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My Foundational Philosophy on Education

The purpose of education is a complex topic.  As stated by Maria Sudduth, “society mirrors education, mirrors society.”  The rise and fall of nations, times of peace and times of war, and paradigm shifts such as the industrial revolution are all factors that have a great impact on the direction of a society.  Society’s direction and purpose for education are then also changed.  It is important for us, as future teachers, to examine what we consider to be the purpose of education and compare and contrast that to what we find is society’s purpose for education.  Doing so enables us to understand the reason for the content we’re given to teach and to accomplish both society’s purpose and our own.


Progressivism was formed as a result of the industrial revolution.  In progressivism, “education as a major social institution could play a key role in developing competent citizens, who would be better prepared to deal with the new challenges facing our modern industrial society,” (Sparks-Langer, et al, p. 55).  The primary focus of progressivism then is to produce individuals who are able to contribute to society’s causes, rather than masters of subject matter.

Social progressives are a subgroup that “sees schooling as a process of preparing young people to be successful adults in a democratic society,” (Sparks-Langer, et al, p. 55).  Social progressives focus mainly on producing functional members of society.  Personal progressives argue that curriculum and instruction should be based on the interests of each individual student.  Kilpatrick, a personal progressive, argued that, “subject matter was useful only when it could be combined with the child’s interests,” (Sparks-Langer, et al, p. 56)


Reconstructionism, or critical pedagogy, is characterized by a belief that schools should prepare the future adults of society to work for societal justice and demand societal change.  A reconstructionist views society as flawed in terms of equity among race, class, and gender.  Schools have the responsibility to respond to those flaws and fix them (Sparks-Langer, et al, p. 57).


Essentialism is a belief that the purpose of education is to impart necessary knowledge skills and attitudes to enable young people to function as fully developed human beings.  Some essentialists focus on the basic skills: reading, writing, and arithmetic (Sparks-Langer, et al, p. 56).  With the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), the educational system in the U.S. has become largely an essentialist society, though there are significant elements from the other two philosophies that we can see.


Since mathematics and language arts are emphasized among the NCLB standards, as a future math and ELD teacher, I will be as tightly tied to them as a California teacher can be.  The requirements, as they trickle down from the federal, to state, to local level, will affect my classroom on a daily basis in terms of curriculum, planning, and assessment.  Achieving the needed level of performance among my students will be a very demanding task.  Although this is not an ideal way to view school, it is the reality that most teachers of today are facing.


I must look at the current overall purpose of education through the lens of my own belief about the purpose of education.  Above all, my purpose as an educator is to empower students by imparting to them the mentality that they are able to accomplish great things for themselves and for mankind and to make them aware of the vast amount of positive opportunities that lay before them in life.  My success in this goal will not only result in my students being more likely to live happy and fulfilling lives, it will also accomplish some of the greater societal goals.  It will meet the goal of progressivism of the creating functional members of society because productivity will be an implied byproduct.  It will also meet the reconstructionist goal of giving them a sense of social purpose.  These two things: being a positive member of the whole and a responsibility not just to yourself but also to your fellow man, will be interwoven into the message that I will try to communicate to my students.


Where does the current essentialist view tie in with my personal beliefs?  I do consider the subjects of reading, writing, and math to be important.  Communication skills and problem solving skills are the two keys to addressing or accomplishing almost anything.  There’s no reason these subjects, and the requirements laid out for them, cannot be the vehicle for promoting the success that I want to see in my students.  It may mean some very hard work for myself and for my students, but it pay off for them in the long run.

Being an Effective Teacher


There are many important aspects that need to be considered in order to be an effective teacher.  Exploring these aspects, or domains, and how I will apply them is essential for me to become an effective teacher.


Making subject matter comprehensible to students is of utmost importance.  Many students, including current students but more so in the past, have been denied an education because their level of proficiency in English was low and they simply did not understand the input from the teachers.  In order to prevent students with lower levels of proficiency from being left behind in terms of education, we must put in the extra effort, time, and resources to make content and instruction comprehensible for them.  As we saw in the SIOP video, there are many techniques that we can use to do this.  Some techniques include adaptation of materials such as textbooks and lectures, relating content to personal lives to make content more understandable and memorable, using hands-on activities and visual aids to reinforce the concepts that are being taught, planning frequent interactions so students get a chance to practice language, and using the student’s native language to support what they’re learning in English.


Pointed out in the SIOP model, but non-dispensable for effective teaching in any capacity, is the need for quality assessment.  Assessment is an ongoing process; an effective teacher will always be assessing the performance of his students in order to answer the question: what can I do to improve this?  In class, we categorized different assessment methods into two categories: formative and summative.  Formative assessment is usually informal and informs the teacher of how the students are doing and their immediate learning needs.  Using this information the teacher can make adjustments to curriculum, methods, and activities to improve the learning experience.  Examples of formative assessment are class discussions, homework, small projects, and monitoring group activity.  Summative assessments inform the teacher and others including parents, districts, colleges, etc., of what the student has learned.  Examples of summative assessments are tests, projects, presentations, and papers.  Summative assessment can also be formative because the teacher can analyze and reflect on student performance at the end of a term to find areas that might be lacking and adjust them for the next term.


We also must assess where our students are coming from in order to create a good learning experience for each individual.  As we read in A Framework for Understanding Poverty, there are “hidden rules,” or “unspoken cues and habits of a group,” of a class or culture that outsiders will be unaware of (Payne, p. 37).  For example, a child may come from a culture where it is disrespectful to look at an authority figure in the face, whereas here we consider it good manners to look at somebody when they’re talking to you.  It is very important for teachers to be on our toes about such cultural issues so that we don’t get caught misjudging a particular behavior.  Students should not feel like outsiders because of cultural differences.  On the contrary, the classroom should be a place where the student feels that she and her culture are valued and respected.  This will help to engage all students in the classroom.

We also need to know the financial and familial background that our students are coming from.  If a student does not have the resources to be able to participate in a certain activity, then either the teacher should find a way to provide the resources, or the activity should be adjusted for the student so that the missing resources are not necessary.  If a student is not turning in homework or shows signs of not studying, we may find that the student, especially at the secondary level, has an unusual amount of responsibilities in order to help the family get by and simply does not have time to do schoolwork.  In this situation, the teacher should do something to change.  For example, the teacher could call the parents and try to work out a timeframe that the student could have exclusively for study time on a daily basis.

As caring and enthusiastic as one might be effective teaching cannot occur without quality planning and lesson design.  As we learned when we were first going over behavioral objectives, “without instructional objectives, learning becomes accidental rather than predictable.”  Planning begins with a basis.  In the state of California, the bases are the CDE content standards and frameworks.  Planning is long-term and short-term.  Long-term planning targets the end of a unit, semester, or even year and involves a cycle of designing curriculum, aligning instructional materials, assessing student achievement, and making adjustments.  This is known as the “curriculum cycle.”  Short-term planning can be as small as a lesson or an activity, but is still very important to effective teaching.  Good lesson planning includes identifying specific behavioral outcomes, and providing the necessary input, modeling, and practice needed for learning to take place, as in the Direct Lesson Plan.


The background and personalities of your students should again be taken into consideration when designing your lessons and activities.  Personal interactions are not the only way that you can make students feel valued in your classroom; lessons and activities can also provide this opportunity.  For example, a lesson involving a work of an author from a student’s country of origin, or a project that allows students to show a part of their culture or express something about themselves in some way is a way to use your teaching to make your students feel valued and respected.  Your own students, not just content, need to be taken into consideration when planning.


A classroom environment that is conducive to learning is also vital to effective teaching.  Distractions and interruptions to a lesson can cause students to loose focus completely and the lost coherency could result in a total loss or lack of understanding of an entire topic.  Effective classroom management is therefore essential to effective learning.  In addition to techniques used to mange student behaviors, such as Kounin’s “withitness,” and ripple effect, managing classroom activities and making transitions smooth so as to keep students engaged and interested.  Good classroom management also means minimizing the time spent on correcting behaviors and preparatory activities such as getting materials out.  These “slowdowns” will quickly result in students losing interest and focus (Kounin, p. 102).


Developing a set of classroom rules and consistently following through with them cannot be understated.  Having a clear set of rules and eliminating the burdening question of “should this behavior be dealt with and how?” will relieve a lot of stress and preoccupation for both the teacher and the student.  Jacqueline Woodbury suggested five statements that she divides into rights and responsibilities.  Everyone in the classroom has the right to learn and be safe and the responsibility to be polite, to be honest, and to use time wisely (Davis, p. 66).  These rules, taken exactly as they are, might not be as appropriate for the secondary level, but the basic concepts do apply and can be given in a form that is more relatable to high school students.


Also important in the classroom environment is building a community of learners.  This is implicit in some of the things already mentioned but it is important that students feel that your classroom is somewhere they feel safe, somewhere they aren’t afraid to make mistakes (Davis, p. 67).  Arranging students can also help achieve an environment that is more conducive to learning.  Many students can work well with anybody but some students will be better off working near and with only certain other students.  Seating arrangements should optimize learning partners and groups.


As we near the end of this semester, we are closing just the introductory chapter, or the preface even, to the process of developing as professional teachers.  Just as all professions, education is a constantly changing field.  Demographics, cultural norms affecting expectations for adolescents, typical home situations, and new developments in all areas of subject matter are all factors that make teaching a profession of constant learning needs.  Also like any other profession, teachers have the responsibility to do their job in a professional fashion, adhering to all the legal requirements of the position.  It is up to us to be aware of these responsibilities by consulting documents such as the California Standards for the Teaching Profession and fulfill them.


There are many aspects of being an educator that make being a teacher a challenging task.  Examining the specific learning needs of each student, frequently making adjustments in response to feedback from assessment, instilling a sense of self-value and belonging to students so that they are in a state where they are able to learn, long-term and short-term planning, and maintaining effective classroom management techniques are all necessary to meeting the challenge of being an effective teacher.  Furthermore, teaching requires devoting time outside the classroom to professional development.  Balancing all of these elements of teaching is essential to achieving the goal of what I think is the purpose of education: to empower students with the knowledge that they are capable of accomplishing great and positive things for themselves and for their society.
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