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Teaching Philosophy Statement 
 

 In one of many recent articles concerning the death or crisis of the humanities, Blaine 
Greteman suggests: “[W]e might ask why humanists keep simultaneously pursuing this field 
and lamenting its perpetual crisis. The answer is that crisis, which comes from the Greek 
word for ‘choice,’ is what humanities do best.” My philosophy of teaching and learning 
recognizes that this sense of crisis, that is, the urgency to reflect on just what it is students 
and teachers are doing in the classroom, is a unique, valuable feature of the humanities that 
can be incorporated into pedagogical practice. 
 I believe that there is a common denominator between the merits of the humanities 
and successful teaching and learning in the humanities: empathy. Every one of my teaching 
practices can be traced back to this commitment to empathy as a motivation for students to 
read closely, think critically, and write thoughtfully, as well as the core disciplinary foundation 
for the tools of a humanities education. To teach empathetically is to understand that 
students’ individual development takes place within a larger nexus of sociocultural networks, 
extra-disciplinary training, and experiences outside of the classroom. Having students reflect 
upon how these factors influence their skills sets and learning process not only gives me an 
access point through which I can make meaningful initial contact with students, but it helps 
correct common misconceptions that some students (especially non-humanities majors) have 
about the humanities classroom—that it is a space of memorization, ambiguous and 
mysterious assessments, formulaic thinking, and is irrelevant to their personal and 
professional lives. 

For example, I always prefer the first assignment of any course to be a self-reflective, 
long-form writing assignment in which students are asked to establish concrete connections 
between their real-world experiences and the themes and learning outcomes of the course. 
This first assignment is either low-risk or no-risk in terms of contribution to the student’s final 
grade, thereby allowing me to conduct an early “litmus-test” of a group’s writing skills, 
approaches to course materials and objectives, and experiences outside the classroom and 
discipline. I can gauge whether I may need to adjust the course design in terms of pace, 
anticipate where I may need greater or lesser focus in terms of particular outcomes, and 
assess and provide immediate feedback on core skills. Drawing student awareness to these 
skills gives them a head-start towards improving them for the first major graded assignment. 
I set the tone of my classroom as a space where individual perspectives are not just valued 
but recognized as relevant, exciting, and paradigm-shifting. One of the founding principles of 
a humanities education is that human experience and connections between different 
experiences matters, which is why I begin any level or type of course by reminding students 
that what happens outside the classroom can and does influence thinking inside the 
classroom (and vice versa). 
 Empathy as a foundational practice also provides the means to meet students where 
they are, gradually introducing them to more academically rigorous habits and practices and 
capitalizing on existing knowledge bases. For example, I might facilitate the gradual 
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development of more sophisticated, confident oral presentation skills by first focusing on 
casual partner-based activities, then reorienting activities towards more demanding small 
group work, and finally having them develop and deliver a seminar presentation, poster 
presentation, or “three minute thesis” to the entire classroom. Exercises such as these 
transform my role in the classroom from one of relative authority to one of facilitating self-
empowerment, encouraging mutual respect and frank discussion about the discipline and its 
tools, and humanizing those methods (the drafting process, editing, research practices, and 
rhetoric) that have grown to seem overwhelmingly empirical or monolithic rather than 
creative and diverse. It reminds students that observation and listening are a part of the 
instructor’s role, and that they can and should get to know themselves as learners, thinkers, 
and writers as they talk about their existing preferences, describe new goals, and actively 
cultivate new practices and skills. 

Scholarship on university teaching and learning shows that this kind of scaffolding not 
only facilitates a connection between relevant real-world practicable contexts and students’ 
developing skills, which in turn enhances student motivation to engage (Murtagh & Webster, 
2010). My teaching practice encourages students to ask the question, “What are the 
humanities good for, anyways?” and develop their own answers through both theory and 
praxis, rather than bludgeon them with adages and well-meaning tenets about what the 
humanities can do for them. Teachers tend to promote skills such as critical thinking, close 
reading, and peer-to-peer engagement without introducing students to why and how we use 
these skills. I believe in incorporating dialogue and consultation about these and other skills 
into overall course design, individual assignment description, and assessment techniques. 
This changes students’ perspectives of skill sets from proficiencies students either do or do 
not have into processes and modes of enquiry in which students are already participating and 
upon which they can expand. 

In practice, my focus on empathy as the foundation for successful teaching and 
learning in the humanities classroom encourages self-assessment, metacognition, and 
empowered student-driven learning. More than that, however, it reminds students that my 
classroom is a place of transparency, accountability, openness, and respect. 


