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TEACHING PHILOSOPHY | IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU 

I have been teaching at the college level for several years. I am fortunate to have an intrinsic love 
for teaching that has motivated me and made the hard work one of  the great joys of  my life. 
Perhaps the best way to express my teaching philosophy is to share what I share with my students 
on the first day of  class or rehearsal. It goes something like this:  

I see my role as a teacher and theater artist primarily as trying to figure out human nature. That includes you 
humans. Together, we will become students of  humanity. Humans are as complicated as supersymmetric quantum 
mechanics. More complicated. More variable. Prone to whim. There is no checklist. I am providing the open space. 
Also some tools, raw materials, and the opportunity for dialogue and collaboration. You are providing the open heart, 
rigorous mind, creative energy, and inner motivation. Together, I believe we can produce a learning experience that is 
wholly our own, meaningful, and enduring.  

Ok, sure. Sounds good. But I also believe that teaching philosophies are only as good as the 
practice that they inspire. So, I practice.  

Because we value creativity in our open space, I must practice Patience. I must know when my 
input is needed, and when it is not. I must provide ample time for students’ ideas to incubate. I 
must recognize the difference between showing and telling. When to push what buttons, and 
when to, sometimes, simply wait...wait...wait for them to come up with something. And, because 
creativity ultimately comes from knowledge, I must expose them to as many perspectives and 
viewpoints as possible, so that they may build a deep, diverse, creative toolbox. Across cultures, 
eras, genres, philosophies, and theatrical practices.  

Because we value self-direction, I must practice Flexibility. When a student has a question that 
takes us on a tangent, I must say “Yes!” When a student has an idea far off  our rehearsal 
trajectory, I must say “Let’s try it!” And, ultimately, I must balance this flexibility with the 
assurance that saying “Yes” is worth the risk. We might just make a mistake, we might just fail. 
But, we might also make a grand discovery. It's worth the risk. And then we adapt and move 
forward. Relentlessly.  

Because we value dialogue and collaboration, I must practice Engagement. I must, first and 
foremost, be there for them—live and virtually; in the moment and long after the course or play 
is over; as a teacher, fellow artist, and mentor. I must practice the same levels of  engagement, 
contribution, and responsibility that I expect from my students.  

Finally, there is another important guiding principle that I share with my students on the first day: 
“It’s not about You.” When I tell them this, most of  them are a bit confused (I am an artist...of  
course it’s about me) And then I explain. I want you to leave my courses seeing your world 
differently, masters of  understanding people and situations, unravelling the human spirit on a 
scale of  Shakespearean proportions. I want you to realize that, yes, theater is everything—story 
telling, culture, politics, religion, science, problem solving, but the heart of  theater is human 
relationships. I want you to listen. To look others in the eye, with ingrained empathy, ballasted by 
curiosity, and tell the truth. And maybe fall in love. With whatever greater good you believe in. I 
want you to know that your growth as theatre artists is assured through a dedicated practice of  
empathy, bravery, trust, and truth.  

It’s not about you. It’s about everything else. 



COLLEEN SULLIVAN  
DIVERSITY STATEMENT | THE POTENTIAL FOR TOGETHERNESS 

I’ve grown up in, studied in, taught in, and worked in environments where diversity and inclusivity don’t 
seem to be given much deep consideration. I myself  have not always appreciated how cultivating 
compassion for ourselves and for each other by connecting diversity of  all kinds — race, ethnicity, 
abilities, gender identification, socio-economic background, age, academic preparedness, nationality, 
religion, culture — is necessary. It’s been a journey and I continue to get better, to become more aware, 
to take actions, to figure out how to connect with each other in genuine and meaningful ways. 

My four years of  teaching at Westchester Community College starting in 2009 is where I began in 
earnest to fully shift my actions toward a more diverse and inclusive practice. My students were widely-
diverse, in so many ways. They all had fascinating and different stories and backgrounds which made for 
lively classrooms but also challenged me to figure out how do I reach all of  them? How do I value their 
stories and histories? How could I make theater relevant, especially challenging when every lead in the 
theater department’s productions were white, traditional-age students, and all of  the plays produced were 
written by this small subset of  white privileged voices.  

So, I started in my acting classroom. I asked students to find scenes from plays they wanted to work on, 
from any playwright. This brought in new voices to the acting classroom. They also wrote their own 
autobiographical monologues, telling their own stories. And most significantly and life-changing for me 
as a teacher, was the emphasis on ensemble. I used all of  my training from all of  the ensemble 
companies I had studied, all the research I had done on leadership and togetherness, to try to bring this 
group together. We started with building trust. It was hard. We talked openly about how hard it was, 
emotionally and intellectually and physically. How hard it was to just look someone in the eye and tell the 
truth. But we stayed with it. We didn’t shy away from the uncomfortable. We learned how to work 
together as an ensemble. How to take care of  each other. How to listen. We were foremost an ensemble. 
And it made all the difference in the world. They grew, we all grew, as actors, theater makers and more 
empathetic humans.  

This was just the beginning of  work I know I still must continue. But I have hope. I’ve been reading the 
conversation between Margaret Mead and James Baldwin, A Rap on Race. Baldwin says, “We’ve got to be 
as clear-headed about human beings as possible, because we are still each other’s only hope.” Yes. We are 
each other’s hope, and theater has always been a place of  hope to me. 

I have seen the most disparate-seeming group of  students surprise themselves by working and training 
together with a dedicated practice of  empathy. They make something bigger than themselves — a family 
that they cherish. Exhilarating in the realization that if  it weren’t for theater, they might never have 
crossed paths. They might never have become a family because of  their differences. They realize that 
they built their own microcosm of  a better world in this creative, open space of  the theater class and the 
rehearsal room. And they want to continue building these better worlds beyond our time together. And 
it’s my job to help them to that. Right now. 

MEAD: It’s what we do this week that matters. 
BALDWIN: Exactly. 
MEAD: That’s the only thing there is; there isn’t any other time.


