A Philosophy of Teaching


A successful and meaningful experience for students at the graduate level requires a multi-layered role on the part of the teacher. To some extent, these roles might be analogous to those in a master/apprentice relationship in the trades. First, and most importantly, the teacher should be considered an exemplar, or master craftsman, in both subject matter knowledge and the ability to critically process and use that subject matter. Within that role the teacher has the responsibility to pass on his or her expertise to the apprentice, at times in a very teacher-directed manner. The “sage on the stage” depiction is often disparaged in pedagogical circles, but, in my view, the very basis of a teacher/student relationship is that the teacher should know more about a given area than the student. Few people question the legitimacy and necessity of the “sage on the page” when making reading assignments. The teacher should be considered no less a legitimate source of expertise. Furthermore, the teacher’s expertise should extend beyond knowledge of subject matter into the area of scholar, researcher, and learner. This implies that the teacher should keep up with the current knowledge in the field and should continually engage in a thoughtful research agenda of his or her own. That research agenda, its process and results, should be used as a model during teaching.


The master craftsman role also includes the responsibility to help apprentices gain and use expert knowledge and scholarly inquiry and to bring them into membership in the larger professional culture. This implies that the teacher should encourage and facilitate a student’s entry into professional organizations, nurture her or his ability as researchers and writer, and act as co-author and co-presenter with students. What is important here, though, is that those opportunities offer the students a chance to explore their own interests and commitments instead of simply helping a faculty member pursue his or her own research or ideological agenda.


A second role played by the faculty member is that of trusted and knowledgeable advisor. For this role to be meaningful, the teacher should work toward a student/teacher relationship built on professional respect that arises from both scholarly reputation and a concern for the dignity of students and their ideas. To that end, the teacher must show the students that he or she has faith in their ability to enter the scholarly community and, where their ideas are lacking or immature, there is a desire on the teacher’s part to help the student more fully develop the ideas in a constructive way that is not condescending or intimidating. By building a relationship of trust and confidence in this manner, the teacher is then in a better position to offer direction and counsel regarding career paths and the development of a personal research and teaching agenda.


Third, an effective teacher in a graduate program also has a responsibility to the profession as a whole. As such, he or she plays the role of gatekeeper in trying to identify only those students who represent the highest standards in graduate work and will make a positive contribution to the profession as a teacher, administrator, and/or scholar. This implies that the teacher must establish rigorous, yet reasonable, standards for success and be uncompromising in the commitment to bringing students up to those standards. When students choose not or are unable to meet those standards, then the teacher’s first obligation is to the profession and to the standards that have been set. Those professional standards should apply equally to the teacher him or herself. High standards alone are not sufficient if they are not accompanied by unquestionable ethical behavior, clearly stated expectations, fair assessment practices, and a commitment to excellence in teaching.


Finally, an effective teacher acts upon or lives the ideals and information presented during classes. Beyond continual scholarly development this implies an active role in the community on behalf of the education profession and the welfare of its teachers, students, and families. A truly effective teacher cannot advocate ideas about critical pedagogy and school reform and not be an example of how to carry out those ideas in the world outside academia. To simply write to each other in the cloistered world of scholars is not sufficient.

