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Teaching Philosophy

“I accept the task, and will do my share faithfully with words or work, as shall seem best.  We all need much preparation for the good time that is coming to us, and can get it best by trying to know and help, love and educate on another, -- as we do here” 

-- Louisa May Alcott, Work (1872)

These words, spoken by Christie Sterling at the end of Alcott’s Work, reflect just how far the heroine has come in her journey of education and experience. No longer feeling apathetic, powerless, or hopeless, she steps into dialogue and interaction with the world, fully aware of her ability to change it and the great responsibility on her shoulders. Christie’s awakening and assertion mirror what I want students to experience in my classroom. Learning happens, I believe, when individuals realize their agency, engage themselves with the world, and share open dialogue with those around them.  

There is no better place to awaken these feelings than an English classroom, whether it is a literature or a writing course. Here, through reading, writing, and communication with others, students come to realize what everyone (themselves included) can do with words. Whether we read each other’s work or published texts, we learn how to respond to writing and see how different authors use different approaches to achieve their goals. I want my students to see that words matter – even their words. My students are constantly encouraged to dig deeper – to take a second, closer look at the world around them and realize they have things to say.  Through group work and peer review workshops, students enter into constructive dialogue with each other and are exposed to different cultures, values, and backgrounds. Reminded by John Dewey and Paulo Freire that students need to feel actively involved in what they are doing, I try to create thought-provoking essay topics that students care about and feel they have a stake in exploring. Class discussions are about more than historical dates or abstract literary terms; instead, I let students set the agenda for our discussions, using their interests and questions to guide us through a text or issue. All the while, through conferences and class activities, students are honing their reading and writing skills, realizing that while “the rules” are not the most important part of writing, they are, nonetheless, essential for communication.

In the classroom, I see myself as a guide or facilitator. I am aware that I cannot do all the work or force a student to see their writing, a text, or their world in a different way. Instead, I can create an environment of respect and openness, where people feel free to share their opinions and hear what others have to say. I mirror this openness in my text selections, including not just canonical works that students already know and love, but also new voices that add to critical and cultural conversations, further enriching our discussions and understanding.  
My goal for my students is that they leave my class able to write to express their ideas, emotions, and concerns, and show an engagement with the world around them. Along with this, I hope to foster critical thinking skills, not only to make them better writers, but also better readers of the texts that the world confronts them with everyday. I want them to realize that dialogue with others is essential. Without it, words are meaningless. Above all, I want them to see the power of words and what they can do with them.

I want my students to feel a bit like Christie in the final pages of Work, asserting their thoroughly ambitious goals for improving the world. I want them to leave my classroom energized, confident, and aware. James Berlin and Louise Rosenblatt explain that we are never just teaching writing or reading – we are teaching ways of knowing and changing the world. This is the faith I carry with me in my teaching – that what students learn in my classroom can change their lives and their world. Thus, I was pleased beyond measure when, looking over end-of-course evaluations, I saw what one student had written. When asked what he felt the goals for our course were, he wrote, “Write, read, learn, grow.” Four simple words, but I could not have said it better myself. Realizing the power of their words and the rich opportunities language, literature, and communication offer, my students can step into other classrooms and the larger world with the tools they need to succeed.
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