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Growing up, I always resisted the idea of becoming a teacher. I thought it would be too easy 
and too mundane (wrong on both counts!). I majored in Spanish because I loved the grammar 
and the phonology, and thought I should get a teaching certificate as a back-up plan for 
something else unknown. I surprised myself when I did my student teaching — I actually loved 
getting high school students excited about Spanish. 
 
Although I considered graduate school in Spanish linguistics, I had also taken a class in applied 
English phonology that had me hooked. I was drawn in to the patterns and the rules of the 
sound system of English, and eventually signed up for an MA degree in order to get to teach 
this system to learners. Soon after that, I began teaching ESL teachers in a pronunciation 
teaching practicum. 

 

Although my work and academic life has taken multiple paths since then, the underlying 
principles that I aspire to apply to my teaching life as well as my administrative responsibilities.  
 

Know your stuff (and admit what you don’t know). 
 
My expertise is in the sound system of English. A depth of knowledge of subject matter helps 
me be a better teacher: it helps me to prioritize content, develop clear explanations, and 
foresee potential problems students may have in learning. I don’t have that level of background 
in many of the other areas of my work life: engineering education, people management, 
budgets. And I don’t pretend like I do – though I do try to take advantage of being a novice by 
asking questions and continually seeking information and ideas.  
 

Work for understanding and engagement. 
 
People learn by making connections: by linking new ideas with old ones and discovering 
applications of concepts to their own lives. Through careful organization and logical sequencing 
of material I can help students relate new concepts to mental structures they already have. 
When I learn about my students’ aspirations, I can develop topics, assignments, and examples 
that help them connect the content to things that matter to them. Most of my instructional 
development workshops (e.g. on effective questioning strategies) involve participants 
examining whether and how the principles being discussed apply to their own teaching. 
 
People also learn through dynamic engagement with the content. Through writing, talking, 
creating charts, solving problems, etc. – rather than simply listening to lectures – students 
strengthen and deepen their skills and knowledge. Students in my applied phonology class learn 
English consonant and vowel symbols and labels by completing worksheets with numerous 
practice items, and we review the symbols in class with a Bingo game (that is both fun and very 
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hard). They also create their own concepts maps depicting, for example, their understanding of 
phrase stress or intonation patterns. I favor inductive rather than deductive teaching (to foster 
metacognition and independent learning), informal group work (to encourage students to 
explain things to each other), and projects rather than tests (to allow students to become 
involved with the subject in creative and personal ways).  
    
I want my students to enjoy the learning process. I would describe my classrooms as informal 
and relaxed places where students are comfortable asking questions and getting to know me 
and each other. Of course, second- and foreign-language classes are ideal venues for sharing, 
because so many practice activities can encourage students to describe and explore their own 
personalities, styles, and lives. In other classes I teach this is more of a challenge, and often 
happens on a more informal basis. But across the board, I want my students to have fun, and to 
feel affirmed and inspired. 
 

Be yourself. 
 
Authenticity is essential for me. Students will spot a fake right away, and tune out. I find it 
impossible to pick up someone else’s lesson plan and teach it. If I give a workshop or teach a 
class, I have to create a plan where I can use my own style, my own stories and examples, and 
my own way of organizing and sequencing. I want to tailor it to the interests of my students. 
And I want to convey my own passion for the subject matter – from the intriguing details to the 
‘big ideas’ and ‘big questions’ the subject addresses. 
 
Trust is also essential. In order to foster trust, I need to be prepared, knowledgeable, honest, 
and well intentioned. I also need to communicate high expectations and be open to suggestions 
for change. One helpful strategy for me is to regularly solicit feedback from my students and 
peers. An ongoing dialog about the class’s progress and experiences can help all of us adjust our 
practices and perspectives to optimize learning and satisfaction. 
 
I feel particularly compelled to excel in the classroom because I teach teachers. And while on 
some level I wish I could be a flawless model for them, the truth is that I sometimes miss the 
mark. Sometimes I make mistakes, miscommunicate, and under-prepare. Things go painfully 
awry in my classroom, but these instances are precisely those that oblige me to do the hard 
work of learning more about my students, my subject, and/or myself. So when I talk with new 
teachers, I usually wind up sharing more stories of my blunders than of my successes.  
 
 
 
 
 


