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Writing a teaching philosophy can be a daunting task, regardless of whether you are a graduate student applying for a job, a young faculty member seeking promotion and tenure, or a grizzled veteran preparing for post-tenure review.  It needn’t be.

Despite numerous guidebooks and internet sites devoted to this topic, it remains a mystery to most who stare at blank page and find nothing staring back.  The challenge is to de-mystify the process.  I believe that the key lies in identifying the barriers to getting started and in simplifying the task so that it seems manageable.

In this presentation, I’ll share a process that has work for me for nearly 20 years.  It can be used by individuals, in small groups, or with a class of 30-50 students.  I’ll model how I would present it in a class, and then give those in the audience a chance to get started writing their own teaching philosophy—one that is simple, concise, and meaningful to them.
Why does writing a teaching philosophy seem like such a daunting task?  
Here are just a few reasons:

· We’re not all philosophical people—and we’re not equally philosophical in all aspects of our lives.

· Most university educators are not trained as teachers:
· We often become teachers through opportunity and experience rather than through academic preparation.  

· Most of us don’t have a background in educational theory, so it’s hard to be philosophical about it.

· When we think of having a philosophy about anything, we conjure up the need to think abstract, lofty thoughts—full of big ideas, big names, connections of thought throughout history, and lots of citations.

· And we think of scintillating, soaring prose.

Who wouldn’t find this task daunting?

While I’m not arguing against a teaching philosophy full of lofty ideas, if that’s who you are, I don’t think it should get in the way if that’s NOT who you are. I’m convinced there’s a good alterative approach—borne out of my own experience and tested through the years.

Getting Started

Like any complex task, simplify it.  Break it into its component parts.  Strive to make it meaningful and practical rather than abstract.  Have it represent you and your thoughts about the collaboration that we call teaching and learning (rather than someone else’s).

· Describe the kind of environment that you would strive to create as a teacher.  
· Consider the kinds of environments and activities that have been effective for you—and those that haven’t been effective.

· Describe why teaching is important to you (if it is).

· Be honest and sincere.

· Think in terms of bulleted lists, rather than a narrative with a beginning, middle, and end (that can come later, if you feel the need).  

· Think practical rather than philosophical. 

· Think one page, but accept a second if that’s what it takes.  Personally, I start to repeat myself the longer I let myself go.
Completing some or all of the following phrases may help get you started. You don’t need to complete all of them—do only those that evoke a response.  Some are similar to others, but I’ve found that slight changes in wording often lead the writer in different directions.  If these don’t work for you, write your own stems.
1. I believe that learning occurs most effectively when….

2. I believe that effective teachers….

3. I’m lucky to teach in this set of disciplines because….

4. Today’s college students are…..

5.  I enjoy teaching because…..

6.  My job as a teacher is to…..

7. Teaching is most effective when…….

8.  My most memorable teachers…..

9. In addition to sharing content, teachers have a responsibility (or an opportunity) to…

10. (Write your own stem)

If in a class with multiple individuals:

· Allocate 10-20 minutes for individuals to “fill in the blanks” listed above.  You’ll be able to tell when folks are finishing and it’s time to move on.  It’s probably better to give them too little time than too much—they can return to the activity if they find it meaningful.
· Then, ask each person to turn to a classmate and share ideas—5-10 minutes should be enough.  This gives each person a chance to express their thoughts out loud (sometimes that makes them seem different), and it allows them to learn from each other. 

· As students are discussing, write each stem on the board.  

· Then, when the 2-person discussions have concluded, ask individual class members to share their thoughts and observations.  I prefer to deal with one stem at a time and collect ideas until they begin to become redundant.  A class of 30 can do a good job of this in about 30 minutes, but it can be scaled up or down to meet the time as available.  I prefer to record a brief synopsis of each idea on the board, and to comment on a select few based on my own experience as a teacher. 

Finishing the Task: 
Outside of class, ask each student to:

· Select several items (perhaps 3-7) that are most important in expressing their own approach to teaching—items could be from their own list, or from the lists generated in class.  

· Embellish each item a little.  Add a sentence or two discussing why each is important or how you would implement the idea.

· Add a short introductory paragraph at the beginning of philosophy that provides context or sets the stage.

· Ask several colleagues (a faculty mentor and several fellow students) to read your philosophy and provide feedback.

· Edit and re-write your statement (share again with a colleague if you’re uncertain that you’ve said what you want to say).

Voila, you have a teaching philosophy that expresses some key ideas about your approach to teaching.  It needn’t say everything there is to say about your philosophy.  But with any luck, it’s short, readable, and personally meaningful—and it gives the reader a reasonable idea of what to expect from you in the classroom.  

