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TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 

It is a society-wide inside joke that most adults have fully forgotten 99% of what they 
learned in school.  The real challenge of teaching is not just in cramming a given set of 
information into students’ minds long enough for them to regurgitate it onto their exam 
papers, but rather in proving that the material will be relevant, applicable, and even 
interesting enough that students will willingly integrate new knowledge into their 
permanent schemas, rather than simply purging their brains after the final grade is marked. 

In today’s world of constant distractions, easily accessible “facts” (both true and false), and 
online learning, it is essential for teachers to do more than just impart knowledge that 
students could just as easily find on a search engine.  The silent onus is now on professors 
to teach students how to ask educated questions, how to critically analyze and validate 
information from multiple sources of unknown credibility, and to consistently engage the 
intellectual curiosity of a virtual classroom of students, some of whom may be accustomed 
to having a teacher on one side of their screen and scrolling through Instagram on the other. 

Before any knowledge can be transferred, a teacher must first convince the student to care.  
As a researcher in the field of intrinsic motivation and the current parent of a teenager, I 
can personally attest both to the necessity and difficulty of this task.  Some students enter 
a course motivated to learn and intellectually curious about the subject matter at hand, but 
a larger majority usually comes with the simple objective to pass the course with the 
minimum amount of effort expended.  In order to engage this larger majority, a professor 
must demonstrate the relevance of the material to students’ actual lives.  It is our job to 
connect the course material to subjects or higher purposes that students actually do care 
about, to utilize a sense of community and social engagement in the classroom to foster 
connection between students, and to give students the autonomy to learn in a modality that 
fits their learning style to maximize intrinsic motivation in an often-apathetic population. 

It is a professor’s job to give students a safe environment where it is encouraged to ask 
potentially-stupid questions, take intellectual risks, and play with new knowledge.  Yes, 
assessments and graded assignments are necessary to measure student progress and assure 
that knowledge is being properly absorbed and retained.  However, it is also our job as 
educators to foster curiosity and intellectual risk-taking rather than just measuring end 
results. I wrote my dissertation on behavioral responses to failure and am a lifelong 
researcher on the way some people are energized, educated, and motivated by uncertainty 
or failure but while others are paralyzed, deterred, or shamed by the same situation.  As 
watching a toddler learn to walk can demonstrate, humans are initially preprogrammed to 
be undeterred (and sometimes even delighted) by failure.  This unbound, inherent curiosity 
is unfortunately crushed out of many students by years of angry, red grading pen and an 
educational system where often the letter grade you receive is more valued than the 
knowledge you retain.  



Students need to be taught how to properly evaluate new information in its historical and 
societal context, not just take things at face value.  Especially in the social sciences, where 
so many of the foundational studies of the field were performed on college-age, straight, 
white males, it is important to teach students that most information comes from fallible 
humans.  In today’s age of easily-accessible (yet often false, biased, or skewed) information, 
one of the most important skills a person can develop is the perpetual habit of asking 
questions like where information came from, how it was collected, what empirical best 
practices were utilized (or grotesquely violated) in collecting the data, what biases the 
researchers had, what the demographic profile of the sample was, what factors limit the 
validity of the information, and what agenda the people searching for the knowledge may 
have had when asking their initial questions.  It isn’t enough to teach students individual 
facts, they must also be trained to be educated consumers of knowledge. 

One of the most fun challenges as a teacher is to meet each individual student where they 
are on their academic journey and add value to their existing focus or passion.  While some 
students must be forced to see why they should care about the material, others come pre-
motivated and energized on their own academic journeys.  I am often most excited about 
helping adapt course material to enrich, challenge, and relate to the students who already 
have a passion, area of research, or clear career trajectory selected.  If a student already has 
a clear interest, a professor should go above and beyond the stated course syllabus to show 
how the material can relate to, interact with, or enhance that student’s existing focus.  A 
professor can’t underestimate the impact of an extra email with reading recommendations 
in the student’s current area of research or an opportunity for the student to choose their 
own project topic within their existing academic focus.  As important as it is to create 
motivation in the apathetic, it is even more vital to provide fuel and resources for the 
students who are already motivated on their paths. 

Since the era of COVID, the academic world has now been forced to adapt to a reality that 
is increasingly digital.  I experienced this first-hand as a student through my remote learning 
PhD program and have dealt with virtual education of adults as a coach and as a consultant.  
While adapting to the digital format is currently one of a professor’s largest challenges, it 
can also be a tremendous asset.  Through online education, learning material can be 
presented in multiple modalities (video, written lecture notes, interactive quizzes, or even 
custom online learning games) to reach students within the same course who learn in 
different ways.  Shy or unsure students are now given the ability to interface with their 
professors in a less public or less intimidating setting via email or private discussions.  More 
data can be collected in the moment on how students are feeling or how much is being 
retained via real-time polls or quizzes (for synchronous classes) or asynchronous, ungraded, 
weekly check ins. 

A professor should leverage consistent student feedback and practice open-minded, 
evidenced-based reassessment and self-improvement.  There is no such thing as a one-size-
fits-all curriculum.  While the subject matter of a given course may not change, the students 
in each individual cohort will come with unique backgrounds, personalities, and learning 
preferences.  It is a professor’s job to meet students where they are, which can only be 
assessed by keeping a regular, honest dialogue with the students themselves. Are they just 
taking the course as a requirement or is it in their area of interest?  Which modalities of 



learning (pre-recorded video, synchronous lecture, written notes and outlines, interactive 
discussion, etc.) help them learn most effectively?  What types of interaction with the 
professor are most helpful?  All these questions need to be asked regularly and 
quantitatively analyzed both via explicit student feedback and objective data from student 
performance metrics. 

By assessing initial student motivation and goals, utilizing multiple modalities to convey the 
course material, placing a premium on relating information to the students’ actual areas of 
interest, encouraging curiosity and intellectual risk-taking, and consistently tracking data on 
what strategies are working for which students, a teacher can hope to create a deeper and 
more useful type of learning that will last past the final exam.  


