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My teaching philosophy has been shaped by the many instructors who guided me throughout my ed-
ucation. I believe that, as teachers, we are a collection of the best qualities of our own instructors: their
patience, their curiosity, and their ability to inspire learning. When I design a course, I picture myself as
one of my students and ask what helped me learn and what got in my way. That exercise has led me to
three practices that are now the core of my teaching. First, I let students lead the lecture, through practices
such as inviting them to the board. Second, I open every class by explaining why we are learning what we
are learning and how it can make an impact in real life. Third, I run my classroom as a dialogue, inspired
by the ancient Greek tradition of conversation as the place where knowledge is examined and transformed
and where mistakes are welcome. Behind all three is a single goal: to help students move from watching
mathematics to doing it, and to see themselves as people who can build mathematics.

Learning mathematics is not comfortable, and I want my students to see that we are all in that same
position together. One of my instructors once compared learning to watching someone lift weights: it looks
easy until you try to lift the weight yourself. A solution feels manageable while the instructor writes it on
the board, but understanding only comes from attempting it and feeling its difficulty. This is why the first
practice in my classroom is inviting students to the board. In every class, I describe a problem, explain
clearly what I am asking them to do, and invite a volunteer to come up. Then I wait. I do not call on
anyone, and I do not fill the silence; I let the awkward wait time do its work. If no one feels ready to finish
a problem, I ask for an idea or a first step, and we complete it together. Going to the board is lifting the
weight, and doing it among classmates who are just as unsure turns a private struggle into a shared one. I
want to be realistic about this practice: it requires a real commitment of class time. Early in a semester the
wait can last two or three minutes, and it shrinks to about ten seconds as the class grows comfortable. The
results justify the time. This semester in Matrix Algebra, only three or four students answered questions
or volunteered at the board during the first two weeks; by the fifth week, at least twelve different students
had come to the board. Over the longer term, several students who contributed the most at the board went
on to become Undergraduate Learning Assistants (ULAs) and now lead their own sessions. Watching their
self-confidence grow has been one of the most rewarding parts of my teaching.

Abstract material often raises a silent “so what?” question, and students who cannot answer it tend to
disengage. For that reason, my second practice is to open each class, and each new topic, by explaining why
we are learning it, what exactly we are learning, and how it is used in real life or in their future studies. I
start the semester by applying the same idea to the course itself. I tell students why I chose to teach it, and
I ask them why they chose to take it. In Transitions to Proofs, I explained that I love teaching reasoning
because it is a philosophy in itself and a chance to see everyone’s perspective. Some students answer that
the course is required, which is completely fine; my aim is to give them a question they can keep asking
themselves: why am I doing what I am doing? I adapt the question to where students are in their studies. I
ask first-year students which major they hope to pursue and why, and I ask students later in their degree how
the course fits their career path. Answering the question of purpose first gives students a reason to stay with
the abstraction that follows. In Matrix Algebra, before introducing matrices and systems of linear equations,
I show how they are used in data science and other fields, and I see nodding faces and noticeably sharper
attention. The same approach shapes the recitation materials I have written for Calculus I and Differential
Equations: a rate-of-change problem based on an ancient engineering device that used the rotation of a
wheel to predict dry and flood seasons, and spring equations presented through car suspension systems. I
have observed that engineering students in particular connect more deeply with the material when they can
see where it leads.

Dialogue is at the heart of my third practice. Since the ancient Greeks, conversation has been the place
where knowledge is questioned, tested, and transformed, and I want my classroom to work the same way.
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I view teaching as two-way communication built on the instructor’s guidance and the students’ feedback,
whether that feedback comes as answers to my questions or as the questions they ask in return. At its
best, a dialogue lets students’ questions point the way forward. When I introduced determinants in Matrix
Algebra, I began with the cofactor expansion along the first row. After we finished the first example, a
student asked why the first row was so special. I was delighted, because that exact question was written
on my next slide. Watching students open the next part of the lecture themselves is one of my favorite
moments in teaching, and I recognize it from my own analysis course, where our instructor guided us so that
the motivation for each new problem seemed to come from us. A dialogue like this can only happen in a
safe space, because students will not risk speaking up, or walking to the board, in a room where errors are
treated as failures. Learning can feel like stepping into a dark cave: uncertain, sometimes uncomfortable,
but full of discovery. I can describe the shape of the walls and the direction of the passageways, but the
student is the one who brings the light, and they will only do so if they know stumbling is expected. To build
that space, I show students that mistakes are not something to fear. When I make a mistake on the board, I
do not get frustrated; I correct it openly, often with the class’s help. I also tell students about the mistakes
I made when I first learned the topic myself. This safe space is what makes the first practice possible: the
growth from three or four volunteers to at least twelve students at the board in Matrix Algebra happened
because students saw that a wrong answer led to discussion, not embarrassment. When students feel free to
be wrong and ask the question before I do, they are no longer following the mathematics; they are building
it.

Each of these practices depends on understanding my students: noticing who is ready to come to the
board, hearing the silent “so what?” behind their faces, and knowing what they need before they can join a
dialogue. Learning to understand learners has been the common thread of my professional development. In
Michigan State University’s Certification in College Teaching Institute, my project examined the learning
needs of young adults and how a course can be shaped around them. As a Colleges Online Learning Academy
(COLA) Scholar, I carried that question into online course design. As Lead Teaching Assistant and Graduate
Lead at the Center for Instructional Mentoring, I moved to the back of the room, observing and mentoring
new instructors and designing workshops for first-year graduate students, and watching other classrooms
taught me to see my own more clearly. In every one of those rooms, I saw students at different stages
of becoming independent learners: some still waiting to be told what to do, others ready to direct their
own learning. This is the transition from pedagogy to andragogy, from the way children are taught to the
way adults learn, and university is exactly where it happens. I believe in lifelong learning, and I have seen
my own learning habits change with age, just as I see students of different generations learn in different
ways. Understanding this transition is my next step. I plan to study andragogy formally and to study the
transition in my own courses, using short surveys at the beginning and end of each semester and observing
how students’ independence grows, so that I can adjust my teaching as they move along that path. Whatever
course I teach next, I will keep listening to my students, inviting them to the board, answering the question
of why, and building a classroom where every student feels able to lift the weight themselves.
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