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     My Philosophy on Education
When I was a high school student approximately 15 years ago, I had grown accustomed to memorizing facts straight from the textbook.  Moreover, most of my teachers lectured during the whole class period, without providing students with the opportunity to actively contribute to their own learning process.  While studying to become a history teacher, I often wondered how educators could “bring history alive” in a way that would stimulate students’ curiosity and critical thinking skills. Based upon recent research in education, best practice methods, and my own teaching experiences, I have developed a new philosophy on education with five guiding principles.  These principles challenge educators to work collaboratively with students, parents, and school administrators to create active, student-centered learning environments.  I also call upon all educators to teach students how to respect cultural diversity and to confront social injustice.
Principle I: In order to address different learning styles and levels of cognition in the classroom, teachers should engage students in active, cooperative learning experiences, such as role play, debates, Socratic seminars, speechmaking, art projects, primary source reading and analysis, creative writing, research assignments, and community-service projects. When appropriate, teachers should place students in small, mixed-ability groups in order to analyze important historical and social issues and develop solutions. Such problem-solving activities facilitate language development and require students to use Benjamin Bloom’s higher orders of critical thinking skills: application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Moore, 102-105). As an added benefit, active learning experiences facilitate long-term memory storage.  As the famous theorist John Dewey once argued, students build upon knowledge and learn through experience.  Since students learn best by “doing,” my students have completed such integrative projects as building Roman and medieval catapults and trebuchets as well as World War II rubber-band powered model planes!
Principal II: When creating daily lesson and unit plans, teachers should clearly state their learning goals, the types of skills and knowledge that students are expected to master, the means by which students will meet those objectives, and the methods of assessment. I assess student learning through the use of grading rubrics, which clearly show the criteria that is used to evaluate an assignment. Moreover, I advocate the use of tests which require students to demonstrate their understanding of the subject material.  Rather than true-false questions, my history exams typically feature maps, graphs and tables, political cartoons, primary source readings, multiple choice questions, and essay response questions. Such assessments can be used to measure and quantify student progress during each major marking period.

Principle III: Since schools must adapt to our evolving technological age, teachers should incorporate several types of technologies and multimedia in the classroom. My daily notes and lesson plans are always copied on transparencies and presented on an overhead projector.  Moreover, students benefit from my PowerPoint presentations, which incorporate the latest research, primary sources, and historical photographs from different topics and eras in United States and World History.  At the school's computer lab, students frequently research historical topics on the Internet or complete activities using computer software, including the three-dimensional design program called Google Sketch Up.  In addition, I have accumulated a large video collection, including historical documentaries and biographies on important people and events of the past.  These kinds of technologies aid in visual learning and encourage students to apply their critical thinking skills during the completion of challenging tasks.

Principle IV: Excessive use of punishment should be avoided in the classroom.  Rather, the educational theorist Thomas Gordon stresses the establishment of positive working relationships between teachers and students (Moore, 418).  Teachers must build a sense of trust with their students and help them to evaluate their own actions and change their disruptive behaviors.  Through the use of a variety of physical gestures and verbal signals, teachers can tell students how they feel about a problem situation and invite them to correct the situation.  For example, in my own classroom, I frequently become silent and stare at the students who are disrupting the class until they become silent.  If that proves ineffective, I often announce, “I am frustrated with all of the talking in this class,” or “ I will be disappointed in some of you if we cannot complete the lesson.”  If the problem still persists, I arrange meetings with the school counselor and contact the parents.  I conduct parent-teacher conferences in a democratic manner, providing students and the parents with the opportunity to voice their issues and concerns before reaching a mutually beneficial solution. Teachers must work with the students in order to solve problems and to create a caring, democratic community of learners.

Principle V: Teachers in the field of history, but in other disciplines as well, need to develop an anti-racist, multicultural pedagogy.  Such an approach would require teachers to become “transformative intellectuals” and actively engage in self-critique about how to foster more equitable learning experiences.  As theorist Henry Giroux argues, “Transformative intellectuals need to develop a discourse that unites the language of critique with the language of possibility, so that social educators recognize that they can make changes.  In doing so, they must speak out against economic, political, and social injustices both within and outside schools” (Giroux, 128).  As transformative intellectuals, educators could effectively adopt what Gloria Ladson-Billings terms a culturally relevant pedagogy, which “not only addresses student achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” (Ladson-Billings, 469).  In my history classes, I provide opportunities for students to express their pride for their cultural heritages and to speak out against social injustices in mainstream American society.  In fact, I created a very successful student organization known as Youth Against Racism, which provided students with an outlet to discuss the meaning of racism, to help the victims of racist acts, and to develop strategies to promote respect for cultural diversity in the school and community.

My five principles on education challenge educators to demonstrate a caring attitude toward their students, to engage students in structured learning experiences that tap into the higher orders of critical thinking and multiple intelligences, and to teach students to respect differences and to confront social injustice. As an experienced educator, I have always worked actively with students, parents, and school administrators to build a healthier community that recognizes students’ diverse talents and achievements.
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