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Statement of Teaching Philosophy 

 
 I have spent the last ten years teaching in one form or another, from training veterinary 
technicians and book store sales clerks to guiding new climbers on their first trip outdoors to 
substituting across both middle and high school.  My students have ranged from 65 year old retirees 
learning to set their first climbing anchors to 6th graders learning to divide fractions to high schoolers 
learning to do pretty much anything.  Teaching across this wide spectrum of both student and subject 
matter I have found that my students all learn best when I consider them as complete human beings, 
people who enter my classroom with their own skills and competencies, especially with regards to 
language.  I believe that as Eleanor Kutz, Suzy Q Groden and Vivian Zamel wrote in The Discovery of 
Competence,  students have an “existing competence [that] will support their acquisition of the new 
forms and uses of language”(15).  So while our students by definition come to us because we hold 
specialized knowledge that they lack, particularly in the modes and ways that the academy produces 
and consumes discourse, they do not come to us ignorant; they are all already proficient in multiple 
discourses and some in multiple languages.  They are not a blank slate on which we inscribe a list of do’s 
and don’ts but rather members of several thriving communities looking to join another.  Our task then 
becomes to help students to understand the processes by which they already produce meaning and 
then translate those skills into the types of meaning making privileged by the academy and work force.   
 As an example of the way in which this translation of skill can be produced I have in the past 
assigned my students the task of presenting texts from their own lives outside of the classroom in an 
academic manner.  In a 12th grade English class that I was charged with teaching for a period of six weeks 
I created an assignment where students brought a text from home: a newspaper, magazine,  book, or 
even a print out of a web page, for analysis using the tools we had already been applying to George 
Orwell’s 1984. Students discovered meaning in objects and texts they had paid little attention to in the 
past; one student noticed the heroine in her favorite book represented an anti-feminist “victim” arch-
type; another student saw the hero’s journey motif he had learned as a sophomore in a kung-fu comic 
book; one student even saw fit to comment on the manipulative nature of shampoo directions which 
urged users to “rinse and repeat.”  Students then either wrote an essay or created a project using the 
same medium as the text they brought from home.  These new texts were to reflect a different ideology 
or point of view.  Students then presented their texts along with the original as part of my final week 
with that class.  While the results were uneven, the students built new literacy skills on the foundation 
of skills they already had, and took away from that class a broader sense of literacy that extended to the 
texts which surround them every day.   
 I mention that the results of that assignment were uneven because I feel that it is crucial not 
only to teach self-reflectively, but also to acknowledge that all students and writing situations are 
unique.  Each convergence of student and writing task requires its own set of tools, its own writing 
process that aids the student in both establishing an identity and conforming to the needs of the 
assignment.  As David Bartholomae reminds us in “Inventing the University” a student “continually 
audits and pushes against a language that would render him ‘like everyone else’ and mimics the 
language and interpretive systems of the privileged community” (22).  As students struggle between the 
their own language and the language of privilege it is unreasonable to assume that all students will excel 
on every assignment, some will bow to their own voice to the exclusion of their audience while some 
will heed their audience too much and some will be so daunted by the task that they will fail to even try.  
That’s why I believe a teachers role is not only to help students negotiate the sometimes problematic 
textual relationship between the individual and the academy but to authorize the student as a person to 
enter the academy as a full participant on the basis of that student’s existing ideas and future 
contributions, to validate their voice and let them know that they belong here.  


