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Teaching Philosophy
English and Language Arts is arguably the most important class taught in schools and this belief has shaped my teaching philosophy. First, reading is one of the most important skills a person can learn and should engage in every day. Second, every student is capable of learning and, therefore, of becoming successful. Finally, students can take lessons from the first two beliefs to build their compositional skills—an equally important skill in the world beyond the classroom.
I did not know any of this originally. I used to dislike English class because it was boring; I just wanted to read and be left alone. In tenth grade, I was given the unknown blessing of being placed in Mr. Hoffman’s Pre-AP class and my knowledge of the written word changed entirely. Mr. Hoffman challenged me to understand author choices and character analysis. He asked me why this book had been written and everything it could mean. I had always liked words, but I had never noticed their intricacy or their layers before. He showed me there is so much more to reading than a good story, but no one will ever know unless you make it a good one.
Stories are all about communication and, by reading them, they allow us to communicate complex ideas and experiences to others. Through reading, students gain a fuller understanding of the human condition and experience, as well as become more empathetic. It is a complex skill, an activity that activates more neurons and makes more connections than simply watching television or listening to music. Anyone can see a picture or hear a sound, but it takes practice and hard work to make reading come as easy, to utilize it to open those doors labelled “College,” “Career,” and “Success” that might have remained locked otherwise.

Although some books are required by school curriculums or state standards, there is no reason for reading to be a chore. Literary classics can be made relevant to 21st century teenagers through discussions of characterization and theme, as well as how certain plotlines have been passed down for millennia. Additionally, students should have a selection of modern novels and texts to analyze that will appeal to individual interests and curiosities. Many times students feel a disconnect between their lives and fictional characters from a hundred years ago, so it is crucial to link the classics to modern texts by studying works with similar themes in order to facilitate student discussions about both.

All students are capable of doing this. Reading critically takes practice and usually months, if not years, of study, but every child can do it. It will be devastating to their futures if they cannot. This practice will be stimulated through self-selected reading, as well as peer-to-peer and full class discussions. There will also be guidelines for annotating texts at the beginning of the course to foster critical thinking until the skill comes naturally. By demonstrating how reading is relevant to their lives, students will be able to make the transition to analyzing classic works of literature. Students will also gain confidence in their abilities and increased confidence leads to increased success—something every student is not only capable of, but deserves.
Once students have begun to articulate their thoughts around reading—and understand they are capable both of the work and advanced thought—skills like composition will be easier. Reading gives students a window through which to see themselves, but composition is an outlet for students to creatively express themselves. Even an essay can be poetic. Perhaps the majority of students will only need to write professional emails and reports once they enter their careers, but creative fictional and nonfictional writing can engage the mind and the heart of the audience, as well as the author’s. Therefore, students will take time to journal every day, to study how authors in different subjects and fields write, and to experiment writing pieces in both genres to find what works best for them.
It took fifteen years for me to realize there was more to English class than I ever thought, and another two years to be any good at it. I do not want students to get stuck in a rut like I did. Every child needs a Mr. Hoffman to show them the way; if I can achieve even one-tenth of what he did for me, I will know then I have been truly successful. 

