my "living
learning" evobegan durfir st

lution
ing my
year of
teaching
and
has
continued
ever since.
Each successive
professional experience
has provided me with
different
perspectives
from which I have viewed
the role of teachers in a society that increasingly demands
proof of student achievement,
more and more frequently in the form
of standards-based assessment. Despite
increasing pressure to become merely performance factories where the emphasis is narrowly focused on assessments results, we must
resist increasing pressure to abandon our obligation
to maintain a personal connection with the students
with whom we work on a daily basis. Personal connection
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means that the teacher values each child for who he/she is
and not for what he/she can and cannot accomplish. When
students feel that they are valued as individuals, they are
more accepting of coaching from the teacher. When teachers feel that students view them as a caring and powerful
influence on their lives, they are more willing to invest in
each child.
Maintaining the delicate balance between personal
connection and professional obligation and the demand to
establish and maintain high standards for all students can
become problematic if all parties do not accept the premise
that personal connections are an essential component of the
teaching and learning process. As caring teachers it is our
responsibility to establish a connection with our students
that acknowledges individual ~ifference.s, lLiving learning, then must be

and living were very distinct and prescribed concepts.
Every task associated with the Air Force was a learning
experience that focused on survival skills in the military:
discipline, orderliness, acceptance of chain-of-command,
giving and taking orders, structure, and a sense of belonging. While the drill instructors were far from being our
friends I believed that they cared about us. In retrospect,
it occurs to me that the success of the drill instructors was
founded on how well their initiates accomplished the prescribed tasks. Success was measured on how many of us
"survived" the obstacle course, the gas house tests, the ropes
course, the written examinations, and our skill on the parade ground. Their interest in our progress as students was
based more likely on their own desire for success and less
I
on us as people.
viewed through not a single I Whatever the moacchep~s umqduen~ssdm lens, but through a series of.filters that allow us to amend
tivation, the strat•
egy was effective.
e av1or an att1tu e,
Make your sturecognizes and re- our behavior based on what we have learned ourselves.
sponds to differences
dents believe that
in intellectual ability, and fundamentally accepts the noyou care and they will perform better and with less stress.
tion that not all students learn at the same pace and in the
This concept, which I was introduced to over 40 years ago
same way.
is perhaps more relevant to teaching and learning today
than it was then.
Each of us is shaped by events that leave indelible
imprints that affect our personalities, our value systems,
The absolute necessity for human connection, the
and our attitudes toward living and learning. In my case,
desire for success, and the absolute need for acceptance
cannot be understated or ignored if we are to create classbeing raised in a large family of limited means taught me
that cooperation, teamwork, sharing, and doing the best
rooms that invite students into the process of education
you can with what you have are important to survival.
rather than shut them out from it. Living and learning in
I must admit that living and learning for me during
this context means that as teachers we have shared responmy elementary, middle, and high school years was a consibility for our own and our students' success. When teachcept that I neither understood nor embraced. Work was
ers accept the idea that establishing a personal connection
the most important element for me out of necessity rather
with their students has tremendous potential for increasing
than design. Helping my family survive was more importheir achievement, they have also established a relationship with their students that lasts a lifetime. My belief in
tant than school. Notwithstanding my need to work after
school almost every day and on weekends, I began to unthe concept of personal connection with students is borne
derstand that success in school was easier if I was a good
out many times over as I meet former students who relistener. Good listeners knew that what the teacher taught
mind me that my passion for teaching and my caring about
was what was going to be tested. Textbooks were almost
them as individuals has had a positive and long-lasting imirrelevant to learning. Teachers as all knowing and powpact on their lives. As a superintendent and as a principal
erful knowledge holders ruled. The need for independent
I have hired several former students as teachers in both
thinking, creative problem solving, and powerful learning
my current and former school districts. Each of them has
experiences were practically non-existent. The one true
reminded me that my sensitivity to them as individuals, as
answer was the one that the teacher determined was the
well as my attention to the group, was influential in their
own thinking about teaching and learning; that my comright answer. Woe to the person who challenged that premise. Interestingly enough, however, the personal connecmitment to establishing a personal connection with my
tion between student and teacher was stronger and more
students, while holding them to high academic standards,
generalized to the teaching staff. I can remember my high
has had an influence on how some current teachers relate
school teachers caring more about me as a person, and
to their students, is most gratifying.
being less concerned about my academic progress. While
As a professional I believe in, encourage, and model
this certainly felt good, the challenge to become more suelifelong learning. Throughout my career I have striven to
cessful simply wasn't there.
demonstrate my own passion for learning. While to some
My perspective on living and learning changed drait might appear that I am a "professional" student, quite
the opposite is true. I love learning for the sake of acquirmatically when I joined the Air Force in 1963. Learning
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ing new skills, exposing myself to new ideas, committing
my$~lfto expanding my knowledge of my profession, and
simply being in an environment with other eager learners.
I am energized by the inquisitive and challenging nature of
university culture.
It · is perhaps ~ .
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providential that I Living learning for me is I
my delay in com- waking up each day knowpleting this article ing that I have one of the
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ing of one of my still teach, I still learn and
heroes, Pope John I still marvel at the wonder
Paul II. The death
of children. Simply put~
of this powerful
man, who has con- it doesn't get much better
tributed so much to than this!
the cause of peace,
gives us pause to examine our own lives and to think about
how we have influenced that which we have the power to
influence. Pope John Paul II, lived learning as evidenced
by his unwavering commitment to what he believed was
instrumental in driving perhaps the most dramatic change
in modern history, the fall of the Soviet Union and the
diminishing of Communism. Certainly, the former Pope
will long be remembered for his many notable achievements, but for me his constant quest to inform others about
his beliefs and to add to their repertoire of knowledge is
equally important. Even in his last hours, Pope John Paul
II reminded us that courage and dignity are at the core of
great leadership.
As educational leaders we need to be courageous in
defense of maintaining those ideals that are fundamental to
public education. We need to have the courage to speak out
against those who would reduce the teaching and learning
experience to nothing more than a summary of assessment
results.
As I approach the last years of my career as an educator, I am mindful that my success will be measured not by
the number of awards I have received, but by how many
lives I have touched in a positive way. Educators have a
powerful influence on the lives of children. Those children
who occupy our classrooms today will be the future decision makers. If we take the time to instill the need for !iv-

delightful stories will remain sealed in my heart. I have
lived learning through the eyes of the thousands of children I have had the honor to work with for the past 34
years. I have rejoiced in their success, have shed a tear
over their failures, and yet, have always felt a sense of connectedness with them.
Living learning for me is waking up each day knowing that I have one of the best jobs in the world. I still
teach, I still learn and I still marvel at the wonder of children. Simply put, it doesn't get much better than this!
John Moody is President of the New Hampshire School
Administrators Association and Superintendent of Schools
in the Derry Cooperative School District in Derry, New
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