
Teaching Philosophy - Ruth Baker

As an academic librarian, I have two primary goals: 1) to help students gain the 
knowledge and skills they need to become passionate learners and 2) to set them on 
the path of life-long learning.

Higher Education has been a powerful force and a goal in my own life: many of my 
family members have been educators and teachers. My maternal grandmother taught 
music for more than 60 years and my Mother’s sister was an academic librarian; one of 
my great uncles, a prominent educator in the South, once said:

 “ Education is your preparation for learning.”  

I have always remembered that quote as an inspiration and challenge for my own life-
long learning.  I got my first library card when I was 6 years old and I was so excited to 
have the world of the library opened up to me.  I grew up knowing that education and 
reading were essential components for success in life. I want to instill the same 
excitement in my students as they move into College life and beyond. I also want them 
to appreciate the critical role that the library (and librarians) have to play in their 
academic success story.

I see my role in the College Community as being a guide for students as they set out on 
their academic journey.  To engage their interest and to help them to become 
independent learners, I feel it is important to make learning practical so students can 
relate what they are learning directly to their own lives or start from a base of their own 
experience. In archaeology, there is a principle that you should work from the known to 
the unknown.  I try to keep that principle in mind, to be flexible about my lesson plans, 
and meet students where they are.  Students present a variety of skills sets and skill 
levels when they enter the classroom so I am conscious to treat them as individuals with 
their own uniques set of abilities.  My challenge is to guide them from that starting place 
to where they need to be; their challenge is to take responsibility for their own learning 
and to put in the work that is needed to be successful.

One of the principal ways I engage students is through active learning or problem-based 
learning activities.  In library orientation sessions and classes on basic research 
methods, I try to foster excitement and enthusiasm for learning and an appreciation of 
services and materials the library has that students can draw on.  I emphasize the 
importance of attentive reading and critical thinking and, most importantly, I have a 
student-centered focus.  Students engage in activities that teach them to work together 
and learn from each other.  I also address different learning styles and modes through 
preparation of a variety of class-related materials (print and online) and activities with 
measurable outcomes.



Some examples of active/problem-based learning that I have used are:

• brainstorming:  research questions and selecting keywords for online searching, either 
with the class as a whole or in small groups;

• pair-and-share or team-based activities: team “competitions” to find sources for a 
class project or assignment; students in my classes employ critical thinking in 
selecting sources, describing their search strategies for the class, and explaining to 
each other how they will use the sources to complete their assignments;

• Problem-Based Learning: in environmental science classes, I have used an applied 
anthropology exercise as a vehicle for teaching information literacy and critical 
thinking skills. The exercise was based on a project I took part in as an undergraduate 
called the “Garbage Project” which examined household discards as a way of 
revealing patterns of behavior by residents towards food, packaging and other 
consumer items.  I collaborated with the faculty member to integrate information 
literacy concepts into the course and to adapt the techniques of the unusual field of 
‘garbology’ to create an active learning exercise. Using this vehicle, we created an 
activity that integrated the course goals of environmental education and sustainability 
issues as well as principles of information literacy.  Students gained an awareness that 
information can be found in everyday items (not just in books and journals!) as well as 
in the patterns of their use and discard. Using critical thinking, students engaged in 
self-reflection about their own behaviors towards products and materials they 
consume (and discard) everyday. 

Other techniques I use to reach students are humor and empathy.  I use my sense of 
humor to create an atmosphere that is relaxed and invites participation.  I use 
empathy to remember what it was like for me to be an undergraduate student, how 
exciting and terrifying it was all at the same time!, and to turn that energy in a positive 
direction.

The best learning situations take place when there is partnership between students, 
faculty and librarians.  When students take responsibility for their own learning, and we 
are there to guide them, the results can be really amazing.  It is really exciting to me 
when I see a student who suddenly realizes what s/he can do with the assistance and 
guidance of caring faculty and librarians.  When students become really passionate 
about their own learning, my job is very rewarding indeed.  I can’t think of a better way 
to make a living.  


