
	

Teaching Philosophy Statement 
 

One of the greatest compliments I have received as a teacher actually came in the form of a 
criticism on a Teaching Assistant evaluation form.  Earlier on the form, this student “really liked” 
me, and thought that I was nice, knowledgeable, and a fair grader.  However, when asked for 
suggestions to improve my teaching, the student responded, “I think she should teach in section 
instead of making her students lead the discussion. She didn’t teach us anything.  Everything I 
learned was from other students!”  Because having students learn from each other was my entire 
goal for the discussion sections I led that semester, I was pleased to have my success unwittingly 
confirmed.  (I have since learned to explain this approach to students from the beginning of the 
course.) 

In an era when digital technology is so readily available to provide high-quality instructional 
material to students on demand, bringing an instructor and students together in the same physical 
location for class instruction is costly and inconvenient.   Therefore, I believe that in-person 
classroom instruction must take advantage of its most important resource as compared with online 
education – the rich diversity of backgrounds, perspectives, and ideas brought to class by the other 
students in the room.  I structure my classroom teaching around finding ways for students to 
exchange ideas and enhance each other’s understanding of the material.  This is particularly 
important when teaching political science, where being exposed to different ideas and learning to 
respectfully engage with them is inherent in the subject matter and is a crucial lifelong civic skill that 
students need to develop.     

There are a variety of ways in which I translate this philosophical approach into classroom 
teaching.  First, I am a proponent of active learning, and use a variety of active learning methods to 
engage students in class. As the Instructor of Record for a summer Introduction to American 
Government course, I often brought playing cards with me to class.  Students selected a card at the 
beginning of class, and then I divided them into groups by suit, number, or color to complete 
various activities.  For example, I asked the students to divide by number to discuss the strengths 
and limitations of presidential powers (one power per group).  They then reconvened by suit to 
share brief summaries of the different powers with each other and determine as a group which 
power gave the president the most influence in the present day.  Another day, I asked students to 
briefly free-write about the sources of their political opinions.  I then used the online tool Poll 
Everywhere to have all students answer (either online or via text message) multiple choice and open-
ended questions about what they wrote. This allowed the students to see the interesting variations in 
political backgrounds that existed in our class, while also mapping their own and others’ experiences 
directly onto the sources of political opinions described in the textbook using concrete examples.  

Similarly, students in my Research Methods lab sections were regularly asked to work in 
small groups to practice applying the material by developing hypotheses, identifying variables, and 
brainstorming possible forms of measurement.  I found that the process of talking through difficult 
concepts with other students would help individuals and groups identify what they did not 
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understand well, which I could then clarify for the group or the whole class.  On one occasion, these 
small groups were asked to design survey questions, which were then compiled and administered to 
the entire class.  We used the class survey to discuss principles of survey design, and used the data to 
practice calculating descriptive statistics and introduce hypothesis testing in the lab sections.  One 
course evaluation concluded that my “ability to combine the course material with hands on 
assignments and activity was instrumental to [their] success as a student.” 

Additionally, discussions about politics can be highly controversial, and it is therefore 
important that students feel like the classroom is a non-threatening environment for them to ask 
questions or share their viewpoints.  When I teach courses that feature a significant amount of 
discussion, I make sure to lay out the expectations for appropriate discourse in the syllabus and 
establish and maintain these norms through my management of the classroom conversation.  This is 
particularly important when students come from diverse racial and economic backgrounds, like 
those I taught at UCSB.  Ensuring all students feel safe and understood is essential to creating a 
positive learning environment.  One student’s evaluation stated that I do “an excellent job of 
creating an environment where every student can share opinions and even disagree while still being 
respectful. I felt free to participate and that I could learn from the opinions of others due to the 
approach she takes in her teaching.”  An important element of my approach is remaining politically 
neutral myself, so that I can guide students towards seeing the merits of arguments on many sides of 
an issue without them feeling that there are implicit “right” or “wrong” answers based on my 
personal leanings.  

I believe that the active engagement required by in-class interpersonal interaction helps 
students to conceptualize, apply, and retain the course material, while also allowing them to develop 
skills that will be beneficial in their teamwork efforts throughout their careers.  I strive to create a 
safe and reassuring learning environment for my students, so that they can focus their attention on 
the core content without feeling uncomfortable with the classroom dynamics.  I am passionate 
about teaching, and particularly about finding ways to facilitate discussion and interaction among 
students so that they can teach and learn from each other.  	


