
Philosophy of Teaching Statement 
First, it is useful to make a statement on this statement, which I think is unfortunately a 
performative product of the profession; a ritualized moment in which professors or candidates 
are required to articulate the university’s proclaimed values. After all, such statements are 
largely produced and revised only at moments of promotion and hire and are an institutional 
requirement rather than a genuine reflections on the pedagogical craft. When I was asked to 
write such a statement for the first time as a graduate student at UC Berkeley in 2013, I did my 
research. I scrutinized the dossiers of applicants and read a cross section of teaching 
philosophies posted on websites. I quickly had earlier suspicions reinforced.  
 
Although such statements are largely literary exercises, as it is an open question as to whether 
someone who writes an inspiring one is actually a good teacher, as a literary genre they are on 
the whole drab and entirely predictable. In less than five minutes, anyone who has spent 
anytime in academe could compile a comparable list of generic themes, which are largely 
dominated by abstract appeals to unobjectionable ambitions. Laced with serial invocations of 
teaching “critical thinking,” disavowing the status of “expert,” embracing “diverse learning 
styles,” disowning established cannons, and incorporating marginal voices. Everybody cares 
about the students, wants to challenge them, runs a student-centered classroom, puts students 
first, is available to students outside the classroom, loves teaching, has learned a lot from 
students, integrates research and teaching, and so on.  
 
Most of all I couldn’t help but find them insincere, as almost every author professed to love 
teaching. This struck a dissonant note compared to the widespread avoidance and complaints 
of teaching among my peers and many faculty members who spend inordinate amounts of 
energy trying to secure release time from teaching. Arriving at a top research university for 
grad school after attending a small liberal arts college, I was stunned to find teaching to be the 
least valued of our professional tasks – watching the hiring committee year after year bring on-
board graduate students who had hardly, and in one case never, taught.  
 
There are a number of reasons why I teach. Most basically I have always found it pleasurable 
and meaningful, and my decision to enter the professoriate was initiated and is sustained by 
this pleasure. But, I’ve also come to find teaching critical to research, rather than a distraction 
from it. In each seminar my research is catalyzed, and old texts reconfigured through fresh 
connections and new interpretations. Teaching is also critical to our goals of civic impact. As 
sociology’s relevance is increasingly buffered by policy schools and ignored in the political 
sphere, teaching has become the primary vehicle of public influence and political activism for 
the sociologist. In short, I see teaching as being at the center of the professorial function. In 
witnessing the devaluation of teaching among the professoriate at the same time teaching 
statements became de rigueur for hiring and promotion, I found the task of writing the 
statement uncomfortable.  Finding it difficult to produce a document in this genre, explicitly 
invented for professionalized evaluation, designed for the readers of dossiers, and which have 
become so serially emulated to a degree of inconsequence, I began from a different point of 
departure - of critique and corrective – repurposing the statement for the student rather than 
the professional and as a pedagogical tool rather than bureaucratic requirement.  
 
What follows is a philosophy of teaching statement that outlines basic principles that I 



present to my students at the start of each course along with the syllabus. While the syllabus 
provides the schedule of assignments and readings, explaining the mechanics and design 
principles of the course, I use this document to guide my discussion with the seminar students 
on the logic and spirit behind our seminar meetings and writing exercises. It is designed first 
and foremost for my students, so that they might consciously grapple with the purpose and 
possibilities of their academic exercises and their relevance to creative, constructive, and 
critical intellectual and artistic productions. 
 
Philosophy of the Seminar 
While the syllabus outlines the topics to be covered, logic of the course’s organization, 
expectations, and evaluation procedures, this document expresses the spirit of the academic 
exercises that comprise the course – seminar discussions, reading responses, and writing 
assignments. Too often the purposes of this common trinity of practices are kept invisible to 
students, or even worse, never reflected upon by the instructor herself. Instructors have 
varying visions of pedagogy and the function of these tasks as they relate to knowledge and 
understanding, though they are rarely debated. Yet, in order to take full advantage of a course 
and sustain any sort of genuine motivation, the student must understand the instructor’s 
philosophy of pedagogy. To this end I offer a sketch of my own philosophy of the seminar and 
teaching. 
 
On the Seminar 
Seminars should work symbiotically on two construction sites. On the one hand, they should 
serve as a forum to increase knowledge and understanding of the particular topic under 
investigation. On the other, they should serve as workshops for refining habits of the mind 
and improving the skills of writing and research. Therefore, my seminars are conducted not 
only with the goal of transmitting knowledge of the basic concepts and findings in a field of 
inquiry, but also developing your abilities to (a) read analytically and critically, (b) generate 
questions (c) relate ideas and thinkers (d) participate in intellectual discussions and (e) write 
clearly and passionately. While lectures teach these skills through example, seminars work 
through an integrated practice of formal discussions and writing assignments, collectively.  
 
On Discussion 
The success of the seminar is dependent on the group's ability to work together and develop 
an understanding of the material through intelligent discussion. In the classroom, my role is 
that of a conductor, not performer; offering guidance in preparing for our weekly session, 
nurturing a comfortable environment for maximum participation, connecting comments, 
refocusing discussion towards common interests, and generating questions from the insights 
and problems brought to the floor. The discussions should not be question and answer 
sessions nor fragmented arguments among students. They should be focused engagements of 
the text or with each other in dialogue, not an engagement of the self through monologue and 
intellectual tower-building: vertical expressions of what someone already knows, disconnected 
from a field of engagement. Rarely found in civil discourse today, whether in association 
meetings or the media, this mode of discussion is a craft in and of itself that requires training 
and practice. So throughout the semester we will take part in various discussion formats to 
elicit clarity of thought, generosity of spirit, and a willingness to embrace unfamiliar territory. 
 



On Reading Responses 
Reading responses serve a number of purposes for our seminar. They are not designed to 
verify that you have done the readings or to summarize the texts. They are instead footholds 
for our weekly discussions and preliminary explorations that may be elaborated in your 
papers. When reading any text, whether it be an academic article, policy report, newspaper, or 
novel we should be able to not only explain the author’s key arguments, but also express an 
opinion of its merits and limits, draw comparisons to relevant works, and raise questions and 
critiques. The responses are an opportunity to practice these modes of engagement. Posting 
these on the online forum is not designed to incite egoistic comparison, but rather to 
encourage you to raise questions, critiques, and insights in relation to your colleagues when 
we come to meet. The pre-posted responses also help me orchestrate our meetings more 
efficiently, directing me to points of interest and confusion, and allows me to increase 
inclusion by drawing on reflections of those who feel more comfortable writing at their desk 
than holding the floor in the classroom. At the end of the course you will have a portfolio of 
responses that will be useful in future courses and papers. 
 
On Writing Papers 
Papers for the seminar are not stand-ins for exams: end-of-term products to evaluate 
comprehension of concepts covered in the course. Seminar papers are instead an integral 
process, building directly off of discussions and reading responses. We will discuss our paper 
ideas during class, exercise constructive critiques through peer-review, and workshop writing 
skills. The papers are also vehicles to develop your ideas with me in office hours and receive 
individual coaching to improve your writing. 
 
On Teaching Sociology 
My philosophy of the seminar is premised on a philosophy of knowledge and science. It is 
inspired by the thinking of Gaston Bachelard, a philosopher at the root of my own 
pedagogical passage – mentor of Pierre Bourdieu, whom mentored my own advisor, Loïc 
Wacquant. Three of Bachelard’s principles stand at the basis of my own pedagogical practice. 
 
First, Bachelard’s history and conception of science is social not biographical. He insisted that 
behind any individual genius is collective work and socially organized innovation of 
knowledge. What often appears on the surface as a singular idea of cogito (I think) is in fact a 
collective and plural cogitamus (we think). While a number of professors premise a dialogic 
form of teaching on postmodern problematizations of truth and expertise, of which I’m only 
partly in agreement, my seminars are based on the belief that understanding and creative 
scholarship of the individual is premised on a process of collective growth, differentiation, 
and the mutual revival of singularities. It is for this reason that discussions are student-driven, 
reading responses are directed horizontally between students, and that all members 
participate in each other’s papers. From this premise also follows the notion that teaching and 
learning are but two sides of the same coin, and therefore requires frequent calibration. I will 
offer feedback on all three components of your seminar exercises, and will expect an equal 
amount of feedback from you on your learning and my teaching. The tighter the feedback 
loop, the better I’ll be able to help refine your skills and the deeper we’ll be able to delve into 
the materials. 
 



Second, I understand sociological research as a practice of construction just as much as 
discovery, a craft as much as a science. Bachelard insisted, “The scientific fact is won, 
constructed, and confirmed.” In short, scientific “discovery,” can never be reduced to a simple 
reading-off of the real, instead it must be recognized as an invention that marks a break with 
common-sense perceptions. Therefore, sociology should be taught as a craft, approached as a 
practical activity aimed at exercising student’s skills in writing, discussion, thinking, and 
research, not simply as a body of scholastic principles to be imbibed. 
 
Third, if we take science as a mode of invention that combats popular perceptions through 
reasoning, it follows that sociology is inherently creative and political. Texts cannot simply be 
read and comprehended; they must be interpreted. Their findings cannot be taken as neutral 
facts, but must be interrogated as political acts. Envisioning science as constructed and 
contested undermines any form of teaching relying on the passive transmission of knowledge 
to students – as though they were empty vessels – and instead requires a forum of dialogic 
discussion.  
 
These three epistemological premises undergird my pedagogical practice, aimed at nurturing 
an engaged and collective learning environment. I hope this statement has provided the 
reasoning, or in the least, provoked reflection, of “why we do what we do” in this seminar by 
explaining the integral connection between discussions, reading responses, and writing 
assignments and made visible how these learning practices relate to a socio-logical perspective 
of knowledge production. As Bachelard’s student, Pierre Bourdieu insisted, “we must first 
question the routine use of instruments of research then refine the observing and measuring 
instruments as questions.” In the same vein, we must begin each course questioning our 
routine methods of learning and teaching. Only then can we begin to approach the field of 
inquiry at hand. 


