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The Learning Spirit

Every semester, students in my English classes
are required to submit a short essay or speech-essay;,
which | help them rewrite before final submission
or presentation.  This December, a freshman
majoring in mathematics wrote a speech-essay
entitled The Mathematic Spirit. In it he covered
not only what motivated him to study the subject,
but also the importance for learning the kind of
thinking that one must have to succeed in it.

In the student’s philosophy, mathematics is
important because it teaches a valuable lesson, not
only about math itself but also about life and society.
The core lesson is that difficult problems require
perseverance. At the same time, merely focusing
on some kind of answer will often lead to no
answer at all; the nature of the problem itself must
be comprehended. The approach involves
experimenting, reassessing, and when the problem
proves too difficult, simply backing away from it to
spend time on something more
manageable.  Ultimately, however,
the problem should not be
abandoned altogether, but returned to
later, in a different way, using the
benefit of experience gained from tackling other
problems.

My student’s attitude is consistent with
eminent artists and scientists throughout history,
where only two types of problems exist, the solved
and the not-yet solved. Everything else is dialectic.
As a teacher of a foreign language, | have found
that student success in English communication
follows a similar course, a kind of language spirit.
There are only two types of individual
communications: successful ones and ones that are
not-yet successful. Navigating this deceptively
simple spectrum requires not only patience and
perseverance, but also flexibility and the
willingness to experiment and fail.  Merely
focusing on the “answer” in a conversation is like
offering the solution to 2 + 2 when someone has
asked about your family, a question that is really the
speaker’s hope that you and your family are healthy
and happy.

Likewise, simply labeling the conversational
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task as too difficult, and thus avoiding it, is not an
option. There is either the successful
communicative transaction, or another attempt is
needed at the transaction. Words such as fail or
impossible are typically about belief systems, not
about real scenarios. This applies not only to
successful artists and scientists. Just observe an
elderly or handicapped person, trying to get up a
flight of stairs or simply move from point A to B.
Prescribed beliefs are insignificant compared to
what the motivated individual can do to succeed.
The position is not merely one of optimism, but
backed by literature from history, psychology,
education, creativity studies, and even neuroscience.
Regardless of culture, the average human being has
the capacity for considerable success, particularly
given the right circumstances and motivation,
primarily because it is characteristic of our
evolutionary constitution to overcome challenges.

I am often asked, both in the
U.S. and Japan, if and why | enjoy
teaching. My reply is that teaching
is a profession in which I can use the
broad variety of my professional
experiences, from business and education to the arts
and sciences. More importantly, especially with
students from another culture, teaching has taught
me a great deal about the world and myself. Like
my student and his mathematic spirit, the processes
of language learning, as well as life learning, instill
a similar spirit.  When it is comprehended and
effectively applied, a great deal is possible.
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