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Phil of Ed. 

CREDO – TOWARD A PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION


I believe that education is a continuing process throughout our lives. As Robert Heinlein said, “You live and learn, or you don’t live long.” I believe that the liberal arts are an indispensable set of tools for thinking people, providing a common frame of reference that staves off Babel or worse in an all-too-easily Balkanized world. I believe that for better or worse, the world in which we live is largely a product of the Western tradition, and that an awareness of that tradition and its elements are vital to an understanding of this world. At the same time, I believe that awareness of a tradition involves a knowledge of what it may have excluded or suppressed, and that one of our goals as educators should be to include a wide range of voices and ideas in our quest to create a new, greater tradition. In my own teaching, I try to make it clear that we usually find our truths through discussion and consensus, which generally requires openness to voices not generally found within the canon. Put another way, I value (and would teach) the canon because it is useful, not because it is venerable. Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia may be read as a picaresque as easily as Tom Jones might – and my classroom would have room for both.


I believe that knowledge does not exist in a vacuum. We learn as a way to meet our needs, whether that need is as concrete as the ability to perform a job or as abstract as the sheer thrill of “Hey! That’s neat.” As a consequence, an education should prepare students for their endeavors outside the classroom, meeting not only the needs they know they have, but also the needs they do not anticipate. Assignments should provide students with the ability to interpret the world around them, allowing them to act in it rather than merely react to it. Another five-paragraph theme is useless, but an effective letter to the editor may yield something of value.

I believe that new technologies offer teachers and students valuable aids in the teaching process, but that the most essential tool for either group remains the imagination. The great teacher engages the student with whatever tools are at hand, whether they be John Dewey’s log or a Cray supercomputer. 


I believe that students learn at their own paces, but that it is always best to learn by doing –- to have one’s own pace implies continuing movement, after all. When I teach writing, I want my students to write every day, and require a journal as proof of their efforts. I often found that their journals revealed more writerly development than their formal papers would, but I believed then (and believe now) that if the students would persevere as writers, they would improve.


I believe that good teachers are saints of a sort, because they help human beings improve themselves, and that’s something a saint should do. Education is what Harlan Ellison might call a “Holy Chore,” allowing students to discover the world and themselves.

At the same time, educators, like saints, should be aware that they are limited instruments, even if wonderfully fashioned. As one of my professors told me, a teacher becomes most dangerous at the moment he or she ceases to feel like a fraud. One of the quickest ways to avoid that danger is to stay committed to the ongoing conversations both in one’s discipline and in the outside world. The former will remind us of the vast amount of knowledge even within our relatively narrow specialties, while the latter will remind us of the immensities our students must face after we have parted company. The ivory tower can become a  prison, and the wise teacher is active in his or her community beyond the borders of the campus. 

I believe that everyone should have the opportunity to earn a higher education, but I also believe that not all will earn that education, even given the opportunity. Education involves desire and commitment on the part of the student as well as that of the teacher.

Finally, I believe that education always involves self-examination, and therefore is how we improve both our lives and our spirits. It’s a joyous calling. Perhaps that’s why I’ve always felt an affinity for Chaucer’s Oxford Cleric, of whom it was said, “Gladly would he learn, and gladly teach.” So would I, and so would I.

