Teaching Style and Educational Philosophy
Yolande Petersen, MJC Math Instructor

Not every teacher is a good match for every student.  I would like to be candid with information on my teaching style so that students are better able to choose an instructor that is right for them.  I won’t be offended if that instructor isn’t me (unless you know I’m a bad match and take my classes anyway!)

Core Value


The core value which defines my focus in the classroom is Gracious Professionalism.  Grace refers to that which is freely given, without expectation of payment or reward.  Every day, we are graced with the gift of life, and graciousness is reflected back in the form of courtesy and respect for others.  Professionalism refers to a standard of doing one's best.  It is less about what you do than how you do it.  Non-professionals working in fast food might cheat on their time cards and only work when the manager or customers are watching.  Professionals at the same job might look around for unassigned tasks that need to be done, and look for ways to do the job better, even if they're not paid extra.  As a college student, you are training to be a cut above where you were before, and this includes learning as much as you reasonably can in the class.  Sometimes this results in a better grade, but sometimes it means acquiring a skill that you will use 20 years later.  Taken together, Gracious Professionalism defines a standard of courtesy, excellence, and integrity that will contribute to your future success, and create the kind of community that everyone would like to live in.

Student Initiative and Consistency

Student attendance and participation are vital to learning, so I sometimes give incentives for participation, but you must be present to win! I also believe homework is the key for students to master material, and that students do homework more consistently when it is checked.  For this reason, I give a lot of homework, collect it frequently, check it for correctness (you get a number score, not just a check mark), and count it heavily toward your final grade.

One absence or one missed assignment generally does not affect your grade much – it’s the accumulation of all your work together that makes a difference.   Students who have consistently strong homework often find that they have extra points to spare at the end of the semester, which means that they can afford to have a bad day on the final without ruining their grade.  I tend to weigh the final exam less heavily than some instructors (25%).  While this is a significant portion of your grade, students seldom gain or lose more than one letter grade from the final exam unless they no-show for the final.
Classroom Environment

I tend to keep a quiet class, and I don’t allow private conversation, even talking about math.  In a perfect world, there would be one instructor for every 2 students, and the students could discuss freely the information as it was presented.  And tuition would cost $400/unit (or $30 per hour, which is what I charge for private tutoring).  In MJC reality, tuition is more reasonable at $20/unit (as of 2008), but the room must be shared with at least 37 other students (unless you’re in a class with an enrollment of 72).  It’s hard to believe that all 38 (or 72) students can learn anything in one room, but amazingly, they can IF everyone is considerate of the others.  When 2 people have a continuous, running conversation about math, that hurts the learning of at least 36 other people, and I cannot allow 2 people to benefit by hurting 36 others.  
Cell phone use, including texting, is also considered inappropriate.  Some students argue, "Texting doesn't make noise, so it doesn't affect others."  From experience, this has proven to be untrue.  It detracts from the climate of seriousness that is needed for most students to succeed in math, and it contributes to what I call the "piggy back problem."  Basically, when one person is texting, others feel entitled to text and use other portable electronics, including handheld video games and music players.  The cumulative effect of these distractions means that it is much more difficult to learn and pass the class, and it affects not only the users of the devices, but also the "innocent bystanders" who must endure extra commotion and redundant questions from people who are not paying attention.  You by yourself may not be a big problem – it's all those other students who copy your behavior that are the problem!
If you absolutely must use an electronic device for any reason, please quietly leave the class for the duration of use, then return to the class with the device turned off and stowed away.  Sadly, asking students to be courteous is sometimes not enough to ensure compliance.  To ensure a distraction-free class, I first give a warning, then dismiss students from class, according to the Student Code of Conduct procedures (printed in the Schedule of Classes).  This sounds draconian, but I found that when I say, “Please stop talking,” this often accomplishes nothing.  When students are dismissed from class and put on disciplinary probation, they really do stop talking!  There are instructors who allow talking and texting during class, but I am not one of them.
Course Pacing


Some students complain that I talk too fast and I always seem to be cramming too much material into each lesson.  I don't have control over the material – the department assigns a fixed number of chapters to cover, and I have to cover them.  Realize that if you are taking Math 70 or Math 90, these one-semester classes (covered in 4 months) are usually taught over a 10-month period in high school.


I have observed good teachers whose classes don't seem as rushed as mine and have wondered whether I could incorporate their techniques.  However, I have noticed that teachers with time to spare also have procedures that are different than mine.

· I usually take 5 – 10 minutes per section to review a few difficult homework problems from the previous class, and some instructors don't.  Most students like the review.  But it means 5 – 10 minutes less per hour for lecture, requiring a faster pace to cover the same material.
· I allow students to ask questions during the lecture, and some instructors don't.

· I tend to break problems into small steps – I may take 6 steps to solve a problem that other instructors solve in 2.  Students who are gifted in math generally prefer fewer steps, but students who struggle with math have expressed that they understand better when I don’t skip steps or assume prior knowledge.  Taking smaller steps means you have to move your feet faster to cover the same distance. 
· I present many examples in class and try to show examples of each type of problem from the homework.  It's rare that the students complain, "I couldn't do problem # 42 because you didn't cover anything like it in class."  To cover many examples thoroughly, the pace must move quickly.

Most students comment that the speed is acceptable, though it is on the fast side.  If there are strategies at would allow a slower pace while still covering the material and keeping these positive features of my class, I'm open to suggestions.  But if this pace is totally inconsistent with your style, I suggest another instructor.
Students Who Hate My Class


There are students who think I am the worst instructor on campus.  These students usually engage in one of the following activities:
1. Chit-chat, use cell phones (including texting), and engage in other disruptive behavior during class.  I don't ignore this – I take action to stop this behavior.
2. Cheat.  I have caught 7 cheaters over 20 years, and again, I don’t ignore – I take action.  I also give assigned seats for the final exam.
3. Frequently skip class and homework.  I have had students with good test scores who are surprised that their grade is lower than expected because of missing homework.  Some students regularly skip class and are frustrated that they are lost when they return.
4. Expect me to be lax with the rules for them but strict with the rules for other students.  Some students say, “Please stop those students in the back from talking – I can't concentrate," then get irritated when I call on them for the same offense.  
5. Hand in homework late or ignore exam & make-up deadlines and expect to get credit.  When I set a deadline on an assignment, lates are not accepted for even partial credit.

On the positive side, most students who attend regularly, complete the homework on time, and generally act responsibly seem to be successful.  There is grace given for unexpected emergencies, but the boundaries of this grace are clearly outlined in the syllabus.

I hope you find the right instructor.  Happy hunting!

