Linda Tucker

Statement of Teaching Philosophy

As an undergraduate student at York University, one of the most culturally and ethnically diverse university campuses in Canada, I initially enrolled by chance in courses on African American Literature and Culture. The atmosphere, course content, and assignments of the classes altered my sense of my place in the world in ways that not only led me to pursue a career as a teacher and scholar of African American literature and culture, but also inform how, what, and why I teach today.

My primary aim as a teacher is to facilitate classroom environments that are always safe, but rarely comfortable. That is, I strive to ensure that each student feels secure in his or her right to be in a class regardless of race, gender, class, sexual orientation, politics, religion, personal experiences, and/or course content. Comfort, however, I associate with familiarity, the status quo, and stasis. I therefore consider a comfortable classroom environment to be incompatible with the development of critical reading and writing skills and intellectual growth. I maintain that reconfigurations of worldviews occur most readily in environments wherein students feel free to challenge ideas, assumptions, and interpretations while learning to articulate their challenges in ways that convey respect for one another. I explain my aims to students in order to inspire confidence in the safety of our classroom and to prepare them to expect that their (and often my) convictions about our shared world may be shaken and perhaps even changed. I teach material that challenges students as readers and thinkers, and often startles them as social and political beings. Such material enables me to foster classroom discussions that bring to the forefront issues and events about which students may be unaware, ill informed, or simply unconcerned. 

Working with students on their writing in different settings allows me to reinforce the extent to which good writing is as much the product of revision and editing as it is of careful conceptualization and thoughtful analysis. I contend that students are more likely to embrace a difficult process when they understand that no matter how solid their basic skills, good writing, like thoughtful reading, demands a willingness to sweat.

Ultimately, I evaluate the success of my teaching according to the following questions: Has there been a noticeable and productive difference in the ways that students react and respond to questions, comments, and texts which generate the sorts of discomfort to which I referred earlier? Do class discussions, essays, and individual conversations suggest that students have grasped and found useful the course structure and content? Are students asking questions of the texts, themselves, each other, and me which point to a marked improvement in their abilities to think, read and write critically? Are students able to articulate the relevance of the course to their education generally? And, most importantly, are they exiting my course with a greater degree of cultural and theoretical literacy than that with which they entered? In this regard, one of my most memorable classroom moments to date represents a concrete example of the sort of growth that I hope for on the part of students. One day, near the end of a unit in which our focus was on understanding the concepts of masculinity and femininity, a student threw up her hands and exclaimed, “Wow, all of the categories that I relied on to understand the world just don’t work anymore.” And then she grinned. As did I, for she had reached the point that I yearn for every student to reach: she had recognized and was reveling in the strangeness of the moment when one realizes that his or her worldview has been altered.

