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TTDE 855: Excellence in Teaching 



                               Laura Sun 
Interview #2 -- Excellent teacher 





     2004/03/02

I. Introduction 
A great line from the movie--the Emperor’s Club—said, “A man’s fate is his destiny.” If it is the parents’ job to mold their children’s characters, then how can an excellent teacher help out in this molding process? After interviewing Pastor Victor Lai, I got this question answered. “To help parents to rescue their children from the bondage of academic Pharaoh,” is Pastor Lai’s mission statement in the year 2003. I was impressed with his aspiration and wondered where the Promised Land is that he is going to lead them to. I was introduced to Pastor Lai through a mutual friend when Pastor Lai was a conductor of a children symphony in the year 2000. It was not until May 2003, in a Chinese home schooling gathering that I met him again. That time I was amused by his analogy of learning the violin to using a saw to cut a piece of wood. Later, I started to know how he takes action in faith-learning integration to complete his mission by observing his violin teaching session
 and interviewing him as below.   

II. Interview: 11 Q and A

1. How long have you been teaching? 

      I have been teaching violin for 25 years. In the meantime I was an editorial translator
 of a Greek commentary for 5 years and a full-time staff pastor for 5 years. I came to an understanding that God had gifted me in teaching. 

2. Why do you choose the subject--violin?

      Regarding teaching violin as my career calling, it can be traced back to my childhood. My father was my first teacher. He learned violin for only 3 months, but he taught me for three years when I was 6 to 10 years of age. Because the financial situation of my household, I was forced to stop advanced violin-learning till a strong urge inside me pushed me to pick it up again when I was a college freshman. However, between the ages of 10 to 18, I kept on singing in the choir. You know, violin and singing are related. Humans are made in the images of God, and a violin is made in the image of the human body. Therefore, whenever I teach violin, I like to use the methods which are similar to the ways I draw out singing tone quality. God called me during my college years. At that time, I thought of putting these two--violin and the call of God—together, but did not know how.     

3. Who were some of your favorite teachers? 

    After my college years, I was already 20 something years old and no longer dreamed of being a performer of violin. However, I came to John Hopkins University School of Music to see Mr. Berl Senofsky, who is a Jew and is one of the top ten world violinists. In the interview, I asked him: how do you apply gravity to up bow? He was stunned and looked at me and said, “Come to study with me.” There and then, I felt I was chosen by another great Jewish teacher--Jesus. 

      Another favorite teacher of mine is Dr. Shinichi Suzuki. He always walks in students’ shoes and cares about their weaknesses. I admired his Mother-Tongue Education
 which emphasized that just as the ability to speak one's native language is not inborn, circumstances develop one's abilities, including musical talent. Dr. Suzuki encourages parents to follow the same method they use when they teach their mother-tongue to their children. Additionally, I believe the Holy Spirit is the greatest teacher, therefore, I will start with prayer at the beginning of every teaching section, but of course, ask parents’ permission first.
4. What did you learn from them?  

      By learning from Jesus, I employ analogies and models to illustrate and explain. For example, in the presence of parents, I will literally use a saw and a piece of wood to demonstrate that it is not natural and easy for a new violin player to pull the bow straight at the beginning stage. Then, after coming to a realization, the parents usually no longer feel anxious and doubt their kid’s learning capability. By learning from Dr Suzuki’s Mother-Tongue education, I conclude that violin learning actually can be applied to the study of anything. Through violin learning, one’s potential can be developed to a very high level while developing beautiful hearts.

5. What are your favorite teaching techniques? 
      I ask students questions to make sure they are thinking through my basic teaching principles. I tell them stories about my own learning experiences as well as the stories of other great violinists. I also require them to do house chores. My mind was opened by God in that sabbatical year while I helped my wife do lots of house chores. Now my violin teaching is also character formation for the children I teach. Three characters traits I want to build up in my students through violin are attentiveness, obedience (the disciplines to practice and follow instructions) and perseverance. For example, I would ask my students to serve drinks at home in order to see their right hand movement which applied to the bow holding.

       From my own home schooling experience, I conclude that learning is fun and students should not be overburdened with too many pressures. Apparently, a very common ideology which Chinese parents have, everything is second to Academics, is not from God. Besides trial-and-error, based on my experiences, I usually come to know when to use which teaching techniques. For me, it usually comes naturally. 
6. When your teaching get boring what would you do?  
     Once I sense that my student gets bored, I will change my teaching methods, like video watching and asking questions to stimulate their thinking. Though I might teach the same lesson over and over again, I still feel excited to come to a much deeper understanding of the basic teaching principles. And due to the one on one teaching style, I would pay attention to a kid’s personality and body muscles, in order to be alert to individual needs to find new analogies to teach. 

7. How do you motivate your students who lack interest in learning?  
      I am convinced that the same as Sunday sermon preaching, it is the teacher’s responsibility to invoke the interest within the students. However, if students still only like to play sports and have no interest in violin, then, I will discuss with parents to find out if any team sports or house chores are available to help kids build up these three character traits. 

      On the other hand, sometimes, when they were bored due to the learning curve, then I would ask them to play some fun songs or hang in there. If this is still not working, then after discussing with the parents, I would say it is ok as long as they finish practicing what they need to work on. Most of the time when this occurred, they would hang in there and be disciplined. Personally, I like to talk with a student’s parents and I emphasize that kids need to think through the principles of violin learning. 
9. What kind of introspection have you already gone through?       

     After doing ministry for ten years, I sensed it was about time God called me into a new direction. So, in the year 2000, I took a sabbatical leave to organize myself and stayed at home with my wife and kids. It was also our second year of home schooling. During that year, my perspectives of teaching changed. One time I was struck by the Word of God when I meditated on John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word (Logos).” Based on my Greek commentary analytical training, immediately I was caught by the word--logos, which means there are organizing principles for everything created on the earth by God, including science, arts and music. Additionally, Mr. Bill Gothard’s 7 basic principles of life guidelines gave me the insights to ask God for 7 basic principles of violin teaching
. I was convinced that since there is logic in creation, then there must also be logic in violin teaching. I also applied the same logics to teach the multiplication tables to my 2nd grade son. Due to the excitement of watching him learning successfully, I began to sense God encouraging me to experiment with the principles of education at home. Now I even apply the same principles to play the basketball with my children. I exercised a lot and had my 45 minutes prayer walking every morning.  I was also convicted by Malachi 4:6, “He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.” Consequently, while I kept asking, “Lord, what do you want me to do with my life,” my mission statement came out in the year 2000 as “rescue children of God from the bondage of Academic Pharaoh,” then evolved to “help parents rescue their children from the bondage of Academic Pharaoh” in the year 2003.

11. What does an “Excellent teacher” mean to you?    
      For me, Jesus is the most excellent teacher I know. He lives out the Truth and has the wisdom to teach in a natural way. I apply this as my teaching model. Like Jesus, I love to teach kids to think. My mandate of teaching is to train kids to be their own teachers, that is, to work myself out of my teaching job. So many inspirations come while interacting with kids, and their creativity and naivety make me more humble before the Lord. Consequently, I enjoy seeing kids making progress week by week. In the meantime, parents start to trust me and share their frustrations, their family concerns, and then I have chances to share the gospel with them, that is my ultimate goal. I would like to develop a set of biblical violin teaching principles infused with the process of the gospel to glorify God. Therefore, Instead of being a violin teacher, I see myself as an educator. Now teaching violin and home schooling are my two tools to test my pedagogical theory, while molding my character and growing with my family. 

III. Conclude with my findings
      From a pedagogical perspective, Pastor Lai is an excellent teacher in terms of his knowledge of the three-S’s (self, student, and subject). As an educator, Pastor Lai has a great passion from his whole being, knowing and doing. 

      Regarding the knowledge of self, Pastor Lai is able to reflect and keep balanced in his own identity and integrity. He knew his life callings in his early twenties and continues to pursue them with passion and enthusiasm. He is gifted with an analytic, creative and organized personality. Additionally, he is a risk-taker and a revolutionary against the tide of ideology–everything is second to Academics. Related to this, the Apostle Paul said in Colossians 2: 8, “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” His life manifests the “excellence” within his calling and validates the fact that who God calls God also equips. As he went through different life stages, he constantly saw that life is fun and enjoyable. Consequently, he is able to build up trust relationships with his students and the students’ parents.  

     In terms of his knowledge of students, he believes in them. He expects his students to be the best. While he pushes his students out of their comfort zone, in the meantime, he guides them through the process with hope. He has the capacity to combine structure or intentionally with flexibility in both planning and leading the teaching session. He focuses on his students’ character more than any other thing. He strategically helps his students build a bridge between the academic text and their own lives. As a developmental teacher he sees his students’ lives more clearly than they see themselves. He is able to connect his teaching with students’ performance and parents’ concerns. 

      In respect to the knowledge of the subject, Pastor Lai is a lifelong learner and he is flexible to think outside the box. He is an expert on the subject matters of both violin and the Word of God. By developing the seven principles of violin teaching according to  Logos, he tries to be on top of knowledge keeps his teaching fresh. He also attempts to be creative by seeking the fingerprint of God on his life then give the glory back to God. Modeling after Jesus, Pastor Lai is a great communicator too. He employs analogies and tells the story of his life and others’ to connect with students. Having gone through learning experience, he asks his students questions and challenges them to think and grow by struggling with a momentary dis-equilibration, as a Child Psychologist, Piaget said. 

      In sum, I envision that Pastor Lai’s faith-learning integration as an act of worship will enable him to lead his students into a promised land of growth and God’s glory.
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� An on-line album at � HYPERLINK "http://photos.yahoo.com/sunl041" ��http://photos.yahoo.com/sunl041�, click on 2004-02-21. 


� Based on Archibald Roberson’s Word Picture in the New Testaments, after graduated from Fuller, Pastor  


  Lai spent 5 years being an editorial writer of “Living Spring Greek New Testament Exegetical Notes” 


  volume Acts and I. Peter.


� The Suzuki Method--Dr. Suzuki believed that the best and most effective way to learn music is to be exposed to it from a very early age. He calls this the "mother tongue" method - young children learn to play an instrument in the same way that they learn their own language: by listening, absorbing, and copying. 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.geocities.com/Vienna/1116/suzuki.html" ��http://www.geocities.com/Vienna/1116/suzuki.html�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.suzuki-violin.com/" ��http://www.suzuki-violin.com/�





� His seven principles of violin teaching are: 


1. Principle of design: Violin is designed to come out as with the human singing voice 


2. Principle of Power – Gravity


3. Principle of track--form a track and stay on that track.


4. Principle of Paradox: understand and apply the paradox of tensions and relaxation.


Like the paradox of God—he is loving and righteous as Lion and lamb, therefore, 


parents need to keep balanced between being righteous and loving their children.


 Principle of the circle: Complete a full circle as the four seasons of creation. 


 Principles of practice—know how to practice, work smart then work hard.


 still under construction ...











