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““THE GREATEST SIGN OF SUCCESS FOR A TEACHER ... IS TO BE ABLE TO 
SAY, ‘THE CHILDREN ARE NOW WORKING AS IF I DID NOT EXIST.’”

“THE TEACHER WHO IS INDEED WISE DOES NOT BID YOU TO ENTER THE 
HOUSE OF HIS WISDOM BUT RATHER LEADS YOU TO THE THRESHOLD OF 
YOUR MIND. ”

“A TEACHER IS ONE WHO MAKES HIMSELF PROGRESSIVELY UNNECES-
SARY.”

“YOU CANNOT TEACH A MAN ANYTHING; YOU CAN ONLY HELP HIM FIND 
IT WITHIN HIMSELF.”

- Maria Montessori

- Khalil Gibran

- Thomas Carruthers

- Galielo Galilei
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“IN BOTH OF THESE CASES, THE ROLES OF TEACHER AND 
LEARNER FIRST SWAPPED AND THEN BLURRED, AND THROUGH 
THAT HAZE CAME THE CLARITY THAT THEY ARE ONE AND THE 
SAME. AS YOU TEACH, YOU LEARN AND AS YOU LEARN, YOU 
TEACH.”

“IN BOTH OF THESE CASES, THE ROLES OF TEACHER AND 
LEARNER FIRST SWAPPED AND THEN BLURRED, AND THROUGH 
THAT HAZE CAME THE CLARITY THAT THEY ARE ONE AND THE 
SAME. AS YOU TEACH, YOU LEARN AND AS YOU LEARN, YOU 
TEACH.”

EDITOR’S NOTE
SHIRIN SUBHANI
Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become curators of stories of coura-
geous creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and 
expression that involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability in a collective forum. More about 
Shirin and Shahana: www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html 
And connect with us on Facebook/flying chickadee.
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Dear Reader,

Five years back, when we first launched Courageous Creativity, I saw myself very clearly as an eager and enthusiastic 
Student/Learner. I was ready to follow instructions as Shahana set the vision for a series of issues and showed me how 
various contributions could come together into a beautiful whole. Very comfortable with the role of studentship and fol-
lowership, I did a great job at the implementation of her vision. Very soon, however, inspired by Shahana’s faith in me 
(well, and a couple of timely “disappearances” she designed), I began to connect with and have faith in the Teacher/
Leader within me. I was thrilled to discover how much I had to offer as a teacher myself, while Shahana, in turn, said she 
reveled in the opportunity to follow (another way of leading!) a trusted and loving leader. (Great teachers design their own 
dispensability, she likes to say…) 

Motherhood flipped me around the other way! I started off taking my role of Teacher to my two boys very seriously, 
plunging myself headlong into this responsibility. Yet very soon I realized that my children were my greatest teachers and 
all I had to do was open myself to following their lead and learn the lessons about me that they were teaching me!

In both these cases, the roles of Teacher and Student first flipped and then blurred, and through that haze came the clar-
ity that they are one and the same. As you teach, you learn and as you learn, you teach. 

This year of the magazine was dedicated to everyday creative acts common to all humans that can be found underneath 
vocations. Once one has used one’s daily inclinations for inquiring, exploring, listening, seeing, making, storytelling, heal-
ing, moving – all themes we explored in prior issues – it seems that the organic next step is to teach. Teaching by mod-
eling and practicing, teaching by mentoring and sharing, teaching by co-inquiring and co-creating, teaching by simply 
witnessing and by one’s presence. Teaching, ultimately, to (un)learn and understand better for oneself! So, it seems only 
fit to wrap up the 2014-15 year with an issue on Teaching. 

In this May issue that comes alive with the striking images of world-renowned photographers and teachers Paula Cham-
lee and Michael Smith, learn how Kindergarten teacher James Allred makes kindness the heart-and-soul of his work 
with young students as they together design, build and problem-solve.  Witness how teachers learn about themselves in 
a Foundation Year program as Mary Oak holds space for their creativity. With Jennifer Lucero-Earle, enter the magical 
world of tarot to learn how imagery can reveal deep knowing by transcending the logical mind. Smile, and maybe wipe 
a tear, as you open young Kennedy Ellis’s letter to her little sister. Poet Taylor Mali’s lyrics light a spark and Artist Savita 
Krishnamoorthy makes art accessible. And in an interview, peek into Sonora Jha’s world of journalism, teaching, writing 
and parenting, in which she too learns as she teaches through the flipping, blurring and blending of all her roles.

Go ahead, find the Guru within and uncover the student as you teach.

Shirin.

EDITOR’S NOTE



“EACH STUDENT HAD HIS OR HER OWN FORM OF OBSTACLES, 
IN MANY CASES RELATED DIRECTLY TO HOW THEY HAD BEEN 
SCHOOLED. IN BEING MIDWIFE TO THE CREATIVE PROCESS, I SAW 
HOW, AGAIN AND AGAIN, OPENING UP TO CREATIVITY BEGAN WITH 
FIRST CLEARING AWAY HINDRANCES: INTERNALIZED CRITICISM, 
CONSTRICTIVE PERFECTIONISM, OPPRESSIVE JUDGMENT, THOUGHT 
HABITS THAT SQUELCHED ORIGINALITY.”

“EACH STUDENT HAD HIS OR HER OWN FORM OF OBSTACLES, 
IN MANY CASES RELATED DIRECTLY TO HOW THEY HAD BEEN 
SCHOOLED. IN BEING MIDWIFE TO THE CREATIVE PROCESS, I SAW 
HOW, AGAIN AND AGAIN, OPENING UP TO CREATIVITY BEGAN WITH 
FIRST CLEARING AWAY HINDRANCES: INTERNALIZED CRITICISM, 
CONSTRICTIVE PERFECTIONISM, OPPRESSIVE JUDGMENT, THOUGHT 
HABITS THAT SQUELCHED ORIGINALITY.”

Mary is the author of the memoir “Heart’s Oratorio: One Woman’s Journey through Love, Death 
and Modern Medicine” (Goldenstone Press). She is on the faculty of Sound Circle Center and 
works one-on-one as a writing guide and developmental editor. Mary holds a degree in Mytho-
poetics and Sacred Ecology, and an MFA in Creative Writing, both from Antioch University. To 
see more about her and her work go to: www.maryoak.com

MARY OAK
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HOLDING SPACE FOR CREATIVITY



“WHAT I DISTINCTLY REMEMBER IS THE FEELING, OVER AND OVER AGAIN, 
OF BEING IN THE PRESENCE OF THEIR PALPABLE COURAGE TO STEP INTO 
THIS PATH THAT THEY SENSED WAS THEIRS. THESE [TEACHING] APPLI-
CANTS WERE HEEDING THE ADVICE OF JOSEPH CAMPBELL TO FIND THEIR 
VOCATION BY FOLLOWING THEIR BLISS.”

HOLDING SPACE FOR CREATIVITY
Teaching can be approached in any number of ways, as a multitude of educational philosophies and pedagogical 
methods attest to. Sometimes, teaching can be in danger of being reduced to solely a quantitative transactional 
relationship: information given (by the teacher) and proof of knowing that information (by the students). But teach-
ing has many dimensions beyond being quantitative.  Holistic orientations to teaching include the moral and spiritual 
development of the human being.  One such orientation is Waldorf Education.

For the last fourteen years of my life, I have been honored to be an integral part of the core faculty at the Sound 
Circle Center in Seattle, a Waldorf Teacher Training, which approaches education as an art that addresses the whole 
child  – the heart and the hands, as well as the head. 

I served there as the co-director of “Foundation Year,” the first year of the Teacher Training program.  During that 
time, it was my privilege to conduct scores of interviews for applicants to the program: twenty-somethings starting 
out in their first career; mature professionals seeking a career change – engineers, scientists, nurses; seasoned 
teachers often disillusioned with the growing regulations of public schools; mothers and fathers wanting to expand 
their connection with children. 

In animated responses to a simple question, “Why do you want to be a teacher?” – I heard personal articulations 
of seed themes: the calling to serve, the love for children, the sense of changing the world in small steps through 
caring for the next generation, a passion for cultivating creativity.  And yet, it isn’t the applicants’ words that I recall. 
What I distinctly remember is the feeling, over and over again, of being in the presence of their palpable courage to 
step into this path that they sensed was theirs. These applicants were heeding the advice of Joseph Campbell to find 
their vocation by following their bliss.



It was an honor to meet this array of people poised on the threshold of entering into a rigorous training. Later, 
when I attended their graduations, it was an equal privilege to witness them on yet another threshold. I was 
moved to tears during these ceremonies as I beheld the new graduates standing in their glory. I harkened back 
to those initial conversations and recognized how the original spark in their eyes had increased in radiance. In 
their own way, each had become honed and strengthened in devotion and creativity as they stepped forth to 
teach. They blazed with the splendor of the teacher-being that they had become, their initial idealism strength-
ened by the reality of practicing in the classroom during the training. 

Foundation Year is dedicated to cultivating creativity in the students, before focusing on pedagogy for the follow-
ing two years. As a part of this program, I designed and taught a number of courses to provide inner resources 
for the teachers-to-be to draw upon for their future teaching. 

Each student had his or her own form of obstacles, in many cases related directly to how they had been 
schooled. In being midwife to the creative process, I saw how, again and again, opening up to creativity began 
with first clearing away hindrances: internalized criticism, constrictive perfectionism, oppressive judgment, 
thought habits that squelched originality. It was common for the students to have a breakdown of old belief 
systems and habits in order to lead to break-through. And this required summoning courage to commit to the 
process, and with it, to become freer and more flexible. 

There is a saying, “Know Thyself”, carved over the entrance to the ancient temple of the God Apollo. This in-
tention shimmers behind much of the curriculum in Foundation Year.  A space is provided for inquiry and for 
the transformative power of engaging in numerous creative mediums. When given time for self-reflection and 
practice in various modes of creativity, the majority of students are able to delve in deeply. Alongside developing 
artistically, they explore who they are and also discover their gifts and limitations. 

“A PRIMARY CRAFT IN TEACHING IS TO CREATE A STRUCTURE – 
THE CONDITIONS – AND THEN STAND BACK AND LET IT TAKE ITS 
(CAREFULLY HELD) COURSE.  IT IS ALWAYS AN EDGE, TO TRUST 
THAT IN THE END SOMETHING EVEN BETTER THAN YOU COULD POS-
SIBLY PLAN WILL TRANSPIRE.”

MARY OAK
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I saw how idealism spurred many, including myself, to uphold the good, the true and the beautiful. At the same time, 
much of my own learning had to do with being honest with myself about how much I could take on, and what was 
unrealistic to expect of myself. Over time, I realized that I did not have the stamina to do all I wanted to and learned 
to pace myself accordingly. 

A quote by Cecil Collins that I recently discovered, expresses very well a value championed in the program, “The 
future of civilization depends upon the freedom of the individual to develop his personal consciousness: to find and to 
fulfill that essential self, which is unique to each of us. It can be done by gradually stripping away the impurities, the 
false ideas and conceptions we have of ourselves. These are a kind of dirt on the inner glass of our outlook.“ (The 
Vision of the Fool and Other Writings, page 55) 

I was constantly impressed by the way the students stretched into areas of expression that were challenging to 
them, whether it was singing, painting, sculpting, writing, telling stories, movement or study. There was a quality of 
support in their companionship as a cohort that was powerful. Through being encouraged, they learned how to evoke 
their own inspiration and subsequent expressions. I myself followed their example and rounded out in areas I had 
always fumbled at  – geometric drawing, for instance.  

The awakening that takes place in the students happens through being given an accommodation for creativity to 
flourish.  A primary craft in teaching is to create a structure – the conditions – and then stand back and let it take its 
(carefully held) course.  It is always an edge, to trust that in the end something even better than you could possibly 
plan will transpire.

The best moments in teaching for me are when I have listened deeply and followed my inner guidance. It takes cour-
age to trust this lack of control and then simply rely upon that trust. Understanding that I am not responsible opens 
me to using my intuition, the way that inner guidance flows out to become directions, the way that inspiration sparks 
new ideas. When I forget this, I become tense with the pressure of thinking I have to have everything figured out to 
the last detail.

“THE BEST MOMENTS IN TEACHING FOR ME ARE WHEN I HAVE LISTENED 
DEEPLY AND FOLLOWED MY INNER GUIDANCE. IT TAKES COURAGE TO 
TRUST THIS LACK OF CONTROL AND THEN SIMPLY RELY UPON THAT 
TRUST.”

HOLDING SPACE FOR CREATIVITY



I do not mean that one should just wing it, but rather to use a lesson plan as a starting place, and allow – or 
even invite – something more to come in.  In a classroom, nothing happens in a vacuum. My students witnessed 
me shift in response to their needs. For instance, in a Storytelling class, I made an adjustment in the curricu-
lum (still serving the learning goals) to go more into depth in one story instead of covering many because they 
needed to delve into all the facets of a single story. I learned to fashion my syllabi to give flexibility for these kinds 
of changes to occur, instead of being locked into predetermined content.

The students themselves are part of the magic that can happen in the classroom, which is unpredictable and 
mysterious. That magic can come in humor, in the synergy of collective inquiry, or in deep dialog that illuminates 
new understandings. Implicit in this is the faith in the something more, however one relates to and names spirit/ 
soul/ mystery/ the great goodness, etc. 

When I encounter former students in the full flowering of teaching, I am amazed by their endurance, devotion 
and resilience.  Each of them is fulfilling that first call that I witnessed years ago as a seed. It is challenging work, 
and I bow before their ability to engage in the daily rigor involved. 

I know that their dynamic creativity nurtured back in the Foundation Year of their training is a wonderful resource 
and it serves the children in their classrooms tremendously, as they grow towards unfolding their unique selves. I 
know that the children benefit from witnessing their teachers grow alongside them as they demonstrate develop-
ing new skills. I reflect on Cecil Collins’ quote about individuals developing personal consciousness and celebrate 
teaching as a courageous act that ultimately serves a new creative consciousness needed in order for humanity 
to continue to evolve in freedom. 

** For more information on Waldorf Education, see http://www.whywaldorfworks.org/02_W_Education/index.asp

“THE STUDENTS THEMSELVES ARE PART OF THE MAGIC THAT CAN 
HAPPEN IN THE CLASSROOM, WHICH IS UNPREDICTABLE AND 
MYSTERIOUS... IMPLICIT IN THIS IS THE FAITH IN THE SOMETHING 
MORE, HOWEVER ONE RELATES TO AND NAMES SPIRIT/ SOUL/ 
MYSTERY/ THE GREAT GOODNESS, ETC.”

MARY OAK
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“...BUT I RESTART MY HEART EACH DAY AND LEARN THINGS
ABOUT MYSELF LIKE I WERE AN EMPTY BUCKET AND EVERY 
 STUDENT
A WISHING WELL...”

“...BUT I RESTART MY HEART EACH DAY AND LEARN THINGS
ABOUT MYSELF LIKE I WERE AN EMPTY BUCKET AND EVERY 
 STUDENT
A WISHING WELL...”

TAYLOR MALI
Taylor is one of the most well-known poets to have emerged from the poetry slam movement 
and one of the original poets from the HBO series “Def Poetry Jam.” A four-time National 
Poetry Slam champion and teacher advocate, he is the author of numerous collections of po-
etry including “Bouquet of Red Flags” (Write Bloody Books 2014) and “What Teachers Make: 
In Praise of the Greatest Job in the World” (Putnam 2012). Taylor is a 10th-generation New 
Yorker and the founding curator of the long-running poetry series Page Meets Stage, “where 
the Pulitzer Prize meets the poetry slam.” More: www.taylormali.com

I TEACH FOR THE FIRE



I teach for the fire, the moment of ignition, the spark,
the lightbulb of cognition going on in the dark
over an adolescent’s head. O beautiful incandescence,
dazzling the dead air all around the room; he tries
and he tries and he tries and BOOM, he gets it
and you can see it in his eyes! I teach for that moment.

I teach for the moment all the elephants realize
they have wings and fly up out of the gutter,
my room aflutter with a thousand hummingbirds –
hovering in place, rapt expression on every face,
feeding on my words for one wild minute
like ideas were wildflowers. I teach for that moment.

I teach for the same reason every teacher teaches.
The pebble never knows how far the ripple’s reach is,
but I restart my heart each day and learn things
about myself like I were an empty bucket and every 
   student
a wishing well. They say those who seek to teach
must never cease to learn. I teach for the moment
everything catches fire and finally starts to burn.

I TEACH FOR THE FIRE 

* This poem appears in the book “What Teachers Make” by Taylor Mali and is reprinted here with author permission

**To hear Taylor recite this poem, click on https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/teach-for-the-fire
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James lives in Seattle, WA with his wife Blaise and their pets Bamboo and Anjou.  He is the 
Head K-1 Teacher at the Academy for Precision Learning, where he’s been since 2011.  
James believes that students and the world can accomplish all things if they only approach 
them with kindness.

JAMES ALLRED

“IN MY KINDERGARTEN/FIRST GRADE CLASSROOM, WE HAVE 
ONLY ONE RULE: BE KIND.  IT GOES FOR EVERY KID AND EVERY 
TEACHER.  BE KIND TO EACH OTHER, OUR MATERIALS, OUR 
ENVIRONMENT, OURSELVES.  BE KIND AND UNDERSTANDING OF 
EACH OTHER’S JOURNEYS.””  

“IN MY KINDERGARTEN/FIRST GRADE CLASSROOM, WE HAVE 
ONLY ONE RULE: BE KIND.  IT GOES FOR EVERY KID AND EVERY 
TEACHER.  BE KIND TO EACH OTHER, OUR MATERIALS, OUR 
ENVIRONMENT, OURSELVES.  BE KIND AND UNDERSTANDING OF 
EACH OTHER’S JOURNEYS.”  

PESKY DOOR KNOBS AND BLOODY KNEES



I have this pesky door knob.  You know the one. Turn it too quickly, knob on the floor.  Turn it too far to the right, 
screws and glass knobs everywhere.  Over the last year, I’ve tightened the tiny screw on the living room side of 
the handle a dozen times.  Each time, the sweet relief of a properly functioning fixture tides me over for a few 
days until the problem reasserts itself.  Every time tormenting me with the failure to accomplish a simple repair.

It was only recently that I realized that there was another tiny screw on the basement side of the door (!).  This 
whole time, I’d been trying to solve the problem using only one half of the equation; getting frustrated and angry 
in the process.  Once I tightened both screws at the same time, the door knob was fixed for good and I can now 
make trips between the living room and the basement laundry without fear of busted toes from knob shrapnel.

This fix is so basic, and yet in its simplicity lies a real beauty; the beauty of accomplishment and problem-solving.  
Of failing, and frustration.  Fixing a simple problem around the house can provide such a profound sense of relief, 
especially when you have an obsessive personality.  I think it’s similar to the feeling you get when you cross off 
that last item on your Saturday to-do list. It’s not that any particular aspect of the job is so difficult, but in accom-
plishing something genuine, you feel a sense of self-worth and usefulness that gets at something deep within 
you.

As a kid, my dad always had me working: mowing and edging the lawn, painting rooms and fences, power-wash-
ing the driveway, chopping wood for our cabin fire reserves, etc.  The first time I mowed the lawn, I left patches 
of long grass between each pass with the mower as I tried to make the job go by as quickly as possible.  My 
dad, ever the accountant, made me do the whole thing over again. The first time I painted our backyard fence, I 
refused to use a drop cloth for fear it would slow me down, so I let the paint drip onto the concrete pad beneath 
- staining it permanently.  I vividly remember my second power-washing of our front walkway to cover up the 
Stussy “S” I’d left etched in the center-most prominent section on my first go.  I guess Dad liked Mossimo.  

“THIS FIX IS SO BASIC, AND YET IN ITS SIMPLICITY LIES A REAL BEAU-
TY; THE BEAUTY OF ACCOMPLISHMENT AND PROBLEM-SOLVING.  OF 
FAILING, AND FRUSTRATION.”

PESKY DOOR KNOBS AND BLOODY KNEES
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JAMES ALLRED

Each time, he explained to me the merits of taking one’s time to accomplish a task properly to begin with.  And 
each time, I half-listened as I went about my apathetic teenage chore list, begrudgingly crossing items off so 
that I could go hang out with my friends. 

As a (not so young) adult, I’m now wrestling with many changing circumstances in life and work and family.  
Trying to eat healthier and exercise regularly, to be kinder and more understanding.  More responsible.  Under-
standing my parents just a little bit more with each misstep or failure and also recognizing the value in learning 
through error.

In my kindergarten/first grade classroom, we have only one rule: Be Kind.  It goes for every kid and every 
teacher.  Be kind to each other, our materials, our environment, ourselves.  Be kind and understanding of each 
other’s journeys. 

We constantly remind each other that, “Everybody’s an expert at something,” and what I’m an expert at has no 
more or no less value than that which you excel at. It takes many different types of plants to cultivate a beautiful 
garden.  Too much sun, and the mosses and ground cover wither.  Not enough sun, and your spring tulips won’t 
bloom.  Each team, each class, each family needs trees, mosses and roses.  Each just as valuable as the next to 
the overall system of balance that goes into a beautifully orchestrated effort. .  If your ground cover is scorching, 
you’d plant a tree to provide shade...maybe an apple because my grandfather had an apple tree.  If your lawn is 
patchy, you’d get a bag of that stuff the Scottish guy talks about in the commercials and make your puppy start 
peeing in the backyard.

As part of a Design Thinking social studies unit at school, my students were tasked with solving four main 
problems: one for a friend, one for our class, one for our school, and one for some ‘others’ in our greater global 
community.  Spreading kindness in kind. 

“WE CONSTANTLY REMIND EACH OTHER THAT, “EVERYBODY’S AN 
EXPERT AT SOMETHING,” AND WHAT I’M AN EXPERT AT HAS NO 
MORE OR NO LESS VALUE THAN THAT WHICH YOU EXCEL AT. IT 
TAKES MANY DIFFERENT TYPES OF PLANTS TO CULTIVATE A BEAU-
TIFUL GARDEN.”



For the first task, students designed an interview template to get to know a challenge or problem that a friend 
from class was having.  Once they understood the problem, they were asked to build a “robot” out of recycled 
materials that would help solve their friend’s real-life problem or challenge.  My favorite was built for a student 
who had trouble falling asleep at night. His friend built him a robot that poured warm milk with honey.  It also had 
a set of “headphones” that would read him a bedtime story.  In the idealistic beauty of this student’s idea, is my 
simple dream for each of my students: finding creativity and self-worth through problem-solving with kindness.

For task two, the students noticed that the books on our beautiful new bookshelf (a gift from a kind parent) kept 
falling off the back because there was no backing on the unit.  The students all came up with beautiful designs 
for gluing or hammering a wooden or plastic backing to the shelves, and, realizing we all pretty much had the 
same design, WE BUILT IT!  We found an old piece of Plexiglas in the basement of our building.  Measured it, cut 
it and screwed it onto the back of the bookshelf.  Huge smiles as they each pulled the trigger on the power drill.  
We fixed it.  The books no longer fall off the shelf.  A simple need.  A simple solution.  Helping ourselves by help-
ing our environment. Beautiful.

And so, just like that, my kids have turned into builders.  Problem solvers.  Thinkers.  We’re sawing and hammer-
ing and measuring and designing.  We’re cutting and taping and gluing and creating.  We’re breaking and shat-
tering and trying again.  We’re looking at real-life problems within our environment, thinking about them critically 
and then designing, adapting, and building solutions to solve these problems.  Not always working out perfectly, 
but always with an eye toward simplicity, humanity and kindness.  What can WE do for YOU?  For US?

“MY FAVORITE WAS BUILT FOR A STUDENT WHO HAD TROUBLE FALL-
ING ASLEEP AT NIGHT. HIS FRIEND BUILT HIM A ROBOT THAT POURED 
WARM MILK WITH HONEY.  IT ALSO HAD A SET OF “HEADPHONES” 
THAT WOULD READ HIM A BEDTIME STORY.  IN THE IDEALISTIC BEAUTY 
OF THIS STUDENT’S IDEA, IS MY SIMPLE DREAM FOR EACH OF MY 
STUDENTS: FINDING CREATIVITY AND SELF-WORTH THROUGH PROB-
LEM-SOLVING WITH KINDNESS.”

PESKY DOOR KNOBS AND BLOODY KNEES
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Of course, things don’t always go so smoothly and that is the point.  Remember my door knob?  As part of a 
mentorship with a former kindergarten Allstar, (we are the K-1 Allstars, and all of my students know just how 
important they are to our school garden) I spend time weekly with a beautiful, brilliant third-grader.  She’s tenta-
tive and precocious.  Vulnerable and outgoing.  She and I do all kinds of things together.  We’ve golfed, made 
homemade chili, planted flowers, grocery shopped (I made her pay), rock climbed, pulled weeds, hiked, gone 
suit shopping and dog walking.  Each time we meet, we first fix a problem, and then go and do something fun 
as a reward for her good humor.

We once tried to change the oil on the Mustang and ended up with a river of oil cascading toward the storm 
drain (you know Puget Sound starts there right?). In that small moment, I could see everything that I want for 
this little girl.  It wasn’t pretty.  It didn’t work.  It wasn’t her fault, or my fault.  We messed it up, made a mess, 
but had a laugh.  We tried to fix something and we approached it with the best of intentions.  We weren’t frus-
trated with each other.  We were hysterical.  She wasn’t afraid of messing up, I’ve cultivated that in her through 
kindness and understanding.  She knows that she’s safe to mess up with me just as all my students do.  I tell 
them “trust yourself”.  I’m kind to them so that they might feel worthy of kindness and perpetuate it out into the 
world.

Thinking back, I’m so grateful to my dad for providing space for me to fail.  He held me to the highest of ex-
pectations and put me in situations to prove myself, but I always knew he loved me, and he made sure I knew 
that there wasn’t anything I could do to risk that.  None of my failures could ever trump that relationship and I 
took comfort in knowing I was safe to mess up.  He asked more of me than a lot of parents would and I let him 
down with countless teenage indiscretions. There were lots of house parties, a couple of fender-benders, lots of 
stitches and ER visits, but I made it.  

“AND SO, JUST LIKE THAT, MY KIDS HAVE TURNED INTO BUILDERS.  
PROBLEM SOLVERS.  THINKERS.  WE’RE SAWING AND HAMMERING 
AND MEASURING AND DESIGNING.  WE’RE CUTTING AND TAPING 
AND GLUING AND CREATING.  WE’RE BREAKING AND SHATTERING 
AND TRYING AGAIN.”

JAMES ALLRED



Through those bumps and bruises, and cuts and broken noses, I learned something deep about myself and the 
imprint I want to leave on the world.  I want my students to experience getting knocked down when trying a new 
challenge, because in learning how to fall, I think we all learn how to live. 

As part of my amazing school community, I’ve connected and grown close to many incredibly beautiful families 
and students and teachers.  Working as trees and mosses and roses, we patch together our community garden 
in the best way we know how.  Sometimes failing, sometimes fixing, not always pretty, sometimes bloody, but 
always moving forward.  Always getting better.  Always being kind.

“THROUGH THOSE BUMPS AND BRUISES, AND CUTS AND BROKEN NOS-
ES, I LEARNED SOMETHING DEEP ABOUT MYSELF AND THE IMPRINT I 
WANT TO LEAVE ON THE WORLD.  I WANT MY STUDENTS TO EXPERI-
ENCE GETTING KNOCKED DOWN WHEN TRYING A NEW CHALLENGE, 
BECAUSE IN LEARNING HOW TO FALL, I THINK WE ALL LEARN HOW TO 
LIVE.”

PESKY DOOR KNOBS AND BLOODY KNEES



KENNEDY ELLIS
A LETTER TO MY LITTLE SISTER

“GROWING UP IS NOT ABOUT FINDING YOURSELF, IT IS ABOUT 
CREATING YOURSELF. I HOPE THAT YOUR MINDSET IS NOT ONE OF 
LOOKING, BUT DISCOVERING... THERE IS NO DESTINATION. PEOPLE 
IN THEIR FIFTIES ARE STILL GROWING UP... LOVE THE JOURNEY...”
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Kennedy is a senior in high school, big sister, musician, singer, actress, writer, Avon39er and
procrastinator.  In her free time, she is either beating her siblings at Mario Kart or singing in 
the shower. Support Kennedy in the upcoming Avon 39 Walk to End Breast Cancer: 
http://info.avonfoundation.org/site/TR/Walk/NewYork?px=7827920&pg=personal&fr_id=2406



A LETTER TO MY LITTLE SISTER

Dear Kolbey, 

Although I am well aware of how annoying it is when people give us the “You’re getting so big!”, or the “You’ve 
matured so much!” I must say the same to you. You are really growing up, and to be completely honest, a part 
of me never thought you would get older. You would stay that cute little baby forever, who giggled incessantly 
every time I stole your nose. Nowadays, if I dared to steal your nose, you would probably give me a strange look.

Watching you as you become older is very weird, because sometimes I still feel just as old as you are now, even 
though I’ve got a good ten years on you. As I watch you run outside, play the piano and cry when you and your 
brother don’t get along, it’s like a stab straight in the deja vu. You remind me of all the silly problems I made for 
myself when I was your age, the aspects of life that were so incredibly important to me, but in the big picture 
didn’t mean much at all.  I know what it feels like when the boys down the street don’t really want to play with 
you, or how the world is practically over because Mom didn’t realize how crucial it is for you to have that toy you 
decided you loved at the store. It sometimes makes me sad being around you, because I know that I’m becom-
ing an adult and the days that you are about to be confronting are long behind me.

With that in mind, there is so much I wish I could go back and tell myself - some small pieces of advice born 
from the wisdom that I have gained over the years that would have helped me on my journey through those 
first couple of teenage years. Now that you’re getting there I feel even more protective of you, simply because I 
understand the insanity of slowly but surely becoming an adult, and I understand what it’s like for a girl. Consid-
ering it’s impossible for me to go back and save myself from some regrets, maybe I can catch you before you 
hop on the train.

“I KNOW WHAT IT FEELS LIKE WHEN THE BOYS DOWN THE STREET 
DON’T REALLY WANT TO PLAY WITH YOU, OR HOW THE WORLD IS 
PRACTICALLY OVER BECAUSE MOM DIDN’T REALIZE HOW CRUCIAL 
IT IS FOR YOU TO HAVE THAT TOY YOU DECIDED YOU LOVED AT THE 
STORE.”



KENNEDY ELLIS

There is one aspect of growing up that I feel is very important to shed light on, and that is the changes that will 
eventually happen in your body. You’re a squirt now, but one day your legs will be long, your hair will be thick
and you will get yourself some boobies (I know you hate that word, so I used it). Inevitably, you will grow, and no 
matter how your body fluctuates as you get older, always know that you are beautiful in every way. I let my own 
negative thoughts about my body control the way I lived my life, and that is something I regret more than any-
thing. Standards for both men and women change constantly over the years, who knows what will be expected 
of us next, but it really doesn’t matter what you look like. Your body is your temple. Treat it with respect. As 
long as you are happy and healthy, who gives a damn about how it looks? You are gorgeous in every way. And 
remember - your opinion about other people’s looks is not necessary either. What you put out into the world will 
come back to you, so compliments only. That kindness will make you love yourself even more, inside and out.

Your heart is a very, very vulnerable thingymajig. Who knows what’s going on with that thing as you get older, but 
as you build relationships, it is more likely than not that you will experience some heartbreak. It is a part of the 
journey. There will come a time when you have simply had enough of the drama and will begin to separate those 
who belong in your life and those who don’t. Never feel bad for excluding someone from your circle. Your hap-
piness is the most important and life is too short to keep the wrong friends around. I encourage you to surround 
yourself with people who love and inspire you. Your friends are a reflection of who you are as an individual, so 
choose wisely. Stay true to who you are and never surrender your morals to please anyone. Only give your heart 
to the people who show you theirs. Your virginity is a gift. Give it to someone who feels the love you feel for 
them, for you. You will be connected to this person for the rest of your life, so once again - choose wisely. You 
find those who are meant to stay in your life when the effort you put into those relationships is appreciated and 
returned. Until you find them, don’t be afraid to fly solo. Always love yourself first.

“INEVITABLY, YOU WILL GROW, AND NO MATTER HOW YOUR BODY 
FLUCTUATES AS YOU GET OLDER, ALWAYS KNOW THAT YOU ARE 
BEAUTIFUL IN EVERY WAY... IT REALLY DOESN’T MATTER WHAT YOU 
LOOK LIKE. YOUR BODY IS YOUR TEMPLE. TREAT IT WITH RESPECT.”
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Going back to the annoying phrases adults throw at us as we grow older, my (least) favorite is when they say 
that you are going to find yourself. You will get older and inevitably morph into the person you were planned to 
be from the start, understanding yourself in ways you never had before. Without a doubt, one day you will ask 
yourself, “Who am I?” Growing up is not about finding yourself, it is about creating yourself. I hope that your 
mindset is not one of looking, but discovering. You are not anxiously awaiting the day you wake up in the morn-
ing and suddenly understand it all. It doesn’t work like that. You are having experiences that are molding you 
into the person you are, for now. As human beings, we are constantly changing, physically and mentally. There 
is no destination. People in their fifties are still growing up. Once you wrap that around your head, the lost feel-
ing will disappear and be replaced with eagerness for the opportunities ahead of you. Love the journey, because 
it’s going to feel never-ending.

I will leave you with that. Just some general pieces of advice that I wish I could have heard back then. However, 
even if you read this and digest everything I’ve said, you’re still going to make mistakes. You’re going to regret 
some stuff and wish you had listened to your big sis. It’s all about figuring it out on your own, so don’t ever feel 
rushed to get it together. Everyone matures at their own pace. So while you’re figuring it all out, keep dancing 
around the living room, stealing my bed to watch television and singing in the shower. 

You are so fun and carefree as a person. In fact, you intimidate and inspire me with your ability to fearlessly 
express your feelings and show your love. That’s something I could never do, and that’s what makes you one of 
my best friends. Also, never stop being so silly. Your silliness is my favorite thing about you.

If you ever feel sad or alone, remember that your big sis has your back every step of the way, and loves you 
more than I could ever say.

My unconditional love,

Kennedy

“WHAT YOU PUT OUT INTO THE WORLD WILL COME BACK TO YOU, 
SO COMPLIMENTS ONLY. THAT KINDNESS WILL MAKE YOU LOVE 
YOURSELF EVEN MORE, INSIDE AND OUT.”

A LETTER TO MY LITTLE SISTER



An Art Historian by training, Savita has always been involved in the art world whether it was 
as a Graphic Designer, art curriculum writer or art docent and gallery curator. She knows she 
has found her true calling in teaching and education because she sees first-hand the limitless 
possibilities it offers in making a difference. It is very humbling to be given that gift, the space 
and the platform to execute and accomplish that.

TO TEACH IS TO LEARN TWICE
SAVITA KRISHNAMOORTHY
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“MY JOURNEY AS AN ARTIST HAS ALWAYS BEEN VERY INDIVIDUALISTIC, 
PERHAPS EVEN SOLITARY BECAUSE WHEN I CREATE, IT IS PRIMARILY FOR 
MYSELF. IT IS MY CREATIVE RELEASE FOR SOMETHING WITHIN ME THAT 
SEEKS AN OUTLET.  I WANTED TO SHARE THIS JOY WITH OTHERS AND 
DEMYSTIFY THE “ELITIST” TAG THAT ART CAN SOMETIMES HAVE FOR 
PEOPLE. THIS WAS MY INITIATION INTO THE WORLD OF TEACHING.”
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“To teach is to learn twice” – Joseph Joubert, Pensées

In my new job as lecturer teaching a course on “The Evolution of Painting in Indian Art” as part of a Continuing Edu-
cation Program specifically geared toward retirees, two students in particular have made a deep impact on me. 

One of them is extremely articulate, asks very judicious questions, gets right to the point of the topic and contributes 
wholeheartedly to the discussion. She lives in a retirement home, is dependent on the facility’s transport and comes 
into class walking slowly with the aid of her walker. She recently celebrated her 90th birthday. 

I love having her in my class and look forward to every Thursday morning where she is almost always the first one to 
come to class and brings with her the sprightly enthusiasm of a ten-year-old. I am in awe of her zest for life and her 
insatiable curiosity to learn about new things.

My other student Mrs. W, engages and offers valuable contributions to the ongoing dialogue. She is always deeply 
interested in the topic being discussed, fully comprehending it and asking discerning questions. She also happens to 
be completely blind. 

It is a learning opportunity of enormous significance for me as an educator as I figure out how to cater to her needs 
as well as to those of the rest of my class, and I learn how to creatively paint a picture through my words for her who 
cannot see my slides but keenly hears what I am saying, so she can visualize the paintings in her head. 

My journey as an artist has always been very individualistic, perhaps even solitary because when I create, it is 
primarily for myself. It is my creative release for something within me that seeks an outlet.  I wanted to share this 
joy with others and demystify the “elitist” tag that art can sometimes have for people. This was my initiation into the 
world of teaching. 

“I LEARN HOW TO CREATIVELY PAINT A PICTURE THROUGH MY WORDS 
FOR HER WHO CANNOT SEE MY SLIDES BUT KEENLY HEARS WHAT I AM 
SAYING, SO SHE CAN VISUALIZE THE PAINTINGS IN HER HEAD.”

TO TEACH IS TO LEARN TWICE
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With teaching adults who can sometimes be so bogged down by past conditioning that they are afraid to fail or 
to appear foolish if they were to bare their ignorance, my job as an educator involves coaxing that anxiety out of 
them and encouraging them to embrace the experience with an open mind and heart.

It is quite the opposite with teaching kids who are fearless and don’t come with baggage. Children are eager, 
candid, brutally honest and so very refreshing, I always learn something from every session that I do with them. 
Perhaps, the most important thing that I come away with each time is how different their perspective on things 
is, basic but many a time so profound.

The joy that I get from teaching is like no other that I have ever experienced. The motivation to keep going is 
when I see the positive impact I have made, however small, and observe how in a synergetic way, I continue to 
be inspired by those that I teach. Whether child or adult, most often the things that I learn from my students are 
actually life lessons that teach me how to be a better person. 

Learning to ensure that every single person in my class has a voice and is empowered to articulate it, has helped 
me be a better listener. Learning to think outside the box to make lessons interesting, engaging and fun has 
become a valuable skill outside of the classroom as well. Getting people out of their comfort zone to achieve 
something that they thought was not possible connects me with the feeling of being surprised by one’s own 
ability, determination and resolve and inspires me to push myself as well. Doing all of this with a keen sense of 
humor and learning to use humor and lightness often to add a level of comfort and ease amongst my students 
keeps me laughing and reminds me to not take myself too seriously!

“... LEARNING TO USE HUMOR AND LIGHTNESS OFTEN TO ADD A 
LEVEL OF COMFORT AND EASE AMONGST MY STUDENTS KEEPS 
ME LAUGHING AND REMINDS ME TO NOT TAKE MYSELF TOO SERI-
OUSLY!”

SAVITA KRISHNAMOORTHY



TO TEACH IS TO LEARN TWICE

Shoes

Study in Green Woodcut



28

LEARNING TO SEE
Jennifer is the Creatrix of The Embodied Tarot, a holistic process that integrates the timeless 
and archetypal symbolism of the tarot with the wisdom of the body. Jennifer has nearly thirty 
years of experience as a tarot explorer and a lifetime of experience as a kinesthetic learner. She 
holds safe and sacred space for people to expand their consciousness, move their bodies, heal 
their hearts, and tune into the magnificent uniqueness of their spirit. 
More: www.embodiedtarot.com 

JENNIFER LUCERO-EARLE

“WE CAN ALL ACCESS THIS SIMPLICITY CATALYZED BY IMAGERY. 
AND THAT IS WHAT UNDERLIES MY APPROACH TO TEACHING THE 
TAROT, TO USE THE CARDS TO QUIET THE LOGICAL MIND, ALLOW 
AN IMAGE TO INSTIGATE THOUGHTS, AND EMBRACE THE CRE-
ATIVE TENSION THAT OCCURS WHEN BELIEFS ARE CHALLENGED 
BY THE APPEARANCE OF INNOVATIVE OPTIONS.”
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LEARNING TO SEE

Holding no more than a stick with a small bag of belongings in one hand and a flower in the other, a young man 
looks up to the sky as if completely unaware that he is approaching the edge of cliff. The sun is shining brightly 
and there are mountains in the distance. It looks as if this young man is about to embark on a fantastical journey. 
In the tarot, he is called “The Fool” and he opens the story to the wondrous journey of self-realization. 

The tarot is a deck of cards comprised of seventy-eight images that essentially map out the human experience. 
Each card has a name, such as “The Fool” or “Ace of Swords” and represents elements, events, or moments that 
we all experience. These experiences are universal and cross-cultural. They include leaving home for the first 
time, falling in love, heartbreak, finding teachers, fighting inner and out battles, and becoming wiser with each 
experience. The tarot has been around for thousands of years and has been used for multiple purposes, ranging 
from a playing card game to divining the future. 

Ever since I was a little girl, I have been fascinated by the magical and wondrous images of the tarot. My first 
encounter with it was when I was a toddler. A close family friend worked with the cards. I watched her look at the 
cards, gather the story they told and share their counsel with others. I was mesmerized right away by her ability 
to offer succinct and meaningful guidance simply by looking at images. I yearned to learn about each image, to 
weave the stories of different images together and share these stories with others. 

When I was eleven years old, I was lucky to receive my first deck of cards. I didn’t receive a book to accompany 
the deck, so, I learned how to read the cards on my own by exploring each card in depth, creating stories around 
each one, and co-creating stories between cards before I finally read my first instructional book on tarot when I 
was fourteen. 

Over the past nearly thirty years I’ve studied the tarot through books, courses, mentors, and self-guided tech-
niques. I’ve used the tarot as a tool of self-inquiry and transformation, to understand myself, to relate to my world

“EVER SINCE I WAS A LITTLE GIRL, I HAVE BEEN FASCINATED BY 
THE MAGICAL AND WONDROUS IMAGES OF THE TAROT... I YEARNED 
TO LEARN ABOUT EACH IMAGE, TO WEAVE THE STORIES OF DIFFER-
ENT IMAGES TOGETHER AND SHARE THESE STORIES WITH OTHERS.”
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JENNIFER LUCERO-EARLE

and to evolve as a person. I have used it as a muse for storytelling, dance choreography, career counseling, to 
coach clients with life transitions, and as a creative teaching resource. 

When I pose a question to the cards, they inspire creative thinking by showing me paths and possibilities that I 
would have never stumbled across using my logical mind. For example, I asked the cards “how can I best ap-
proach writing this article?” and I got the Death card. In the Gaian Tarot, the Death card shows a boat and heron 
in decay on a beach amidst glistening water and new flowers growing up from the earth. As I sat with this im-
age, the decaying boat and heron said to me, “be still, find a singular focus and break down the process.” The 
message, for me, is usually that simple. 

We can all access this simplicity catalyzed by imagery. And that is what underlies my approach to teaching the 
tarot, to use the cards to quiet the logical mind, allow an image to instigate thoughts, and embrace the creative 
tension that occurs when beliefs are challenged by the appearance of innovative options. 

While I love to offer tarot counseling to clients, my greatest joy comes from teaching others about the tarot and 
how to use it for self-reflection, as a creative spark and to inspire possibilities along their life path. Learning 
about seventy-eight cards can be both fun as well as daunting  so my approach is to teach one card a time. To 
teach, I draw from my own childhood learning experience with tarot; we start with what we see, then create a 
story around it and then move it from a concept to a tangible sensation in the physical body. 

Since my journey with the tarot began with a fascination with the images themselves, I always teach my stu-
dents how to learn the tarot by using their eyes. We always begin with a context and question. A student may 

“I’VE USED THE TAROT AS A TOOL OF SELF-INQUIRY AND TRANS-
FORMATION, TO UNDERSTAND MYSELF, TO RELATE TO MY WORLD 
AND TO EVOLVE AS A PERSON. I HAVE USED IT AS A MUSE FOR 
STORYTELLING, DANCE CHOREOGRAPHY, CAREER COUNSELING, 
TO COACH CLIENTS WITH LIFE TRANSITIONS, AND AS A CREATIVE 
TEACHING RESOURCE.”



ask the cards “what do I need to know about where I am in my professional development?” After choosing a card, 
I ask them to describe what they see leaving no detail out. The monologue may sound something like this: “I see 
a woman with white hair wearing purple holding the world in her hands. She’s smiling. The sun is behind her and 
it looks like a halo around her head.  There are prayer flags in the background. She is surrounded by animals; a 
snake, fish, butterfly, eagle and a deer. There is a wreath of herbs framing the card. The sky is blue.” 

I may then ask the student if the woman reminds them of someone, what attributes they’d give the animals in the 
image, and what memories or associations any symbols in the card bring up for them. After deep exploration of 
the imagery in the card I ask them to describe what feelings the card evokes. They may respond, “I feel joy. I feel 
like I’ve got things under control or I’ve achieved a significant milestone because the world is in my hands. I feel 
like I have everything I need and want and am grateful for it all.” We then return to the context and connect the 
card to their question. They may simply say “I have reached a point of mastery in my professional development 
where I can celebrate my success.” 

I intentionally withhold “academic” information about a card until after the students create a story around the 
image for themselves. To me, the greatest opportunity for creative teaching is the process of dynamic discovery. 
Once a student creates a story around their chosen card and they learn more about the meaning and history of 
the card, we work together to identify a way to make the card come to life. 

We do this through movement. I provide somatic cues, “Where do you feel this card in your body? How can you 
capture the scene in the card with movement of your body?” After choosing a song, the student invokes the feel-
ing and meaning of the card through movement. In the example above, the student may begin by imagining she 
is holding a globe in her hands and dancing it in circles and spirals. In this way, she learns to deepen her intellec-
tual understanding of the card to a non-verbal and physical understanding. 

“WHILE I LOVE TO OFFER TAROT COUNSELING TO CLIENTS, MY GREAT-
EST JOY COMES FROM TEACHING OTHERS ABOUT THE TAROT AND HOW 
TO USE IT FOR SELF-REFLECTION, AS A CREATIVE SPARK AND TO IN-
SPIRE POSSIBILITIES ALONG THEIR LIFE PATH.”

LEARNING TO SEE
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JENNIFER LUCERO-EARLE

Watching my students learn about tarot in this way, with such ease and depth, brings me great joy. I was 
labeled with a learning disability growing up and I recall as a little girl often struggling and feeling insufficient 
in the academic world. In graduate school, I learned I was a somatic learner and that shifted my viewpoint and 
orientation to processing information. And so now my entry point to learning and teaching begins is body-based. 
Time and again I’ve witnessed students experience “a-ha” moments by simply exploring the visual landscape of 
tarot. It affirms that tarot is a universal tool for understand and development that anyone can access. 

When I think about creative teaching, I always return to the tarot as my greatest resource. Most of us grew up 
reading picture books before we gained a mastery of language. From books to cinema, images offer infinite ac-
cess to universal symbols and archetypes that help us understand others, our world, and ourselves. The tarot is 
a creative visual toolbox with 78 “tools” that can be infinitely mixed and matched. 

When we can’t find words, we can choose an image to align with a feeling or thought. When we are feeling 
stuck, we can use an image as a springboard to action. When we want to teach something we perceive as 
complex we can use tarot imagery to break down concepts one symbol at a time. Tarot has a role in creative 
learning and teaching beyond divination. I find fortune telling fascinating but I believe in freewill and find fortune 
hunting much more appealing. Fortune hunting is when we use the tarot to create our own roadmap to self-
actualization. The journey begins with our eyes. 

“I INTENTIONALLY WITHHOLD “ACADEMIC” INFORMATION ABOUT A 
CARD UNTIL AFTER THE STUDENTS CREATE A STORY AROUND THE 
IMAGE FOR THEMSELVES. TO ME, THE GREATEST OPPORTUNITY 
FOR CREATIVE TEACHING IS THE PROCESS OF DYNAMIC DISCOV-
ERY.”



Images from the Gaian Tarot deck by Joanna Powell Colbert. 

LEARNING TO SEE
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Sonora Jha, Ph.D., is an Associate Professor of Journalism and the author of the novel Foreign. 
She was formerly a special correspondent for The Times of India and a journalist in Singapore 
before moving to the United States. Apart from her academic research, Sonora is now working 
on her second book, a memoir.

IN DIALOGUE WITH
SONORA JHA

“THE BEST TEACHERS DON’T EVEN HAVE TO BE EXPERTS ON 
THEIR SUBJECT; THEY HAVE TO SHOW STUDENTS HOW TO LEARN 
AND THEN GET OUT OF THEIR WAY. THE BEST TEACHERS ALSO 
ARE THOSE WHO CONTINUE TO HAVE A HUNGER FOR THEIR OWN 
LEARNING.”
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ARE THOSE WHO CONTINUE TO HAVE A HUNGER FOR THEIR OWN 
LEARNING.”



Shirin – Hi Sonora, Thank you so much for chatting with Courageous Creativity! Diving right in into this month’s 
theme, how do you define what makes a Teacher?

Sonora – A teacher is someone who inspires a person to learn. It sounds simple, but it’s often overlooked that a 
teacher cannot achieve a thing without a learner feeling inspired to learn. The best teachers I remember were the 
ones who somehow made me want to learn. One of them even inspired me to learn Geometry. Imagine that. 

The best teachers don’t even have to be experts on their subject; they have to show students how to learn and then 
get out of their way. The best teachers also are those who continue to have a hunger for their own learning.

Shirin – Growing up, what are some of your memories of favorite teachers? What was it about them that spoke to 
you?

Sonora – Honestly, the first teacher I remember loving was my teacher in second standard (second grade), named 
Ms. Indu Saahi, whom I loved because she wore beautiful nail polish and because she treated me like I wasn’t stu-
pid. The teacher before her had told me I would always be a failure. So, forgive me for thereafter loving teachers who 
treated their students with loving interest. Among them – Ms. Cynthia DSouza, Mrs. Murthy (Geometry!), Jeroo Mulla. 
P. Sainath, and the late Timothy Cook.

Shirin – You started your career as a journalist and then moved to teaching. Tell us about that transition. 

Sonora – I had no plans to teach, but when I was working on my Ph.D., I fell in love with the academic life and 
started to see so much value in teaching journalism to American students so they could do strong global writing. 

I realized that teaching would also keep me in a spiral of learning. I couldn’t resist.

SONORA JHA

“I REALIZED THAT TEACHING WOULD ALSO KEEP ME IN A SPIRAL OF 
LEARNING. I COULDN’T RESIST.”



34

Shirin – So, you’ve worn multiple hats as a journalist, professor and a writer. How has Teaching played out in 
each of those roles?

Sonora – As a journalist, my students continue to inspire me to write. I now write Op-Eds because I teach Op-Ed 
writing and I find it best to lead by example. As a professor, I have to do social scientific research and also learn 
everything new that’s happening with journalism, so it keeps me relevant as a teacher. I mean, I have to teach 
students how to write powerful tweets. How cool is that for me as a teacher! 

Ah, as a writer – writing a novel meant learning creative writing, which in turn taught me new ways of teaching 
journalism. Each of these roles blends into the other and I sometimes feel like I will burst with the richness of it 
all.

Shirin – Lovely. What about parenting?

Sonora – I feel like the eternal student ever since I became a parent. I didn’t know that a spider had eight legs 
until I saw a drawing my son made in pre-school. What I mean is, parenting has taught me to see the world in 
wholly new creative ways. 

I might have taught my child how to walk and read, but I remember more clearly the time he taught me to walk (I 
had been in a car crash and had to learn to walk again – he was six and said I should “just put one foot in front 
of the other”). 

And recently, when I spoke to him of my ennui, he urged me to read Kierkegaard and when I spoke to him about 
my anguish (over Ferguson and Baltimore), he told me to listen to Dr. Dre. I’m learning, I’m learning.

IN DIALOGUE WITH...

“I FIND IT BEST TO LEAD BY EXAMPLE... EACH OF THESE ROLES 
BLENDS INTO THE OTHER AND I SOMETIMES FEEL LIKE I WILL 
BURST WITH THE RICHNESS OF IT ALL.”



Shirin – It’s wonderful to learn how, in each of the above roles, you have yourself learnt as you have taught. Is there 
more? 

Sonora – I’ll tell you about audiences and readers – I think it’s one of those cosmic relationships, where you try to 
invite a sense of what kernel of need or thread of knowledge or wisdom they are calling out for and where you might 
fit in as a storyteller. 

In writing a novel about farmer suicides, which is also a novel about love and belonging, I felt like I kept hearing what 
my reader wanted to know and how they wanted to be led to feel, and so the words tumbled out of me. At my book 
events, listening to the questions from readers, I learned what book I want to write next.

Shirin – What is your favorite part of being a teacher? 

Sonora – I would be lying if I didn’t say it’s a feeling of being validated as a human being and a validation for the 
little girl who was told by her first teacher that she would never come to anything in life (I get to change the script 
that teacher handed down to me and I get to be a different teacher for my students). 

But my favorite part in the bigger picture is the freshness of it all – new knowledge, new wisdoms, new people to 
love and send out into the world.

Shirin – Any other thoughts you’d like to leave our readers with?

Sonora – Go take a class in something new. Now.

“I FEEL LIKE THE ETERNAL STUDENT EVER SINCE I BECAME A PARENT.. I 
MIGHT HAVE TAUGHT MY CHILD HOW TO WALK AND READ, BUT I REMEM-
BER MORE CLEARLY THE TIME HE TAUGHT ME TO WALK...”

SONORA JHA
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PHOTOGRAPHY
MICHAEL SMITH AND PAULA CHAMLEE
Michael’s photographs are included in the permanent collections of over 125 museums in the 
United States, Europe, and Asia, and Paula is collected in over thirty museums in the US, and 
has taught workshops in photography all over the world. Michael’s published works include 
Landscapes 1975-1979, The Students of Deep Springs College, and Paula has had 7 mono-
graphs of her work published including Natural Connections: Photographs by Paula Chamlee, 
and High Plains Farm. Michael and Paula live in the country in Bucks Count, Pennsylvania. They 
give lectures and teach photography workshops. More details at: www.michaelandpaula.com
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