


My Philosophy on Educating Exceptional Students
In the General Education Classroom
By George Wurtz


Background Information:

I couldn’t begin to explain my philosophy about teaching exceptional students in the HALO classroom without first explaining a little bit about my background.  I was born in Chicago Illinois in the mid 50’s.  I went to a Catholic school for the first 4 years of my elementary education, and then I transferred to the public school system.  I finished my elementary and secondary education by graduating from high school in 1973.  I was a bit of a partier back in those days and I never took my education seriously.  It was only after I moved to Hawaii in 1978 that I found the true benefits of learning.  I guess I’m a late bloomer.


It was during my undergrad studies at U.H. where I first developed my own philosophy of learning.  This was helped along by an outstanding Logic Professor named Dr. Joseph Perz.  What I learned in his class was that there is a logical, (smart) way of thinking, reasoning, acting, and living life and then, there is muddling through or getting by.  I became fascinated by the ways in which I could apply logical thinking to virtually every aspect of my life.  When I did a task I thought, “What is the quickest, easiest, cheapest, most highly effective and, least labor intensive way of accomplishing it”?  I almost became somewhat of an efficiency expert at home and at work.  I knew that for whatever it was that I wanted to accomplish there was a smart and effective way of doing it and then there was the other way.  It was this belief that helped me develop a logical way of learning things for myself and, being successful in school.  It was also this belief that I used in preparing lesson plans and in dealing with and educating my own students when I took up the teaching profession at Palama Settlement about 6 years ago.
My Previous Philosophy:

The philosophy that I had developed on my own for other forms of employment and, for use in my own education was what I brought with me when I decided to take up teaching as a profession.  Unfortunately, I began to notice some chinks in the armor.  I wasn’t half as successful in teaching as I had expected to be. I couldn’t figure it out.  I was successful in practically everything else I tried, but not as successful as I know I could be.  It was mind boggling; students weren’t listening, they were talking during lectures, I had to explain things to students over and over, sometimes only minutes after I had just explained them.  It was then that I realized that all of those people couldn’t be wrong, it must have been me.  That’s when I sought professional help.
The Influence of SPED 445:

This class, and to some degree my EDU 401 class, began to open my eyes.  I guess I finally realized that not all people learn, think, experience, or know things the way I do.  There are a multitude of learning styles and teaching methods, as well as an incredibly diverse student population in Hawai’i schools.  With the inclusion of exceptional students in the general education population, things are not always as they seem.  There are students with mild to severe learning disabilities as well as students with emotional and mental problems and, there are the many students that come from dysfunctional homes and families.  This class has made me realize that I don’t have to put up with my frustration and lack of success.  I have learned about tools and strategies this semester that have already helped me in my day to day classroom teaching.  Things like; Backward Planning, Universal Design, Graphic Organizers and other strategies and tools for explaining the course material to the diverse learners I meet.
A New Philosophy:

Throughout the course of this semester I have been formulating a new philosophy of teaching.  I’ve decided to stop banging my head against the wall and to adopt new strategies for success in teaching ALL of my students.  I have made a pledge to learn more about how to implement Backward Planning and Universal Design when developing my own curriculum.  I have changed my previous attitudes and outlooks when I interact with my students.  I have made it my new philosophy to listen more and to ask higher order thinking questions of my students instead of just regurgitating the facts, figures, and principles of the subject.  After living in Hawai’i for over 30 years it’s been painful to realize that I had become prejudiced; not to ethnicity, gender, or religious differences but, to learning styles, abilities and, intellectual capacities.  That is a sad way to go through life and so; I have incorporated this change into my new philosophy; From now on I am determined to be more open to other people and, not to be so quick to judge them.  My new philosophy now is that I believe everyone can learn.  It’s just up to me as a professional educator to determine how and, what tools and strategies will I need to use to get the job done.
By George Wurtz
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