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 My teaching philosophy is rooted deeply in the inspiring and transformative power of love, where 

a teacher unconditionally cares about the well-being and best benefits of his students. I want to see my 

students exploring freely, growing happily, and flourishing abundantly while I guide their ways and walk 

by their sides. The root of this philosophy traces back to my time at UC Berkeley 7 years ago, when I was 

struggling with English as second language and bad economies at job market. My advisor, professor Ronald 

Rael, helped me a lot both in my studies and my career. When I asked him why he was doing so much for 

me, he said “Yixiao, I just wish you well.” That’s the moment I decided to be a teacher who would 

unconditionally love his students and wishing them well. Since then, I have taught various subjects both as 

an independent instructor and a teaching assistant at Clemson University and Cornell University. When I 

look back and reflect upon my pedagogical journey, I see my “root of love” has grown into a tree with 

several branches, which are my teaching goals forming my teaching philosophy.  

Create a safe and diverse learning environment 

 I believe every student is unique, valuable, and talented. As the organizer of a group learning 

activity (which is my understanding of my role as a teacher in class), I treat every student equally and fairly 

with love and respect regardless of their race, color, nationality, personality, religious belief, and sexual 

orientation. Furthermore, I try to instill in my students this sense of equity and mutual respect. For instance, 

I specify clearly the grading scales for each assignment in the syllabus and tell students that no favoritism 

will happen; I share my own experience as an international student for whom English is second language 

so that people could be more open-minded to others different from them. I strive to create an environment 

where everyone values each other’s talent and uniqueness, which is where learning and creativity happen. 

Ignite a fire, not fill a bucket 

 Teaching is more igniting a fire than filling a bucket. Knowledge is constructed by learners when 

they actively engage the world around them instead of passively receiving information from others. Thus, 

a good teacher should give the ownership of the learning to the students. My pedagogical approach focuses 

more on group discussions, project-based assignments, and in-class activities where students could 

construct knowledges by themselves. For instance, in the case study I did for the “Human-centered Design 

Method” class [1] at Cornell, short lectures only serve as conceptual foundations for in-class activities such 

as “role-playing personas,” “In-group Delphi studies,” “Ideating with mood board,” etc. It is through 

actively engaging these in-class activities that students construct their understandings of the concepts in the 

lecture. 

Squeeze Creativity out of my Students 

 I believe that every student has creativity as every lemon has juice. One of my most important 

teaching goals is to squeeze creativity out of the students using a series of teaching strategies. For instance, 

in interaction design classes, I always challenge the students when they seem to be satisfied with their 

designs. I would raise questions such as “Do you feel excited about what you proposed?”, “Why not try 

some other design alternatives?”, “Prototype your design ideas and see if something new intrigues you in 

the process.”, etc. I always have high expectations for my students, however, it’s better to grade the students 

on how much they have improved especially for the project-oriented learning activities. This grading 

strategy will reduce competition among students and create an environment of learning from each other, 
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where sparks of inspirations always occur. According to my teaching and learning experiences, these 

strategies can help students to jump out of their comfort zone, fulfill their potentials, and built their self-

esteem.  

Know my students 

 Learning happens most effectively when learners can draw connections between the new 

knowledge and prior knowledge. The teacher needs to understand students’ prior knowledge level, 

recognize the possibilities in each individual and be supportive to their knowledge construction process. 

Sending a survey to probe the prior knowledge levels of the students before class begins, talking with 

students in small groups during working sessions, and meeting individuals at office hours are all effective 

ways to know students better. Furthermore, each student may have different goals and expectations for the 

same class. Thus, offering them choices and inspirations can be more helpful than telling them what to do. 

For instance, for class project, I will offer choices with different project themes and topics based on my 

understanding of students’ different learning goals. 

Create meaning for learning activities 

 However, some students do not know why they are learning except for grades and GPA. The active 

learning activities (project-oriented assignment, group discussions, in-class activities, etc.) will mostly 

benefit students who are motivated and believe what they are learning is truly meaningful. As a teacher, I 

need to create meaning for their learning activities. For instance, when students are learning methodologies 

for user studies, I tell them that big companies like Google and Facebook are recruiting user-centered 

designers and researchers. These methodologies are indispensable skills that students need to be a good 

user-centered designer or researcher. In this way, students who would like to be user-centered designers or 

work for big companies will be truly motivated. 

 In conclusion, a good teacher should have the capacity to create and shape the learning environment 

for the well-being and best benefits of his students. What a teacher tries to create is a rich soil where every 

individual can grow and flourish, a testbed where new ideas are generated and respected, and a conversation 

where learning processes are motivated, supported, and assessed. 
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Appendix: list of courses I have taught 

Course No. & Title 

 

Institution 

& Semester 

Teaching 

Role 

Course Description 

ARCH 4010 – 

Architectural Portfolio 

Clemson 

University 

Spring 2016 

Independent 

Instructor 

Continues portfolio development for Architecture 

students, including professional portfolio, academic 

portfolio, and digital portfolio. 

ARCH 4010 – 

Architectural Portfolio 

Clemson 

University 

Fall 2015 

Teaching 

Assistant 

Continues portfolio development for Architecture 

students, including professional portfolio, academic 

portfolio, and digital portfolio. 

DEA 2730 –  

Human Centered 

Design Methods 

Cornell 

University 

Fall 2017 &  

Fall 2019 

Teaching 

Assistant 

This course explores the use of design methods to 

generate ideas and evaluate designed objects, 

environments, and interfaces. Lectures cultivate an 

understanding of the various methods, while hands-
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on activities provide opportunity to apply these 

methods to the design of artifacts and their 

interactions with people and things. 

DEA 3301 –  

Design UX with 

Technology Studio 

Cornell 

University 

Fall 2017 & 

Fall 2019 

Teaching 

Assistant 

This intermediate-level studio focuses on designing 

innovative commercial and/or learning/workplace 

environments. Various types of user experience 

design and evaluation approaches to design-

problem solving will engage students in innovative 

interior design processes and outcomes. 

Technology will be emphasized in this class. 

DEA 6210 – 

Architectural Robotics 

Cornell 

University 

Spring 2017 

Teaching 

Assistant 

Embedding robotics into the fabric of architecture 

fosters a more interactive and potentially more 

intimate relationship between the built 

environment and us, and represents a new frontier 

for design, computing, and psychology. Part-

seminar, part-lab, this course considers the design, 

technical, social, ecological, and ethical challenges 

and opportunities of architectural robotics. 

 


