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Teaching with H.E.A.R.T. 
 

 My pedagogical philosophy and methodology are grounded in my experience as a 

student, a clinical social worker, and an instructor for undergraduate students. As a student 

myself, I appreciate teachers and professors who are knowledgeable, open-minded, passionate, 

and compassionate, and who demonstrate a devotion to combating injustices. As a clinical social 

worker, I approach teaching like my social work practice because I believe both are ways to 

achieve personal growth and build rapport through social interaction. As a college instructor 

teaching undergraduate social work practice and research methods courses at UT Austin, I try to 

engage my students in critical conversations while teaching them the fundamentals of social 

work. As Palmer (2007) says, it takes courage to teach, “to keep one’s heart open… when the 

heart is asked to hold more than it is able so that teacher and students and subject can be woven 

into the fabric of community that learning, and living, require.” As a future social work 

professor, I feel strongly that good teaching comes with H.E.A.R.T. 

 The first letter represents Humility. One of the first blunders I made as a beginning social 

worker was that I often assumed I knew more. I will never forget when my supervisor, who 

recognized that I was quick to offer my clients advice, asked me, “do we know our clients more 

than they do?” I believe teaching is similar: students do not come to the class like a blank paper. 

Each one of them brings a unique perspective and life experiences. I embrace the strengths-based 

perspective in my practice and teaching. As an instructor, I have found that it is especially 

important and beneficial to the whole class when the learning environment is positive and 

respectful, and diversity is valued and promoted. To create such an environment, I minimize 

presentation of material and provide more time for discussion. My primary role in the class is not 

just to teach, but to help students learn. This requires me to remain humble and open when 

controversial issues are discussed. I hope this also challenge students to think critically and 

compare their own worldviews with others’ perspectives. 

 Second letter stands for Empathy. Because students come to the class with diverse 

worldviews, I believe it is also the teacher’s responsibility to promote empathy. If our goal is to 

create a supportive learning environment, we must ensure that students can speak for themselves 

authentically and to each other empathetically. Sometimes, people may misunderstand authentic 

voice with a notion like “I can say whatever I want to say,” which may lead to conflicts and 

discomfort. Such communications abounded in my clinical experience. In these circumstances, I 

would normally use a technique called amplification, which means individuals are asked to 

describe what happened, switch roles with each other, then repeat the same scenario again. In 

teaching, amplification techniques and expression of feelings are helpful because students are 

made aware of ways that communications may improve or impede mutual respect and 

understanding. Through these exercises, I then introduce knowledge and skills about how to 

listen and respond empathetically.  

 Third is Active learning. In my experience as a student, I find that I learn best when I 

have more control over my own learning. In teaching, I focus on students’ self-learning and 

provide guidance through in-class exercises, discussions, and roleplay. At the start of a class, 

students might need clarification about learning expectations. To clarify, I typically start a class 

with a short lecture, and slowly proceed to brainstorming, class discussions, and student 

activities. For example, I gave a short lecture on group intervention in the general social work 

practice course followed by a series of thoughtful leading questions. I realized that students 

intuited discussions from their personal experiences of attending groups. Based on their 
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spontaneous responses, I then asked them to practice micro counseling skills (such as 

paraphrasing, use of self, and attentive skills) through roleplay in a group therapy session. 

Students who observed the process also described their observations, which in turn enriched 

students’ reflections and learning. Through activities that connect what they know to what they 

are learning, students learn how theories and skills can be applied in therapeutic settings.  

 The fourth letter represents Responsiveness. Teachers are expected to respond to 

students’ queries and requests promptly. My students appreciated prompt and appropriate 

responses to their questions. However, being responsive is not an easy task outside of the 

classroom, especially in a virtual environment during the COVID-19 pandemic. A few times I 

received urgent emails from my colleagues or students when crises arose. For example, there was 

an ice storm in Texas. Students were faced with power and internet outages, traffic interruptions, 

fuel shortages, and other crises. I quickly adapted the timeline for assignments according to the 

University’s protocol, while promptly communicating such changes to my students. My 

flexibility eased many students’ worries while they focused on their immediate needs.  

The last aspect of a good teacher, in my opinion, is being True. As Chinese philosopher 

Tseng Tsu said, “I daily practice self-introspection three times.” A teacher from my 

undergraduate college quoted this and asked us to practice and reflect on what good or harm 

have we done to others and to ourselves. Uncomfortable as it may seem, I find this practice gives 

me a fresh perspective on myself and others. For example, I started admitting to others, “Sorry, I 

don’t know much about it. Could you tell me more?” For example, I asked an undergraduate 

student about the racism and sexism women of color face every day because as a male who is 

new to the United States, I wanted to learn more about their experience. The student later told me 

that she thought I was being genuine, and that I showed interest in understanding what her 

experiences were. Admitting that I do not know does not mean that I am ignorant. I am true to 

the limits of my knowledge by learning from others’ experiences. I shift from teacher to a 

“student” when I see that a student can teach me something I do not know. Modelling this 

authenticity has impacted my students in many ways. It enabled most of them to feel more 

comfortable in expressing themselves and acknowledging their own knowledge limits.  

Social work is a helping art. I routinely explore my teacher ethos: what aspects of 

teaching thrill and which terrify me? I want to find ways to deepen my own understanding, and 

thus strive to become a competent teacher for students who demonstrate interest in serving the 

community, combating social and economic injustices, alleviating human pain and suffering, and 

creating a better future for all. Social work is also a science-grounded profession. Scientific 

evidence guides learning and practice in social work. However, many students and practitioners 

do not consider social work as a science because they are oftentimes detached from research. 

Teachers are responsible for incorporating research with teaching, making research accessible to 

the larger community. Looking into the future of social work education, teaching with 

H.E.A.R.T. can be a starting point. I am capable because of my social work practice, research, 

and teaching experiences. Teaching is not an easy task for aspiring social work professors like 

me. It takes courage to teach. With that in mind, I will always look for opportunities to hone my 

teaching skills and learn from students and colleagues. 
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