Teaching philosophy and strategy

Philosophy

Once my son asked me: “Mamma, what do you do at work?”  I said: “I teach.”  He then posed another question: “Are you a good teacher?”  I replied: “What do you think?” 


When I sat down to articulate my own teaching philosophy for this portfolio, I started with characteristics that I look for while evaluating my children’s teachers.  I seek a person who knows and loves his trade and enjoys bringing the student into his world; a person who can help his students while still letting them find answers themselves; has self-confidence and patience to explore my child’s views; believes that a solid background is the foundation of all growth, and can deliver this principle; is humble and puts students before himself; can see the potential in students and can get out of them more than students themselves believe they can give; is full of energy to engage the class and let them explore; enjoys the relationship with students as much as he enjoys the subject; intrigues the students, encourages them to explore their own interests, and helps them along the way.  I would like my children to respect their teachers for their knowledge and demeanor.  Above all, they should be happy in school and love it.


Now I must ask myself this question: “Do I fulfill all of these requirements?”  I can only say that I do my best by holding myself to the same standards in which I hold the others. I see this as a connection between my own life and the classroom and this connection is fuels my enthusiasm, curiosity and knowledge. 


There is also a very important issue: “When I am in the classroom, do I match my students’ values, priorities and needs?” The responsibility multiplies with the number of students because each student has different needs. The relationships made while trying to fulfill these requirements are crucial to the end-of-the-semester anonymous evaluations made by students. This vital source of information is the most significant way a teacher may find out how the students felt about her classroom learning/teaching environment. A good teacher must integrate the needs of the students while maintaining a relevant, adequate and challenging course curriculum. My challenge is to reach to all of my students while still being myself.

Strategy

My teaching experience spans twelve years at the Academy and two years at the University of Novi Sad, Yugoslavia.  Over the course of these years I have learned from my students as much as they have from me.  Midshipmen taught me (among other things) the meaning of time management, the significance of clear definition of objectives, the successful achievement of them, and the importance of a streamlined assessment process. 


The characteristics that I use to define a good teacher for my children are concentrated around personal traits, because I strongly believe that teachers are the people who open the doors to a world of life long learning.  I teach Systems majors at the Academy.  My primary responsibility is to teach my students to build useful, properly functioning, reliable, and safe engineering systems.  That is the environment in which my effectiveness and competence has to be evaluated.  

I believe that the strong foundation creates the opportunities for innovative ideas. Since the goal of engineering is to provide practical solutions to everyday problems, this principle requires a good background in mathematics and science, and freedom to think outside of the box.  As a teacher I help my students achieve subject mastery while challenging them to explore new frontiers. 

I believe in dialog as the best tool to teach and learn because it provides instantaneous feedback. I strive to create a classroom environment where all students feel comfortable to ask questions and readily respond to my encouragement. At the beginning of the semester I learn each student’s names and randomly call on them to comment on the ongoing discussion. I try to engage every student in the classroom at least twice during each lecture. I take advantage of their individual strengths when asking questions to motivate their participation and learn the material. Later in the semester many students feel at ease and ask pointed questions which help me shape the discussions on the material at hand. 

I believe that new concepts are best taught gradually. I usually present a new topic for about 10-15 minutes and then set up a simple example. I give the class few minutes to solve the problem themselves. Some students take the challenge and discover what they need to know in order to be able to solve different examples independently. Next, I demonstrate the solution in detail and move on to a more complex problem that provides opportunity for more in-depth analysis of the new material. I start the following lecture with a short quiz on the covered ideas. I discuss the quiz solution immediately after I collect it. This rhythm provides meaningful review for the upcoming lecture on more difficult aspects of the new concept. Weekly quizzes offer students timely feedback on their understanding, as well as help them study regularly. A confident class with even comprehension level is often responsive and motivated, making it pleasant to interact with. 

Many students respond well to this dialog based method. They demonstrate very good mastery of the material on the final exams. For some who prefer quiet time during the lesson, my method appears demanding. I engage them less frequently while paying close attention to their advancement on quizzes and homework assignments. 

My electrical engineering background and experimental aspect of my research put me in a position to teach laboratory courses in our department. I developed a number of laboratory experiments in which I present students with practical engineering problems and help them find a solution. I believe that less structured laboratory handouts stimulate creativity and develop deeper understanding. Asking questions in the laboratory environment truly demonstrates problem solving ability. My task is then to respond to students needs. It does take experience to troubleshoot problems on the fly, but I do enjoy sharing my engineering know-how with interested students. I use the very next lecture after the lab day as an opportunity to go over the experiments and reinforce the concepts they demonstrate. Fresh experiences coupled with focused discussions help tremendously improve laboratory reports that I receive the following week. 

While many students favor open ended projects, some prefer very detailed and structured instructions and learn well from a prearranged set up. For those students I provide more individual guidelines and check on their progress often. 

I like to teach. Every time I stand in front of a full classroom I give my best effort. In return, majority of my students share with me their ideas and concerns. The open relationships developed in this way create the teaching/learning avenues, but also fosters a life long learning relationships that extend after the hats are tossed in the air in May. 

