Dana Huff
Philosophy
I consider English/Language Arts to be the cornerstone of a liberal arts education. Literature teaches us who we are and what we might become, while speech and writing help us communicate with one another, sharing ideas, learning, and simply doing our work. Therefore, I see my job as an English teacher to teach my students to be good critical thinkers and readers and strong communicators. 
I am a proponent of backward design in all that I teach. As I prepare to teach a new work of literature, for instance, I determine first what it is I want students to know. Why are they reading this work of literature? What should they learn from it? While this approach may seem obvious, surprisingly few teachers approach their curriculum in this way. I am open with students. I want them to know before we study a subject exactly what they will be learning, so I share the essential questions with my students in advance. I was originally taught that essential questions were simply putting the day’s objective into the form of a question (i.e. What is an adverb, and how are they used?). I have come to realize they are so much deeper and richer than that—essential questions are the most important aspects of any subject. Any major assessment for any subject should be based on the essential questions, the most important aspects of what we want students to learn.
Performance tasks, or major assessments, should be authentic assessments that enable students to examine realistic problems. I think most teachers’ favorite part of planning is dreaming up creative ways to evaluate students. As such, many teachers skip the work of instructional design and start with activities without really examining whether each activity is leading to desired understandings. It is easy for teachers to fall into the trap of simply telling students everything they will need to know. It’s expedient, but it will not help students truly learn the material. 
In order for students to learn the material, they need to have authentic assessment experiences. For example, with any writing assignment, students should be given or choose authentic audiences for their writing, and the writing they do should matter in some way. I teach British Literature and Composition at my school. It would be easy for me to ask my students to write a character analysis of Beowulf, but I think it’s important that they undertake such writing with an authentic audience and for a reason that makes sense to them in the “real world.” Instead, they might write a letter of recommendation for Beowulf’s services as a hero. They are still using higher order critical thinking skills such as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation to write about a character and think about characterization, but in addition, the assignment is put in a real-world context the importance of which they can understand. In a note one time, a student told me that I “always know how to challenge the class while still making it exciting and relevant to [students’] lives.” I can think of no higher praise for a teacher than that he or she makes learning relevant. 
Backward design informs everything I do in my classroom. I carefully weigh each lesson to determine if it is taking my students toward the learning goals I have set for them. I teach in a school with four tracks or levels, and I believe that students at every level can and should be challenged at the same level. The difference is in the amount of scaffolding and in my own approach to delivering instruction. All students should learn to become strong critical thinkers and good readers and writers regardless of their placement or prior experiences in school. Backward design as a model for planning ensures not only that students are challenged and exercise these skills, but also that they see relevance and meaning in the work they do for school.
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