
Johnny Williams III: Statement of Teaching Interests

My first and greatest teacher was my mother, and while she taught me many things, three

oft-repeated lessons have informed my work as a designer, scholar, and teacher beyond any

others: “You weren’t born knowing how to do anything;” “Knowing how to do something is a

gift, but doing it is a responsibility” “You are your art, and when you share it you share

yourself.” In simplest terms, these are the basis of my teaching and the lessons that I want to

impart to my students.

“You weren’t born knowing how to do anything”

Learning is one of the most vulnerable and rewarding experiences a person can achieve.

However, to learn starts from a recognition of an individual’s inexperience with a topic or field

of study. This vulnerable recognition is why I support my students in every aspect of their

education. While working as a lighting design advisor for William & Mary I helped advise

students on their designs for productions. I always start my advising sessions with the statement,

“What can I do to help support you in this?”. Ultimately this question leads students to face their

challenges and ask for help. While advising students this semester at William & Mary, I realized

what students need more than anything is confidence in their own abilities and knowledge.

However, the best way for the students to be brave in their abilities is to first feel as though they

have the support to leap into the unknown. My job as a theatre instructor is to prepare my

students for future graduate school opportunities and career opportunities whether that is in the

field of lighting design or a non-performance field. The key method in advising and educating

these students is to allow them to recognize what they need to succeed.

“Knowing how to do something is a gift, but doing it is a responsibility”

Every design class I have ever taken has begun with a variation on the phrase “design

can’t be taught, but I’ll try to give you the tools that can help you become a great designer.” This

philosophy is fundamental to my approach to education. I view each class period in three phases.

The first phase is the introduction. This is the lesson, the powerpoint I show, or the introductory

worksheet I hand out. This is where the new information is presented and given to the class. The

bulk of the class tends to focus on the next step: the application. This is where we as a class work

on hanging instruments, the steps of recording a cue at the board, the proper way to coil cords,

working through safety protocols on the grid, or the ways to create the emotions needed for a

scene through lighting. Most of the time spent in class I like to allow the students to get on their



feet and try the material because the best way for students to learn in my experience is for them

to try the material out for themselves. The final step is the implementation. This step happens

after class ends. When students take the information and develop their own methodologies or

theories on the practice. It takes the first two steps to allow students to be successful in the third.

I give students the information they need to crawl, and then open up the classroom to allow us all

to walk through the material, which then allows students the opportunity to take the material and

dance.

For someone to get up on their feet and dance it takes a great deal of preparation. I

remember thinking that designers and directors I looked up to were simply talented and that they

had something I did not have. I felt this way until I was directed by one of my idols Sir Trevor

Nunn, in a performance masterclass. After the masterclass I remember saying how talented he

was and how wonderful his directing skills are. He scoffed and responded, “Talent is cheap, the

work is the art”. The biggest gift I can give my students is the knowledge of how to do

something so that they can create the work and in turn the art.

“You are your art, and when you share it you share yourself”

Theatre has always been a place of refuge for me and a place where I felt power in being

able to tell the stories of the world with the support of a community. An environment centered

around telling someone's story while bringing a bit of each performer onto the stage is a magical

thing. Everyone has a story to share and one that is worth staging. It is common practice to refer

to my students as stars, not to build misplaced confidence or embarrass them, but to remind them

that they shine and I notice it. For me, building a classroom or a rehearsal room that is centered

around this idea makes the work feel more charged and purposeful. Not every student I have will

share this idea or believe in the power of lighting design, but I make sure the students can see the

power and effect it can have. Students whether they are majors or non-majors, lighting designers

or actors, or just taking the class to fulfill a Gen Ed will be treated with the same amount of

respect and attention that they deserve.

My assignments cultivate this understanding by challenging the students to access

emotions and creativity with their designs. One of my most well received assignments is the

Favorite Song’s Lighting Design. I create a lighting plot on a grid that students can work on to

develop a couple cues that evoke the feeling and essence of their favorite song using color

mixing, intensity, and fade duration. This assignment works well towards the beginning of the



semester because it allows students to showcase more about themselves in an artistic way. When

they share this design, they are sharing a new aspect of themselves which is something I strive to

facilitate. Being a lighting designer is a powerful position with a great deal of responsibility and

creativity, but also allows students a concrete way to create and share themselves by sharing their

art.

When we are born we may know nothing, but through learning how to create, we are

given the responsibility of sharing ourselves with an audience and that is a wonderful

opportunity. My mom taught me so much about being a leader and more importantly how to be a

gentle guide for others. Her three bits of advice have developed into my own teaching

philosophy and continue to evolve as I continue to grow as an educator.


