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Chapter 4: Understanding Your 

Audience 

 

“ We must give more attention to the interplay between the science of teaching—pedagogy—and 

the art of teaching... A teacher must be anchored in pedagogy and blend imagination, creativity 

and inspiration into the teaching learning process to ignite a passion for learning in students.”  

—Peyton Williams, 2003 President for the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development 

 

As we began discussing in Chapter 2, each audience is unique. And each audience or classroom 

is made up of individual unique snowflakes. Thus, having an awareness of where individual 

learners are helps us understand audience dynamics as a whole.  

 

Types of Attendees 

Just as each of us as presenters are there for different reasons, every attendee is there for a 

different reason as well. Some were dragged there unwillingly by spouses and friends, while 

others are in the room after excitedly saving up every last penny and traveling all day to be there. 

Having all of our attendees be learners, or hobbyists, or experts, or fans of our work (or even to 

know who we are) is unlikely. Most likely, we will have a group that is made up of a variety of 

types of attendee, just as a major conference will be made of many types of presenters (see page 

13). However, some events are more prone to mixed audiences than others, and keeping an eye 

open for their behavior may indicate what sort of attendee they are. 

What type of attendee are they? 

 Academic 

 Adventurer 

 Advocate 

 Apostle 

 Apprentice 

 Aspirant 

 Attendee 

 Audience Member 

 Beginner 

 Convert  Critic 

 Beholder 

 Believer 

 Browser 

 Buff 

 Bystander 

 Cadet 

 Charge 

 Client Contributor  

 Novice 

 Observer 
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 Dabbler 

 Devotee 

 Disciple 

 Employee 

 Enthusiast 

 Experimenter 

 Expert 

 Explorer 

 Fan 

 Fanatic 

 Fetishist 

 Fiend 

 Follower 

 Friend 

 Guest 

 Hobbyist  

 Initiate 

 Intellectual 

 Journeyman 

 Junkie 

 Learner 

 Master 

 Newcomer 
 

 Onlooker 

 Outsider 

 Participant 

 Peer 

 Player 

 Pioneer 

 Protégé  

 Pupil 

 Recruit 

 Registrant 

 Researcher 

 Ritualist 

 Scholar 

 Spectator 

 Student 

 Supporter 

 Theorist 

 Trainee 

 Viewer 

 Voyeur 

 Ward 

 Witness 

 Zealot 

 
  

Beyond the types of attendee, keep your ear open for the adjectives attendees use to describe 

themselves. Curious? Uncertain? Joyful? Enthusiastic? Nervous? Happy? Dubious? 

In the time before a class starts, consider asking what brought students there. If you have the 

time this can also be something to do within class to make sure to hone your message and 

teaching goals for the class, but if you have a room of 60 students and only an hour and a half to 

teach, having each person get their say may not be an effective (or appreciated) use of time. 

However, if we learn before we begin that the bulk of students are there because they all have 

seen your work before and loved it, consider cutting your introduction spiel down to the bare 

bones. What a great chance to dive in deep!  

 

Encouraging Students for Your Success 

Who are your students? Do you get to choose? 

We are not “ supposed” to ask for one kind of attendee over another, but the reality is some of us 

are better suited towards some students rather than others. We choose our students in many 



 

67 – Presenting Our Passions v4 – © PassionAndSoul.com 

different ways—many of them unconsciously. By making these into conscious choices, we can 

affect our own experience as educators and reach students who we feel more competent towards 

reaching. Mind you, by some of these becoming conscious choices, we have a chance to also 

step outside our comfort zone as well. If we know we are most comfortable teaching in small 

group settings for example, choosing to attend at a major event may introduce us to a new 

favorite style or approach we would have never been able to explore by sticking to where we feel 

safe. Be honest with yourself about how adventurous you are, and how willing you are to break 

out of your comfort zones today. Tomorrow may be a different answer… or perhaps your inner 

wisdom or passion may push you with this list to evaluate how you have been unintentionally 

limiting your world. 

 

Choose Your Gathering.  

Are you teaching at a small local gathering? A national conference? A four-day intensive 

experience? Are students getting in for free? Do they have to pay top dollar to attend? Is this 

event a required one to attend something down the road (such as teaching group orientations)?  

 

Choose Your Topic.  

Here is a little known secret: most of the time the students did not fight to get you, or that topic, 

or that combination. In some cases, organizers are just looking for anyone who teaches on cross-

dressers, and did not actually look at your biography. In others, you were requested to teach, but 

the administration got final say on the material you were covering. 

If the organizers say, “ You can teach anything you like,” think twice. Yes, technically you can, 

and more power to you. But finding out in advance what attendees might want to learn can be 

valuable. This is double true of the comment, “ Yes, please teach on that obscure topic.” Really? 

Does the population of the group actually want to hear about the history of 12
th

 century 

herbalism in Northern Mongolia, or would they be better served by a class on overall history of 

herbalism? Oftentimes, in the case of obscure topics, it is because one of the organizers really 

wants to learn that topic and no one else does. That is fine if you are being paid a flat rate, but if 

you are splitting door fees, or find emotional value in larger classes, this can be a train wreck 

ready to happen.  

Questions to ask in this situation include: 

 Are there a lot of folks with a background in this topic in your group? 

 Has anyone else taught the introductory levels of this work in your area? Can I get a copy 

of their handout or discuss with them what they covered? 

 Would you like to take the topic and check in with your group? 
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 Why does that class call to you? 

The reverse of specificity is true. If you are asked by a major organization to do an introductory 

class on what their organization is known for, ask why. Especially if you are being brought in 

from outside the area. Why were you asked, and not a local, to teach BDSM 101 to the 25-year-

old BDSM organization. Such things bear examination. 

 

Choose Your Presentation Style.  

Take a look back at Chapter 1. Which of these do you tend to do? Workshops may attract a 

different population than lectures or discussion groups. If your class is built to be an “ active 

discussion format where all students are encouraged to share,” and you do not have the skills to 

handle or actively dislike students who just like hearing their own voice, consider building 

something different that will not actively attract that sort of student. Or learn the skills to work 

with them with grace. 

 

Write Your Class Description. 

You will set the tone with descriptive and accurate class descriptions/titles. If the class will be 

funny, and you want students who like funny classes, make sure that the description is funny. If 

it will be academic and classically informative, make the tone and linguistic choices reflect that 

fact. 

Be clear on the differences between the terms “ demonstration,” “ lecture,” and “ workshop.” If 

people show up to a class expecting an active, hands-on learning experience and only get to 

watch a demo or listen to a lecture, they're likely to be disappointed. If you want more 

“participants,” words like “ participatory” in the type of experience description are often helpful.  

When our students know what to expect, or what head space to be in, they are more likely to 

become active participants and/or retain a higher amount of information presented. 

 

Choose a Class Title. 

Does the title reflect the tone of the class? 

How is the class title likely to be shortened down for pocket programs? Many students never 

read descriptions at major events, and thus shorthand titles are key. Consider asking producers of 

events with multiple courses running concurrently how many characters will fit in the schedule 

box, and provide your own short title versions.  
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Check the title and shorthand on the website and schedule mockup yourself. Having a class 

called “Demons of Jealousy in Open Relationships” shortened down to “ Relationships” in a 

program guide may invite attendees who are emotionally unprepared to discuss the more 

challenging aspects of open relationship dynamics. 

 

Create a Buzz Before Class. 

Buzz and excitement are not just for helping you get in the right head space to teach, they also 

help your students by reminding them to show up excited and ready to learn! 

Tweeting/blogging about the map of where you plan to go will help students peek at that map in 

advance and make sure they are prepared for the journey you will be going on together. 

Discuss your course with random folks at the event itself. This may draw in attendees who did 

not know about your class in advance (who you are talking to or who overhear your 

conversation), or may help clarify for those who only saw titles about exactly what it is that you 

will be offering. Even if they decide not to come, they may mention it to someone else who 

decides to attend and has a blast.  

Have an elevator pitch for each of your offerings. Go back to Chapter 1 and look at the elevator 

pitch exercise again. Try it with the classes you offer. Can you explain the concepts in under 30 

seconds? If not, why not? True, an elevator pitch does not cover the full breadth and depth of 

your discussion, but it allows the key points and reason for the class’ existence to become 

apparent. Consider doing elevator pitches and other teasers that leave them wanting to know an 

answer or have something revealed in the class—but only if you will in some way deliver on the 

tease. Tease and denial is something that requires the consent of all parties, and your students 

likely did not consent. 

 

Set Classroom Rules/Systems. 

As class begins, consider letting students know what the framework of the class will be and how 

you prefer to operate. For example: 

 In today’s class we will be talking about… 

 I ask that everything discussed in this class… 

 If you are uncomfortable, feel free to… 

Creating the framework within the early part of the class, with permission for those who are not 

comfortable with said rules to leave without shame or guilt, allows students who agree to those 

rules to stay. 
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Part of the job is to teach behavior. What does yours say? How do you treat folks? How do you 

behave in other classes at the event?  

 

Describe Success. 

Do your students know what success looks like? What are they aiming towards? Why are they 

here? Let them know what success will look like: 

 By the end of today’s class, my hope is that you will all be able to… 

 You don’t have to get it perfect; you just have to try… 

 It may take years to perfect this, but today you will start… 

 I’d like you all to leave here knowing… 

 I look forward to hearing the effects of this topic in your life in years to come… 

This can be done in many different ways—in class descriptions, stated during a quiz mid-class, 

clearly stated at the beginning, or reminding them at the end of class what they managed to 

cover.  

 

Student Realities 

Understanding where our students are coming from, their needs, and having a degree of overall 

knowledge of them can help us tap into their wavelength and provide more deeply integrated 

educational experiences. 

 

What age are your students?  

Ageism is a serious issue in North America. Highly competent individuals over sixty are being 

turned away from jobs they can do with excellence, and the same goes for young persons who 

are told that “you can’t possibly be able to do that at your age.”  

In addition to ageism, age comes into play with generational language and life examples. 

Cracking jokes about Inspector Gadget and Saved by the Bell will target a very specific age 

range and leave others blinking. Be aware of your own age and media references—for example, 

will comparisons to the Carter administration fly with this crowd, or will you alienate yourself? 
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Gender? 

I attended a class in power exchange relationship dynamics. For every single reference to 

submission and surrender, the instructor used female pronouns. Every mention of dominance was 

framed in a male voice. I was turned off. 

Own your gender habits, and if you will be speaking from only one voice, say so early on to 

allow students to translate for themselves or excuse themselves. Consider shaking up which 

genders go where, or sharing examples from multiple perspectives. 

Gender does not appear in only our language or examples (including those of our students), but 

also of who we think our students are gender-wise. The person before you with round hips and 

breasts bound down may not be female-identified. We can alienate populations accidentally by 

what gender, or assumptions of socially gender-assumptive behaviors, we treat them as. 

 

Sexual Orientation?  

“Sir, what would your wife say?”  

“Um, my husband would be amused he was called my wife.”  

Whoops. We do not know what our student’s sexual orientation is by looking at them. Even at a 

class for lesbians, we cannot assume that everyone in the class is lesbian. Perhaps they are a 

straight woman supporting a lesbian friend. Perhaps it was the nearest motherhood class to where 

they live. Perhaps they are bisexual, or are politically lesbian but sexually heterosexual.  

In some class topics, we can ask. Other times it is inappropriate. And in some regions, folks will 

not out themselves for whatever reason. A straight man in an all-men’s course on breathing 

techniques may not want to mention he has a female partner out of fear of alienation from his 

classmates. I prefer to use a mix of orientation references to show the diversity available on the 

planet. 

 

Religious or Ethnic Background or Affiliation?  

Not everyone you will be teaching is Catholic, or Hindu, or Atheist, or Buddhist, or Pagan. Not 

everyone will be Agnostic, or Sikh, or Jewish, or Muslim. They may be part of a small secular 

spiritual group, or be vehemently anti-religious. Some may have been scarred or hurt by the 

focus you have as your voice of faith.  

I got to attend to a stage performance by Paisley Yankolovich. Paisley, a drag queen trash punk 

born again Christian missionary musician, was halfway through his set, rocking out in a green 
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glittery dress, torn fishnets, combat boots, and black lipstick, when he stopped. He looked at the 

audience and apologized to each of us who were once hit by a Christian. 

I was taken aback. I had been brought by a friend, and I had been really skeptical about the 

music, and the sternly pointed message. But when he explained that every person he had met, 

including himself, had been hurt by a Christian, and that had nothing to do with the message of 

Christ’s love, I had to pause and rethink my stance on his work. This is not because Paisley had 

won me over, but because it was an effective technique for getting his message into the heads of 

others. He pointed out that the system he came from had flaws, but that there was hope and 

goodness there. 

The common approach in education in North America is to just avoid the religion angle entirely. 

Separation of church and state is applied to all our education, a habit carried over from our 

school days. It is a valid approach. There are, however, other approaches to consider if your 

passion is anchored in faith. 

The same issue apples to our ethnic backgrounds and affiliations. Our family and culture of 

origin and of upbringing colors our speech, and will color the experience of our students’ lives as 

well. I sat in a class with a mixed audience, and the Caucasian professor made a passing 

comment about how he was going to get lynched for what he just said. A strange silence fell over 

the crowd, the ghost of Charles Lynch and his proposals for dealing with Negro descent settling 

like a hush. If you find that you have stepped in a cultural or ethnic taboo, there are quite a 

number of ways to handle it. A few include: 

 A quick apology, a deep breath, and moving on. 

 A deep breath, and moving on. 

 Using it as a teaching opportunity to discuss cultural competency or other topics. 

 

Marital status or relationship systems?  

Our students may be partnered, un-partnered, multi-partnered, or may have recently ended a 

partnership. They may be new to romance, or been together for 40 years. Their description of 

marriage may not match yours. They may have children, or not, been co-parented, or not. They 

may be grandparents, or they may have lost children. They may cohabitating with a tribe of the 

heart, or live alone. That nose ring may be a sign of being wed, or that ring on their finger a sign 

of being married to themselves. 

If your course is for couples only, there is a chance that you will get a wide variety of couples. 

Same-sex partnerships, transgendered individuals with their mates, heterosexual couples, 

dedicated triads… Breathe. It will be okay. It’s a chance to see what everyone involved has in 

common—it’s likely to be a lot more than you imagined. 
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Employment status? Financial means?  

Saying in class, “When you leave here, you can just go buy one of these if you like” infers a 

certain financial means of your students. Our examples of behaviors may also be a hit or miss: 

“When you get home from work” will be a great match for some, and not for others. Some are 

self-employed, some are on disability, some have a full-time job as a stay-at-home parent. Some 

are inheritors of estates, some work three jobs and saved up to pay for babysitting to come out 

today for your class. 

 

Physical capabilities? 

Can they lift twenty pounds? Can their body do this action? Try not to assume that everyone in 

the course has the same physical capabilities as you do. In fact, I’ve had students with different 

physicality teach me amazing new ways to do what it is that I do, and sometimes, better ways 

that work more efficiently and smartly with the body that I live in. When I have a student who 

says they can’t do “that,” whatever “that” is,  

 

Ethics and moral systems? 

Your students may or may not share yours. This is not a personal reflection on your own ethical 

or moral systems. 

 

Overall education level?  

Someone who has a graduate level of education or has been deeply immersed in academic 

reading on their own for many years will understand a different set of language and references 

than those who have less than a high school level of education or never got involved with book-

learning and passions for whatever reason. This does not make one smarter or dumber than the 

other. It means they have different knowledge, language, and reference sets. Learning what 

knowledge, language, and reference sets your students have may be useful for not having your 

students “dumbed down” to or to avoid “talking over their heads.”  

 

Regional habits and social taboos? 

Oh honey, we just don’t talk about that ‘round here.  

I have seen this come up time and time again. People blushing red when I use the word vagina or 

cunt instead of “down there.” The culture I had explained to me as “Minnesota Nice,” where 
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people say lovely things to people’s faces, and another set of statements behind their back. By 

understanding the baseline of the local habits and taboos, we become less likely to stick our foot 

in our mouth, embarrass our students, humiliate them accidentally, unintentionally infer things 

we did not mean, or have our message ignored outright. Mind you, these are worst-case 

scenarios. Sometimes, by coming into an area and blasting through the regional habits and social 

taboos, we are seen in a positive light as the outsider who the normal rules obviously don’t apply 

to. And if the rules don’t apply to us, maybe you can create a safe space for other rules to fall 

away as well.  

 

Experience with your topic/genre? 

Knowledge and experience are not the same thing. Perhaps they have never been to a single class 

or read a book on anal sex, but they have been having it for ten years. Maybe they have read 

every book and attended twenty classes on Tantra, but have never actually held space with 

another individual and breathed with them. Finding out whether they have experience or 

knowledge when we ask if folks are familiar with a topic, can be important in some cases, 

especially hands-on experiences. Our language may also affect what people think their 

experience is. “Who has made porn before?” is a different question than “Who has experimented 

with or been part of erotic pictures and movies of any sort before?”  

 

Overall life experience? 

Have your students ever travelled outside the country? Outside their home state? Have they ever 

tried eating foods from cultures other than their own? The level of overall life experience can 

affect how well our message is heard and understood. If I say, “So when you are at a sushi bar 

and order unagi” and am met with blank stares, I may have overshot my audience’s life 

experience and cultural vocabulary. 

 

Experience with this topic? 

Beyond their existence as individuals, what do these specific students know about the topic you 

are presenting on? 

 Assess Student Knowledge.  

Doing so early on will allow you to set your information level, style of interaction, 

language framework, and in doing so maximize the effectiveness of your presentation. 

 

 What do the students already know?  

This applies to what they know on this specific topic or sub-topic, but also life at large. 
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The first is much easier to do in the context of a single class. However, having an 

awareness of skills or knowledge that a student has outside of this topic can be helpful as 

well. For example, if all the students in a class on non-violent communication come from 

a visual arts background, by using exercises that have them draw instead of write, we can 

build up student confidence in the new topic by associating it with their previous 

strengths.  

 

 What can the students already do?  

For example, when teaching advanced rope bondage courses I ask: 

o How many of you can comfortably tie a square knot and tie your shoes? 

o How many of you have bound someone for a scene? 

o How many of you have done partial suspensions or predicament ties? 

o How many of you have helped someone fly, and feel competent in your skills to 

do so? 

 

By asking four simple questions, I have created a picture in my own mind of what 

experience level my students are at, and what basic knowledge I will need to impart to 

catch some students up. I also have the choice of saying clearly that if folks do not have 

the more advanced work they are welcome to stay and learn, but that I encourage them to 

go back after class and reaffirm the basic knowledge levels in rope bondage before they 

go forward with advanced practice work. 

 

 Do you have a mixed-ability classroom? 

If this is the case, you need to make some decisions. What level will you set your work 

at? Will you teach to the lowest common denominator? To the level advertised in the 

print material? Or will you develop some sort of fusion system? A great example of 

mixed-ability language can be found in the children’s book series A Series of Unfortunate 

Events by Lemony Snicket.  

 

“…occasionally their parents gave them permission to take a rickety trolley—the word 

“rickety,” you probably know, here means “ unsteady” or “ likely to collapse”—alone to 

the seashore…” 

—Lemony Snicket, The Bad Beginning 

 

By “ sneaking” in explanatory language and slowing down when showing something  

“everyone should know” the first time we expose students to a concept, the students who 

are newer to an intermediate or advanced topic can catch up more easily. 

 

 Where are the students relative to where the teacher is trying to go?  

We don’t often like to admit it, but we, as educators and presenters, have goals. We want 

to get there, we want to stay entertained or engaged ourselves, we psyched ourselves up 

about our plans for today. However, if we really want to go there, we need to know where 

our students are coming from. Saying, “Go three miles straight ahead and turn right on 

Smith Avenue” only works if the person we are giving directions to is on the street we 

actually want them to go forward on.  
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 Own your own assumptions. 

We all assume things from time to time, and as the childhood adage goes, “To Assume 

makes an Ass of U and Me.” Some assumptions I have made over the years have 

included: 

o “I understand it, therefore if I tell it, they will understand it.”  

o “They should already know that.”  

o “Everyone who has been in this community for more than a few days knows 

that…”  

o “Anyone drawn to this class will be coming from a background of…”  

o “It’s common sense.”  

o “This part is so easy.”  

 

Just because it was easy for me does not mean it will be easy for them—not everyone has 

the same skill sets or physical capacity I do. There is no such thing as a common sense. If 

the words “anyone,” “everyone,” or “should” comes out of my mouth, it’s a big warning 

sign that I need to check my assumptions. We don’t know who will be drawn to our 

classes, or for what reasons they are drawn, until we ask them. And you know what? Not 

everyone thinks like me. And not everyone thinks like you. 

 

 Speak to your student body, not generic students. 

Treating them as individuals with their own life experience is important. When we treat 

everyone identically, we assume identical experience and knowledge, and shortchange 

both ourselves and our students of a unique experience. As passionate beings, we deserve 

to live fully in the moment, with the people who are really there, not just cut-out beings 

with no spirit or energy. By seeing our students as individuals, we can create a feedback 

loop of energy and renewed inspiration in our work, as compared to dumping our time 

into a black hole of repetition and thoughtlessness. 

 

Student Empathy and Connection 

What are their bodily needs? 

Being aware of the needs of your student body and the realities they work in will help them be 

able to truly hear what you have to say, by addressing those needs as best possible and removing 

distractions from what you are trying to communicate.  

 How are those chairs?  

Seriously, go sit in them. If they suck, give your students permission to move around and 

take care of their bodies as needed. Some students learn better sitting against the wall, 

lying on the floor taking notes, or bringing pillows to put on those hard plastic chairs. If 

you know the chairs will be horrid, send out a message to students in advance to bring 

their own cushions. 

 

 Temperature  
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Too hot? Too cold? If your students are fighting off a chill, they will not be deeply 

engrossed in your lecture on end of life planning. 

 

 Bathrooms  

How many are there? If you have 40 students and one bathroom, a 10 minute bathroom 

break during the intensive will, by definition, not function well. 

 

 Uncomfortable clothes 

In classes that require physical movement, if you see students with high heels on, tight 

corsets, or uncomfortable boots,  it might be worthwhile to either take off your own shoes 

to show that it is okay to be barefoot in class, or mention in passing that some may find it 

easier to get out of restrictive wardrobe. Do not push it too much—some individuals wrap 

their identity up in their appearance, or have made a personal commitment to appear 

thusly for whatever reason, and pushing on it may be read as a personal attack. 

 

 Water, food, and sleep 

Are they dehydrated? Hungry? Exhausted? Did the party go ‘till 5:00 a.m. last night and 

you are trying to teach at 9:00 a.m.? Having water in the back of the room, snack bars, 

and permission to yawn with some humor (and some physical exercises instead of all 

lectures to help keep them awake) can go a long way. Even empathy for the fact that they 

are tired, and stating it out loud instead of letting it be the guilt-laden elephant in the 

room, can mean a lot. 

 

Linguistic Challenges 

 Homonyms and antonyms. 

Homonyms are words that are spelled and pronounced the same way. For example, 

“bark” is both a verb (to bark up the wrong tree) and a noun (the thin covering layer on a 

tree). 

 

Antonyms are words that are spelled the same way and pronounced the same way, but 

their context, setting, and tonality actually make them exact opposites. “Bad” is a 

fantastic example that comes up in common language. Do you mean something is “bad” 

(a horrible thing we want to avoid), or “bad” (a fantastic thing that is hip, cool, or 

stylish)? 

 

Homonyms are fine in most educational work if working in someone’s first language, but 

antonyms can be very confusing, even for first language speakers. Make sure that your 

audience understands which connotation of an antonym you are using if your speaking 

pattern features them. 

 

 Colloquialisms and slang. 

Colloquialisms are casual, familiar, and informal written or spoken words or phrases that 

replace formal terms and phrases, and vary from region to region. Whether I am ordering 

a “soda” in Boston, a “coke” in Northern Texas, or a “pop” in the Northwest, I am still 
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ordering a fizzy beverage. However, if I am teaching in Boston, and refer to fizzy 

beverages in a story by saying, “I went and ordered a pop,” I may confuse my audience. 

Slang words are a form of colloquial language, often but not always the subset that refers 

to taboo references or “inappropriate” formal language, and are also known in such cases 

as euphemisms. Slang can be regional, but it can also be part of a sub-culture, a media 

reference, etc.  

 

Thus, becoming aware of “ insider” slang for your sub-community can help do a few 

things:  

o Sneak in definitions for insider language to help new individuals start to blend in 

faster. 

o Become aware of how baffling our speech patterns might be for outsiders to a 

community (incredibly important if transitioning from teaching in one community 

to another). 

o Find out what our sub-community slang might mean to others. (I brought up CBT, 

as mentioned in Chapter 2, in a university lecture, and a student raised his hand to 

ask what people found sexually appealing about Computer Based Training!) 

o Take a serious look at the absurdity or true definitions of our slang.  

 

 Accents. 

When I was learning Irish Gaelic, I had challenges. Not because of the language, but 

because my teacher was from Connemara, my family was from Cork, and I was living in 

Donegal. Yes, they were all in Ireland, and yes, it was speaking Gaelic… but think of it 

as a teacher from Texas teaching someone whose family was from the Bronx English 

while both were living in North Dakota. 

 

We speak the same language, but the fluctuation, tone, and linguistic idiosyncrasy we 

carry can make it tough. I recommend coming into an area early and getting used to the 

accent, talking with folks over the phone in advance, or watching YouTube videos of 

folks from the area. Get used to how they speak, and in turn, try to make your accent 

more palatable or accessible to them. Some speaking courses will encourage the 

“removal” of all accents, developing a broad Californian (aka Hollywood) accent, but I 

think that this is unnecessary. Your unique voice is part of your tool kit, and you know 

how to use that voice you have well. Simply becoming aware of it can be enough. For 

more thoughts on speech, see Chapter 6. 

 

 Explain technical terms and concepts in a few different ways. 

Come up with multiple terms or explanations for the same concept. Different terms will 

engage different people. It is one of the reasons so many folks will happily go to an 

introductory course on the same subject by so many different instructors. During a self-

affirmation weekend like those produced by Louise Hay and Hay House, a listener may 

hear thirty different speakers talk about how to bring our dreams into reality and health to 

our entire life, but invariably one voice will echo to the listener on a deeper level—even 

if many of the presenters were explaining similar concepts. 

 

 Make it meaningful. 
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Provide examples that actually have meaning in your students’ lives. Yes, this requires 

knowing a bit about student’s lives, instead of making assumptions about what their lives 

looks like. However, showing a chef that they can use basic algebra to work on doubling 

a recipe is more likely to make the idea stick. If we are uncertain how the concepts would 

apply to a student’s life, ask the student! Have them take an idea and share how it applies 

to their life at large, sharing it with everyone as an in-class exercise. Perhaps when 

Student A shares their example, Student C might have the idea finally “click.”  

 

 Getting students to share. 

Part of creating empathy and connection is getting our students to share, either in class, 

before, or after. Though not necessary in a lecture format, I find it useful in all forms of 

interactive education. 

 

 Give “open spaces.”  

Sometimes we accidentally shut down our students by talking non-stop. Pausing every 

once in a while, drinking some water, looking around the room, or asking if anyone has 

any thoughts or concepts can create a platform for those voices to be heard. If working 

with a “shy” room, consider having index cards and pens available for shy students to 

write their questions or ideas down and pass them forward. 

 

 Engage in collective wisdom. 

I am a big fan of creating a collective consciousness within rooms by asking questions 

and eliciting brief responses and ideas from the whole room. For example, if I were to be 

the only one to define “What is a ritual,” I might have perhaps four ideas from my own 

life. If I ask the whole room, “What do you think of when you hear the word ‘ritual,’” I 

am likely to get a very broad swath of ideas, including directions I may have never 

considered. Even if I am going to narrow that topic down to my four definitions, it still 

gives me the freedom to make a new choice or acknowledge all the input, underline the 

four that we will be discussing today, and move forward. 

 

 Tell me a story. 

Asking for examples from an audience can be a great way to have folks feel like they are 

“seen” in the room, but requires a delicate balancing act to not hand over our classroom 

to a full hour-plus of nothing but sharing. If that is where you want the class to go, go for 

it. But have it planned in advance. 

 

 “I’ve done that, too.”  

Another double-edged sword is empathy. For some students, being told that the workshop 

leader has walked the same path as them, or a similar path, can create a feeling of 

peership. For others, it can make it feel as if their story is not unique or valid, and that 

they are being silenced by the presenter. Be especially aware of such phrases as “I have 

been there” or “I know your pain.” Do you really? Take stock before asserting such 

claims, especially when in reference to emotionally volatile stories and experiences. 

 

 Thank you. 
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Thanking our students for their commentary is fantastic. It is also a great opportunity to 

steer a presentation back on track if there has been a tangent. Some examples of ways to 

say thanks include: 

o Thank you so much for sharing that example. 

o What a fascinating perspective. 

o I can hear where you may have come from, but where I was hoping to go was 

more along the following lines… 

o I appreciate your willingness to open up. 

 

False thanks is, however, not sexy. If you are annoyed, it will come across in your voice. 

Think twice about what your tone will be before saying thanks, lest it be seen as hollow 

and trite by your students, or worse still, mocking them. 

 

Student Mental and Emotional Needs 

Students are better able to retain information if they have the mental/emotional capacity to 

actually hear it. Thus, awareness at least of our students’ mental and emotional needs is 

worthwhile. 

 Needs outside of the classroom. 

Every one of us has a life outside the classroom. Thus, letting students know that if they 

have to leave that they should return as soon as possible afterwards can be helpful if that 

is allowed. If students need to leave their cell phones on (children at home, on call for 

work), remind them to put the phone on silent or vibrate, and to take the call outside the 

room only.  

 

 Time check-ins. 

It can be very jarring emotionally for some students to feel “dumped” at the end of an 

emotionally charged topic or discussion. To avoid the “all right, we’re out of time, see 

you all later,” approach; consider ten minutes before the end of class letting folks know 

that there is ten minutes left. Saying, “All right, we have about ten minutes left, and I 

want to take this last time that we have to dive into what was just brought up…” lets 

students know how much time is left and that you are not done with them. Too many 

folks will say, “All right, we have about ten minutes left, any questions?” This, too, can 

be jarring, and seem like the presenter is trying to eat up the last ten minutes.  

 

 Post-class discussions. 

Especially during discussions that are triggering or contain emotionally volatile topics, 

creating a space after class to continue the discussion (such as an online forum or office 

hours) and letting students know about this resource at the beginning of class, may free 

more folks to open up and share. Not everyone has a best friend to turn to for care after a 

class. Thus, some students do not want to open up if they fear no one will be there to 

catch them.  

 

If a class turns emotional, consider building a system for continuance if there is need, and 
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letting students know about the system at the end of class. 

 

 Caring for our students. 

Caring about our students can improve their learning. People like having their names 

remembered, their birthdays, the topics you have discussed before, and major points 

about their lives. It takes the relationship from being highly formal with high walls 

between student and teacher, and starts to create a community of learners and sharing 

individuals. A useful resource I have found is to keep notes next to private student names 

in my smartphone, or doing a search for emails and scanning those emails right before I 

know we are going to be touching base. Some folks go so far as to build Excel 

spreadsheets, or build up skills around having a photographic memory. 

 

Mind you, this is a bad idea for some educators. Emotional depletion and non-consensual 

energetic vampirism can come to pass if we, as educators, invest in the lives, identities, 

and troubles of our students without having a firm line on where our obligation to them 

begins and where it ends. Learn about your own lines. This can include such things as: 

o How much time can I set aside for a student? 

o Is it my job to care for them if they get hyper-dramatic/suicidal? 

o Is their failure my failure? 

o What happens if they fall in love with me/if I fall in love with them? 

o Can they come to my home? 

o Will we share a meal? 

o Can they know personal details about me? 

o Is it okay if we have sex? 

o … and more 

 

Taking the time to seriously consider how much caring is good for us and good for them 

as individuals on both sides is worth considering. Some folks set up firm boundaries, 

while others are highly malleable. 

 

 Let them earn their learning. 

Involving an audience and making them work for their own learning can help some 

students retain information. This form of active engagement may make them feel like 

they “earned” the information, by teasing it out, putting together puzzles, getting lovingly 

corrected, and finally finding the answer for themselves with your guiding hand. It is a 

different approach than the “ease” that comes with didactic lecturing. 

 

 Create space for excellence. 

Assuming our students are idiots is a really great way to alienate students, or 

subconsciously set ourselves up for their failure by lecturing above their knowledge level 

just to make us feel superior. Your audience rocks, and deserves to be given a chance to 

achieve that excellence. 

 

This also includes understanding your own line between when you are listening to them 

or overindulging them. When are you providing positive reinforcement, and when are 

you coddling them into staying small? Are you creating a firm framework, or 
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intimidating them into silence? Check in with yourself from time to time, and see if the 

space you create is a space where your audience is set up mentally and emotionally for 

excellence. 

 

Keeping Up Variety 

Get your students to move around 

Early morning class? That lull right after lunch? Instead of lecturing for 45 minutes before letting 

them do stuff, talk for five minutes and then have them start doing things under your watchful 

eye. The likelihood of them experiencing serious harm in a five minute in-class warm up 

exercise is fairly low. Use common sense and use body-based exercises that make sense for the 

beginning of class. For example, a class on body piercing might include an exercise where each 

student gets to stand up and come examine a standard shop setup at the front of the room, and 

together identify what all the tools are (and for extra credit points, tell you why each item is 

where it is in comparison to the piercer and client). 

 

Ten minute stasis rule 

Adult Learning Theory has shown us that adults are not empty vessels needing to be filled by 

only words. We require a degree of interaction every ten minutes or so. This can take a lot of 

forms, but keep them in mind: 

 Answering questions 

 Filling in forms 

 Breakout discussion sessions 

 Asking polls/surveys with hand raising 

 Hands-on exercises 

 Turning to a partner and sharing 

 Changing the direction their head is facing 

 Listening to a different voice 

 Interaction with a different form of media 

 … and other creative ideas, many of which have been discussed already or will be 

discussed later. 

Our attention span drops off after 15-20 minutes, so change it up! 

 

Tools and technology 

Go back and look at Chapter 3. What might work for you to mix it up? 
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Change up formats 

Take a peek back at the Presentation Formats list. If you have chosen, for example, a workshop, 

can you keep up the variety by injecting a 10 minute lecture, or a 15 minute performance? 

When we are building student empathy and connection, and taking their realities into mind, it is 

important to make sure we have done each of these to some capacity: 

 Ascertained what your students know 

 Come to learn who our students are 

 Become aware of their bodily needs and realities 

 Understand their use of language 

 Develop systems to have our students share and have their voices be heard 

 Create systems to meet our students’ mental and emotional needs 

 … and find ways to keep up the variety. 

 

Consider what other systems you use to create student empathy and connection. Are those 

serving you and your students? If so, keep doing them! If not, what role are they serving? There 

is always a reason we are doing something, even if it is not apparent to us. Are we following that 

behavior because one of our own teachers did that? Is it helping us rein in our own passions and 

drives? Taking a serious look at our systems and how they serve us and our students is important. 
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