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Admittedly, my personal philosophy is rather difficult to delineate because it is constantly evolving and it can not be handily defined by a singular “ism.”  I feel I borrow from a wide variety of established theories and strive to incorporate an even wider array as my teaching progresses and as my confidence in the classroom, and especially with respect to project based learning, continues to grow.  

My personal philosophy of how students learn is influenced by John Dewey's emphasis on 'learning by doing.'  Annually, I regal my students with tales from my wayward youth to emphasize the profound importance 'learning by doing' had on my educational pursuits.  I compare and contrast the following two personal educational experiences:  experience one involves the construction of a complex skateboard ramp, a large half pipe, without plans or any construction experience whatsoever.  We figured out all the complexities of the construction process by trial and error.  The second educational experience was my proudest purely academic achievement which was earning an A+ in Calculus at Rutgers College. Out of 500 students in my class I was in the top five grade-wise.  I studied for hours a day, went to tutoring sessions, and drank copious amounts of strong bitter coffee.  However, if you asked me now, decades later, to integrate or differentiate even the most basic inverse or trigometric function I would be at a total loss as to how to proceed!  Contrarily, I could easily build a half pipe tomorrow!  Although one must recognize that all students are individuals and they all learn at varying rates and through an infinite number of ways I still strongly feel that hands on, project based, group work that has multiple entry points is the most effective manner to ensure the greatest amount of success for the greatest number of students.  
My philosophy with respect to the role of the teacher has also been greatly influenced by the legendary John Dewey.  He wrote, way back in 1897, “The teacher is not in the school to impose certain ideas or to form certain habits in the child, but is there as a member of the community to select the influences which shall affect the child and to assist him in properly responding to these. Thus the teacher becomes a partner in the learning process, guiding students to independently discover meaning within the subject area” (Dewey, 1897).  This goes hand in hand with High Tech High's Design Principles which include: personalization, adult world connection, and common intellectual mission, teacher as designer.  The 'teacher as designer'  principle is particularly aligned with John Dewey's view on the teacher's role in the classroom.  I want to learn alongside and progress simultaneously with my students .  Lastly, I want to develop a meaningful personal relationship with each of them. The deeper connection I foster with my students the better prepared I am to assist them in their learning.
Multiculturalism and multilingualism would also be two of cornerstones of my educational philosophy. My wife was born in Korea, I am of Irish and German descent, and our three children were all born in El Salvador. My own children are multicultural by default and most of the classrooms in the USA are multicultural as well. Multicultural education should be used for social empowerment and to promote values of social justice and action (Spring, 2012). I connect strongly with Sonia Nieto’s seven characteristics of multicultural education including: openly antiracist and anti-discriminatory curriculum, being taught to identify and challenge racism and sexism, a focus on social justice, the need to question social and political institutions, and all students being bilingual (Nieto, 1992, as cited in Spring 2012). James Banks is also one of the leading proponents of multiculturalism. He maintains that Multicultural education is important for American democracy. Banks states our commitment to a set of ideals is what defines what it is to be American and not one’s ethnicity (Banks, 1998). Multilingualism is also very important to my teaching philosophy. Ideally, I would like to see all students learn a second language the day they start school. Looking back, I wish I had this opportunity when I was in kindergarten for learning a language when one is five is much easier than at fifty! 

My educational philosophy also acknowledges the importance of creating excellent citizens. Thomas Jefferson proposed a school system to produce citizens in order to fill political offices. Horace Mann took this a step further and wanted all students to be politically educated in order to maintain a republican form of government (Spring, 2012). In order for a democracy to function properly you need a well-educated populace that can think critically. Recent research shows this is indeed not the case.  I would also like to see a fundamental shift from the focus on the extrinsic values of consumerism to the more intrinsic values of citizenship. “The intrinsic values of our “perfect citizen” include personal growth, emotional intimacy and community involvement. These are also values that determine how happy we are and that tend to lead us away from hyper-consumption of “stuff” and the concomitant damage to the planet, towards more meaningful sources of fulfillment” (Peck and Phillips, 2012). 

Furthermore, I would like my teaching philosophy to reject, if possible, all of the far-reaching implications of a federal takeover of public education including the increasing frequency and importance of high-stakes testing. High-stakes testing, and other NCLB mandates, greatly influence how teachers teach, what teachers teach, how teachers are paid, and the amount of instruction time devoted teaching to the test (Spring, 2012). I agree with Aaron Pallas, professor of sociology and education at Teachers College, Columbia University, who was interviewed by Amy Goodman on Democracy Now! when he stated: “test scores are not unimportant but they’re a very small part of the overall picture.”  He continued: “we demand a lot of our schools and of our teachers with regard to a whole range of things, that we’re trying to develop in students: intellectual curiosity, creativity, respect for others, a commitment to civic democracy. And tests are a very, very poor measure of a lot of those things” (Pallas, 2012). 

Through my research and the presentations in class I learned about some of the numerous theories and philosophies concerning education.  I had unwittingly been incorporating some of these philosophies into my practice without realizing the proper names for them!  My group presentation  focused on the contrast between essentialism and constructivism and we used a series of memes to exemplify the distinctions between these two philosophies.  In one of my past teaching experiences, in the New York City Public School System, I utilized a more teacher centered approach.  This was due to the fact that I had no teaching experience at the time and I was forcibly encouraged to teach towards a yearly examination the results of which would have a direct impact on the amount of funds the school received from the state.  Since becoming a High Tech High teacher I am able to incorporate a more student based constructivist approach by doing group projects and following the HTH design principles. 

I can Illustrate these philosophical and theoretical connections, and how they affect my classroom practices by describing my current project.  Like my teaching philosophy, there are many facets that blend together to blur the distinctions between two fields.  The inspiration and motivation for the project is a connection with the student, on a socially responsible note, that involves educating them on the subject of puppy mills.  The project will also have the students, working in teams, design and construct a dog house or cat condo that will then be donated to a shelter or person who supports pet adoption or a rescue pet operation.  Each construction will also have to incorporate an eco-friendly design concept, such as a green roof.  Students will have to make a connection to a client that they will interview and this process will influence their designs.  We will be following the Stanford school of design protocol throughout the project.  Students will also be creating triptychs which will display the physics concepts behind their projects, their eco-friendly design concepts, and a PSA concerning puppy mills.  They will also be required to write their local city officials, council persons, to see where they stand on the issue of puppy mills and the sale of pets in their counties.  For example, the sale of pets is banned in Carlsbad but not in Oceanside.  We want to persuade the Oceanside officials to consider adopting a similar ban in their community.  The groups will also be updating their digital portfolios as the project progresses and they will make short films documenting their journey and their message.  So embedded throughout this project is math, writing, critiquing, reading, designing, building, interviewing, ecology, environmental design, physics, art, film, and social justice.  Our final products are going to support good people and good shelters that are making good choices.  We want to reward them for choosing the ethical high road.   
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