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Confessions of an Aspiring Educator – My Teaching Philosophy

 My freshman English teacher walked into the class room, triumphantly smiling as she struggled to carry an unwieldy box full of paperbacks that she had dug out of the English department stock room. She had been hinting about the book all year: the ninth grade curriculum failed to include it and she doubted if we would have time to even get to it. Her complete devotion to this one book, Willa Cather’s My Antonia, left an indelible impression on each student. Once, while reading aloud a passage, she paused momentarily to hold back tears; the whole class took note. It was the moment I knew that teaching English literature was a valuable contribution to society. Dr. Nancy Davis - the petite and fiery woman who loved her discipline convinced me of the importance to motivate students by communicating the excitement and joy of learning.  She obviously had learned after many years of experience how to share her love and appreciation of language with her students.  

It is this same enthusiasm and dedication that I will endeavor to emulate in my development as an effective educator.  A cynic might scoff at such unbridled optimism and passion. After all, I have also seen what happens to some educators who allow the drudgery of paperwork and attendance taking to stifle their creativity and desire. Teaching becomes routine, uninspired, and dull, and this spirit of disinterest is transmitted to the students, who unsurprisingly lack the initiative to participate or even pay attention in class.  Consequently, I believe that all students have the potential to learn, and best learn when they are actively engaged in the class. A teacher’s enthusiasm and excitement can only go so far; students must also see how the information being taught directly relates to their individual lives.  If this connection is made clear to them, then they will be more inclined to absorb and contemplate the topic of discussion. I want to ensure that what I’m teaching is interesting and practical for 21st century teenagers.  Some of the most exciting and engaged classes I’ve seen have been the ones where students were encouraged to draw on their own experiences and their own knowledge of culture and current events to connect with the text in a meaningful way. Rather than seeing the fictional characters of a book as remote, distant entities from the past, a truly inspiring teacher would help students to see the parallel themes in human experience throughout time. Connecting their own lives to the lives of characters, and their own ideas to the ideas of writers will, in my opinion, show them the relevance of what they are reading and motivate them to think critically about the material.

 My own teachers have constantly been reminding me to question my own rhetorical arguments in a paper: so what? I welcome the challenge in reverse.  I want to be able to look at a book I want to teach, or a theme I want to incorporate into a unit plan, and be able to convincingly answer the “So, what?” question. If the answer is nothing more than, “Well, because I’m the teacher,” then I have no right to be in this profession. Suffice it to say I don’t plan on relying on the title designation of “teacher” to determine my credentials or authority in the classroom. Also, I want to avoid the trap that some teachers lapse into almost unconsciously: falling back upon the traditional approach of passing out the same handouts year after year, interpreting the same stories in the same way every year, assigning the same tests to different groups of students, regardless of their distinct strengths and weaknesses. The remedy to this would be to have a truly authentic classroom environment, one in which each day was a creative enterprise. I would ask open ended questions that didn’t demand only one correct answer, be flexible and adaptable to the needs and abilities of my students on any given day, and show the students that their voice is important: they too have a part in determining the way the class is organized. I believe that some students have become so ingrained with traditional methods of teaching they know exactly what to expect when they walk into the English classroom. Thus they already know how much or little attention to pay in class in order to do the work and receive credit for it. If they’re used to being bored, they will anticipate boredom, and be rewarded with boredom. If, however, there is a certain degree of variety from day to day, if students are allowed to take a more hands-on approach to learning, if students don’t know exactly what to expect when walking into the classroom, then their minds will not already be tuned out elsewhere. I hold that a moderate amount of unpredictability and inventiveness will create an intellectually stimulating atmosphere. In my idealistic mind, the question I want to have my students genuinely wondering as they walk in is, “What are we going to do today?” 
I know I always had that question lingering over my head whenever I slowly shuffled into Dr. Davis’ class. I can still see her now, perched alertly over her desk, laughing and writing, flipping through pages of the dictionary. She was always smiling, even at 7:25 in the morning when our class began – her infectious warmth and exuberance sparking energy in even the most lethargic student. The excitement of learning hovered like electricity in the air. I aspire to create the same environment in my classroom. Are my expectations really that unrealistic? I choose to think not. Any one committed to professional excellence and growth should always be searching for ways to improve, and remain determined never to lose the ardor and intensity of an influential teacher, qualities that make learning so enjoyable in the first place.
