Personal Philosophy of Education (2000)
Introduction
When faced with the question of why I wanted to become a teacher, I was, until recently, unable to qualify this life-long desire of mine.  I only knew that for as long as I can remember, I had always wanted to teach.

It wasn’t until this school year that I have been able to pinpoint a reason for this innate urge to devote my life to education.  As I explore diverse methods of imparting and gaining knowledge of various things, I have come to realize that learning how to learn makes us better people.  As we discover how to self reflect, to observe intently, and to share our observations clearly and enthusiastically with others, we become more appreciative of the world and the people around us.

Susanna Moodie once wrote, “The want of an education and moral training is the only real barrier that exists between the different classes of men”
.  I believe that in today’s Canadian classroom mosaic, the different “classes” Moodie was referring to in her great Canadian novel can be viewed not only in socio-economic terms, but also include the diverse nations, cultures and religions that make up the fabric of the average classroom in the GTA.  Indeed, were we all educated  equally well, how our city would thrive!  Imagine a generation of socially skilled, hard-working, enthusiastic and intelligent Torontonians…  how kind we would be to one another, how much more we would savour one another’s company with all its fascinating diversities, how much deeper an appreciation we would have of our God-given surroundings….  The implications in a global sense are magnificent! It is the realization of this potential that makes me want to be a professional in the field of education.


So!  How then do educators go about achieving the possible utopia described above?  I believe that this fulfillment depends heavily on a strong public education system, and such a system will only be achieved through teacher excellence and community partnerships.  More specifically, this success depends on an understanding of students as learners, the work of teachers, curriculum expertise, the school as an institution, and the role of the school within the community.

Students as Learners

It has been my experience in classrooms that many learners come to school unprepared to learn.  This usually stems from an unfulfilled personal need such as hunger, lack of attention or true love, deep inner anger or lastly and perhaps most dangerously, total disinterest in what they are being taught.  I believe that students can not even begin to learn unless these needs are met, at least partially.  Evidence for this theory surrounds us in the form of board-wide breakfast programs within the schools, and seminars for teachers on topics such as “Engaging Your Students” and “Fighting Student Anger with Love”.  Apart from the challenges that students face in their personal lives, students as learners face the many challenges of school:  I firmly believe (and current brain research supports) that learners must be able to see the relevance in their own lives of what they are supposed to be learning at school.  Learning is not solidified into long-term memory in the brain unless connections are made. Furthermore, I believe in the truth of studies like Gardiner’s  eight intelligences and Piaget’s learning theories that suggest that students learn in different ways… learners need to be challenged in such a manner that they are able to achieve success, and I believe this is only possible if they find themselves in a classroom environment which is not only physically safe but also emotionally safe in that it invites encounters with learning opportunities in a variety of styles and approaches.  That way, every type of student can succeed to some degree.

The Work of Teachers

I believe that the work of teachers is to fully create the environment proposed in the paragraph above in order to ensure the success of their students.  This goal can be achieved by making oneself aware of the different educational philosophies of various theorists.  I think that another instrumental tool in fulfilling the purpose of an inviting classroom is having a clear personal idea of what “inviting” means to me, setting up a classroom accordingly for the first day of school, but most importantly, being flexible enough to allow the invitational classroom to grow and change depending on the needs of the learners in any particular class.


My own ideal classroom presents an inviting environment to my students because it is a place that they have ownership over:  The majority of the material on the walls consists of their work.  Those items that are not students’ work are representative of the student body none the less; my decorations include posters featuring children of both  sexes, many races and assorted physical abilities.  I also include a number of centres in my classroom set-up:  A reading corner with pillows, plants and a bookcase, a silent work area for students who need some quiet time away from the rest of the class.  We have also had a class pet; this year it was a fish; perhaps in the future, we will welcome a rabbit into our classroom!  Finally, the activities  we do together as a class are inviting, and encourage development in all subject areas and social skills:  At the beginning of the year, the students establish a Charter of Rules and Responsibilities which reflect the ethics of the greater learning community:  Our school at large.   Throughout the year, we regularly publish anthologies and newsletters in order that we may share our interests and our news with parents and others.  We have a class photographer (a different student each week) who takes one picture a day.  At the end of each month, the photos are developed and posted around the classroom so that we can watch our progress together throughout the year.


I think what is often seen as the greatest obstacle to teachers is the diverse range of abilities within a classroom.
  If teachers see this range as a challenge and an opportunity rather than a problematic circumstance, and if they use knowledge (of special needs modifications, etc.), I believe teachers can overcome this “obstacle” in the makeup of their classrooms and programs.


I imagine that other obstacles likely to be encountered by newer teachers as they enthusiastically (and perhaps  somewhat naively) set out to create the ideal classroom where everyone can achieve an A+ average include such things as colleague jealousy (of fresh enthusiasm), lack of funding, and one’s own personal biases and preconceptions.  I believe that these can all be overcome by a positive attitude, one which assumes the role of a life-long learner.  I think it is important to never lose sight of the fact that as teachers, we are role models of education, and therefore, must always seek to further our own education, whether it be in our field of specialty or whether we choose to expand our base of general knowledge.   As teachers we must first and foremost be learners, and the best kind of learner is one with an open mind!

Curriculum Expertise

The New Ontario Curriculum is dense, particularly in the intermediate grades.  As students move from learning basic skills applying these skills in a real way as they learn about the history and present reality of the world around them, there is much to cover in an average school day!  One positive about the current curriculum documents is that in many cases, they lend themselves easily to cross-strand and cross subject integration.  


As I stated earlier, brain research incites that in order for true learning to take place, meaningful connections must be made at the time of learning.  In addition to providing a physically conducive learning environment (one that is safe, visually stimulating and includes good air circulation), what better way is there to make relevant connections for students than by tying together the various subjects and strands through integrated units of study?  When a learner sees that the skills acquired in an expository text reading lesson will help her to be a better writer in the writing class where she is writing a math journal reflection that explores her understanding of geometric solids in words and diagrams (the drawing of which will be assessed in Visual Arts), this learner will certainly see the relevance of each connected part of the whole!

The School as an Institution

My philosophy of an effective school is one of inclusiveness and community.  I believe that just as a class in which students have a sense of ownership is effective, so, too, will a school into whose policies and procedures staff (and to some degree, students and parents) have input be effective.  If discipline procedures and other policies are made without the consultation of those directly affected, I believe the outcome is hostility, and this does not breed a happy school environment.

As for a sense of community, I feel this can be achieved in two ways:  Number one, a smaller school will inevitably feel more like a community.  Secondly, if the school is not small, it should be arranged in such a way as to simulate the closeness of a small school.  This can be done by organizing teachers into teams.  In a school  where I spent time practise teaching, staff signed up for one of four committees at the beginning of the year: Social, MST, Literacy, and Student Recognition.  These committees were then the teams that organized events ranging from school spirit assemblies to family math nights to teacher treat days.  These regularly occurring events made the school feel like a welcoming community to all who were a part of it, including those who were visitors to the school.  The workload was lightened because each team had its own area of responsibility.  I believe that this arrangement and the events that resulted helped to foster positive attitudes amongst the staff and students of the school.  

The school and the Community
 I have heard a number of people talk about the school as a community centre.  This idea makes sense to me.  I myself grew up near a school that also served as a community centre which played host to a number of adult education and family recreation classes.  A school seems like a logical choice for a community centre.  After all, what better place to reach out to the community than through an educational institution?  In an ideal world, I would like to see the school as a community centre expand its role to include acting as a host to newcomers to the community, as well as the traditional evening and weekend courses offered to all age and ability groups.

In a school which is not designated as a community centre, I believe that outreach still can and should occur.  I earlier mentioned a class newsletter for parents.  A similar school newsletter could be sent to local businesses to cultivate a relationship between the school and the outside community.  Student groups can travel to local homes for the aged to perform music, etc.   Inviting members of the community into the school (either as guest speakers or en mass through annual picnics to which local businesses could donate their products and services) creates not only an awareness in students of the “outside world”, but also encourages the outside world to recognize the importance of young people and their future role in that “outside world”.  I believe that as students get older, partnership with the outside community (in the form of “co-op”, etc.) is tremendously important.  An early awareness of this community ensures an effective transition to it as students move from school to community involvement.


Community is also fostered through authentic relationships between staff, students and families.  One school I worked in fostered staff relationships by organizing a weekly potluck:  Each week four staff members were assigned to prepare a nutritious lunch which the whole staff shared.  In addition, many teachers as well as the principal regularly organized social events outside of school hours.  This was a time for staff to get to know each other on a more personal level, thereby gaining a better understanding of one another as real people.  This inevitably led to  more respectful teacher-to-teacher relationships.


As a classroom teacher, I also find it tremendously important to be personally connected to both individual families as well as larger community partners.  To enforce the former, I regularly communicate with the home via telephone, newsletters and web site.  The latter is achieved through regular written correspondence with a variety of companies, corporations and individuals from the community who I feel can contribute to the learning experience of my students.  As an example, during a recent unit in Drama and Dance, my students used toothbrushes provided at no cost by Butler to create STOMP! routines.  As for human resources, we often invite members of the community into the classroom to share their areas of expertise with us.  

Summary
Being an educator has many implications.  We must be aware not only of various teachings regarding curriculum and the learner, but also, we must be aware of an ethical code that we, as teachers are role models of. Young learners look to us not only as teachers, but also as examples of the adult world.  We must be honest and good examples.  I believe we can do this by adopting a healthy attitude about learning and about life, and by maintaining an open mind about the world of which we are an integral part, and of the community that surrounds us.  Let us never lose focus of why we wanted to become teachers in the first place!
-Vera C. Teschow

� Moodie, Susanna.  Life in the Clearing


� See 2 samples of student work, attached, taken from a minor assignment where grade four students where asked to create an ad and slogan for a food product.  Sample one is quite detailed and neat.  Sample two, while completed just as enthusiastically by the student in question, looks more like a kindergarten scribble!  Both are completed by students in the same class.





