Teaching Philosophy 

. . . freedom to create and to construct, to wonder and to venture. Such freedom requires that the individual be active and responsible . . . 

—Erich Fromm, The Heart of Man
My teaching philosophy is informed by my experience as an at-risk student. As a ward of the state, I attended various educational facilities within the child welfare system. Fortunately, while in foster care, I ended up at a middle-class high school in Flushing, Queens. My tenth- and eleventh-grade English teacher required us to keep a journal of our responses to the literature we read. It received no grade, only the supportive feedback from my teacher who invited me into a conversation, encouraging me to explore my thoughts, to try out ideas, to experiment with language. I first composed my entries for my instructor. But, eventually, I wrote for myself. Providing students with such freedom to create, construct, wonder, and propose remains central to my teaching philosophy. Like those who guided me, I advocate exploratory writing and open discussion. Students have much to contribute to a classroom; they learn from each other and teach themselves. I believe that my role as teacher is to encourage and inspire, in addition to providing access to information. My philosophy was further affirmed by my pedagogical training and the work I did, from 2010-11, as a writing and pedagogy advisor to instructors from various disciplines at the Borough of Manhattan Community College. 

As a teacher, I have taken what transformed me into an active and motivated learner and applied it in the classroom. In my composition courses, which involve clear and precise learning goals, I work to create an environment where students feel free to explore, to risk, to ponder. I emphasize process. Passionate about teaching, writing, and literature, I come to class with that advantage. But in order to foster a liberating learning environment, I must also make sure to step back and attend to the dynamics of the class as well as the personality and needs of each student. I work to engage individuals, cultivating the sort of relationships that invite trust and exploration. This approach allows me to navigate my role as educator. It influences how I introduce and generate interest in the texts we study and the writing I assign. The process of learning is alive. Teaching must also be.

For example, in a recent freshman composition course, I taught Joan Didion’s “Why I Write.” After everyone read the essay, I began the class not with the text but the students. I asked them to reflect on why they write and to put it down on paper. I then invited them to read aloud what they had written. Expanding on the class responses, I asked about how using Facebook, Twitter, or texting, are forms of writing. A lively conversation ensued about how writing can be a form of expression, identity formation, a way of processing feelings and thoughts. Gradually, I was able to bring in parts of Didion’s essay, getting students to think about how writing might offer Didion a sense of self and a means to “find out what she’s thinking.” I have begun to extend this sort of engagement online. I see tremendous pedagogical possibilities in the digital humanities. Websites, blogs, and exploratory virtual communities—such as samplereality.com— facilitate the exchange of ideas, texts, and collectively constructed projects.

My struggles as a student, and hard-earned achievements as a published creative writer and journalist, have made me an empathic teacher—patient, supportive, and deeply invested in the success of my students. My opening epigraph from Erich Fromm, which I first encountered in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, by Paulo Freire, captures my teaching philosophy, which values exploratory thinking as a form of responsible action for both student and teacher. For such freedom and action can only be possible if I, as a teacher, actively engage each individual in my class, offering the kind of encouragement and guidance that my influential high school teacher provided me.

