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Philosophy & Guiding Principles 

 

I believe that my primary responsibility as a teacher is to facilitate student learning by (a) helping 

students recognize they are “agents” in the learning process, (b) creating an inclusive learning 

community through the use of varied teaching and assessment strategies, and (c) engaging students in 

active, authentic (i.e., career relevant) activities and assignments.  

 

1. Agentic Learning 
 

As agents, not objects, students have the ability, opportunity, and obligation to actively participate in 

the learning process. From this perspective my role as a teacher—in addition to delivering content 

(which, due to technological advances, students can now easily acquire on their own)—involves 

cultivating learners who can (1) solve their own problems, (2) become critically consumers of the 

content, situations, and sources of content at their fingertips, and (3) apply concepts in and out of the 

classroom. To this end, I try to create opportunities for students to make decisions and practice skills 

in and out of the classroom. As an example, I regularly make use of indexed and ‘live’ case studies, 

where students learn to analyze information, generate alternatives, and arrive at evidence based 

conclusions to address a problem or concern. These cases are typically derived from community 

partners who bring contemporary, ‘real’ issues or challenges to the table, and involve student-driven 

discussions of case content, independent research to inform and justify decision-making, and oral 

communication of the actions to be taken.  

 

Where possible I also try to give students autonomy regarding how assignments are to be completed 

(e.g., I allow students to select one of three assignments that all accomplish the same learning 

objective but which may align better with their strengths). Further, I intentionally use groups, 

technology, and reflective tools to help students learn how to find their own answers, evaluate their 

thought processes, and communicate effectively. Lastly, I balance content questions with questions 

that require reflection, synthesis, or personal application; e.g. “how and why would you respond in 

that situation given the information you have been provided?” or “what experiences have you had 

associated with this topic?” In order to encourage agentic learning, I also believe it’s important that I 

act as a model and mentor. Modeling agentic learning occurs when I bring in current news stories, 

media clips, or personal anecdotes that demonstrate my commitment to learn and my desire to link 

what happens in and out of the classroom together in the continued pursuit of knowledge. Mentoring 

occurs through opening lines of communication (via email or office hours). For me, this looks like 

holding regular and flexible office hours, listening reflectively, and asking questions that help the 

student work through their own problems. Often students ask "should I do this?" or want an example 

of an assignment. They want to give up their agency. In these cases I ask "why would or wouldn't 

you do that?" and respond in a way that they feel ennobled, not ignored or enabled. 

 

2. An Inclusive, Learner-Centered Approach  

 
Students typically have diverse learning strengths/weaknesses and backgrounds. In order to reach as 

many students as possible I (1) vary the content, media, and pedagogical strategies I employ in the 

classroom, (2) open channels of student-teacher and student-student communication, and (3) 
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explicitly talk with students about civility and the importance of providing reasoned evidence for 

viewpoints (as opposed to strictly emotive or unfounded personal attacks).  

 

When covering content, I typically employ more than one method of delivery (e.g., providing 

“student versions” of lecture slides, incorporating video or sound clips, and soliciting written and 

verbal forms of assessment). I also try to be responsive and attentive to how students are engaging 

and adapt as needed. For example, in an introductory tourism course I taught recently, students were 

required to apply course concepts to a specific tourism destination as part of in-class and out-of-class 

assignments. After observing students engage in this process, I decided to adapt the assignment so 

that each individual component became a piece of a larger cumulative assignment (a poster to be 

presented to their peers at in-class poster session) where they were expected to link disparate pieces 

together to provide an overall image of their destination. The change wasn’t disruptive but, 

communicated well, it gave them an opportunity to integrate material in a meaningful way.  

 

When communicating with students I follow the mantra: frequently, clearly, and professionally, to 

ensure students have all of the tools and information needed, when they need it, in order be 

successful. As part of my courses, I typically have students complete note-cards, introducing 

themselves, and refer to those cards throughout the course to help learn students’ names and engage 

them on topics that they are personally interested in related to the course subject matter. 

 

I choose to address topics that are relevant to my students’ future professions, many of which are 

either controversial or sensitive (e.g., LGBQT issues, race and racism, etc.). When doing so I make 

every effort to empower my students with the language and skills needed to be culturally appropriate 

and sensitive and also create opportunities for them to consider and challenge their own previously 

held biases in a constructive way (e.g., having students list words/norms they associate with certain 

groups, adopt alternative perspectives, etc.). My goal in this approach is to help them to better 

understand how others think and learn, and appreciate that others learn and think differently than 

they do both in and out of the classroom.  

 

3. Active and Authentic Learning 

 

I believe students need to be actively engaged in learning activities that will prepare them with skills 

that will help them succeed in all life domains. Informed by transformative learning theory and 

critical thinking concepts, I create opportunities for students to explore, reflect, and make reasoned 

decisions. Transformative-learning typically occurs in response to disorienting, novel, and 

experiential learning components (Mezirow, 2000). The core of transformative learning is not to 

entertain but to engage, challenge, and broaden students' mindsets and worldviews. Critical-learning 

occurs as students learn how to break down false-dichotomies, challenge their previously held 

assumptions, and engage in a process of marked by identification and analysis of problems, the 

development and evaluation of alternative solutions to the problem, and determine actions to address 

those problems.  

 

In my experience, the following activities create transformative- and critical-learning environments: 

(a) debates, where students adopt a role/side (particularly one that they are neither familiar or 
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comfortable with) and actively research and defend it with sound evidence; (b) case studies, where 

students analyzing industry problems and propose solutions (particularly where they become aware 

of the internal and external factors that influence those problems); and (c) projects that require the 

development of “authentic” products for real organizations (particularly when industry professionals 

provide feedback on the product). These types of activities allows students to make decisions, 

explore possibilities outside of the classroom, and take ownership over their learning. Central to both 

transformative- and critical- learning are active, experiential engagement and reflection/dialogue. To 

facilitate active and experiential engagement, I frequently bring students into the communities they 

are intended to serve or look for partnerships where students can work with organizations to learn 

and practice skills (e.g., site visits, program or event plans, and active brainstorming sessions). To 

encourage students to reflect and discuss I typically include short, in-class writing prompts, think-

pair-share exercises, and debriefs where students can discuss their reasoning and hear the perspective 

of their peers, particularly on assignments that may have been completed individually.  

 

Summary  

 

Ultimately, I believe the purpose of education is to equip students with skills that will help them be 

successful in every aspect of their lives, not just their careers. Given the proliferation of information 

that is now available to students, we have the opportunity to help them develop filters to process that 

information and apply it effectively.  

 

Furthermore, while I have clear policies that encourage responsibility and accountability in the 

classroom, I recognize that there is a need to be flexible and to adapt to individual needs. Students 

are people first, and higher education is a safe place to explore, fail, try, and test oneself.  

 

I believe students are responsible for their own learning and my goal is to help them develop a self-

awareness and love for learning that will result in intrinsic and meaningful engagement. I want to 

create a classroom (both in terms of the built and social environment) where knowledge is shared and 

produced, not regurgitated. While lecturing and content have their place, technology has created a 

need for teachers to equip students with skills that help them to learn on their own, solve real 

problems, and treat each other with dignity and respect.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


