Sometimes, Doing Nothing Is
Doing Something

The Tao is constant in nonaction
Yet there is nothing it does not do

©Michael Domzalski, Zhong Shu Temple, Michigan
(Tan Chu, Detroit Home Temple)

If the sovereign can hold on to this
All things can transform themselves
-Tao Te Ching 37.1
I was teaching in Los Angeles when | received Tao at the Great Tao Foundation
of America in 2002. | had been attending the temple classes for several months
before deciding to receive Tao. My teacher in the English Class was so well versed
in the teachings of Tao that he simplified its mysteries, which I quickly learned.
Then, | applied these lessons to my own teaching methods. It was about a week
after receiving Tao that I taught my first Tao lesson in my special education class...

I was called to the assistant principal’s office first thing on a Monday morning
early in the school year, something that students, and teachers, alike, dread. |
feared the worst, and the worst was what was presented to me while sitting before
the second in command of my school. Pedro Gonzales (not his real name), a fifth
grader, was going to be placed in my special education classroom for students with
learning disabilities on Thursday. | left her office fearful of what this student will
bring to my room, as | normally felt whenever a new student, with a history of
severe behavior problems was coming to my class. Yet, another feeling-though not
readily recognizable but seemingly positive-crept into my mind.
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On the way back to my class, I reflected on the conversation with my superior.

Pedro Gonzales. Wasn’t he the one who does not complete his school work,
routinely dumps the contents of his desk on the floor, and throws books, and pencils
at other students, and his teacher? Yes, replied the assistant principal.

Pedro Gonzales. Wasn’t he the one that hit his teacher on the first day of
school? Yes, the assistant principal teacher replied.

Pedro Gonzales. Wasn’t he the one who kicked his own mother in the office last
week when she came to pick him up from school because he was behaving so badly
in class that he had to be sent home that day? Yes, the assistant principal replied,
again.

Terrific.

She told me that since | had a background in dealing with difficult students,
and that his mom requested that Pedro have a male teacher, my room was the best
place for him at this time. She also told me that she suspects that he does not have
learning problems; his behavior is the cause of his problems in class.

This Thursday? Yes.

What a way to start the week...

Usually, when a new student enters a class, there is a “honeymoon” period of
about a week to a month. During this time, the student is on their best behavior, and
does not display their well-documented behaviors. Well, there must have been a
cyclone in Maui because it only took Pedro three days to act out. The honeymoon
was over.

It started with him refusing to complete his morning reading assignment. |
try to teach my students discipline in my class. One first must complete all of their
work in the morning before they are allowed to go out to recess. Since Pedro did not
complete his work, I kept him inside for recess until he finished his work. He just
sat at his desk glaring at me. | reminded him that he could go out to recess after he
finished his work. He still refused to do any work. After all of the students, and my
teacher assistant left to go to recess, Pedro, true to his nature, tipped over his desk,
and he proceeded to throw his school supplies, and books around the room, and at
me. Since | was the only one in the room, | was his only target, and he was well
armed.
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My first response was to duck and cover like I teach my students to do when
there is an earthquake while trying to subdue him at the same time, but something
held me in place near my desk about 15 feet away from Pedro-striking distance.
Something told me to do nothing (except dodge the occasional book, or crayon box
that came my way, of course). A calm feeling enveloped me, while chaos prevailed
in my classroom. | said nothing to him, and did not respond to his outrageous
behavior. I just stood there, and waited saying nothing, doing nothing.

When he ran out of ammunition, he looked up at me with a confused expression
for a moment, and then began to cry. | waited for another two minutes, saying
nothing, before approaching him. Instead of yelling at him for trashing my room,
and nearly knocking me out cold with his hard cover three hundred page math book
that narrowly missed my head, | approached him calmly, and asked him why he
was crying. He looked at his upended desk, and around the room at his books, and
school supplies that were scattered around the room, most of which were near my
desk. Then, he said he was in trouble. I asked him why was he in trouble. He told
me he was in trouble for making a mess, and for throwing things at me. I told him
that he didn’t hit me with anything, and that maybe he should practice his aim during
gym class so the next time he threw a tantrum like this he might have a better chance
of hitting me. A slight smile formed on his face through his tears.

I asked him what he could do to try to fix the problem that he just caused to
avoid getting in trouble. He said that he could clean up the mess, and say he was
sorry to me. | told him that was a good start. Further, I told him that no one else
has to know about what he just did as long as he promises not to do it again. He
complied with all of these conditions, and did not act out again in that manner
for the remaining six months that he spent in my class. Though, Pedro acted out
every now and then, it was not to same degree of his first performance. Each time
he misbehaved, | reacted calmly, and aided him in resolving his problems. In six
months’ time, his behavior improved dramatically, and he was placed back into
his regular education class. No further behavior problems occurred, and he left our
elementary school for middle school the next year as a regular education student.
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Though the lessons in classroom management, and behavior modification that I
learned at the university aided me in helping Pedro improve his behavior, it was the
lessons | learned in my English Class at the temple that helped me the most when
dealing with Pedro, and all students like him. Just about every teacher that he had
responded to his behavior in the traditional manner, which was to confront him, scold
him, and then punish him for his misdoings. Which prior to learning about Tao, was
the way | handled such outbursts. In particular, the lesson on chapter 37 of the Tao Te
Ching provided the most useful direction on dealing with situations, like acting out
students, or other stressful situations that I encounter in, and out of my class.

The Tao is both eternally devoid of action, and the ultimate cause of

all actions. It makes no attempt to achieve, and yet nothing is beyond

its powers to achieve. It doesn’t try to do anything, it simply does every-

thing. Therefore, the Tao is the eternal, unchanging principle of effort-

less achievement. Within its workings there is no strife or struggle.

-Derek Lin, Tao Te Ching Annotated & Explained

Of course, | did do something to help Pedro change his behavior, but by first
doing nothing in response to his outbursts, | was able to get his attention in such a
way that he was not accustomed to, and probably confused him a bit, too. | am sure
he was expecting to get yelled at, and punished for his misbehavior, and then would
most likely lead to his rebelling even more, and thus the cycle of continued behavior
problems goes on. By applying Wu-wei--the action of non-action first introduced
to me in the Tao of Pooh by Benjamin Hoff, I was able to assist my student in
correcting his inappropriate behavior.

Further, I applied to principle of non-action to teach him to figure out his own
solutions to the problems that he caused. If | had directed him on what to do to
correct his own behavior--an action--he probably would not have figured out how
to solve any of his problems that he created for himself. By offering no visible
directions (though, these directions are visible to the learned eye) to correct his
behavior, thus doing nothing, Pedro learned how to self-regulate himself. Action
through non-action.

The assistant principal called me back to her office a few weeks after Pedro was
sent back to his regular education class. She told me that he was doing just fine, and
asked me what | did to change his behavior so drastically, and in a short amount of
time. | smiled slightly, and said nothing.
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