PAGE  
1

                                                                                                                                           Wittman 


Frances Wittman

Dr. John Lee

ECI 524, Theory and Research in Global Learning

February 28, 2011

A Personal Philosophy on Global Learning:  It’s a Big  Discussion


I was recently having lunch with a member of my family who was a former educator, and she was asking me how things have been going in the classroom. Her questions stemmed initially about the students using their cell phones and whether or not that poses a problem.  Of course, I expressed my frustration at the continual texting that would go on if I let it; however, what ensued was an interesting conversation about technology use in the classroom and what that means for teachers today.  She taught in a more traditional setting where the teacher was viewed as the all-knowing expert and the information necessary for success was conveyed almost solely through her.  There has obviously been a shift in attitude since then, and I was telling her how I feel that model is no longer relevant.  In fact, I believe that style is, in reality, doing a disservice to our students and, in some ways, putting them at a disadvantage with regards to obtaining the skills necessary for a productive life in our future job market.  My philosophy of global awareness stems very much from my role as an educator and what I see as a necessary shift in thinking in order to understand our role in the world and how that knowledge informs all we do:  our actions, our interests, and what kinds of jobs we hold currently as well as the kinds of jobs our students will be able to do in the future.


Global learning, for me, takes place on two levels.  The first level occurs with the intentionality of the teacher with regards to learning outcomes and the knowledge that students need to come away with in a particular subject area.  My subject being English, there are certain concepts that I feel obligated to teach:  grammar, different types of writing, effective speaking, reading for meaning, etc.   As we know from the Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education’s publication,  How People Learn:  Brain, Mind, Experience, and School, there is a significant difference between knowledge and learning.  Knowledge stems from familiarity, what we know from experience, education, etc.   The report goes on to discuss the idea that “More than ever, the sheer magnitude of human knowledge renders its coverage by education an impossibility; rather, the goal of education is better conceived as helping students develop the intellectual tools and learning strategies needed to acquire the knowledge that allows people to think productively . . .” (5).  Moving beyond the emphasis on content and moving toward the idea of understanding concepts seems to be what all educators should be focusing on in their curriculum; however, the reality is not quite so simple.  As I mentioned earlier, it starts with intentionality seen on the individual level, with every classroom teacher, and supported institutionally by the opportunities given to educators to create an environment and a curriculum that supports a burgeoning room full of global citizens.


Creating a classroom environment that supports a global view is essential to the development of my philosophy, and as such, much of my perspective stems from what I can do to support global awareness.  I have found that what I do and hope to do is similar to the steps highlighted by Merry Merriyfield in her article, “Scaffolding Social Studies for Global Awareness.”  As we know from our basic education courses, tapping into prior knowledge is a key component to the introduction of any lesson.  Merryfield elaborates on this by including as her first step, “(1) reflection on one’s own cultural assumptions and frameworks” (363).  Educators must remember that our students will bring into the classroom many different levels of understanding, and much of it will be informed by the student’s cultural upbringing.  If we assume all background knowledge coming in stems from an Anglo-Saxon viewpoint, then we are ignoring the pluralist viewpoint and dismissing the validity of differing cultural attitudes.  As Peter D. Salins mentions in his article, “Assimilation American Style,” one of the keys to truly incorporating all of the students’ perspectives in the classroom is by according all cultures a degree of authenticity.  He goes on to say, “First, and perhaps foremost, natives and immigrants must accord each other legitimacy. That is, each group must believe the other has a legitimate right to be in the United States and that its members are entitled to pursue, by all legal means, their livelihood and happiness as they see fit”(2).  Although the legitimacy Salins is discussing is one which extends into the social and political realm of society, it must also be recognized in our classrooms.  Therefore, incorporating a global view within our schools is essential, and what this means for me in a practical sense is that my course of study needs to be developed with an inclusivity to build on all students’ prior knowledge.

When planning our courses, we need to take into consideration how we are going to engage our students in order to create a true understanding of their place and importance within our global community.  To me, this comes into play with the idea of being an expert in our fields.  Throughout the year we need to attempt to move our students along within our subject area; however, we also need to redefine our own role as experts.  As I  mentioned in my conversation with my family member, I believe the perception of teachers by our very technologically savvy student body is changing, and no longer are we consistently seen as the expert.  Often the information we convey to our students can be found elsewhere, and challenged on the spot due to internet access.  Our expertise needs to come in the form of guiding our students to be able to understand their own thinking and learning in order to be able to connect information, understand the information on a conceptual level, and then use that information to think critically and effectively problem-solve.  


Equally As important as the planning with regards to curriculum, creating a supportive classroom environment also plays a large role in my philosophy of global learning.  Much like the assertions of T. Alexander Aleinikoff in his “Essay:  A Multicultural Nationalism?,” is the idea that a basic respect for all differences should be a key component to every classroom.  In his article he maintains that “Mutuality demands active engagement, learning about others in their own terms – not a suspension of judgment, but judgment based on information and interaction. Tolerance is a politics of peaceful coexistence; mutuality is a politics of recognition.”  It is this recognition that must be incorporated in order to allow all students a chance to succeed, not only those who are of a particular descent. This coincides with the second point of Merryfield’s educational plan:  “learning from people and scholarship in other countries”(363).  Building on this sense of mutuality, our lessons need be designed not just to impart information, but to also foster metacognition.  As educators, one of the best skills we can teach is the ability to monitor one’s own understanding.  One of the ideas that we may be losing with the prolific use of technology is the ability to take the time to sit and reflect.  Reflection is essential in order to monitor our own understanding and determine whether or not we “know” what we need, or whether or not we need to continue to learn about the subject matter.  As we educate our students in order to enable them to gain an understanding of their own learning styles, thought processes, etc.,  we can then ask our students to apply those same processes to understanding others.  Incorporating ideas of differences in diversity of thinking should reinforce to our students the ideas of variety and help foster a greater level of understanding both with the students’ own metacognitive processes as well as a deeper understanding of the thought processes of others.


The second level of global learning, I believe, occurs only when the first level is met, and that is the idea of the organic classroom experience that occurs between students and teachers that is not necessarily prescribed by the curriculum but is equally as important.  This is not to imply that our curriculum must be completely driven by student interest.  Again, an intentionality with regards to transferring knowledge within the classroom needs to be thoughtfully integrated into the curriculum as does the need to create contexts for applicability.  However, often the opportunities for transfer come from our students, and we must remain open to those opportunities.  These are the experiences that seem to connect with the students on a personal level and enable them to see the connections between the ideas and concepts we have been discussing within the curriculum.  This coincides with Merryfield’s third step of global awareness and education, “making connections to engage as citizens of the world”(363).  I believe for this to happen we need to create learner-centered classrooms in which we are all global learners.  As Kwame Appiah reinforces in his views of Cosmopolitanism, we are all human, we all make mistakes and we all benefit from learning.  No one person, or nation for that matter, knows what is best or right for all.  Modeling this idea to our students is significant.  Being able to say to our students, “I don’t know how this idea is viewed in the Middle East and why, but let’s find out,” or researching along with the students to try to understand how the decrease in available drinking water in certain areas of the world is due to our contribution to global warning here in the U.S. is key in fostering opportunities for understanding.  Through these opportunities students are able to recognize the applicability of the concepts included in the curriculum and translate this into a greater awareness of their place in  the global community.  


My philosophy of global awareness stems from my role as an educator.   We need to embrace the changes that have happened within our world regarding learning and technology and try to accommodate as best we can the new needs or today’s learner.  As Merryfield states, “Globalization will continue to change life on the planet.  Citizenship education will meet these challenges by fostering civic responsibility and engagement without borders”(366).   It is not just my responsibility, but the responsibility of all of us to recognize this change and do what we can to keep moving our students in the direction that the rest of the world.
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