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Philosophy of Teaching 

Mario A. Davidson
Mathematics/Statistics Education 
Vanderbilt University School of Medicine
Department of Biostatistics

Around my junior year at Tennessee State University, I took my first probability and 
statistics class.  It was taught by a professor who would become one of my favorite 
mathematics professors.  We learned about how to calculate the expected value, variance, 
and standard deviation.  We learned about the various discrete and continuous probability 
density functions.  It was great!  For the first time in my college career, I was learning a 
mathematics subject that I did not have to ask the question, “What’s the purpose?” 
“Where am I going to use this?”  In my mind, the purpose was as clear as the nose on my 
face.  After all, my father was a sportswriter, and in the past, I had many opportunities to 
read the “stat” sheets.  My mother was always – and still is, I add – telling me about the 
research results.  “Don’t eat too much of ….”  “They say it causes….”  

When I decided to major in Statistics at The Ohio State University, I had a rude 
awakening.  I found out quickly that while I could calculate the variance and standard 
deviation with “little” effort, I conceptually had no idea of what it was.  I did not know 
that it was a fundamental component of almost all, if not all statistics.  How could I have 
not understood such an important concept?  How many other concepts had I “missed the 
boat” on?

The point of my story is I believe that there should be a purpose to teaching and the 
students should know it.  I teach through practical real world examples.  Probability and 
statistics tend to have a bad reputation of being difficult.  Some students are afraid before 
entering the course.  Their minds are closed to the benefits and use of the subject. 
Probability and statistics is one of a few select subjects that can couple with almost any 
other subject.  Demonstrating to the student the uses and practicalities of the subject are 
often as easy as understanding the student’s interests, hobbies, and daily lives and 
portraying it through the lesson.

Besides teaching from a practical standpoint, I believe in having fun, being enthusiastic 
encouraging, joking, telling stories, and giving examples.  In fact, I believe that some of 
my best lessons have come through having fun. One day while teaching my statistics 
class, I allowed them to discover what an outlier was.  Afterwards, while sticking out and 
wiggling my thumb, I said, “An outlier sticks out like a sore thumb,” and then asked them 
to raise their thumbs as a reminder.  Later on during class, we took numerous small 
samples of the students and asked each person to give their expected yearly income in 
five years and find the average of the group as a lead in to variability and the Empirical 
rule.  Out of pure coincidence, I chose to demonstrate the Empirical rule with the group 
with the lowest average expected income by constructing a “confidence interval.” 



Unfortunately, even a 99.7% interval did not capture any of the other people in the class’ 
expected income.  I laughed and told the ladies in the group, “Well…unfortunately you 
ladies are not very representative of the population.”  Many of the students laughed and 
stuck out their thumbs. It is important to me that the student feels relaxed in the course.  It 
is important that they feel comfortable approaching me.  By having fun, I believe that 
they will not only learn the subject matter easier, but they will retain the subject matter 
better.

As an instructor, I feel that I am patient and nurturing.  I believe in the classroom as a 
community and I encourage them to think the same.  Often times I use a problem based 
or discovery learning style that allows the students to work together in groups while I 
facilitate. I believe in a style of teaching that allows the students to discover and construct 
their own knowledge (constructivism).   It is my opinion that these methods foster 
learning, critical thinking, and learning retention.  Furthermore, I think these methods 
assist in problem solving and transferability to a host of subjects. 

However I do not restrain myself to only these learning styles.  Given the right 
atmosphere, I may use music, art, sports (multiple intelligences), or other means such as 
technology, software, and calculators to illustrate concepts.  For example, because the 
students in one of my elementary statistics classes tested as being visual learners in the 
pre-quarter survey, I often taught with visual aids.  One day, we were learning about the 
different types of experiments.  I decided to draw pictures of a blind-folded person, two 
blinded-folded people, a person balancing some objects, and some dice.  The pictures 
represented blinded, double-blinded, controlled, and randomized studies.  The class 
laughed at my silly pictures.  My response, “That’s OK, someone will ask you about the 
different types of studies and my funny pictures will come to mind.” 

I have high expectations of all of my students, and I challenge them to learn 
independently.  I do this through group work, tutoring, and talking to them both before 
and after class.  This conversation is sometimes class related but is often times not.  I 
enjoy learning about their backgrounds and reciprocating knowledge.  From my 
experience, all of this mannerism leads to a mutual trust and respect which forms our 
classroom community. By having a classroom community, the students learn to value one 
another’s opinions; learn from each other; become accountable to others for their 
learning; and form friendships that help make them feel connected to the school.  A very 
nice compliment that I once heard as a state community college faculty who primarily 
serves non-traditional students was, “Your class is like the only class I’ve had here were I 
got to know other students.”  

In closing, I feel that the formation of such communities enhances student learning and 
motivation as illustrated by the following example about a student who, in my opinion, 
epitomized the idea of “doing your best.  My relationship with her reinforced the ideas of 
having a community of caring, patient learners and teachers.

One quarter, I had the pleasure of teaching statistics laboratory to a young lady who was 
a Chinese major.  During the first week of class, she had no problem telling me that while 
she was an A student, she was mathematically challenged.  The course was required for 



her major; however, unlike most other students in different majors, she only needed a D 
in the course to fulfill her program’s requirements.  I let her know that other than a 
minimal amount of knowledge on fractions and perhaps some algebra, the course was not 
mathematically intensive.

This young lady was always one of the first to class and last to leave.  In fact, after a few 
weeks in my class, she did not leave at all.  Somewhere within the first few weeks, she 
approached me and asked whether or not she could stay attend the next laboratory 
directly after mine.  The young lady told me that by going to the same lab twice, she 
would hopefully be able to learn the things that perhaps slipped past her the first time. I 
talked to my colleague who was in charge and she agreed.  This young lady scheduled 
office time with me.  She also came to the statistics help room when I was there or some 
of my other colleagues.  She did not hesitate to come to any extra sessions that I would 
often conduct before major examinations.  Very rarely have I seen anyone who tried so 
hard, and I admired her for it.

Despite her effort, by the time final examination approached, she was on the borderline 
for obtaining her D.  During her scheduled two hour exam, she got up after about forty 
minutes and approached me and another colleague who had been helping her extensively. 
My colleague and I both looked at each other as she walked toward us knowing that she 
could not have finished the exam in that amount of time.  She graciously thanked us and 
said that, “I guess I’ll see you next quarter.”  My colleague and I both encouraged her not 
to give up.  We let her know that she could do it, and that she had over an hour left.  We 
let her know that we did not want her to go through that ordeal again.  Our 
encouragement persuaded her to continue to try.

After the exam, I could not wait to know what grade she received.  Because of my 
concern, I must have subconsciously memorized the exact score she needed to obtain a D. 
At the end of a long night in which all of the instructors and teacher’s associates graded 
the exams, I found out her fate.  She scored just enough for a D.  It was the best D that I 
ever gave anyone.  It would be easy to tell of my many students who received good 
grades, but I do not believe any capture my community philosophy quite as this does.

As I said in the beginning of this statement, I believe that teaching should have a purpose 
and the students should know what that purpose is. Because I view this document as a 
way to teach the reader a little bit about what it is like to be in my classroom, let me 
reiterate: The point of my stories is that quality teaching requires many things.  The 
teacher needs to be able to relate to the students the importance and practicality of the 
subject; show them the big picture.  Students need an instructor who will help them think 
critically.  Teachers should use various teaching styles.  Furthermore, I believe that 
having a sense of community created through nurturing, being patient, laughing, and 
relating to their lives is beneficial to the students and instructors.  
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