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Teaching Statement 
 

“It is our ontological vocation to become more fully human”—Paulo Freire 

  

I hated high school: think “Lord of the Flies” meets Pink Floyd’s “The Wall”. I went to university because 

that’s what you did if you were white, middle class, and ordinary. Part way through a first-year undergraduate 

course in Hispanic Studies in 1994, I became interested in education. Our focus that day was the Nicaraguan 

revolution. Our teacher, Fiona Taler, told us about the literacy campaigns and gave us a brief overview of the 

ideas and impact of the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. I wanted to know more. Within a few weeks, I 

decided I was going to teach. 

 

Over the following two decades, I came to understand the fundamental difference between schooling for 

homogenization—as I had experienced it as an awkward teenager—and education for humanization. Shortly 

after graduation, I obtained my Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults (CELTA) and was keen to 

combine the knowledge I had gained about the radical potential of adult education together with my new 

toolbox of teaching techniques.  I contacted a local church and created my own ESOL course for recent 

refugees to Auckland. A few classes into the course, I realized I was out of my depth. My goal had been to 

bring together the value-neutral approach to teaching, endorsed by my certificate program, with my recently 

developed concern for social transformation. My teaching, however, did not speak to my students’ traumatic 

experiences in escaping their home countries, their struggles in adapting to a new culture, or their financial 

challenges. A few months after this experience, I left New Zealand and travelled to Latin America and then 

North America where I continued to teach English and Spanish. Through my subsequent teaching 

experiences, I began to understand that education was about entering into an intimate relationship with other 

human beings where, as educators and learners, we collectively develop our humanity. A key experience for 

me was in working as a literacy tutor in Palo Alto with a Tibetan refugee. In our educational relationship, I 

came to see how good teaching meant opening myself up to learning and to becoming more myself. As a 

result of this and other experiences, I decided to pursue an M.A and then Ph.D. in Adult Education, both to 

learn how to be a better educator of adults and to deepen my understanding of the political context of 

education. 

 

Since making the decision to study adult education, I have given English and Spanish language classes to 

adults in California and Vancouver, primary school lessons to Ugandan pupils, ecology classes to Vancouver 

school children, and digital media courses to Oakland teenagers. I have taught pre-service and practicing 

teachers in Canada, NZ and Africa; businessmen from Korea and Japan; homeless parents from Vancouver’s 

Downtown Eastside. At the universities of British Columbia and Calgary I have been involved in teaching 16 

courses in the areas of teaching adults; adult education and community; work and learning; social issues, 

foundations, and politics of education; academic writing; globalization; and social movements. Having taught 

almost 10 online classes, I am as comfortable teaching in online environments as I am in small classrooms 

and large lecture halls. I have been involved in developing curriculum, for my own university classes; with 

UNICEF, in the creation of a curriculum on global education; and also in working with practicing teachers in 

Uganda. I have provided educational mentorship to university students, as a peer advisor in UBC’s 

Educational Studies department, as a visiting scholar at Makerere University, Uganda; and, in my current 

post-doctoral fellowship, I help to supervise Masters and work-study students. In these supervisory roles, I 

have helped students to better conceptualize their research and to develop plans for moving forward in their 

individual studies. Furthermore, I have brought learners to a deeper understanding of sociological and 

political concepts, and have introduced them to a world of great educational thinkers and ideas. They, in turn, 

have helped me learn to teach.  
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My educational experiences, as both teacher and student, have allowed me to see how education can make us 

better people. Education helps us to think, to look at the world that is and imagine something different. 

Schooling fits us into the existing order and brainwashes us into a “Brave New World” or an “Animal Farm”. 

My aim as an educator is to get students to listen, to think, to learn, and to change. 

 

Guiding concepts  

Five main concepts have guided me as an educator: 

• Appreciation of the other  In my teaching, I seek to create a space in which students learn to 

acknowledge the other, coming to a greater appreciation of diversity in all its forms. My classroom is a 

space where all questions and ideas are entertained and assessed on their merits. 

• Apprenticeship  I strive to create an environment where students can scaffold one another and where I 

can lead them to become full participants in learning.  

• Application  What we learn, we should be able to apply. Theory informs practice; practice shapes theory. 

The balance of theory and application is a primary concern as I create lesson plans, facilitate pair and 

small-group learning, and teach lecture rooms of students. 

• Amazement  Learning fuels curiosity and rewards us with amazement. Education is a discovery of the 

amazing world in which we live. In my classes, I use a variety of activities to facilitate the collective 

discovery of wonder. 

• Alteration  Finally, I am guided by the potential for change through education—for the alteration of the 

individual student, the class, and the community as a whole.  

 

Underlying all the approaches and ideas discussed above is my commitment to a Freirean notion of praxis: 

acting and reflecting upon the world in order to transform it. Education starts with who we are and with who 

we have the potential to become. It is a deliberate act of collectively becoming more fully human. In my 

teaching, I endeavour to bring this to every course, every class, and to every student.  


