The heart of a technical classroom
Participating in the dialogue last week helped me see how simply speaking about our current state/feelings/fears/desires in a way helps us move beyond them (without that being the goal). In the class I am TA’ing, there is not necessarily space for talking about our personal struggles and wants because the content is very technical and math-heavy. However, I have seen how a person’s inability to understand a technical subject can seriously impact their self-esteem and lead to more isolation if they don’t feel comfortable to “expose” themselves to the instructor and the class. In the engineering classroom, it would be great to be able to facilitate an environment where students can share openly about what they don’t understand. I believe it is useful for bringing some students “up-to-speed” and for making other students reflect on what they think they know (and might not actually understand all that well). I also have an inkling that it could be valuable to consider the emotions that are felt by our lack of understanding or sense of understanding. Engineering education can be a rollercoaster for the ego where students can oscillate between feeling stuck, incapable, and alone to feeling like a genius who is better than others. I think it is important to be aware of these emotions so that we do not get so caught up in them. It is also common for students struggling in these subjects to give up and claim they can’t do it. I wonder how we can express our frustrations without being overwhelmed by them. I feel like humor plays an important role here. By working to express where I am stuck or don’t understand, I usually find that there is a lot that I do understand and that it’s possible to overcome these hurdles. I would like to encourage my students to reflect enough to express their concerns. I can start by being honest about the limitations of my own understanding, although this does make me a bit nervous about students losing trust in me. This is where a light heart and humility comes in – knowing that our worth is not defined by our knowledge or braininess. I have my own work to do if I am to help students find more enrichment in their educational journey.
