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DERRIENNIC TEACHING STATEMENT

   My heart glowed when I first read this feedback from an undergraduate student in my
class. Reviewing student evaluations from Fundamentals of Acting and Introduction to
Improvisation- two courses I taught at the University of Texas- offered me opportunities
for self-reflection, growth, and pride. I have chosen to include my students’ words in this
document because their feedback encapsulates my guiding principles of teaching:
building strong relationships based on care, fostering a supportive environment where
students feel safe taking risks, and designing a course that centers student needs and
interests. 

Everyone was a bit nervous going in, but because we were all in the same
boat, it created an inclusive environment where everyone could be vulnerable
and learn from each other. In doing so, I have learned how to physically
embody my characters through body language, blocking, and movement.
These are just some of the things that have  stuck with me, but perhaps most
importantly, I have learned to be myself and to have fun. Fundamentals of
Acting was the best class I’ve taken at college, and the knowledge, skills, and
friends I have gained will stay with me.

I expected a goofy class that I could forget about except for when I had to
show up.However, as the semester progressed, I realized that was far from the
truth. But it wasn’t because I was forced to put in the extra effort into my
performance, but because I wanted to. When I realized how much creativity
one can put into their interpretation of a script and the choices they can make
with their body, acting became a new medium that I found fun to experiment
with. I’m so grateful I got to take this class; it was a blast.

   First and foremost, I am a student-centered educator. I am guided by Paulo Freire’s
theory of liberatory education, which rejects teacher-as-expert structures that reduce
students to empty “receptacles” to be filled with knowledge. Rather than positioning
myself as an all-knowing expert, I admit when I don’t know the answer, and model that it
is always appropriate to ask for help or consult an outside source. I seek to co-construct
knowledge with my students, activating their interests through project-based learning.
Perhaps the student who was motivated to put extra effort into their performance was
excited by the opportunity to choose their own monologue or energized by the chance to
devise an original physical storytelling scene. Maybe setting their own classroom
agreements and visually mapping them with yarn and tinfoil made them feel a sense of
ownership over their learning. Or maybe playing embodied games at the beginning of
each class reminded them of a happier time where play and experimentation were
prioritized over output. Whatever the case with the author of the above feedback, I have
seen the success of creative, arts-based, and student-centered teaching methods in
motivating students to challenge themselves and embrace joy in learning. 
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This class had pulled me out of so many tough times and was a place I could
go and know I would leave with a smile on my face. Thank you for being there
and being an amazing professor. You made me fall in love with acting again.

   As a teacher, I prioritize people over performance, leading from a place of care. In A
Sense of Direction, William Ball writes, “To an actor praise is like food. The actor cannot
live without it, cannot flourish without it.” As an educator, I can confirm that Ball’s wisdom
applies not only to actors, but to students, colleagues, friends, family- everyone. One of
my practices as a teacher is to give specific and abundant praise. Guided by many years of
teaching French to beginners, I aim to honor all sensemaking regardless of “correctness,”
rewarding students’ creative inquiry and expression. Maintaining an asset perspective, I
focus on students’ strengths before their areas for growth. I’ll never forget an improv
student who was routinely fifteen minutes late to class. After I pulled him aside and shared
that I missed his participation because he was such a funny performer, he started arriving
significantly earlier. Children and young people are people, and people want to be
appreciated in a genuine way. 

From answering check-in questions in class to talking about the meaning of
life at three in the morning with the friends I made here, I will cherish these
moments for the rest of my life.

   In addition to giving positive feedback, I center care by structuring my courses to foster
connection. In my experience, college students are increasingly isolated by factors like
technology and mental illness. I view drama as a means of building strong student-teacher
and student-student relationships, not just so students can learn but so that they feel less
alone. I use games and movement to get students off their devices, out of their heads, and
into their bodies. By giving them opportunities to play together, I hope to encourage
students to connect with one another- apparently leading to three A.M. discussions with
new friends! I build student-teacher relationships by showing young people that their
input matters to me. For example, I play music as they arrive and add their favorite songs
to our class playlist. I dedicate the beginning of each class to a check-in and always
solicit student suggestions for silly questions for the whole class to answer. While
everyone’s favorite fast food may not relate directly to improvisation, check-ins build trust
and a sense of ensemble that improves student ability to collaborate creatively. 

I’m so happy I got to reignite my passion for acting and have been talking with
one of my friends about joining a theater org together.
 
I am very sad for this improv course to be ending. I have felt it positively affect
my life, in both public speaking scenarios and when having conversations. I
recently had to give a final presentation in an ethics class and felt significantly
less nervous beforehand.
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   Finally, I encourage internal motivation by making learning accessible and relevant to
students’ lives. This means adjusting my courses to fit student goals and diversifying
curriculum to include a range of assignments, mediums, and perspectives. I integrate
books, articles, videos, and live performances from a variety of creators so that students
see themselves reflected in the theatre field. While I incentivize students to attend in-
person performances, I always provide a pre-recorded option so that anyone with time or
financial constraints can complete their assignment. While I provide detailed rubrics to
support student reading and writing- I also assign videos so that students who struggle to
read can contribute to class discussions. In both Fundamentals of Acting and Introduction
to Improv, I gave students the option to complete some assignments as “creative
reflections,” meaning that they submitted a poster, script, or annotated drawing instead of
a written response. While I hold boundaries to help students succeed, I offer extensions,
encouraging them to learn to judge their own capacity and advocate for their needs.
Overall, I hope my students feel that our work together is for them, and that it serves them
in their many diverse passions and pursuits- from acting to ethics.  

This semester has been a transformative and extraordinary chance for me. I
really feel that I've matured as an actor in ways that I never thought possible
as a result of our exercises in practice, exploration, work in character
comprehension, and listening and reacting. Not only has this class helped me
grow as an actor but also, unexpectedly, as a student. This class has somehow
harbored an unprecedented environment of collaboration and trust in which I
have met people that I want to support as not just actors but also friends in a
way that no other course ever has.

   As an educator, I am still learning. Every class offers an opportunity to identify areas for
improvement, and I often misjudge or make mistakes. However, I hope that my students’
feedback captures the strongest elements of my teaching practice: my care for young
people and their interests, my desire to build community through creativity, and my hope
to make learning theatre fun and fulfilling for my students. 


