Dave’s Educational Philosophy

My passion is to help others become more effective and fulfilled at what they choose to do; to get people in touch with their internal passions and strengths, and out of the ruts that we humans so commonly get tracked into; to get people excited and interested in continuous learning; to turn people on to experiences that challenge and open their minds, allowing them to see more possibilities, a “bigger picture”; and to help create an awareness of the importance and value of our natural environment.  Thoreau may have been right when he observed that “the masses of men live their lives in quiet desperation,” but I would like to help change that.

With respect to these passions, I view my role as a facilitator of change, a troubleshooter, and a “translator” of useful information.  My burning passion to embody world-class teaching expertise and to facilitate positive change for others is what drives my educational philosophy and my continuous improvement efforts.

The Need For Change

Current events make it very clear that the old paradigms of corporate stability, non-accountability, and natural resource exploitation are no longer valid as we move into the second decade of 21st Century.  Our future success as individuals, and as a species, will depend more on interdisciplinary collaboration and teamwork, resourcefulness, flexibility, and adaptability.  

How can our educational system prepare students with the appropriate skills and necessary tools to be productive, successful members of this new society? 

Hopkins (1994) asserts that:

“If the purpose of schooling is to prepare people to live successful and productive lives, and if the shape of these lives is predictable only in the loosest and most general sense because of the pace of change and the fluidity of the social and the economic environment, then the problem for educators differs fundamentally from that in the previous, more stable and predictable times.  Those who are to live productively must know how to continue to learn from phenomena that are not presently in view, and especially how to respond to and use the resources of the social, technological, and practical environment adaptively” (page xvi).

The Fundamental Purpose of Education

For the most part, I believe that truth, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.  Given this general philosophical viewpoint, the purpose of education should be to nurture the development of one’s capabilities and motivation for self-direction - the skills and attitude necessary to discover one’s own possible selves and one’s own truths.  

Education, in its most fundamental form, should foster the ability to think creatively and critically, to solve problems and make decisions rationally, to ask the right questions.  These domain general tools transfer beyond what may be one’s current truths, and are therefore more enduring personal characteristics.

Furthermore, educational experiences should foster one’s intrinsic curiosity in the world around them and develop a deep sense of compassion, desire, and sense of efficacy toward participating in the improvement of the natural and social world in which we live. 

I believe that these ideas serve as a cornerstone for a foundation for significant learning.  Carl Rogers (1967) differentiates significant learning from casual learning by stating that significant learning is more than just an accumulation of facts, that significant learning makes a difference in an individual’s behavior, in the course of action he chooses in the future, in his attitude and in his personality.

Views On Learning

I subscribe wholeheartedly to the constructivist approach to learning and instruction.  I believe that one of the most effective ways to integrate new information into our long term memory is to create associations with existing current knowledge, to link new concepts and ideas to other things that you know well and are concerned with, to explore models of understanding or philosophies that serve as a structure that you can “hang new knowledge onto”.  This process also improves ones chances of achieving effective transfer of the learned concepts to other domains where the knowledge may be useful. 

In order to accomplish this, individuals must own their learning goals, and be self-directed in the inquiry and discovery processes.  Individuals must explore their own perceptions and current knowledge, be in touch with their own goals and passions.  This is the basis for becoming a lifelong learner.

I also believe that many people do not know how to learn effectively.  Traditional educational techniques that de-emphasize the learner’s active role in the learning process also inhibit the effective development of the self-regulatory and metacognitive skills necessary to effectively transfer knowledge and skill to other domains.  

While employing cognitive learning strategies such as rehearsal, elaboration, and organization may be adequate for certain types of learning outcomes, effective lifelong learners have developed expertise that goes beyond these simple processes.  Lifelong learners make effective use of metacognitive and self-regulatory processes such as planning, goal-setting, monitoring attention and performance, and managing internal motivation and external resources.  These self-regulatory processes help individuals explore their own perceptions and current knowledge, get in touch with their own goals and passions, draw parallels and develop analogies, manage attentional and environmental challenges, and modify attitudes and beliefs based on new information.

I have taught literally hundreds of adults how to learn more effectively.  It has been my experience that there are three necessary factors associated with one’s commitment to lifelong learning.  First, the person must get in touch with their own true vision, their unique interests and passions, their deepest goals and desires; they must then experience how learning can help move them toward what is important and valuable to them as a “whole person”, taking all of their significant roles and goals into consideration.  Second, the person must develop the appropriate “tool set” of skills and abilities to ensure that learning will be lasting and meaningful.  And third, the person must develop a strong sense of efficacy or confidence in their ability to meet their specific goals and embody their personal vision.

Views on Teaching and Curriculum

Students learn more effectively by being actively involved in their own learning process. From a philosophical perspective, I am very much in line with the manner in which John Dewey viewed education as a process of action and reflection.  First hand experimentation with a problem leads to a deeper understanding of cause-and-effect relationships, and fosters the ability to deal with unstructured and ill-defined circumstances more effectively.

Application of new knowledge and skills outside of the classroom environment and the transfer of crucial skills across domains are critical indicators of a program’s effectiveness.  It has been my experience that a student-centered, experientially oriented curriculum maximizes the probability of achieving these goals.  All of the learning experiences that I facilitate incorporate specific activities and simulations that allow participants to discover key ideas on their own, and to work together using group synergy to solve realistic problems. I have witnessed first hand the benefits of this type of approach, and remain totally committed to experiential processes as a means of achieving learning outcomes and improving student achievement. 

Being an effective teacher is not, however, only a question of process.  I also believe that the best teachers share certain key attributes:  They (1) consistently create an environment based on trust and safety; (2) are genuinely interested and enthusiastic about each student’s interests and progress; (3) create an environment where students learn that effort and effective strategy use lead to success and that ability is not a fixed trait; (4) are not afraid to empower their students or lose “control” of the learning experience; (5) demonstrate great patience; (6) are always open minded and never defensive; and (7) are great mentors, and never fail to “walk the talk”. 

Research Interests

While teaching expertise and the facilitation of significant learning are my primary passions, my curious mind is also interested in what science continues to tell us about the myriad factors associated with how and why people learn and behave as they do, and what the implications might be for education.

From a research perspective, I view my role as that of a “meta-theorist” (integrating concepts and developing models), as well as a conduit for translating what I consider to be valuable research into something meaningful and accessible to people who need it.  I plan to write several books that will address relevant research from a practitioner’s perspective using an innovative approach and format that I am currently developing. 

I believe that there is a critical knowledge gap between educational / psychological research and actual practice that needs to be filled.  A number of prominent psychologists have noted this.  According to Staats (1991), psychology suffers from a “crisis of disunity”, with too much inconsistency, redundancy, discontinuity, and mutual discreditation.   Also, Bevin (1991) points out, when researchers lose touch with a larger context, their work loses coherence and meaning. 

Some of the educational research that I have been personally involved with is particularly interesting with respect to human learning and possible curriculum implications.  In particular, research in the areas of adaptive expertise, achievement motivation, and multiple intelligences seem to offer great promise in creating more effective learning environments and more powerful educational interventions.  I have personally applied many of the concepts associated with these bodies of research to my own practice with very positive results. 

From a research perspective, as well as from a practitioner perspective, the concept of “educational therapy” is of particular interest to me.  Evolving from an existential philosophical viewpoint, and taking the idea of group counseling one step further, I am very interested in developing and validating experiential education interventions designed to address issues such as self-esteem problems, anxiety, and depression.  I have personally experienced some degree of success in helping people resolve these types of problems as a “tangential” benefit to other types of programs that I have facilitated.

Much of my own personal research has been associated with this crossroads between counseling psychology and educational psychology.  I believe that there is a great opportunity in this area to develop programs that will help many people that are, for whatever reason, not willing or able to seek traditional forms of counseling therapy.    
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