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My commitment to democratic pedagogy comes from three major sources: my own experiences as a student, from students’ feedback, and from reading and studying about educational theory and practice.  Throughout my years as a student, I regularly tried to have a voice in course decisions and I sometimes questioned processes and assignments.  So, I know first hand how frustrating it can be to have instructors and educational institutions not interested in student input.  Therefore, I consistently ground my teaching in my students’ voices.  Finally, the work of bell hooks, Paulo Friere, and Ira Shor has strongly influenced my educational philosophy.  I add this proviso though … this is my philosophy of education, not one I try to impose on all teachers.  Each of us has to find the methods that work best for us given our individual interests, talents, and other commitments.  This is what I try to do with my own teaching, always experimenting and reassessing.
I help students develop, through actual use, the tools they need for critical thinking.  Theory about systemic causes of social problems can often be intimidating to students, so I spend a significant amount of class time providing students with opportunities to discuss and work through their questions.  I make theory and concepts more meaningful and less abstract to students by providing concrete examples, including some from my personal and professional experiences.  Real discussion better prepares students to use critical thinking skills in their personal, work, and political lives.

In addition to critical thinking, I emphasize the development of civil discourse skills, in both writing and oral presentation.  I encourage students to complete written journals or annotated bibliographies reflecting on and summarizing their reading.  I also encourage students to prepare papers on issues addressed in the course, preferably issues of particular interest to them.  In my classes, I focus very little on lecture-formats and turn as much of the control of the class over to the students as I can.  In my classroom and online work, I promote discussion and dialogue about important issues covered in outside readings and research activities.  Tolerance and understanding of others’ views and perceptions is a major focus in discussions.  I model for students how we can hold strongly felt individual values and political positions and still be willing to talk about and consider alternative viewpoints.  In the classroom and online, we work together in small groups, or as a whole class, discussing important concepts, identifying questions, and jointly searching for solutions.  Theories and tools thus become useful and familiar in students' efforts to make sense of facts and ideas that may have previously been unknown or counterintuitive to them.

I emphasize the similarities between students and myself and let them know that I learn as well.  I encourage students to participate in developing course syllabi, including identifying specific topics, choosing course readings, and constructing the grading scheme.  To facilitate student feedback, I use a variety of course and instructor evaluation tools throughout my courses, in addition to the formal evaluation required by the college or university at the end of semesters.

I encourage students to submit revisions of their graded work; I do this with all assignments.  While not all students take advantage of the opportunity, those who do have repeatedly told me how much they appreciated the chance to improve their work.  They discover that by correcting their mistakes and misunderstandings they enhance their learning.

My teaching does not end in the classroom or at the end of a discussion session online.  I work closely with those students I advise to guide them to readings and other materials that they might find helpful in their other courses, and to offer encouragement.  I recognize that students learn in different ways and at different paces, and that they can have conflicting goals and responsibilities – school, work, families, and rest.  Therefore, I offer as much flexibility to students as I can within institutional limits.

I also consistently encourage students to learn from their experiences.  For example, I incorporate assignments that involve institutional analysis during internship placements by having the students consider questions such as: Who makes decisions?  Who speaks and does not speak in meetings?  How does the budget of the organization at which they are working suggest the real priorities of management?  What sociological philosophies about individuals and systems seem to be driving the decisions including those for service and for personnel management?  Does the organization involve itself in the political process?  These questions allow a student to acquire skill development and to develop a broader view of the application of theoretical perspectives to understanding institutions.

I am committed to advocacy on behalf of students within my program and throughout the university.  I maintain that, whenever possible, institutional rules should give way to what best meets students’ needs.  While, of course, some rules are necessary, it has been my experience that institutions often develop and implement policies to cover the exception rather than the rule, thus punishing all students for the lapses of a few.  I do not adhere to the view expressed by some teachers: students are only out to get by with the least amount of work possible.  I believe most students want to learn.  They can best learn if I offer them flexibility in their learning environment and gear my teaching to a wide variety of learning styles.

I work hard with my students as they try to navigate the sometimes-overwhelming structure of rules and regulations, and I encourage them to voice any concerns that they have about program and university policies and practices.  I provide students with the names of my program’s director and the Dean of my college and encourage students to pass along compliments or complaints about my teaching and comments about other issues of concern.  I also request student feedback on program policies being considered for modification.  A lesson I consciously try to develop in students is that we should all question authority – and not just in the political system but also at school, at home, and in their workplaces.  I also though provide information about the risks that such questioning can raise.
Students actively seek me out as an instructor and as an advisor.  They regularly applaud my advocacy and information sharing.  My students continually speak positively of my teaching style but also about the rigor of my courses.  Students say that my courses challenge them to be more open-minded and to consider alternative ways of thinking about experiences and issues.  To me, these are all indications of successful democratic pedagogy.

