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How to Write a Philosophy 
of Teaching and Learning 

Statement
Adam Chapnick, PhD

Writing a philosophy of teaching and 

learning statement isn’t meant to 

be easy. Self-reflection can be awk-

ward, and the teaching and learning environment 

evokes feelings and emotions that don’t necessari-

ly translate well into words. Nevertheless, creating 

a philosophy of teaching and learning statement 

is ultimately both personally and professionally 

rewarding, and is therefore well worth the effort. 

Expressing your philosophy of teaching and 

learning in print serves 

two main purposes: 

1. It presents a 

capsule summary of 

your understanding of 

the value and purpose of 

teaching and learning to 

current and prospective 

employers, students, and 

colleagues; and 

2. It encourages deep self-reflection that in turn 

enhances your ability to contribute positively to 

your learning community. 

Statements generally proceed in one of two 

directions. They are either: 

• subject- or discipline-specific (a philosophy 

of teaching history or of teaching physics), and 

focused on practical, specialized strategies; or 

• broader statements of general aims and ideas, 

focused more on your students themselves than 

on what they’re learning in the classroom. 

Neither approach is necessarily better, but 

one of them generally suits each teacher more 

than the other. Single-discipline instructors, for 

example, are more likely to think about teaching 

and learning in the context of their field. Teachers 

whose work crosses traditional academic 

boundaries more regularly, or who combine 

theoretical study with public policy analysis, 

might be more apt to take a 

broader view.

Having determined which 

approach fits you best, the 

next issue to consider is style. 

Teaching and learning philos-

ophies generally come in two 

forms: 

1. Some are constructed 

as a series of personal paragraphs, drawing 

attention to the teacher’s own thoughts, feelings, 

knowledge, and values. They tend to include 

personal anecdotes and examples, and are 

inevitably written in the first person. This style 

is the more common of the two, particularly in 

subject-specific statements. 

2. Other teachers write more formally, listing – 

perhaps through a series of bullets – a set of ideas 

and opinions that form the basis of the author’s 

Self-reflection can be 
awkward, and the teaching 
and learning environment 

evokes feelings and emotions 
that don’t necessarily translate 

well into words.
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understanding of the teaching and learning 

process. This approach will likely resonate more 

in task oriented disciplines and individuals who 

tend to emphasize accuracy and specificity. 

Again, neither approach is inherently superior: 

the key is to find the one that better reflects 

who you are and what you believe in. Teachers 

whose greatest pleasure comes from inspiring 

their students’ creative abilities are more likely 

to present their philosophy in a less structured 

manner. Just like they encourage their students 

not to feel constricted by popular standards or 

expectations, their prose should flow freely and 

naturally. 

Other teachers, whose excellence is based on 

their organizational abilities, their clarity inside 

and outside of the classroom, and the transparen-

cy of their attitudes and beliefs, often prefer the 

uniformity and imposed discipline of a series of 

bulleted or numbered thoughts and ideas. 

Regardless, an effective philosophy of teaching 

and learning should aim to answer the following 

questions: 

• Why do I teach? 

• What does good teaching mean to me? 

• What does effective learning mean to me? 

• Do I have a particular teaching style or 

approach? If so, how would I describe it? 

• What makes me unique as a teacher? 

• What do I expect from my students? 

• What can my students expect from me? 

• What do I do to continue to improve? 

These questions are in no particular order, 

and are not exclusive. Subject specific teaching 

philosophies, for example, will almost certainly 

answer additional questions such as: 

• Why am I so passionate about my discipline? 

• What strategies make teaching and learning in 

my discipline come to life? 

• How do effective teaching and learning in my 

discipline contribute to society? 

Most 21st century teaching philosophies will 

also at least mention the author’s approach 

to diversity in the classroom (defined broadly 

or narrowly) as well as the role of academic 

technology in the teaching and learning process. 

In the contemporary educational environment, it 

is difficult to imagine a classroom – real or virtual 

– that does not have to take these two factors into 

consideration. 

The standard length of a teaching and learning 

philosophy is 250-750 words but, ideally, you 

should aim to develop a version that can fit on 

a single page. Keeping in mind that one of the 

purposes of creating a statement of teaching and 

learning philosophy is to explain yourself to a 

prospective employer, it makes sense to have an 

iteration of your statement that adheres to the 

same basic rules as the standard resume (1 or 2 

pages, depending on your degree of specialization 

or expertise). 

It is therefore fairly common for aspiring 

teachers to create two versions of their philoso-

phies: 

• One that is as long as it takes for them to 

express themselves comfortably; and 

• another that can be included in applications 

that stipulate word and space limitations. 

Similarly, some find it easier to develop two 

entirely separate statements: 

• One that is discipline-specific; and 

• another that is broader and perhaps more 

abstract. 

There is no style that suits everyone, but there 

is almost certainly one that will make you more 

comfortable. And while there is no measurable 

way to know when you have got it ‘right,’ in my 

experience, you will know it when you see it! 
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Does Your Teaching-Learning 
Philosophy Align with Your 

Teaching?
Maryellen Weimer, PhD

There’s a book out called, Activating a 

Teaching-Learning Philosophy. The word 

“activating” caught my attention. To me, 

that says “doing something about your teach-

ing-learning philosophy.” Unfortunately, our 

current use of teaching philosophy statements 

doesn’t usually contain that expectation. Most 

often faculty prepare these statements as part of 

job applications, promotion and tenure processes, 

or for permanent contract positions. Their use for 

these purposes diminishes their value in several 

ways. 

There’s strong motivation to construct the 

philosophy statement that anticipates what the 

reviewers want to read, as opposed to one that 

reflects actual belief. And, there’s not much 

danger of being held accountable for what’s in 

the statement. So generally, teaching philosophy 

statements end up in a file where they don’t have 

much impact on teaching or learning.

And that’s really too bad because there’s a 

great deal a teacher can learn from preparing and 

activating a teaching philosophy. Every teacher 

should have mindfully considered the beliefs 

and values that are at the heart of what they do. 

Equally significant is the relationship between 

what the teacher believes and the teaching that 

occurs in the courses.

At the beginning of a career, most of us don’t 

think much about the philosophy that guides our 

teaching. There are courses to prep and a myriad 

of instructional details that demand attention, but 

at some point, most of us do start thinking about 

what we’re doing and whether it jives with what 

we believe. I love this description of that process 

offered by a group of graduate students (Bauer, 

et. al) taking a course intended to prepare them 

to teach. They report having a hodge-podge of 

ideas and teaching preferences, but not a coherent 

teaching philosophy. “To borrow a metaphor 

from Frankenstein, it was as if we laid out our 

collection of body parts on the table and found, 

given the missing limbs and duplicate livers, that 

they didn’t quite make up a whole teacher—

certainly not one we’d want to take a class from.” 

(p. 182)

The metaphor opens a back door into what 

happens when we start, not with the philosophy, 

but by analyzing our collection of teaching 

policies, and practices. What do the strategies we 

At some point, most of us start thinking about what we’re doing 
and whether it jives with what we believe.
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rely on, the activities and assignments we use, 

and our approaches to assessment and feedback 

say about what we believe? That analysis might 

reveal practices that don’t fit together in a terribly 

consistent way. Or, it could be that how we teach 

does come together as a philosophy, but not one 

that very accurately represents our beliefs.

The book mentioned above recommends we 

go in through the front door—that we start by 

generating the philosophy, those bedrock beliefs 

that provide the larger framework within which 

we hope to operate. Then with philosophy in 

hand, the task is figuring out how those beliefs 

can be implemented with a set of policies and 

practices that fit within that belief framework, and 

that’s not an easy task. Say you believe in second 

chances for learners, that students should be able 

to make mistakes, and learn and recover from 

them. What kind of policy supports that belief? Is 

it one that allows for extra credit, offers chances 

to re-do assignments, or drops the lowest score? 

Perspective provided by a trusted colleague can be 

especially helpful at this juncture.

The value of constructing your teaching-learn-

ing philosophy and laying out what it would 

look like in practice comes when it’s compared 

with the set of policies and practices actually 

being used. It makes those disconnects between 

beliefs and behaviors more obvious. For example, 

you may believe that students are responsible 

for learning and yet teach in ways that prevent 

students from making any decisions about what 

or how they learn.

Whether you start with your teaching and the 

philosophy your instructional practice defines, or 

you start with what you believe and then create 

the policies and practices that activate it, you end 

up with a process that can’t help but be enlight-

ening. And that’s what we should be doing with 

teaching-learning philosophies.

References: Grise-Owens, E., Miller, J., and 

Owens, L. W. (2018). Activating a Teaching-Learn-

ing Philosophy: A Practical Guide for Educators. 

Alexandria, VA: Council on Social Work Education 

Press, 2018.

Beatty, J. E., Leigh, J., and Dean, K. L. 

(2009). Philosophy rediscovered: Exploring the 

connections between teaching philosophies, 

educational philosophies and philosophy. Journal 

of Management Education, 33 1, 99-114.

Bauer, D., et. al. (2007). Forging a pedagogical 

community. Pedagogy, 8 (1), 179-193.

Teaching and Advising 
Philosophy and Style 

W. Stephen Damron

For me, the most important part of teaching, 

advising, and mentoring students is car-

ing. It all begins with caring for students 

and what becomes of them. They are real peo-

ple. They have needs and wants, strengths and 

weaknesses, likes and dislikes, hopes and dreams. 

I am part of the hopes and dreams, because I help 

them with the education that they have factored 

into their futures. That leap-of-faith on their part 

vests me with enormous interest in what becomes 

of them. It makes me a better person, a better 

teacher, and a better mentor. As long as caring 

is there, I find I can dislike them, be angry with 

them and hurt by them, perplexed, exasperated, 

http://www.facultyfocus.com
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put out, or just generally disgruntled with them 

and still teach them. What I do not feel I could 

ever do is be indifferent to them and still be effec-

tive. Besides, caring for them has its perks. I find 

that when I care, they care back, and I like that. 

Listening is next to caring. The people I 

presume to teach deserve my ear above all others, 

except my wife and children. Even if that were 

not so, I simply could not teach without listening. 

The success of my classroom style depends 

on feedback during class, after class, and on 

evaluations. Practicing a listening attitude is 

essential or that feedback will not happen in a 

way that helps. Listening also means listening to 

the non-verbal responses from the group. I try to 

read the level of understanding they are achieving 

from my explanations and make adjustments or 

even start over if necessary. Listening is especially 

important in advising. Good advising depends on 

hearing what the advisee says, and sometimes 

what isn’t being said as 

well. It depends on asking 

the right questions and 

patience to wait for the real 

answer, not just the one 

that comes out first. Good 

listening also requires 

thinking about what 

you’ve heard before responding to it. 

As in so much of life, time on task is required. 

I owe my students my time, which includes time 

spent with them and time spent on their behalf. 

For me to be a complete teaching professional, I 

must offer time for a conversation in the hall. I 

need to be in the classroom before class begins 

and stick around after class is over. My office 

door needs to be open, with me inside as much 

as possible for students to stop by or call for my 

help, advice or whatever they need. I owe them 

the time to read a resume and offer constructive 

comments. I owe them the time to discuss career 

alternatives they may be wrestling with, or 

personal problems they may bring to me. I owe 

my students the time necessary to write the best 

lectures my skills will allow. I owe them the time 

required to write a good, thoughtful, honest letter 

of recommendation when they ask. I also owe 

them time in thought, thinking about how I might 

do my job better and serve them more effectively. 

Good teaching is time consuming. 

I have discovered through the years that a very 

important thing I can do for my students (and 

myself) is to share the real me, warts and all, with 

them. Part of the reason for this is that I feel they 

deserve to relate to a person genuinely willing 

to expose his feelings, values, and a distinctive 

viewpoint about his society and the world. 

The other less noble reason is that students 

recognize when I try to fake it. How can I expect 

them to be honest with me unless I am willing 

to be honest with them? I never try to hide a bad 

mood, or the fact that they’ve angered me, or 

hurt me, or failed to meet 

my expectations. If I am 

insecure about a lecture or 

class activity, I don’t try and 

fake it. I tell them. I find 

they are more than willing to 

forgive me a commonplace 

lecture or activity if I don’t 

press on as if it were good. Similarly, I tell them 

if I feel they did a good job on an exam or if 

they especially pleased me in a day’s discussion 

session. I am human too and they need to know 

that. There is freedom in just being me that 

helps teaching and learning to happen. There is 

an honesty that becomes a part of one-on-one 

relationships that can be achieved no other way.

I owe it to my students to challenge them. 

That commitment is rooted deeply in my own 

experiences. As my life has progressed, I have 

become increasingly aware that the people who 

have held me to higher standards are the ones 

I hold in increasingly higher regard. In my own 

I have discovered through the 
years that a very important 

thing I can do for my students 
(and myself) is to share the real 

me, warts and all..
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teaching, I prefer respect in the long term than to 

always have their fond regard in the short term, 

and thus I challenge them. If there is one thing 

that practicing this craft has taught me, it is that 

I rarely get more by asking for less. Thus, my 

courses are rigorous and demanding. I consider 

myself a lifelong learner and promote that attitude 

with my students. People need to learn the 

value of reading, writing, and reflective thought. 

They also need to practice. I provide opportu-

nities. I feel that is a responsibility to them, my 

colleagues, and to society. 

I hope I leave my students stronger after they 

interact with me. Students should leave my class 

with the basis for a new perspective or with 

a question to mull or a curiosity to satisfy. An 

advisee should leave my office with confidence 

that together we are charting the path he/she 

wants, or at least making progress toward finding 

a path. A student looking for a new major should 

feel he/she has an honest and fairly presented 

picture of my discipline and thus be enabled to 

make such an important decision. Even a student 

with whom I am in disagreement should feel 

empowered by the respect and honesty with 

which I deal with them during the disagreement. 

Learning is serious business, and I do my 

best to convey that attitude with my actions. I 

establish policies in my class that I feel actively 

promotes responsibility, and I run a tight ship in 

my classroom. My students and I have such little 

time together that there is no time to waste with 

disruptive behaviors or busy work. However, 

learning is best accomplished when enjoyed, so I 

keep my classroom atmosphere light with humor 

and by encouraging student participation. I have 

found that I can ask and receive a great deal from 

students if I am open, fair in what I expect, and 

equitable in my treatment of them. 

I try always to convey a sense of wonder and 

adventure about learning. When I was in graduate 

school, I took Mineral Nutrition from Dr. Jane 

Savage. Mineral nutrition had never been one 

of my favorite topics until then. One day while 

reviewing a journal article in class, Dr. Savage 

commented, “I think this is so interesting!” 

Earth shaking commentary it was not. Yet, I will 

never forget that statement or that wonderful 

teacher. It was not what she said but the fact 

that we all knew she meant what she said. She 

made the room come alive with excitement over 

the topic by the simple willingness to share her 

own enthusiasm. It occurred to me that not only 

were the intricacies of the topic at hand indeed 

interesting but so was the entire topic of mineral 

nutrition. My enthusiasm for the topic persists to 

this day. What a gift! I try to give others that same 

gift. 

As a teacher, it is my job to stimulate and 

encourage thinking rather than to provide 

answers and resolve problems. It is my obligation 

to give students professional competency, energy, 

demand of excellence, and fair treatment. It is 

my job to touch lives and challenge them to 

learn how to use their inherent capabilities and 

their knowledge base to resolve problems for 

themselves. 

To do this, I have to ask questions they must 

work hard to answer. The great pay off in that 

is when they ask questions, I must work hard to 

answer. I am not a man of many or varied causes. 

I simply believe that the only hope for mankind 

and our world is for as many of us as possible to 

know as much as possible about that world and 

ourselves. Helping with the knowing is what I do. 

I teach. 

I try always to convey a sense of wonder and adventure about 
learning.
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My Teaching Philosophy: A 
Dynamic Interaction Between 

Pedagogy and Personality
B. Jean Mandernach, PhD

My philosophy of teaching can better be 

described as a philosophy of learning. 

In order to be an effective instructor, 

I must focus on student learning and adjust my 

teaching strategies in response to the pace and 

depth of student understanding. 

I view teaching as an interaction between an 

instructor and a student; thus, the impact of this 

interaction on learning, rather than my activities 

as an instructor, is of primary importance.

Approaching teaching as a scholarly activity 

with continual evaluations 

and adjustments allows 

me to maintain a focus on 

student learning and continu-

ally improve my instruction. 

By utilizing flexible teaching 

strategies, rather than strict 

adherence to a particular 

teaching style, I am able to adjust my instruction 

to match the abilities and preexisting knowledge 

that each student brings to the classroom. Thus, 

my primary role as an instructor is to create 

interactions which foster interest and understand-

ing for individual students. 

This approach to learning emphasizes a 

cognitive developmental perspective. As highlight-

ed by developmental theorists, students learn 

best by actively exploring their environments. 

This type of “trial-and-error” learning can then 

be fostered by having a support structure in 

place to facilitate understanding. The self-paced 

nature of exploratory learning relies on the 

notion that effective learning environments 

actively engage students with the material and 

promote meaningful associations between new 

material and information already known. As an 

instructor, it is my responsibility to help students 

generate their own context for meaning through 

the application of new material to their everyday 

lives. 

Reflecting upon the dynamic 

interaction between pedagogy 

and personality, my teaching 

style is best described as 

applied, mastery instruction. 

While the specific learning goals 

of a course are dependent upon 

the nature of the course, the 

education level of the students, the purpose of the 

course within the department, and the relation-

ship between the course and related courses, I 

have three overarching goals for any course that I 

teach: 

1) To foster critical thinking so that students 

may become effective consumers of psychological 

information

2) To promote mastery of course content, and 

3) To encourage application of course materials 

to real-world contexts 

My primary role as an 
instructor is to create 

interactions which foster 
interest and understanding 

for individual students.
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Examples and Tips on How to Write a Teaching Philosophy Statement | www.facultyfocus.com	 10

Since most students, including psychology 

majors, will not become psychologists, it is 

important to teach students information that 

is relevant to their lives and their futures. The 

media is full of psychologically based information; 

my goal as a psychology instructor is to teach 

students how to critically examine this informa-

tion, make decisions about its accuracy/relevance, 

and utilize the information in their own lives. 

For example, after a recent university shooting 

rampage, my Introductory Psychology class spent 

a considerable amount of time locating informa-

tion (TV, magazines, newspapers, websites, etc.) 

about the shootings and examining how this 

event, and the information surrounding it, can 

be interpreted in light of psychological theories 

(parenting styles, adolescent development, group 

decision making, stereotypes, personality, stress, 

etc.). 

This type of active, applied learning has several 

advantages: 

1) It allows students to actively engage with 

the material which promotes general interest in 

psychology

2) It assists students in developing critical 

thinking skills

3) It promotes a deeper understanding of how 

theories are utilized in a real world context

4) It enhances retention of material through 

active processing and the interrelationship of 

information. 

My second broad goal as an instructor is to 

promote mastery of the course material. While 

there is a considerable amount of research 

concerning the educational benefits of mastery 

instruction, mastery learning is not often utilized 

due to the increased time and effort required 

for this type of instruction. I feel that as an 

instructor, it is my responsibility to determine 

exactly what I expect students to understand after 

completing my course, then to facilitate student 

learning so that every student reaches this level. 

This perspective implies that I can articulate 

my specific learning goals, develop assessments 

that effectively measure these goals, and have a 

support structure in place to help students reach 

this level of understanding. 

In addition, mastery learning requires flexibility 

in instruction as different students will master 

the material at different rates, and different 

students will require different types of assistance 

(examples, demonstrations, activities, case 

studies, etc.) to foster learning. In order to create 

a classroom that promotes mastery, application, 

and critical thinking, it is important to incorporate 

a variety of specific teaching strategies that help 

direct the learning process yet allow students 

the freedom of active learning. Advances in 

instructional technology have allowed me to move 

many of the basic instructional tasks out of the 

classroom so that valuable class time is available 

for more integrated, applied learning.

Specifically, I use web-based resources in order 

to administer study questions prior to class and 

provide tutorials/discussion questions. In this 

way, students can use study questions to ensure 

that they understand (and have completed) the 

readings, and I can use the results of the study 

questions to identify aspects of the readings that 

students are having difficulties with. I can then 

tailor class time to target areas of confusion and 

spend less time reviewing easily understood 

topics. Providing the discussion questions in 

advance via the web allows students to think 

My second broad goal as an instructor is to promote mastery of 
the course material.
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more in depth about selected topics and to be 

prepared to actively participate in class discus-

sions. 

In addition to providing preparation materials, 

testing is also administered via the web. The 

web-based format allows students to easily 

review past tests and study questions. I also like 

to use web-based discussion threads to promote 

critical thinking and interactive learning. Through 

discussion threads, students (or the instructor) 

can pose questions/comments to which others 

can respond. While these web-based resources 

do not provide any unique teaching opportunity 

that cannot be imitated in the classroom, they 

allow many activities to be completed outside of 

regular class time so that limited class time can be 

dedicated to more advanced activities. 

Further, web-based resources are invaluable for 

connecting the instructor to individual students 

in a large lecture class. Students who would not 

voice questions in a large lecture setting may 

be more likely to express concerns via email or 

participation in an online discussion. 

In summary, teaching at this level puts me 

in the unique position of working with college 

students who are in the last stage of their formal 

education. Thus, before they venture into the 

“real world,” my goal is to ensure students have 

a basic understanding of psychological concepts 

and theories so that they may apply this informa-

tion to their own lives and become effective, 

critical consumers of psychological information. 

A Stupid Letter to My Student
Stacy Greathouse, PhD

Stupid.

This word was spoken triumphantly and 

repeatedly as self-speak by a talented 

pre-service, K-12 special education teacher 

during my course, Library Resources for Children. 

Until I heard her say it several times through the 

semester, I hadn’t known how one word can hold 

an entire teaching philosophy. I hadn’t considered 

how the power of that word 

multiplies when it takes the 

form of self-speak. I hadn’t 

realized how much it scared 

me to think that that word 

might follow her into a K-12 

classroom.

When I learned that my own teaching 

philosophy existed on the pinhead of a single 

word whenever I’ve thought it at myself, I 

realized I needed to send this email to that 

amazing up-and-coming teacher:

Ahoy [Pre-Service Teacher],

You know, something has been sitting 

uncomfortably with me. I’ve heard you say 

several times this semester, “Now, I just feel so 

stupid about . . . ” I believe you. I especially 

believe you because I felt that way 

for a very, very long time. OK—

sometimes I still do.

But, lack of awareness is not 

the same as ignorance. Ignorance 

is a choice, a willful turning away 

from knowledge. That choice is the antithesis of 

education, and anyone who pursues a teaching 

career with that kind of mentality defines a form 

of their hypocrisy.

I hadn’t known how one 
word can hold an entire 

teaching philosophy.
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You are where you belong. How beautiful to 

challenge our own assumptions when we are 

presented with perspectives that we have not 

yet been able to understand. It’s the wonder of 

timing. We get a barrage of information every 

single second, so now is the time for whatever bit 

of information to dawn on you as an ah-ha! May 

those never, ever stop happening for you.

It’s been so hard to re-orient myself and rejoice 

in those “Gah! What was I thinking?” moments. 

There’s so much empowerment in being reminded 

that I’m still alive and connecting to others, which 

is a glorious education both inside and beyond 

the classroom. It’s my cue to “do better.”

We’re not stupid. We’re not ignorant. The 

biggest lessons with the most powerful punch are 

smack dab in the middle of the uncomfortable 

moments—always the clearest indicator that 

we’re present in a perfect storm of learning. The 

truly brave then know there’s an adventure to 

have if we look for even more information about 

our perception gap.

I’m finding out that my feeling stupid is also a 

gut reaction of fear that the person I’m learning 

from is judging me and thinking less of me. 

Maybe they are. I suspect that the grading system 

used by institutional education is part of what 

creates that fear. But we can be gentler and kinder 

to ourselves. Now I try to be grateful for those 

learning moments and to let the fear of judgment 

go. I don’t always do this, but I’m trying to let go 

of fear and say aloud something like, “Thank you 

for gifting me this moment of clarity.”

Stupid can be such a divisive word. It’s such a 

harmful way of trying to cut ourselves off from 

the authenticity of the wonderful human being we 

were before. It’s harmful because it rejects the fact 

that you always had, and will continue to have, 

the capacity to learn.

Don’t worry. You’re a better person than you 

were a moment before, and it’s mostly because of 

the most real form of education. You are already 

a wonderful teacher because, if we can’t teach 

ourselves joyfully, we’ll never be able to teach 

others joy.

Thank you for making me uncomfortable. 

Thank you for gifting me this moment of clarity.

Blue skies,

Dr. Pyrate

Stupid can be such a divisive word. It’s such a harmful way 
of trying to cut ourselves off from the authenticity of the 

wonderful human being we were before.
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Education as Becoming: A 
Philosophy of Teaching

Ralph S. Stevens III, PhD

In lecture in my World Literature courses, I talk 

to my students about why we read literature. 

These students are not taking the course 

because they want to read Homer and Sophocles, 

they are taking it because we tell them they have 

to. World lit is a degree requirement. But why do 

we require it? 

My answer is based on a distinction between 

education and training. Training, I say, is learning 

to do. Education is learning to become. Both are 

important, and each is part of what we call “a 

college education.” Together they are what I think 

of as teaching. 

When I teach my students, I am training them 

how to do things like unpack a metaphor or 

identify the climax in the plot of a Greek tragedy; 

showing them how to use secondary sources in a 

documented essay, or how to resolve a paradox in 

a metaphysical poem. Successful teaching results 

in students being able to do such things. 

Education is different. I point out that the 

word “education” comes from the Latin e-ducere, 

meaning “to lead out,” and I say that for me this 

means leading out the best in a student. Here, 

teaching means exciting the affections and the 

imagination. It means leading out of a student, 

not her inherent ability to do something—that’s 

training—but her capacity to respond to 

something so as to know the value it has, for her, 

for her community. Education, by this definition, 

“leads out” the ability to feel horror at the 

horrible and disgust at the disgusting, pleasure at 

the pleasing and joy at things that are good. 

This is why we read literature, I tell them. 

We read to develop the imagination, so as to 

recognize the nature of things and people. We 

read to develop the affections, in learning to 

respond to what we imagine. A work of literature 

invites us to enter and imagine a world both 

strange and familiar. My students have never 

known the characters or been to the places they 

read about. They don’t know what it’s like to 

be an epic hero like Odysseus. The world of the 

Trojan War is a strange one. But they can imagine 

what it would be like for a man to stand alone on 

a strange island, as Odysseus does at the nadir 

of his adventures, pleading for hospitality from a 

teenage girl doing her laundry with her friends. 

This is education, the act of becoming whole 

people by developing the affections and the 

imagination. It is the other part of teaching. But 

training and education, are not separate. Teaching 

as training brings me into contact with, not a 

machine to be programmed to do certain things, 

Training is learning to do. Education is learning to become. Both 
are important.
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but that whole person who is the concern of 

education. My teaching to do can be conducted so 

as to be learning to become, appealing to the best 

in each of my students. 

But how? I begin with communication as the 

foundation of good teaching, because through 

effective communication I can reach the whole 

person. The principles I follow are simple: 

be accessible to students and treat them with 

respect. Accessibility means being available not 

just during class and office hours, but at any 

reasonable time. I encourage them to call me at 

home, and I promise them a response to email 

messages within 24 hours. 

As important as being accessible is being 

respectful. I make it a principle to avoid anything 

sarcastic, disparaging or condescending in my 

communication, and to be always courteous and 

encouraging. It is the best way to “lead out” the 

best in a person. 

Good communication is the foundation of 

instruction. Instruction itself is student-centered. 

I once heard an experienced teacher say that 

learning begins with questions and “there is 

knowledge in the room.” No one comes to a 

lesson without some knowledge, and students 

who ask questions already have some grasp of 

what they are trying to learn. I try to include in 

my each assignment something that will elicit 

knowledge and questions. When introducing 

a new work of literature, for example, I ask 

students to discuss what it was like for them to 

read that work. I use threaded discussions in our 

course platform, Blackboard, and make active 

participation a third of the course grade, with high 

standards for participation. I participate and am 

able to see, from students’ posts, what they know 

(“there is knowledge in the room”) and what their 

questions are (“learning begins with questions”). 

What I learn from discussions then informs what 

I present in my lectures. 

In these ways, and others, I make the student, 

rather than the subject matter, the center of my 

teaching. The extent to which these methods 

succeed is the extent to which I can educate, 

leading out the best in my students. 

 

My Teaching Philosophy: Make 
Learning Fun

David E.E. Sloane, PhD

My teaching philosophy is that all learn-

ing experiences should be fun and 

exciting, and if they ar-

en’t, the teaching modality needs 

to seek and adapt new strategies, 

whether game playing, behaviors, 

model test cases, or lecture-discus-

sion combinations that shake up 

the lecture model. 

Then, the learning process should be narrowed 

down to specific behaviors which can be demysti-

fied, easily practiced, easily 

replicated, and, at base, subject 

to easy memorization around 

key words. I have organized 

an online Mark Twain course 

around four words beginning 

with E, for example. Everybody 

My classroom is a nutty 
place...every nutty 

thing I do is intended to 
help students.
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starts from the same reference point to document, 

illustrate, or argue. 

My classroom is a nutty place, especially in 

the speaking and writing courses I am thinking 

about here. Every nutty thing I do is intended 

to help students recall the connected ideas or 

behaviors. I circulate a candy bowl while I’m 

talking; chocolate is an added retrieval cue and 

a real atmosphere-relaxer. They remember what 

we were talking about when they remember the 

chocolate. I sing the prepositions to “Yankee 

Doodle” accompanied by my banjo. 

They beg for more–who wants to hear more 

about prepositions!? What it boils down to is 

fitting specific knowledge, behaviors, and actions 

around key organizing ideas, and I make them 

easy to remember and fun to play with. We often 

repeat the keywords as a drill exercise, and “own” 

them absolutely. 

I build larger skills and concepts around 

keywords. I ask my students to chant them when 

we review the material, and I ask a random 

student to explain one or another–always simply, 

always citing simple behaviors. By the end of 

a given course in Business Writing, Technical 

Writing, or Advanced Public Speaking, students 

have explained and chanted many times. The 

drilling is fun, as well, because they can shout. 

Yes, I have a noisy classroom, but they 

remember the associated skills and techniques, 

and they have to say them until they can say 

them with assurance. Learning gets to be a little 

like cheerleading. It works for them, so it works 

for me. 

My biggest target is students achieving both 

holistic organization and behavioral mastery of 

the atomistic individual skills. An example from 

a speaking course might be helpful. The course 

is built around six rules. Rule one is “Control 

Your Environment.” This allows me to introduce 

the theories of Maslow about self-actualization 

and relate them to a speaking environment. 

The atomistic behaviors develop into a list of 

15 specific actions each student can do–control 

the temperature, move desks and chairs, make a 

seating chart, greet entering audience members 

individually, and so on. Fearful undergraduates 

and withdrawn graduate students become 

dynamic confident speakers when they have 

named behaviors to perform. The focus is on 

a concept, behaviors to fulfill the concept, and 

the experience of executing the concept, with its 

simple keywords, in various situations. Focusing 

on holistic/atomistic goal setting and achievement 

is also a skill that generalizes to all areas of 

life–which is what I urge them to remember. By 

the end of the course, each student can provide 

six holistic concepts organized into 40-50 or more 

atomistic behaviors and tell which ones they 

will use, and why. Giving students de-mystified 

behaviors at the center of the course gives them 

so much to do positively and actively that they 

don’t have time for stage fright or other negatives.

It’s fair to ask if this can be generalized. Yes. 

Students use a book and index cards. First, 

they bring three cards with a sentence from the 

reading. Any sentence is correct! This is process. 

The next day I ask another student to explain the 

first student’s sentence. I look for volunteers, then 

I ask fail-safe questions to model the explanation 

behavior. Everyone’s sense of idea-sentences 

grows. 

Building through a course like this, students 

amass hundreds of index cards; they are allowed 

Learning gets to be a little like cheerleading. It works for them, 
so it works for me.
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to use them on tests. The reward is attractive. It 

highly motivates especially those students who 

are “lost” but yearning for a key to getting good 

grades. They willingly do the hard work of taking 

intense notes on their reading because they know 

there is a payback. By repetition, students get to 

pick better and better sentences, often making 

more than three cards. I eliminate the mystery 

factor and the guessing factor, and reward plain 

systematic hard work. 

In English literature courses, I try to do the 

same. My students get a worksheet that identifies 

a wide number of minor forms in poetry. Before 

we talk about “meaning,” where the untestable 

generalities flourish, we count nouns, verbs, 

and adjectives to see if the poem is concrete, 

emotional, or active, since these traits correlate 

with eras and modes of English poetry, we learn 

to discover mechanical things about poems. I am 

applying ideas of Josephine Miles and Kenneth 

Burke, but I am adding the sense that a poem is 

a machine like a motorcycle, and they can take it 

apart in much the same way as mechanics work 

on an engine. 

For me, teaching is about what the students 

take away with them that they can always bring 

back as a simple behavior. The things they 

study may be mysteries–wonderful ones–but 

the procedures they apply should be simple and 

easily performed, not mysterious. I love teaching 

like this. 

Teaching Philosophy and 
Assumptions

Adam Chapnick, PhD

Teaching combines knowledge, skill, pas-

sion, and compassion. I believe: 

1) Students are people. They are proud, 

confident, eager to learn, but also insecure. They 

respond to people who make them feel listened 

to and respected; people who challenge them and 

inspire them to question; people who reward their 

successes and encourage them to improve. 

2) Teachers are role models both in the 

classroom and in the community. Students 

look up to teachers whom they respect, and 

good teachers take pride in learning from their 

students. 

3) Preparation and enthusiasm are corner-

stones of effective teaching. They are contagious 

and inspire success. Successful teachers are 

committed and dedicated to improving themselves 

and their students. 

4) Good teachers always try to be fair. They do 

not ask from their students that which they would 

not ask from themselves. They communicate 

high, yet realistic and achievable expectations, 

and then encourage students to overachieve. They 

recognize that students learn in different ways 

and respond differently to a variety of forms of 

instruction and assessment. They develop lessons 

and evaluate student progress with the diversity 

of student learning styles and backgrounds in 

mind. 

5) Students learn best when they are aware 

of not only what is required of them, but also 

what is fair to require from their teachers. 

Just as students must meet strict analytical and 

temporal expectations, teachers should mark 
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thoroughly and return assignments promptly. 

Feedback should be detailed and means of 

improvement should be outlined specifically. 

Students should be congratulated for their 

achievements and shown how to learn from their 

mistakes. 

6) Effective teaching requires flexibility. 

Teachers must try to make themselves available 

to meet with students and explore their concerns 

both inside and outside of the classroom. Students 

are more likely to require assistance when assign-

ments are due, and teachers should endeavor as 

best they can to schedule academic and personal 

commitments accordingly. 

7) Teaching can always be improved. 

Professional development – remaining abreast 

of pedagogical advancements in the field, taking 

advantage of changes in academic technology, 

promoting the importance of teaching in the 

community, and maintaining a research program 

which expands the depth and breadth of 

knowledge of the teaching subject matter – is 

crucial to an instructor’s long term effectiveness. 

Academic colleagues, teaching assistants, and 

student evaluations are all invaluable sources of 

assistance. 

Teaching Philosophy 
Statements Prepared by Faculty 

Candidates
Maryellen Weimer, PhD

Typically, teaching philosophy statements 

are prepared as part of promotion and 

tenure dossiers or for teaching awards. 

However, increasingly they are being requested by 

those interviewing for open faculty positions. The 

article referenced below documents the extent to 

which that is happening in one discipline. 

What should faculty reviewers look for in a 

teaching philosophy statement of a candidate? 

What should those applying for academic 

positions put in a teaching philosophy statement? 

The author of this article suggests models of 

teaching and learning. Of learning, he writes, 

“Candidates should demonstrate knowledge 

of models of how students learn, how best to 

encourage learning, and how to assess whether 

learning has occurred.” (p. 336) It is equally 

important that candidates be able to discuss how 

they would apply their written philosophy in 

different teaching situations. The importance of 

the philosophy statement and of teaching itself is 

reinforced when candidates are asked to discuss 

them with those conducting the interview. 

As for what a new faculty member should put 

in the teaching philosophy statement being used 

as part of an application packet, the author makes 

a number of recommendations. 

Along with ideas about how students learn, 

those activities that the candidate believes 

promote learning, some recognition of variations 

in approaches to learning, and a discussion of 

factors related to learning should be included. 

Also important is the kind of feedback that will 

be provided to students and how their learning 
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will be assessed. Content that relates to teaching, 

including expectations for students, preferred 

learning environments, favored instructional 

methods, and the nature of relationships with 

students that foster learning, should be discussed. 

The author recommends that teaching 

philosophy statements include references so that 

the candidate can demonstrate a knowledge of 

literature relevant to college-level teaching and 

learning. The philosophy statement should show 

that the candidate is interested in teaching and 

expects to grow and develop further as a teacher. 

Teaching continues to be an important part 

of virtually all academic positions. As the 

author points out, search committees often 

are more comfortable assessing the research 

history and potential of candidates than they are 

evaluating what kind of teacher the candidate 

will be. Careful analysis of a teaching philosophy 

statement, coupled with follow-up questions on 

its content, can provide revealing information 

about a candidate’s potential. To ensure that 

all candidates start from the same place, it is 

appropriate to provide a list of areas that review 

committees would like the teaching philosophy 

statement to address. 

This article proposes a structure and a series 

of questions that can be used as a starting place. 

It also contains a link to a sample philosophy 

statement that follows the proposed structure. 

If an institution wants to show a candidate that 

it takes teaching seriously, one of the best times 

to convey that message is during the interview 

process. 

Reference: Eierman, R.J. (2008). The teaching 

philosophy statement: Purposes and organization-

al structure. Journal of Chemical Education, 85 

(3), 336-339. 

Writing the “Syllabus Version” 
of Your Philosophy of Teaching

B. Jean Mandernach, PhD

Every teacher has a philosophy of teach-

ing…whether they know it or not. Sim-

ply put, a philosophy of teaching is your 

conceptualization of the 

teaching and learning pro-

cess. While some people 

have very explicit and clear 

teaching philosophies, oth-

ers have invested less time 

in formulating a concrete picture of their position 

on the teaching-learning dynamic. 

There are many reasons to articulate your 

philosophy of teaching, some reasons driven by 

external requirements and others by the personal 

or pedagogical value inherent in reflecting on 

your approach to teaching. You may be asked 

to prepare your teaching philosophy as a 

component of your application 

for an academic position, as 

supportive documentation in 

your portfolio for promotion/

tenure consideration, or as a 

portion of an application for 

teaching awards/grants (Montell, 2003). Alterna-

tively, you may elect to articulate your philosophy 

of teaching as a reflective activity to clarify 

your role as a teacher, examine the relationship 

between your theoretical approach to teaching 

Every teacher has a 
philosophy of teaching...

whether they know it or not.
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and your classroom practices, or highlight 

personal instructional and educational goals 

(Brookfield, 1990; Goodyear & Allchin, 1998). 

But, beyond personal insight or academic 

requirements, there is another reason—an equally, 

if not more important reason—to articulate your 

philosophy of teaching: to provide guidance and 

direction to the students in your classes. 

Despite the fact that you typically don’t craft 

your philosophy of teaching with a student 

audience in mind, there is value in creating a 

modified, “syllabus version,” of your teaching 

philosophy. 

In contrast to the one-to-two page, theoreti-

cally-driven, fully-justified, rationally-supported 

philosophy of teaching that is geared toward your 

academic peers, the “syllabus version” of your 

teaching philosophy is a condensed description 

that highlights the key components of your 

personal philosophy with a particular emphasis 

on the implications of your philosophy for 

your students. Students don’t need- or want- to 

know the evolution of your conceptualization 

of teaching, nor are they highly invested in 

understanding the nuances of why you select 

particular instructional strategies or the theoreti-

cal underpinnings of your pedagogical endeavors. 

Rather, they need to know your perspective on 

your role as the teacher and how this translates 

into your expectations for your students. 

With this in mind, how do you modify your 

philosophy of teaching for inclusion in the 

syllabus? 

1) Start by crafting your “complete” 

philosophy of teaching. There are a number of 

ways to go about conceptualizing and creating 

your personal philosophy of teaching; see Chism 

(1998) or Goodyear and Allchin (1998) for 

popular models. In addition, the Internet is filled 

with guidelines and recommendations for writing 

an effective philosophy of teaching with detailed 

information about how to write a teaching 

philosophy and what to avoid when doing so. 

2) Reflect on your philosophy by asking 

yourself, “What does this mean for my 

students?” As you review your teaching 

philosophy, focus on the implications for students. 

In three or four sentences, summarize the key 

components of your philosophy as it applies to 

your classroom and/or the expected interactions 

between you and your students. In essence, the 

“syllabus version” of your philosophy of teaching 

starts by explaining to the students your general 

view on teaching/learning and your rationale for 

structuring their educational experience in the 

manner that you do. 

3) Clearly define your role in the classroom 

and the learning process. In one or two 

sentences, define for your students how you will 

approach learning activities and what behaviors 

they can expect from you in relation to your 

philosophy. 

4) Highlight your expectations for your 

students in relation to your philosophy of 

teaching. In one or two sentences, describe the 

behaviors you expect from your students as it 

relates to your approach to their educational 

experience. Be concrete and explicit so that your 

expectations serve as a guide to direct student 

activity in the course. 

The key in crafting the “syllabus version” of 

your philosophy is not to try to capture or convey 

the complexities surrounding your philosophy 

of the teaching-learning interaction. Rather, you 

should strive to maintain a student focus and 

integrate only the aspects of your philosophy 

that are central for the learner. With this in mind, 

keep the following considerations in mind when 

adapting your philosophy of teaching for inclusion 

in the syllabus: 

• Be brief, clear, and concise. Students cannot 

benefit from a teaching philosophy that they do 

not read or that they do not understand. 

• Utilize student-centered language. Write the 
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“syllabus version” of your teaching philosophy 

in a manner that talks to the student rather than 

about them. 

• Avoid using pedagogical jargon. Again, 

students can’t benefit from a philosophy that they 

don’t understand; utilize language relevant to the 

student population. 

• Adjust the “syllabus version” to be relevant 

to each class. While your philosophy of teaching 

is stable, your expectations of students in relation 

to your philosophy may change according to class 

level, course content or student characteristics; 

it is important to adjust the “syllabus version” of 

your teaching philosophy accordingly. 

Because teaching philosophies are often 

composed to meet institutional requirements 

for tenure and promotion, or as part of the job 

search process, they rarely reflect a student 

audience. Revising your teaching philosophy 

into a “syllabus version” is an ideal way to test 

our theory-driven proclamations about teaching 

against the realities of classroom teaching. 

References: Brookfield, S. (1990). The skillful 

teacher. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. Chism, N. V. 

N. (1998). Developing a philosophy of teaching 

statement. Essays on Teaching Excellence 9 (3), 

1-2. Professional and Organizational Development 

Network in Higher Education. 

Goodyear, G. E. & Allchin, D. (1998) Statement 

of teaching philosophy. To Improve the Academy 

17, 103-22. Stillwater, OK: New Forums Press. 

Montell, G. (2003, March 27). What’s Your 

Philosophy on Teaching, and Does it Matter? 

Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved February 

26, 2009 from http://chronicle.com/jobs/

news/2003/03/ 2003032701c.htm. 

Writing a Teaching Philosophy 
Statement: Why, What, and 

How
P. N. Ramani, PhD

Most teachers applying for academic 

positions in colleges and universities 

are often asked to submit a statement 

that explains their teaching philosophy. People 

responsible for selecting and recruiting teachers, 

however, are divided in their opinions about why 

such a statement is required or how it is used 

(Montell, 2003). 

While some institutions use the statement 

to weed out those who are not committed to 

teaching as a vocation and also those who may 

be good researchers but poor teachers, most 

candidates consider the requirement as a potential 

stumbling block in their job search. The statement 

is sometimes seen as a way of letting the 

applicants know about the importance of sound 

teaching principles and practices. In other words, 

the institution would expect to have an indication 

of whether the candidate has thought seriously 

about teaching and learning. (Montell, 2003). 

Even if academics do not agree on the 

importance of a teaching statement in the hiring 

or tenure process, every practising teacher should 

be able to write a statement discussing coherently 

what they do in the classroom and why. 
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Content 
A teaching philosophy statement is a kind of 

personal “mission statement” for anyone who is 

committed to teaching. It demonstrates that you 

are reflective and purposeful about your teaching, 

and helps to communicate your goals as a teacher 

and your corresponding actions in the classroom. 

Key elements 
A teaching philosophy statement usually 

includes: 

• Your goals and values – your personal values 

as a teacher and goals for your students, 

• Your description of how you teach – the 

approaches and methods (unique to you and 

specific to your discipline) you use to achieve 

those objectives, 

• Your assumptions about teaching and learning 

– your justification for why you teach the way 

you teach, and 

• Your discussion of how you intend to measure 

through self and student assessment your 

effectiveness vis-à-vis the objectives and methods 

you have outlined. 

The statement may describe how you want to 

make a difference in the lives of your students 

and your path to professional improvement 

(Chism, 1998; Haugen, 1998; Mihram & 

Anderson, 2004).

Benefits 
A well-articulated teaching philosophy 

statement offers several benefits to the teacher, 

at both personal and professional levels. At 

the personal level, it helps preserve “your 

personal sanity and morale” as it helps clarify to 

yourself why you are doing what you are doing 

(Brookfield, 1990, p. 16). 

At the professional level, as mentioned before, 

it helps you to discuss coherently what you 

do in the classroom and why you do it in that 

way. It helps you to be clear about the effect 

you are having “on students and their learning” 

(Brookfield, 1990, pp. 18-19). 

It also sets the benchmark for measuring the 

appropriateness of your instructional methods, 

the scope of your activities in and out of the 

classroom, the assessment of student learning, 

and the effectiveness of your teaching. 

Moreover, the statement “provides stability, 

continuity, and long-term guidance” and helps 

you “remain focused on teaching goals and to 

appreciate the personal and professional rewards 

of teaching.” (Goodyear and Allchin, 1998, pp. 

106-7) 

Developing a teaching philosophy 
statement 

There is no one formula or a set format for 

writing a teaching philosophy statement. You may 

use a question/answer format or use visuals and 

quotes. It is generally 1-2 pages long and written 

in first person, mostly using the present tense. ou 

may seek guidance from someone in your field on 

the discipline-specific jargon and issues to include 

in, or exclude from, your statement. 

Key questions to ask of yourself 
As a first step towards developing a teaching 

philosophy statement, Chism (1998) suggests 

asking oneself some basic questions, such as the 

following. The answers to these may be incorpo-

rated in your teaching philosophy statement. 

• What are my concepts or views on how 

people learn and how can I facilitate that 

learning? 

• What goals do I have for my students and 

why? 

• How do I transform my concepts about 

teaching and learning and goals for my students 

into classroom practices? 

• How do I know that my classroom practices 

are effective? 
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Own your teaching philosophy 
This is your teaching philosophy, not someone 

else’s. You will have a sense of “ownership” of the 

teaching philosophy statement by writing about 

your own beliefs and experiences. It is better to 

avoid dogmatic statements, such as “students 

learn effectively only through group work” or “the 

best way to teach is through the problem-based 

learning method”. In this way, you appear open to 

other ideas about teaching and learning. 

Use metaphors 
In describing your concept of the 

teaching-learning process, you may use 

metaphors, such as “container-receptacle or 

vessel,” “journey-guide,” “master-disciple,” 

“filling station,” “coach,” “gardener,” or “choreog-

rapher,” as a way of articulating your ideas. 

Your readers will have a clearer understanding 

of how you see your role vis-à-vis your students 

in the teaching-learning process (Grasha, 

1996). Metaphors also help demonstrate your 

understanding of the purpose of education and 

the role of a teacher in the educational process. 

Make it memorable and unique 
A teaching philosophy statement should 

set you apart from others. It should create a 

vivid impression of one who demonstrates 

clear thinking, unique teaching practices, and 

commitment to the vocation of teaching. 

Key questions others will ask in reviewing 

• Are the concepts and views presented clearly 

and lucidly? 

• Does the approach to teaching and learning 

demonstrate reflective thinking and careful 

planning or flexibility when appropriate? 

• Does it address fully the institutional context 

of teaching and learning, and scholarly research 

in the field? 

• Does the statement show awareness of the 

conventions and expectations of the discipline?

A teaching philosophy statement is a living 

document that evolves over time. It need not 

be comprehensive, but should be interesting to 

read. It should essentially state what you actually 

believe in and practice. 

References: Brookfield, S. (1990). The skillful 
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