Teaching Philosophy

Matthew Barbee

Every teacher is a personality and has his or her own philosophy about teaching and
learning. [ have spent my life travelling, studying, and living in such culturally diverse countries
like Japan, Germany, Florida, Texas, and Hawaii in the United States, Jordan, Korea, Thailand,
Egypt and back to Japan this year. I believe that travelling and working in culturally diverse
environments is one of the most effective ways of shaping a personality and a teaching
philosophy.

Most people say that I possess an open, accessible personality, which has been a major
asset in my dealings with colleagues and students in a variety of professional contexts. I am
aware of and sensitive to the problems and issues involved in inter-cultural communication and
relations, at both personal and professional levels. I usually accept criticism and differences of
opinions in a positive manner and I often learn from my colleagues, as well as from my students.

While [ have specialized in language teaching and language assessment and evaluation,
more specifically, | am interested in ESP program development in marginalized populations,
critical language pedagogy, and drama as pedagogy in the second language classroom.

Teaching English as a second language requires from me broad knowledge of many fields
such as science and technology, business and computing, career and vocational education, mass
media and communication, society and environment, philosophy and ethics, psychology,
medicine, etiquette, literature, geography, history, culture, art, sports and recreation. I relate my
personal knowledge and life experience to various topics, and I discuss these topics with my
students in the classroom. I perform brainstorming, set the scenarios and arrange debates from
various viewpoints. Such debates expand students’ knowledge about the world and improve
their language skills. They also develop their imagination, creativity and critical thinking skills.
Students study in teams and they learn from each other.

Yet, before any learning can take place, I believe that it is my first responsibility as an
educator to create and facilitate a safe environment for learning and the expression of diverse
and sometimes radically opposed ideas. Taking a line from critical pedagogy, a classroom
should be a place where everyone is equal regardless of sex, race, sexuality, religious affiliation,
language, nationality, and so on, where everyone is encouraged to find and develop their own
voices, equally weighted and yet distinct. Such a classroom environment can only lead to greater
diversity of information and ideas, where not only learning can take place but also where social
justice can shine. In such a classroom, passions can lead to actions and actions have the
potential cause progressive change in the world.

Once a safe space is created, I also believe that all students acquire some basic
knowledge about life and their relationship with the environment. Language is a means of
learning about the world so I believe that language is most effectively mastered in the
meaningful context that stimulates students to think and study through the use of the target
language. My teaching experience showed that in-class examples and discussions, case analyses,
experiential exercises and class projects enable students to feel more confident and their
learning becomes not only interesting but also efficient. They find information they need and
solve specific problems in their target language. Specific tasks that I usually give to my students
include identifying resources to be used to collect information, generating possible solutions,
analyzing the solutions and presenting the solutions either orally or in writing. In my classroom
students continually interact with each other, try new things, build connections, share ideas, and
learn from each other.

[tis also important to teach students how to study. Students should know some basic
facts about language acquisition. In fact, they do not 'learn’ a language; they 'acquire' it.
Acquiring a language means that students 'pick up' certain skills, not just memorize information
- grammar rules, words, phrases and syntactical structures. Acquiring a language is like
acquiring swimming skills: the person must not only understand the ideas and concepts, have
information at hand; the person must also make his or her body adapted to using that
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information in physical activity. In the case of language acquisition, the physical activity involved
is listening, speaking, reading, writing and body language (or, to be more precise - paralanguage,
i.e. mimics, gestures, facial expressions and many other paralinguistic aspects). I explain to my
students that they need not only to memorize and understand but also to practice in order to
'pick up' certain skills.

Language is a part of our thinking; therefore, my task is to develop learners’ thinking
skills. I try to ask my students critical thinking questions from all levels. Some of my questions
can be challenging in content or in form; some other questions can be difficult because students’
vocabulary is not rich enough. However, I always try to adjust questions that are age and level
appropriate. At the beginner’s level I prepare responses to some of the most challenging
questions by using yes/no or embedded questions. I use pictures, drawings and diagrams that
help students to give the correct answers. Responses to these questions are generally right in the
handout. At the intermediate level I put more emphasis on comprehension. This level shows that
the student has understood the facts and can interpret them. Students are asked to classify,
compare, contrast and illustrate. At the advanced level my teaching is based on directing
learners’ attention to application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. At this level students learn
to solve problems by using previously acquired skills and experience. They learn how to classify,
contrast, compare and categorize these facts; in addition, they solve problems and evaluate
results.

[ believe that the quality of teaching has a significant impact on students' behavior and
motivation. Motivation is an unconscious, psychological process that varies by individual over
time, and its degree usually depends on attitude. Both attitude and motivation are also social
processes and they are influenced by individual experiences and cultural background of
students. In my opinion, motivation can be generated through effective curriculum, good
learning materials and teaching strategies. The teacher must gain the students’ attention by
supplying them with stimulating activities and using a range of teaching strategies.

Student motivation can be a difficult task for the teacher. My students usually perceive
the content of my lessons as relevant to their objectives. I try to design learning objectives in
such a way as to make them achievable and to continually build my students’ confidence. I
motivate students by using various strategies such as learner-centered activities, cooperative
learning, informal assessments and open communication. I also explain to my students why they
need to learn certain things.

Teaching of young people places me directly in the line of shaping their lives throughout
education. I am an educator and a life-long learner therefore I have a passion for learning and
learners. | believe that a true learner is not satisfied until he has shared all his knowledge with
his students. Teaching is a consistent, two-sided process of learning and sharing. I often learn
from my students by getting feedback from them. In addition, I believe it is important for me to
talk with my colleagues to get support and feedback, to learn from their experiences, to be open
to new methods and strategies, and to seek out professional development opportunities at
conferences, workshops or seminars.

With these ideas in mind, I believe that the call to teach and educate is one of the greatest
missions in life and an extremely significant vocation.
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