Teaching Philosophy – Daniel Bird Tobin
Show Up.
Pay Attention.
Tell the Truth.
Don’t be attached to the Results.
These four rules for success, originally stated by cultural anthropologist Angeles Arrien, form the
foundation of every course I teach. I believe that with these guiding principles, my students can
tackle any performance project and indeed any type of collaborative work.
Show Up
The pandemic has radically shifted what it means to show up. Suddenly, the live, in-person theater
I adore became unsafe and dangerous. Nonetheless, I believe this past year and a half has also
demonstrated the importance and power of showing up through whatever medium possible. Be it
artists coming together over Zoom to continue creating or citizens coming together to say “Black
Lives Matter,” showing up is the first step. For my teaching that means encouraging students to
show up prepared and ready to work while simultaneously showing up myself, open to continue
growing and expanding my own horizons through collaboration with the students.
Pay Attention
Each of my classes begins with a check-in with every student. Often just a single word, this serves
both to encourage each person’s voice in the class and to invite everyone to pay attention to the
current moment. From Rasaboxes to Viewpoints to Moment Work, performance of all styles
requires being open to the possibility of surprise. If everyone is paying attention to the present
moment, that surprise could strike while on stage, watching another student’s monologue, or
discussing a recent production.
Similarly, I must pay attention to what voices I’m contributing to the classroom conversation
through readings and plays. By actively seeking out an inclusive and diverse selection of
playwrights and thinkers, I make my classroom better. This semester I am teaching a special topics
theater history course using the Public Theater as a case study to understand American Theatre
over the past 70 years. It has been thrilling to introduce so many new voices to the students and
see their eyes widen to what theater and performance can be.
Tell the Truth – Pursue Passion
As a corollary to Arrien’s Tell the Truth, I have added my own stipulation: Pursue Passion.
Frequently, my students are shy to honestly express what they are passionate about. It is
understandably scary to venture forth and admit to being truly passionate about something, be it
video games or sunsets. To open the door to this sharing, I incorporate techniques from the Virginia
Tech Center for Communicating Science into my classes. These exercises challenge people to state

Page 1 of 2

Daniel Bird Tobin

their passions and the importance of those passions in small, low-exposure groups. From this
groundwork, a new level of openness, excitement, and trust is brought into the room as people find
commonalities and new interests. Learning to tap into this passionate honesty is the key to effective
collaborations, particularly when engaging with socially-conscious work.
Don’t be attached to the results
A surgeon transplanting a heart cannot be thinking about the patient walking around a few months
from now. Instead, she must be focused on each incision, each suture. This is not because the
results of the surgery are unimportant, but because the road to get there is difficult. Similarly, when
creating art, students often get too focused on the product and neglect the process. To avoid this, I
ensure that students present every performance project multiple times with feedback. This allows
the pieces to evolve as the artists feel freer to take bold risks when there is not a single, final
performance product.
Grading is of course an enormous roadblock for students in achieving this ideal. To alleviate this
concern, I provide detailed feedback after each project on each student’s areas of success and
struggles as well as their current standing in the course. In addition to this transparency, I ensure
that my grading rewards creative risk-taking even when the result might not be “good” theater. By
removing or at least reducing the fear of grading, my goal is to allow students to see how attentive,
courageous action may free them creatively.

With these rules by their side, my students can take the lessons of my class into any major, any
job, or any project they may wish to pursue. If they do choose theater, the rigor and freedom these
rules bring to my classes will help prepare them to be the intelligent, creative, well-rounded artists
they have the potential to be. If their liberal arts degree takes them into some wonderfully different
field, the core of the approach will serve them well in being open and collaborative risk-takers.
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