
Teaching Philosophy William DeMeo

1. Introduction

After seven years of teaching math and computer science in college classrooms, my mo-
tivation to teach continues to grow. I have had the good fortune of working in math
departments that place a heavy emphasis on teaching, and this experience has given me
a deeper appreciation and respect for our responsibility to pass on knowledge to future
generations. It has also taught me many lessons about how to teach well.

Since 2012 I have taught roughly two math courses every semester, and have taken ad-
vantage of many opportunities to attend teacher training sessions, read student evaluations,
and solicit feedback from both students and peers. This has enabled me to reflect on my
beliefs about education teaching, and I have come to realize that my mission as a teacher
revolves around three core principles, each of which aims to engage the student:

(1) leadership, to engage students by demonstrating a deep appreciation and passion
for the subject;

(2) communication, to engage students by connecting with them at an appropriate
level;

(3) pedagogy, to engage students by developing a set of best practices that stimulate
them mentally and facilitate understanding.

The sections that follow consider each of these core principles in more detail and describe
how they have come to form the core of my teaching philosophy.

2. Core Principles

2.1. Leadership. My passion for the subject being taught must be apparent to the stu-
dents from the first day of class. This is essential for establishing credibility and, more
importantly, for convincing the students that the subject is truly worthy of their attention.
Such enthusiasm is contagious and helps motivate students to engage in active listening,
participation, and learning. I have found that convincing students of my passion for what-
ever subject I teach is actually the easiest part of my job as an educator, and each semester
my teaching evaluations reveal that my love of the subject is both obvious and contagious.

2.2. Communication. I strive to have an open, two-way dialog of friendly yet respectful
communication in the classroom. It is important that all students—regardless of back-
ground, race, nationality, or gender—feel welcomed and encouraged to participate in a safe
environment. Furthermore, it is important to let students know my door is always open
for them to come to me with any issues they might encounter in class, about math or their
academic and professional lives.

To accomplish these goals, I have developed a variety of strategies based on essential
educational principles of active learning, diversity and sensitivity training, planning, pre-
sentation and assessment. Some of these techniques depend vitally on our awareness of
student backgrounds, interests, and abilities, as we discuss in the next section.

2.3. Learner diversity. As we enjoy larger numbers of intelligent and eager learners from
more and more diverse backgrounds, from minority groups, both domestic and international,
we must be cognizant of both the learning style of individuals and the cultural diversity of
the whole class. Using this as our guide, we can customize our instruction and assessment
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accordingly. Since a variety of learning styles are likely to be represented in any mod-
ern classroom, it is important to alternate frequently between instruction and assessment.
Without frequent learner feedback and participation in every class, it is impossible to foster
a comfortable atmosphere of communication and mutual understanding, and without that,
we cannot assess the level of student engagement and we cannot know the degree to which
students have processed the material covered.

3. Pedagogy

3.1. Cycles and Iterations. One effective method of teaching is to cycle through various
modes of interaction with the students: presentation, participation, feedback and assess-
ment. Each of these modes should itself vary throughout the class and the semester. Pre-
sentation mode, for example, can vary across a number of dimensions. First, the medium
of presentation should alternate between speech/audible and written/graphical/visual to
accommodate differences of learners.

Second, the level of detail at which material is presented should proceed along a spectrum
from general to specific. This may depend on the subject matter, but I find it helpful to
outline and motivate the entire course in the first lecture. Thereafter, roughly the first
quarter of the course may be explained and motivated. Finally, each subsection of the first
quarter is described and motivated, still using fairly general terms. Finally each section
may be covered in detail.

Proceeding along such a path, from the general to the specific, reinforces material by
reiterating the same idea at various levels of abstraction. While watching Bob Harper’s
lectures at CMU, I learned that this strategy has a name: “iterative deepening.” Besides
the obvious reinforcement effect that repetition has, another positive outcome of iterative
deepening is that learners leave the course with a better understanding of how each topic
fits into the greater scheme of the course. It is this broad view of the course, rather than
the details covered in a particular section, that is likely to remain with the students long
after the course has ended.

3.2. The Learner’s Role. Another effective way to teach a classroom of diverse learners
is to keep students engaged by “making the subject their own.” One way to accomplish this
is by giving them some role in determining what and how they will learn and discover. If
students are given the chance to arrive at an understanding of a topic by relying on their own
imagination and ingenuity, then their appreciation of the topic will become much deeper
than if they had listened passively to a lecture. This sort of learning can be facilitated in the
classroom by providing just the right amount of guidance so that learners can reach correct
conclusions. However, determining the appropriate level of guidance depends crucially on
knowing the backgrounds and abilities of the learners.

Providing students with the main ideas and objectives and encouraging them to develop
their own methods and come to their own conclusions is not always appropriate for every
topic at every level. However, there is strong evidence suggesting that, at least at the
elementary school level, a hands-off approach can have quite miraculous outcomes.1 At
the college and graduate levels there is a standard curriculum that must be covered in a
limited amount of time, and an entirely hands-off approach is infeasible and inappropriate.
However, the benefits of class participation can be tremendous and must not be ignored at
any level.

1See, for example, http://www.wired.com/business/2013/10/free-thinkers/
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