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  I remember the evening five years ago very clearly.  My future husband Dan and I 

were sequestered in my college dorm room, honing and polishing my teaching philosophy 

with the goal of transforming rough ideas about the essence of education into a cohesive 

document.  Having spent the past nineteen years as a student, my attempt to summarize 

core beliefs and values as a newly-minted educator presented a serious challenge.  Using 

Dan as a sounding board, I expressed grandiose ideas to be implemented in my future 

classroom that would consist of zealous, knowledge-thirsty students, and would be led by a 

passionate, energetic teacher.  This drafting process was largely governed by my naïve 

thoughts about the education system because I had only been given a few opportunities to 

“play” the role of teacher in Teacher Education courses.  At that time, the lessons and units I 

had designed were created with imaginary classrooms of unknown students, all written 

from within the walls of a dormitory — far from a real-life classroom where I would know 

the students, subject matter, and environmental context.  After much contemplation, 

drafting, and debate, it is not difficult to understand why my teaching philosophy contained 

the following excerpt: 

My enthusiasm for teaching is emboldened by the notion of educating children who 
possess a thirst for knowledge and inspiring every student to realize their full 
academic ability.  In order to ignite the intellect of my students, it is imperative to earn 
their respect by creating meaningful relationships that inspire them to willingly rise to 
the highest expectations.  As an educator, my mission is to place value on authentic 
academic experiences, emphasize empowerment and accountability, and illuminate 
the relationship between diversity and creative thought (Montague, Philosophy, 2006).   
 

While I am still proud to read this passage, and agree with the central themes (e.g. inspiring 

students, creating meaningful relationships, and providing authentic learning 

opportunities), I realize that I had little appreciation for the efforts required to lift my 

grand ideas from the written page and bring them to life.   
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The combination of my initial excitement and general inexperience created a deep 

disconnect between my optimistic goals, and my ability to facilitate such an idyllic 

classroom environment.  For example, it did not take my aunt (a retired elementary 

principal that spent 30 years working for the US Department of Defense School system) 

very long, to rip my carefully crafted philosophy to shreds.  Her edits slashed my 

overconfident goals and translated much of the piece into the school jargon of a veteran 

educator.  Specifically, I recall her trying to convince me to utilize the phrase “scope and 

sequence,” while I, however, had absolutely no interest in this vague and foreign term.  

Robert Fried’s (2005) novel The Game of School describes this “school talk” as “off-putting 

in the extreme” (p. 111), especially if we expect all stake holders (students, parents, 

teachers, administrators, and community members) to feel comfortable comprehending 

our ideals and goals.   

In the end, I decided to keep my philosophy (however unrealistic) the way it was 

originally written, because I was determined to pursue my teaching career dreams.  

Interestingly, Fried (2005) also supports my decision by describing the importance of 

keeping the passion and excitement of teaching philosophies at the fore, “…think about who 

you are and what you are passionate about, and try to resolve to stay true to that core, 

regardless of what’s ahead in those first few weeks and months or even years of teaching” 

(p. 199).  Unfortunately, I was unable to heed Fried’s advice during the early days of my 

teaching career because it was not until I enrolled in my first Master of Arts in Teaching 

and Curriculum (MATC) courses, that my original thoughts about authentic learning and 

my true passion for teaching began to reemerge amidst the backdrop of my own day-to-day 

classroom experience. 
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As I approach the end of the MATC program at Michigan State University and can 

count four full years of real-world teaching experience on my resume — reflecting on my 

ambitious expectations has enabled me to arrive at a new and deeper understanding of 

those original goals.  My collective experiences in teaching and the MATC program have 

helped me better appreciate my philosophy by allowing it to serve as an inspirational 

reminder of the importance of educational aspirations for oneself and one's students.   

 

A Trip to the Past:  Survival & Self-Discovery 

The first three years of my teaching career could best be described as a time of 

survival and self-discovery.  Every teacher undoubtedly experiences their own unique 

barriers to "good teaching", which I define in Artifact #4 as:  

The seamless integration of science, art, caring, technique, and passion . . . [which 
enables] teachers to make connections with the children in [their] care by 
supporting and allowing them to make strides both academically and socially. 
(Montague, 2010, p. 1) 
 

However, today's generation of young educators face the perennial threat of being 

reassigned to different grade levels, schools, and/or losing their position altogether.  After 

spending two years in my first role as a sixth grade teacher, I was laid off due to declining 

enrollment, which granted me firsthand insight into how this systemic problem created an 

array of barriers to good teaching within public education.  Good teaching is significantly 

less likely to occur in an environment where educators are teaching in crisis (frequently 

catalyzed by declining headcounts and widespread budget cuts) and are focused on 

individualistic short-term goals rather than collaborative long-term objectives.  Within my 

final project for TE 807 titled, “Good Teaching Revisited:  Moving From Theory to Practice” 
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(Artifact #4), the challenge of implementing long-term curriculum is highlighted as a 

primary barrier to good teaching:  

The curriculum director in my district has done very little to support the large 
number of new teachers that were hired in recent years or the veteran teachers that 
desire to teach a unified curriculum. One particular administrator has even gone so 
far as to say, “Go figure it out!” when teachers questioned the district’s choice in 
writing curriculum. This toxic relationship between workers and management has 
created a feeling of animosity, leaving many teachers trying to “figure it out” on their 
own, rather than working in harmony with fellow educators in the district to try and 
find a unified and sustainable solution. (Montague, 2010, p. 7) 
 

In addition to confronting curricular challenges as a young educator in a new district, being 

forced to routinely switch grades (albeit within the same school/district) continues to 

undermine my ability to fully grasp the prescribed standards and content due to 

insufficient grade level exposure.  In Christine Sleeter's Un-Standardizing Curriculum: 

Multicultural Teaching in the Standards-Based Classroom, she mentions that “newer 

teachers . . .  didn’t yet know general grade-level curriculum well enough to think deeply 

about its central purposes” (2005, p. 50).  To further emphasize the impact of this barrier, it 

is important to note that although the 2011-12 school year is my fifth year teaching, it is 

also my fourth different grade level.  Unfortunately, as soon as I begin feeling comfortable 

and capable of making curricular decisions, I am asked to switch schools and/or grades, 

which short-circuits my well-laid plans for implementing a more authentic curriculum.                

Although I was thankful to find a job in Royal Oak, Michigan, accepting responsibility 

for teaching a combination 4th/5th grade class during the 2009-10 school year 

simultaneously presented another barrier to good teaching and proved to be the greatest 

challenge of my nascent career.  At the outset of this assignment, my designs for good 

teaching were undercut by the seemingly impossible task of constantly and consistently 

differentiating instruction for separate grades.  This underscored the chronic problem of 
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accommodating the needs of countless student subsets, along a broad spectrum of ages and 

abilities.  Apart from several supportive colleagues, few people understood the amount of 

planning, effort, time, and tears that went into staying afloat amid Grade Level Content 

Expectations (GLCEs), standardized tests, managing a classroom of 27 students (12 fourth 

graders, 15 fifth graders), district curriculum, and family expectations.  My Professional 

Essay (Artifact #7) titled, “Differentiation in a Combination Classroom,” makes it clear that 

my newfound teaching life was destined to be defined by this complex instructional 

barrier: 

After the excitement of accepting a new job had transformed into a reality that 
required me to seamlessly integrate two curriculums, I understood that the complex 
challenges of differentiation would need to be addressed.  Along with the scent of 
newly sharpened pencils and the thrill of stiff book spines, came the overpowering 
realization that I was now solely responsible for meeting a multitude of expectations 
and requirements that had not been present in my previous single grade 
classrooms. (Montague, 2010, p. 2) 
 
Confronting the primary and secondary challenges of being a chronically "new" 

educator remains the overriding narrative of my teaching career to date and offers a stark, 

real-world critique of the beliefs outlined in my teaching philosophy.  My desire to 

overcome the litany of barriers to good teaching began well before starting my journey in 

the MATC program, but my educator's intuition told me there had to be more to my career 

than simply trying to survive the perils of the classroom — a belief that supplied the 

primary reason behind my decision to pursue a master’s degree.      
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The Powerful Present:  Bringing Authentic Learning to Life 

The collective body of work created for the MATC program, inspired by a diversity 

of courses, readings, interactions with fellow students and instructors, has culminated in an 

experience that has breathed life into my teaching philosophy's call for authentic learning.  

My MATC experience has given gravitas to my pedagogy that centers on the need for 

greater educational authenticity.  Through (almost) daily exchanges with my students, I am 

reminded that the key to achieving authentic experiences in the classroom is to encourage 

grappling with ideas in ways that can lead to an unparalleled grasp of meaning.  

Historically, I sought to create classroom environments that offered students a purpose for 

study, a keen understanding of each subject’s significance, and a grasp of how the material 

may impact a student’s life.  Prior to MATC, this was my operational strategy for creating 

authentic learning opportunities.  But on a deeper plane, I struggled with how to move 

beyond this basic understanding of what I perceived to be authentic.  Despite this inner 

tension, I continued to espouse the belief that, to lay a genuine foundation for learning, my 

purpose in the present, was to act as a facilitating force rather than a dispenser of 

knowledge.  Thankfully, I encountered Robert Fried (2005) during TE 870, and his 

complementary view offered reassurance that I was on the right track: "What [educators] 

share is that students recognize that knowledge and meaning have not been predetermined 

by teacher or textbook, but instead will emerge from their own efforts, guided and 

structured by their teacher" (p. 5).  Beyond Fried's philosophical support, MATC 

coursework helped me understand that authentic education cannot be viewed as an 

intermittent series of unpredictable (although sometimes magical) events that only occur 

when the academic stars align.  In this sense, MATC has offered me an array of resources 
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that outline tangible methods for purposefully increasing the frequency of authentic 

moments in the classroom.   

TE 822 (Artifact #6) challenged me to think about students as the basis for 

developing curriculum — a notion that seems intuitive, but requires significant teacher 

effort and planning to execute effectively:   

It has become increasingly clear that designing curriculum around authentic and 
meaningful learning experiences that connect to our students as multicultural 
individuals is critical.  This notion is confirmed by Sleeter’s (2005) belief that, 
“Ironically, the more standardized we make curriculum to improve students’ 
achievement, the more we cut ourselves off from students’ cultural, experiential, 
and personal resources on which learning should be built” (p. 124).  It is our job as 
multicultural educators to investigate our students’ cultures, backgrounds, and 
prior-knowledge to better teach each individual in a way that makes learning 
meaningful. (Montague, 2010, p. 1) 

 
Adding the multicultural dimension to my understanding of authentic learning 

resonated deeply and led me to seek out an opportunity to interview and collaborate with 

an exemplary teacher outside of my district.  In my Multicultural Teacher Interview Paper 

titled, "The Practical Multicultural Classroom:  No Room for 'Fluff'," (Artifact #2), I share 

my observations, insight, and conclusions from my interaction with an educator that 

teaches in an International Baccalaureate setting:   

In an effort to include students’ own heritage and history, Berlin asks the children to 
bring in an artifact that represents their family’s culture.  These artifacts are then 
presented and shared with the class, serving as the springboard for rich 
conversation about students’ individual history and experience.  Flags, photographs, 
books, figurines, and spiritual relics are brought to school so students can take pride 
in representing the experience of their ancestors. (Montague, 2010, p. 3)   

 
Geneva Gay, an author introduced in TE 822, recognizes this type of project as, 

“acknowledg[ing] the legitimacy of the cultural heritages of different ethnic groups, both as 

legacies that affect students’ dispositions, attitudes, and approaches to learning and as 

worthy content to be taught in the formal curriculum” (2000, p. 29).  While this approach 
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emphasizes the importance of incorporating individual student cultures in the classroom, it 

is equally essential for teachers to employ methodical approaches aimed at adding greater 

social and academic dimensions to student identities.   

In TE 801, I developed a "Smartness Chart" (Artifact #1), that has added depth to my 

understanding of a classroom that is capable of providing authentic learning.  This artifact 

is a tangible example that can be frequently referred to when creating groups, or designing 

curriculum, and can be updated over time as students grow and change throughout the 

academic year.  My Smartness Chart organizes multiple layers of each student's identity 

within the classroom.  By observing students throughout the day, I am able to keep detailed 

anecdotal notes documenting progress in a particular content area, how a student is 

perceived both socially and academically by peers, and how the child participates in class.  

Reviewing the Smartness Chart helps me measure progress and identify opportunities to 

target individual and group improvement, which ultimately provides chances to 

intentionally build strategy group work into the curriculum.  Increasing instances where I 

can provide customized and specific instruction that speaks to individual student needs 

remains a critical component of helping support and correct student deficits and foster 

additional opportunities for authentic learning. 

   This enhanced view of building the authentic classroom runs counter to my early 

preference pre-packaged lessons and curriculum, which appeared optimal for new teachers 

focused on survival.  MATC coursework helped me further dissect the ongoing 

confrontation between generic and customized curriculum.  In TE 848:  Methods of Writing 

Instruction, researching Lucy Calkins and her Units of Study was useful because it forced 

me to stand at a familiar crossroads between wanting to follow her lessons word for word, 
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and wanting to address the needs of my unique group of students.  My action-research 

paper (Artifact #3) titled “Battling Against the Script:  Finding a Balance Between Calkins 

and My Inner Writing Teacher,” helped me realize the importance of teacher choice and 

empowerment in the classroom: 

Upon completing my research and teaching of the narrative genre, it became 
increasingly evident that Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study are helpful in creating an 
effective Writer’s Workshop for the classroom.  However, it is of equal importance 
to remember that her work is not designed to be used as a true script.  After 
observing the needs of my unique group of students, it also became obvious that 
following Calkins’ lesson-by-lesson suggestions would not yield the results I was 
envisioning for my students.  Ultimately, I decided to consult a variety of other 
writing experts and located some useful and effective minilessons for the precise 
needs of my students. (Montague, 2011, p. 14) 
  

I reached this realization through the use of critical reflection and action research, which 

caused me to fortuitously happen upon Thomas Newkirk (2009) and his ideas about 

scripted and pre-packaged writing curricula: 

No fixed program can pre determine in any detail the learning opportunities in a 
classroom, for teaching writing requires responsiveness, improvisation, 
opportunism, experimentation, and alertness to the currents of interest, the possible 
contagion of topics, in a class.  All of this does not negate planning – as one of my 
colleagues once advised new teachers, "Plan like hell and then wing it". (p. 141)   
 

This line of thinking about improvisation and experimentation in the classroom connects 

precisely with another teacher/researcher, R. Keith Sawyer, and his thoughts on curricula 

produced for the masses.  Sawyer's (2004) article “Creative Teaching:  Collaborative 

Discussion as Disciplined Improvisation,” views teaching as a creative performance and 

argues for the idea that educating children should be considered an “improvisational 

performance” (p. 12).  Further Sawyer (2004) blends the ideas of structure and flexibility 

when he states, “that the best teachers apply immense creativity and profound content 
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knowledge to their jobs, both in advance preparation and from moment to moment while 

in the classroom” (p. 12).   

By combining these complementary (and at times, divergent) views during the 

course of my search for tangible ways to nurture authenticity, I am able to return to my 

teaching philosophy in the present with an enhanced definition.  Newly acquired 

knowledge from MATC-driven experiences has fortified my desire for authentic learning by 

seeking intentional instructional avenues that proactively enable authenticity to occur with 

greater frequency and meaning.  As a life-long champion of authentic learning, I will seek to 

grow my definition by adding new cultural, social, and academic layers to my students.   

 

Planning for the Future:  A Life-long Learner's Commitment  
 

Perhaps the greatest lesson that I have derived from the combination of real world 

teaching experience and the MATC program, is that educators can never consider 

themselves a finished product.  Barriers to teaching will not remain locked in the past, but 

will resurface at unexpected times and present themselves in the form of modern-day 

challenges, thereby requiring continual educator evolution.  Exponential increases in 

student diversity, rapid technological advancements, and pursuing leadership in the 

teaching field (in an era of diminishing resources) will undoubtedly influence the arc of my 

teaching career.  Accepting these facts suggests that the only sure way to guarantee 

preparedness is to make my teaching philosophy a lifestyle, one that is firmly rooted in the 

pursuit of life-long learning. 

As diversity increases across American classrooms, further customization of 

curriculum will be required and educator knowledge must run parallel with this upward-
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sloping trend.   I observed the need for this type of improvement during my teaching 

experience at Roberto Clemente Learning Academy (Detroit Public Schools).  Artifact #8 

offers a detailed account of the benefits of adapting and tailoring curriculum to meet a 

growing number of individual student needs, particularly when working in a bilingual 

setting: 

I learned about the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol method and the 
importance of lesson preparation, building background knowledge, and many 
different strategies to reach English Language Learners (ELL).  I helped increase my 
ELL students’ literacy skills by working through children’s folklore literature pieces 
through the creation of puppets that we used to act out the stories.  This technique 
enabled my students to feel less self-conscious as they practiced reading in English 
and Spanish, because they were using a puppet to say the words on the page. 
(Montague, 2010, p. 2) 

 
While techniques allowing educators and students to build their language skills will 

prove increasingly valuable going forward, improved communication in the future will 

likely require elevated technological fluency.  MATC coursework encountered in TE 831:  

Teaching School Subject Matter with Technology, described how technology and its 

creative use in the classroom could serve as one of the most powerful methods of 

conveying new concepts to the next generation of learners.  The course instructor 

encouraged me to incorporate these methods into my classroom, as evidenced by Artifact 

#6, a Photostory titled “Customary Conversions:  Starring Romeo & Sophie.”  Creating this 

film-clip lesson, and posting it on YouTube, provided me the chance to reach out to other 

classrooms around the world and teach U.S. customary conversions in an interesting and 

innovative way.   

Although I have always considered myself a modern educator with a firm handle on 

the incorporation of technology in my classroom (e.g. leading the adoption and integration 

of Smart Boards and volunteering to develop a MI-STAR software training program], TE 
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831 confirmed my long-held belief that it is our responsibility, as educators, to continue 

learning and creating innovative ways to help 21st Century students interact with curricula 

and one another.  With any luck, the students in our classrooms will someday become the 

individuals responsible for designing technologies used in classrooms of the future.  I felt 

validated in finding support from Punya Mishra et al. (2009), “Teachers with flexibility of 

thought, a tolerance for ambiguity, and willingness to experiment can combine traits that 

perfectly design and tailor their own educational content, pedagogical, and technological 

environments” (p. 52).  Our eagerness to experiment and implement new technology in the 

classroom provides our students with opportunities to learn, create, explore, and interact 

in ways that may eventually shape tomorrow's revolutionary technologies. 

But with resources scarce in the current economic climate (and likely for the 

foreseeable future), access to emerging technology and professional development to 

educate teachers about effective use of technology may be substantially reduced.  

Therefore, in the absence of funding for formal professional development, learnings from 

TE 851 supported the value of committed educators collaborating to develop plans for 

proactively improving their skills and preemptively sharpening curriculum. 

Artifact #9, a critical book review of Genishi and Dyson's (2009) Children, Language, 

and Literacy:  Diverse Learners in Diverse Times, stands as an example of how cooperation 

among colleagues can yield an interesting and thoughtful review of an existing scholarly 

text.  Analysis of Genishi and Dyson's text is focused on providing fellow educators with 

important information deduced from the reading and compiled in a condensed and easily 

digestible format intended for widespread sharing.   
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*  *  * 

MATC has not only helped me understand myself better as an educator and clarify 

what I want for my students, it has also encouraged me to proactively invest in “life-long 

learning”— a term that is often used, but infrequently practiced in earnest.  The goals and 

standards of MATC will continue to propel me to find areas of my practice where I need to 

improve or simply need more information.  MATC has piqued my intellectual curiosity, for 

example, I am eager to read more of Robert Fried’s titles, The Passionate Teacher and The 

Passionate Learner.  I desire to know more about how to reach all of the students in my 

classroom and greatly anticipate the next opportunity to facilitate an authentic experience.  

Even though I have re-imagined some of the ideals outlined in my original teaching 

philosophy, I believe it is essential to draw strength from its passion and incorporate its 

messages into the ever-changing learning partnership I am committed to creating in my 

classroom.   
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