
 
 
 

 
Teaching Philosophy and Practice  

Helen Jeoung  
 
Interactional teaching  
 
In the Indonesian language, the word mengajar means ‘instruct’ and the word belajar means ‘learn.’ My 
teaching philosophy is reflected in the root ajar, whose meaning encompasses both instruction and 
learning as integral parts of one interaction. I believe effective teaching is more than imparting new 
information or making sure that students have memorized material to pass an exam. Instead, teaching 
is an interaction between people – between the instructor and her students – and this interaction 
crucially differentiates teaching from independent studying and reading, which students can do on their 
own. My teaching practice is neither student-centered nor teacher-centered; instead, I strive for an 
interactional style that engages students in the critical investigation of language.  
 
I view each class meeting as a time to pose challenging questions and model critical thinking and 
analysis, with an emphasis on linguistics as the scientific inquiry of the human language capacity. When 
teaching linguistics I often use a pattern of question-teaching-solving. In my introductory courses, for 
example, I have begun classes with one of the following questions, and have asked students to offer 
initial responses:   
 

• I ran home quickly. I ran home quick.  
Do you find that both of these are acceptable, or only one? What might this tell us about your 
grammar? What kinds of data would tell us more about the nature of the–ly suffix?  

(From Introduction to Sociolinguistics)  
 

• Fish fish fish fish fish fish fish. 
Is this a sentence in English?—I will try to convince you that it is. Based on what you know 
about syntax so far, what criteria can we use to test if this is a sentence?  

(From Introduction to Linguistics, Syntax module)  
 

To guide students as they puzzle through these problems, I present theoretical material that will enable 
the class to work toward an answer. In the first case, I discuss the historical origins of –ly in English, and 
discuss other morphological alternations that are conditioned by social and pragmatic factors. For the 
fish sentence, I introduce basic motivations for syntactic structure and constituency, including the 
concepts of embedding and recursion. I aim for students to synthesize the concepts discussed during 
class, in order to attempt to answer the initial question by themselves. This can be a collaborative 
activity, or can be extended into a graded assignment.  
 
In keeping with the idea that classroom time is for going beyond what is possible in self-directed study, I 
often take time to model linguistic problems and solutions, step by step. Modeling is particularly 
important for beginning linguistics students, who are unfamiliar with linguistic methods, reasoning and 
evidence. I also find it important to discuss the theoretical framework within which the immediate topic  
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is situated; advanced students especially benefit from these broader implications and connections, which 
help them understand the trajectory of the field. Overall, I have developed these teaching techniques to 
help students analyze, solve and synthesize independently, rather than helping them to memorize facts 
about linguistics. 
 
My teaching practice was developed both in the U.S. and internationally. In addition to teaching at the 
University of Pennsylvania, I was a visiting lecturer at Ma Chung University in Indonesia, and also 
provided consulting for an Indonesian language institute. Outside of formal lecturing in university 
classrooms, I have also advised language instructors, evaluated curriculum design and programming, and 
worked with struggling adult learners. I have designed seminars and workshops on a range of topics for 
both language learners and language instructors. Teaching in two different countries, and working at 
both a well-resourced, internationally recognized university as well as an under-resourced local 
institution, have afforded me opportunities to teach students from a wide range of socio-economic, ethnic, 
linguistic and educational backgrounds. As a result I have a strong commitment to contributing to an 
environment that supports diversity and inclusion while upholding excellence in scholarship and teaching. 
 


