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My teaching philosophy has been formed by a number of academic and personal influences: my background in rhetoric and professional communication, my experience of teaching professional writing and composition courses, my work as a technical writer and Russian/English translator/interpreter. In this short statement of my teaching philosophy, I start with my general pedagogical beliefs and then comment on principles that guide my teaching of professional communication.  

My General Pedagogical Philosophy

In my general approach to education, I am governed by the following four principles:

The Main Goal of any Education is to Encourage Critical Thinking and Reflection 

Any material we examine in class—be it ancient Greek rhetoric or netiquette—is aimed at sharpening students’ thinking abilities and self-reflection. I teach my students to make connections among disciplines, between the classroom and the workplace and—most important—the classroom and their everyday lives. 

Knowledge is Co-Constructed in the Classroom, but the Teacher Assumes a Leading Role in the Process. My teaching is most effective when I assume a role as a facilitator in my students’ discussions or when I create opportunities for their cooperative and collaborative learning. However, even though I am convinced education is about knowledge co-production involving both students and teachers, this co-production is, ironically, not always co-equal. I believe that our expertise and experience as teachers naturally and necessarily makes our leadership a critical part of the educational process, enabling us to create stimulating learning environments.

Students Have Multiple “Intelligences” and Different Learning Styles. I strive to  be responsive to the multiple “intelligences” (Howard) and the different learning styles of my students, which means I often individualize approaches. Having come from a cultural background other than the U.S., I am attuned to cultural differences that often influence the students’ attitudinal and behaviorial patterns. Whenever possible, I schedule multiple student-teacher conferences that allow me to offer my students more individualized feedback, which, I believe, is especially important in writing instruction. When the class sizes do not permit multiple one-on-one conferences, I rely on electronic communication.

Teaching Methods Should be Varied and Rhetorically Adjusted to the Exigencies of the Specific Educational Situation To enrich the educational process for my students, I vary the methods and media I use in teaching and adjust them to the exigencies of the specific situation: my audience, the nature of the material, and specific educational goals. For example, although I occasionally use a lecture or a short slide presentation, in order to encourage more active participation, I turn to peer-assisted learning for small tasks and group work for larger tasks.  

My Philosophy of Teaching my Discipline
Besides general views on pedagogy, I hold the following tenets regarding professional communication instruction: 

Even though my technical and business communication curriculum is structured around genres and styles, I believe my primary goal is to teach general strategies of professional communication: analyzing rhetorical situation, evaluating audience, reflecting on cultural and historic contexts of the texts. When teaching rhetorical analysis, I tell my students to go beyond audience, purpose, and context and address more complex ideological, cultural, and historic forces that shape professional discourse in organizations. In the advanced communication classes I have taught (Technical Communication, Business Communication, Visual Aspects of Professional Communication, Rhetorical Analysis), I have my students move beyond their textbook to read works by Barton and Barton, Winsor, X,Y, Z that focus on the ways in which organizational ideologies influence workplace rhetoric.

Even though I cultivate in my students a critical awareness of workplace ethics and politics, I believe our main ethical and moral responsibility is to support the students in their entry into their professional communities and to respect the professional choices they make. At the beginning of my teaching career, I was influenced by David Russell’s article “The Ethics of Teaching Ethics in Professional Communication,” in which he purports to teach professional communication from the perspective of the disciplines in which the communication takes place. Although, I believe, the academy can never fully emulate the workplace, teachers of professional communication should actively seek connections with industry and local organizations to facilitate students’ transition from the academy to the workplace. 

My work as a technical translator and interpreter in such diverse disciplines as aeronautic engineering, veterinary medicine, political science, and others has introduced me to community norms and writing conventions in different professional communities and helped me make connections with professionals who I occasionally invite as guest speakers to my classes. For example, my former colleague from an international engineering company based in Des Moines recently spoke to my Business Communication students about the challenges of creating documentation for international audiences. 

In order to help my students relate the knowledge and skills I teach them to the professional world, I encourage them to undertake projects for local organizations as part of their course work. For my class, “Visual Aspects of Professional Communication,” students designed a series of documents for a local Adoption Agency, a pharmacy, a real estate agency. 

My teaching and research are synergistic. For example, a case study I wrote about (published in IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication) is also a case that I use in my classes. And, since the IEEE publication, I have modified the case, which was accepted this year by the Association for Business Communication as the basis for their national case competition in business communication. Similarly, my research interests in visual rhetoric led to my teaching of an undergraduate majors course in “Visual Aspects of Professional Communication” where I was able to draw on the rhetorical web analyses from my research and formulate a series of class activities and an assignment that moved students beyond basic web analysis (e.g., Nielsen). 

