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~ ATMOSPHERE of tension hangs thickly in the room. 
Palms sweat and stomachs churn after students hear Dr. 
Parris Watts, assodate professor of health education, 
announce that it will be impossible to cover all the 
material that's supposed to be on the first tOO-point test. 
A "O-POINT pop QUIZ will be given 
today to help Iiglllcn (he lest load. The quiz, 
he says, will consist of truc-and-false qut:S­
tions, a fonnat Watts earlier promised the 
class he nevcr would usc. 

Though the students aren't yet aware, 
the quiz material not only has not oc-cn 
covered in class discussion, but also is not in 
the class textbook. Welcome to stress manage­
ment h:st day in E1cmcms of Ikalth Educa­
tion! 

After handing out the quiz, which is 
filled with typographical errors, Watts walks 
around jingling the change in his pockcl. His 
manner is contemptible. 

After five minutes pass, his demeanor 
explodes from obnoxious to angry. Watts 
accuses a prcsdcctc:d student of chealing, 
and in a rage, snatches the quiz from the 
student, infonns him he gets a zero, and 
dismisses the studenl from class. The siknce 
of the classroom is deafening. 

Breaking inlo a huge smile, Watts an· 
nounces to the class that they've just com­
pleted an exercise in stress managemenl, 
and the whole episode was fabricated. 

A resounding chorus of laughs, sighs 
and groans is hcard, a.', slUdents rek'ase bui It · 
up pressure 

An examination of how the studcnls 
responded ph~iolog.kaJly, psrchologicaJly, 
emotionally and spiritually to the stress 
follows, providing a springboard for Watts' 
Iedure on stress. 

Since his arrival at Mizzou in 1981 , 
Walts ha~ tx.-come known for his unusuaJ 
clao;sroom techniques. He does ask his stu· 
dents to keep quiet about techniques like 
the stress test , but full dao;s rosters give 
testimony that his cla~ses are among the 
most popular electives on Campus. 

"I alwavs wanted to be and believed 1 
would he a teacher," sa~ the winner of the 
1984 AMOCO Av."ard for teaching excel­
lence. ". had good teachers in high school. 
ThLj' were impressive role models. I said, 
'HLj', I want to do that: " 

AS AN 18-YEAR-OLD senior at Truman 
High School in Independence, Mo., he was 
elected by his teachers to receive a scholar· 

Al THOUCH admitting he Is a serious 
person, Dr. ParrIS Watt!; Isn't afraid to 
reveal "the clown" In himself to his 
classes. "There are some whose Initial 
reaction Is, 'ThIS guy can't be fOr real: 
but generally I think they enJOy It.· 
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FRESH teaching techniques are trademarks of Dr. Parris Watts, aSSOCiate professor 
of health education. "I try to make their education experience relevant 
and practical," he says. That Includes everything from a critique of students' lunches 
to counting caloriC Intake. 

ship for the slUdent judged most likely to 
become a succl.-ssful teacher. 

Nineteen Yl.""afS later, Watts is fulfilling 
that prophecy at UMC. Bc:sides winning the 
M1OCO Award. hewas the College ofEduca· 
tion nominee forthe 1985 Burlingron.Nonh. 
em Faculty Achievemcnt/Tc.'aching Award. 

Another method he uses to teach Ele­
mentsofHealth Education is kss harrowing, 
but just aseffective as the strt.""SS management 
test. Forpersonalitydcvelopmentday, Watts 
asks students to bring an objec t to cia ...... that 
best describes their pcrsonaJiries. He rhen 
shows up in a muiticolorl.-d down costume, 
complete with makeup, aSlringyrtxi wigand 
unmatchc."d tennis shoes. After a shon class 
discus.sion of his (·ostume, Watts turns the 
tables and asks the students how their object 
describes them 

"I wear the down suit to break the ict:," 
he says. "It's an instant rapport builder. 
There arc those whose initial reaction is ' I 
can't believe this. This guy can't be for real. ' 
But generally, I think rhLj' enjoy it ,. 

From that point, Watts says, "it's like 
dominoes" as students share their objec ts 

and describe how thLj' reflec t thcir personaJ· 
ilks. Watts uses the studcnL,,' descriptions as 
a launching pad for thc day's lecture on 
personality. 

The downing aJso crumbles walls be· 
(Ween teacher and students. 

"I thought it wasgreat that he could risk 
looking like a major-league fool in front of 
the class,'" says Daniellc Dickerson, a junjor 
theater education major from Festus. Mo. 
' 'You rcspect a teacher more ifhe tries some· 
thing like that." 

"By nature, I'm a very serious individ· 
ual ," Watts says. "I do expect a lot from my 
students. But the clown suit helps them to 
see that though I'm demanding, I'll be hu­
man, too 

WATI'S SUBSCRIBES to the th(!ory of 
''you get out ofyoursdf and others what you 
expect." '{nat's why he is constantly lOOking 
for new teaching approaches. He first used 
the clown costume, made by his wife and 
mother·ill-Iaw, at elementary heaJth educa­
tion carnivals while teaching at the Univer· 
sity of Kansa ... After coming to Mi7.zou, he 



decided to try the conct!pt with college stu· 
dents. like personali tydevclopment day, the 
stress management tt-'SI was his own idea. 

"I HAD TO COME UP with a way to make 
the lectures more meaningful,"' he says. "If 
there's anything I can do 10 make my teach· 
ing unique and bring it to life for mem, I 
wiU." 

According 10 Dickerson, his techniques 
are successful. "I thought it [the stress test] 
was for real. Everyone was upset. He could 
have just sat up there and talked about stress, 
but mis way, everyone felt stress." 

Smdenls are also given the opportunity 
to express meir feelings about dying in 
Elements of Health Edut-'ation. Watts gives 
each Crayons and a blank piece of paper and 
tells them todrawtheir perception of death 
Then the class is broken up into groups of 
five or six to discuss each other's drawings, 
and answer a Iisl of 15 questions about 
death. Sexuality and nutrition are other 
topics explored. 

Elements of Ht-'alth Education is Watts' 
favorite because he is able to use a holistic 
approach to health education. Course con· 
tent covers the emotional, physical, mental, 
social and spiritual realms. 

"The course is intended to enhance the 
quality of life of the Sludent. I see incredible 
changes take place in the lives of people," he 
says, such as weight loss, smoking cessation, 
formation of responsible drinking habits and 
a positive attitude toward exercise .. 

RUNNING A CLOSE SECOND to Ele· 
ments of Health Education as his favorite is 

his course, Education in Human Sexuality. 
He has seen slUdents come to grips with 
their sexuality and replace anxiety and guilt 
with positive, wholesome attitudes. Miscon· 
ceptions and myths about sex are broughl 
into the class by students, says Watts, but by 
semester'send "they've made quantum leaps 
in knowledge andattilUde towMd sexuality." 

Though many of his students are study· 
ing to. become teachers, he exhorts all of 
them to become goodsex educators of their 
children. Recent studies, Watts says, show 
that only 10 percent of American young 
people are getting quality sex education in 
Iheirhomes. 

SUCH GENUINE REGARD for the wel· 
fare of his students and their fulUre is one of 
Watts' greatest attributes, says Dr. Ralph 
Stewart, chairman of the health and physical 
education department. "He has a real sincere 
interest in me smdents, and they recognize 
that." 

Terry Alexander, a senior music major 
from Montgomery City, Mo., noticed. "He 
knew my name and that really impressed me. 
He ha<; the ability to talk on our level and gel 
us to open up to him." 

Watts says the key to open communiea· 
tion between teacher and student is main· 
taining a positive class atmosphere. ''They're 
open because they realize there is noth~ng 
wrong with taking a chance and bemg 
wrong. The main thing is that we work 
together to get Ihe right an!>v.rt:r." 

Devotion to hard work landed Watts 
the AMOCO AWMd. The award is a national 
program sponsored by the oil company, but 

RAPPORT with students Is one of Watts' strongest attributes. Adjectives students use 
to descrIbe him are personable, enthusiastic, open·mlnded, and knowledgeable. 
"He knows some people are here because they have to be," says Ken Weber, a 
social studies major. "He takes that Into account and makes the class enjoyable." 

conducted on a campuswide basis. Each 
department chainnan nominates a teacher. 
Nominations are publicized among students, 
who write supportive letters for the candi· 
date of their choice. A nominee from each 
school and college is selected, and a panel of 
former award winners and students then 
selects the campus winner. The impact of 
winning the award, says Watts, was twofold. 

"IT WAS A HUMBLING experience be· 
cause it challenged me to go forth and do an 
even better job," he says. '"Now I'm idemified 
as an outstanding teacher, and I have a repu· 
tation to live up to. I think it also gave me 
more confidence. It is an affinnation from 
my students and mlleagues that they've 
witnessed in me the qualities that earned me 
the right to be considered. It reinforced the 
desire to continue doing the things I've 
done." 

Watts, a Ouistian, believes many of hl~ 
educational approaches are an extension of 
his religious beliefs. The application of the 
principle of stewardship to an individual's 
health is a c1a<;.<;ic example, he says. 

Watts, whom Stewart characterizes as 
"Sincerely believing in and practicing what 
he teaches," is a model of good health. The 
thin, muscular 37·year-old runs eight to iO 
miles a day, and chops enough wood to keep 
the furnace stoked at his New Franklin, Mo., 
home. A large garden and fruit orchard 
provide the Watts clan with a healthy two· 
thirds of its food supply. 

"I try to model what I teach," he sa~ 
"There's an old sa}ing, Td rather see a 
sermon [han hear one.' I go into my class· 
room daily believing that." 

Watts is inspired by the example of 
Jesus Christ as a teacher. 

"He was the best teacher who ever 
walked the face of the eanh. He had 5,000 
who were waiting for every word thai came 
out of his mouth, and I'm sure he didn't have 
to call his class to order." 

Watts applies the same teaching princi· 
pies on the baseball diamond. After moving 
to New Franklin, hewas recruited to coach a 
linle League ba.st-i>a11 team. Competitive run 
rung was the only organized sports exper· 
ience Watts possessed, so he made numer· 
ous trips to the library to read up on baseball 
Watts got permission from Mizzou baseball 
Coach Gene McArtor to sit in on his Coach· 
ing of Baseball class. Watts' teams have 
qualified for the state toumamem three 
years running, and have a winning percen· 
tage of 90 over five st:a'iOns. 

WAlTS' GOAL is to establish a wdlness 
lifestyle center, staffed by faculty and his 
former or currem students, on the UMC 
campus. Plans arc currently in the works 
Whatever the outcome, his primary goal as a 
teacher of health education remains the 
"""e. 

"I want to help mystudent.~ become the 
best they can become, often in spite of their 
limitations." 

Watts' high·school teachers would be 
proud. 0 


