
STATEMENT OF TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 
Rachel M. E. Wolfe 

 

As a professor of theatrical arts, I approach pedagogy with three main goals: to inform 
students about the wide variety of subjects and roles that theatre has to offer, to equip them with 
the skills they need to engage with those subjects and fulfill those roles, and to encourage 
students to explore whatever aspects of those things interest them most. The last goal is 
especially important in the arts because the best art is always made in the areas which most spark 
the artists’ own interests. To achieve these goals, I structure my teaching as a dialogue between 
myself and my students, often alternating lecture with discussion, integrating instruction with 
group work, and asking my students to demonstrate the skills they have gained through self-
chosen or self-designed final projects. 

To give a basic example of this teaching structure, consider the format of my dramatic 
literature course. Class sessions alternate, with every other class period designated as a “lecture” 
or a “discussion” session. During lecture sessions, I give instruction on various types of script 
analysis, often with Powerpoint presentations, drawing charts on the board, and otherwise 
delivering information that I expect the students will not have already (in short, informing them 
about subjects and roles). For the next session, we all read the same play and come together for a 
group discussion (either seated in a circle in person or on Zoom, depending on the semester), 
during which the students are to analyze the week’s play according to the principles explored in 
the lecture, speaking to each other as much as to me. This gives them practice not only with play 
analysis skills, but also with oral communications; creating, challenging, and defending 
arguments; and engaging in civil discourse (i.e. equipping them with the skills of engagement). 
Throughout the term, students do a number of writing exercises that break down and focus on 
different aspects of academic writing—an annotated bibliography to practice research and 
citation skills, for example, or a “compare and contrast” chart that allows them to break down the 
basic structure of that argument style before putting it into essay form (further skill building). At 
the end of the semester, students are to choose one of the plays we have read over the course of 
the semester, the one that speaks most to them, analyze it using whichever of the many modes of 
play analysis seems most appropriate to that play’s time period and subject matter, and write an 
academic paper presenting an original argument underpinned by research. By giving students 
this degree of freedom of choice in subject matter, I encourage them to apply the skills they have 
learned to whatever part of the class has most sparked their own interests. 

I think that the more student participation is required—and the more students are 
encouraged to make their own decisions about subject matter—the greater their skill 
development will be. This belief is reflected in my approach to grading, in multiple senses of the 
word. Because theatre is a collective enterprise in which artists must reliably turn up and work 
together, I always incorporate an “attendance and participation” category into my course grade 
breakdown. This ensures that students get credit for showing up to class and participating in class 
discussions, building the skills they will need to put on collaborative theatre projects. When it 
comes to written assignments, I have a policy across all my classes of requiring students to turn 
in assignments electronically as Word files. This allows me to make full corrections to the 
assignments easily using the “track changes” feature in Word, so that when I return them with 
feedback students can see precisely and extensively what they need to change in order to do 
better next time. There is also always a “next time,” as writing assignments build on one another 
and incorporate skills developed in previous assignments. In this way, there is further dialogue 



between me and my students in which the pairing of instruction and participation allows me to 
help them hone their skills. Finally, I run all of my on-ground classes using an electronic course 
manager in which students can see and track their own grades throughout the semester, fostering 
transparency in my grading process and encouraging them to take an active hand in shaping their 
own grades. 

In addition to this participation-heavy teaching style, I also try to expand students’ 
exposure to a diversity of perspectives and subject matter through a combination of course 
material selection and integrating guest artists into my classes. I design my course syllabi in both 
skill-focused and thematic classes to feature examples drawn from diverse times, locations, 
cultures, and viewpoints. For example, in my special topics course on ghosting in the theater, I 
assign numerous global works including a kabuki play, a contemporary Ghanian drama, and an 
experimental Peruvian piece alongside more traditional offerings like Ibsen’s Ghosts or Wilson’s 
The Piano Lesson. This course is not specifically a world theater or theater history class, but 
rather a theory class focused around the operations of memory and theatrical recycling put 
forward in Marvin Carlson’s The Haunted Stage. Yet the supplemental readings for this course 
were drawn from a wide variety of different cultures and written in a number of different genres, 
enabling students to find the diversity of their own backgrounds and interests reflected in the 
array of readings on offer. By exposing students to variety in every possible context, I aim not 
only to include those students who do not feel represented by the Western canon but also to raise 
awareness of the wide scope of world theatrical traditions among those students who do. Beyond 
reading diverse writers, my classes offer in-person interactions with a variety of theatre-makers. 
The version of World Drama I ran in spring 2019 featured two guest artists on two different 
days: a professional storyteller during our week on African oral traditions as theatre, and a 
classical Indian dancer during our week on traditional Indian dance-drama. Both guest artists 
gave example performances accompanied by talks on their respective art forms, and in their 
teaching evaluations the students singled out these instances of live performance as being the 
most informative way to learn about these traditions. I make sure to assign the viewing of at least 
one live performance1 in every class I teach (usually tied to a paper assignment) in order to 
ensure that students are exposed to not only my viewpoints on theatre, but other artists’, as well. 
In this fashion, students get variety not only through my choices about what to include in the 
curriculum, but through direct learning from multiple artists/instructors. 

I have gotten very positive feedback from students about these practices and about the 
degree to which I ask for and respond to their input. It is my strong belief that teaching to the 
broad palette of students’ interests—rather than focusing narrowly on my own—inculcates in 
them an active desire to learn that extends beyond my classroom and will serve them well in 
their lives after college. 

                                                           
1 Although during the pandemic, with theatres shut down, this morphed into watching a videorecording of a 
professional stage production, usually through the National Theatre Live database. 


