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TEACHING PHILOSOPHY  

Students take center stage in my teaching practice. I combine self-reflection, student 

feedback, discipline-based education research, and educational development opportunities to 

help me maximize student learning. My focus on students and their learning manifests itself in 

four ways, exemplified in the four following paragraphs.  

I use backwards-design principles to craft learner-centered courses. First, I determine what 

students need to know and be able to do. Second, I decide how to assess these learning outcomes. 

Third, I create content and experiences that scaffold students toward mastery. For example, an 

outcome in my introductory astrobiology course is that students will “synthesize data to assess a 

planet’s habitability”. Students demonstrate mastery via a final project: groups analyze data from 

NASA missions to determine whether planets around other stars could be habitable. Students 

practice analyzing such data during activities throughout the term. 

I teach students how to navigate the flood of information available to them. I focus on two 

approaches. First, I help students organize information into conceptual frameworks. Students can 

then attach new information to what they already know, regardless of where that information 

comes from. Second, I teach students how to critically assess content for accuracy and potential 

bias. In my introductory geology class, for example, students practice critiquing geology-related 

articles from news outlets and social media sites. Such assignments not only help students 

become geologically-informed citizens, but also cultivate skills needed for life-long learning. 

I create ways for students to get feedback quickly as they apply new concepts and skills. For 

example, I recently “flipped” part of my astrobiology class to create more time for in-class 

problem solving. I made a video that explains an equation students often struggle with; students 

watch the video before class. In the time that I would have spent on the derivation during class, 

students practice using the new equation. Consequently, students encounter many of the 

equation’s potential pitfalls in class, where they can get immediate help, rather than while 

working alone the night before an assignment is due. Instructional technology also helps me 

provide students early feedback on their work. Some online assignments can give students 

instant feedback. Moreover, I use analytics from those assignments to help me tailor what I do 

during class: I can spend less time on concepts that students’ addressed correctly and devote that 

time instead to the concepts with which students are struggled. 

I cultivate an inclusive environment that supports students from all backgrounds. I 

emphasize a growth mindset, an approach that reduces stereotype threat. I tell students that I 

have high standards, but that I am confident they can meet them by acquiring discrete, learnable 

skills. I also incorporate principles from Universal Design for Learning, such as providing 

students with multiple ways to demonstrate mastery. Some of my exam questions, for instance, 

ask for drawings rather than written answers. These questions allow students who struggle with 

writing to reveal a level of mastery that might otherwise be masked. Finally, I promote 

collaboration and a culture of peer support in my classes, an approach that research indicates is 

particularly beneficial for students from historically-underrepresented groups. Taken together, 

these four teaching practices help me foster success for students from all backgrounds. 


