Philosophy of Teaching by Marlen Elliot Harrison, MA
Language is life. With language, we have the ability for connection, communication, expression, and survival. Language may be a universal tool for understanding, but how we as cultures and individuals go about learning and using our language is a tapestry woven from a thousand different threads. This tapestry of literacy is what most interests me as both an instructor and eternal student of language education. However, what was once learned strictly through experience now has a number of theoretical and philosophical legs to stand on; my doctoral coursework, recent research, and experiences in the classroom as instructor and graduate assistant have helped establish the following philosophical underpinnings that influence my current pedagogy.

The Situation and the Assignment: While teaching at Japanese universities, I pondered how students would sometimes not learn what I had initially planned for them but instead what they apparently needed or were ready to learn. At times, I realized that simply serving as a director and setting the stage was enough to provide students with their own cues for learning. These conclusions now guide my syllabus design and help balance both my expectations and my course assignments with the knowledge that sometimes students have varying paths to walk along - the instructor can serve as a guide rather than omniscient leader, and sometimes the student/teacher roles can be effectively reversed! 
Perhaps more challenging than developing a schedule of interesting assignments is the larger picture; the entire classroom environment and the situations in which students find themselves challenged to write/learn can have a remarkable carryover effect to other subjects while still allowing students a great deal of autonomy in developing their essays. It is with this in mind that I design the assignments to honor the greater theme of the course and to create situations both in the classroom and for self-study that stimulate genuine reflection. Theories of human development address the inquisitive nature about self and identity that most college-age writers experience. As such, I want to design a classroom where these challenges are honored and explored.
Scaffold, Scaffold, Scaffold: One of the current buzzwords in language education is undoubtedly “scaffolding”, the support provided that helps the learner accomplish his or her goals. By breaking down the components of composition into smaller steps and focusing on collaborative discussion and peer feedback, I feel that writing students can be provided with effective scaffolding. With regard to my sample syllabus (attached), short blog writing activities aid the longer essay writing activities, which in turn also aid the final paper. Students start small and then expand having already laid some of the groundwork of their compositions. Instructor conferences, small group activities, revision exercises, and peer editing, for example, all allow additional support to the evolving student-writer.
Literature as a Model: Critical and reflective thinking can be aided by an exploration of literature. Excerpts from novels, short stories, letters, and essays can all serve as profound models illustrating rhetoric, voice, audience, style, genre, etc. Moreover, by creating a class anthology of world literature, as evidenced by the attached syllabus, I can introduce students to a variety of authors (hopefully igniting a spark or two in students’ minds) while reflecting on the overall themes of the course.

In addition to literature serving as a model for effective writing, it also serves as a mirror in which writers can see themselves. By finding oneself in literature, validation of struggles and achievements may occur. Lastly, the therapeutic and cathartic powers of reading can also stimulate a better understanding of how the reader himself makes sense of and transforms another author’s writing.

Some Small Success: As an English language instructor, I was at times dismayed by the inequality of what I felt I had to teach my students and the amount of time within which I was allocated to do so. My conclusion was to teach so that students completed their course with a feeling of success and a positive, open-minded, curious attitude towards further study. If I can effectively remove some of the performance anxiety and instill a sense of pleasure in the processes of writing and explorations of literature, then I will feel that I have been successful. Additionally, with the variety of outlets that IUP offers its students for publication and/or presentation of writing, I want to encourage students to share their accomplishments with others. Here’s my bottom line: I want every student to be able to identify and nurture their own inner writers!
Research Interests: As a former therapist, I am very much interested in the psychology of the classroom environment and the relationships between teacher and student. I’ve recently begun presenting and writing about the connections between counseling and teaching and feel that there is also a great benefit for both writing students and language learners in examining counseling skills and psychological theories with regards to not only communication, but human behavior as well. It is because of my background and my interest in psychology that I easily see applications for psychological theories in the language classroom; as the composition process taps into each individual’s history and life-world, the relevant psychological processes activated by such inquiries are fascinating.
Conclusion - Back to the beginning: My life has been an exciting and dynamic journey, but the time I’ve spent living and teaching in Japan during the last 4 years has been by far the most meaningful. I’ve had the opportunity to do everything from teaching at Japanese universities and grade schools (and an international school!), to serving as a volunteer Coordinator of a special interest group of the Japanese Association for Language Teaching. I’ve published my work in international journals, facilitated conferences, and presented on a variety of research interests. In short, writing and the teaching of writing has played a large part in my recent professional career. But now it’s time to move to the next stage of my own development and begin, well, back at the beginning. It is my belief that my experiences thus far as a therapist who incorporated intensive writing into his practice, an international EFL instructor, a graduate student, and a published writer will allow me to guide students well through the composition process and prepare them for future writing while offering a unique examination of both literature and human psychology. 



