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TEACHING STATEMENT 
 

An empowered learner feels competent and motivated to think and learn, for life. Though 
a clichéd term, I consider empowering learners the primary role of a university and my 
responsibility as educator. In today’s society a capacity to think critically is vital, yet the 
contemporary university struggles to live up to its commitment to empower learners, and can be 
an especially disempowering environment for people with diverse learning styles and cultures. 

 
Whether debating in the classroom or measuring runoff in a mountain stream, I have 

watched environmental science empower students. The hands-on, real-world focus naturally 
inspires learners and builds confidence. My goals as an educator capitalize on that. I empower 
learners with a structured yet student-guided curriculum that gives students agency in their own 
learning and accommodates diverse learning styles. I foster creative, evidence-based thinking 
about scientific, environmental, and social issues, drawing on my broad Geography background 
to broach complex problems. And, I facilitate experiential learning so that students can develop 
practical skills, whether using a clinometer or writing a research proposal. I particularly love 
working with students in the field, my natural habitat.  
 

What follows are descriptions of my key teaching strengths (bold text) and how they 
support these educational goals to foster confident, critical, and equipped life-long learners. 
Examples come from a Water Resources Management course that I developed and instructed in 
the University of Victoria department of Geography in spring 2015. Sections of the course 
evaluation survey related to my teaching effectiveness are appended.  
 
Empowering learners 
 

Confidence in one’s own ability to learn requires a clear course structure and 
expectations. I present the course rationale, assignments, and methods of assessment clearly in 
the course syllabus and during scheduled review sessions. I explain learning objectives at the 
beginning and end of each class to frame content and specifically serve as the exam study guide. 
I provide formative assessment by assigning low-stakes (low or no point value) ‘practice’ tasks 
first, then providing solution-oriented feedback before a final assessment. For example, prior to 
their final paper students wrote a government briefing note on the same topic as an opportunity 
for early information-gathering, argument organization, and feedback. 
 

I facilitate a student-guided curriculum that gives students agency in their own 
learning. I provide choices for class, guest lecture, and assignment topics so that the course 
content is meaningful, devote a major portion of the course to student-led activities rather than 
passive lecture-learning, and provide a range and choice of assessment types so that students 
with a wide range of learning styles can succeed. I provide options for assignment weighting, for 
example weighting a lab or a mid-exam more heavily depending on individual student needs, and 
I use alternative participation formats for students uncomfortable speaking aloud in class.  
 

I was deeply influenced by my experience as a student and educator at the University of 
Victoria, which is located within unceded territories of Canadian First Nations people, and where 
inclusion of indigenous people, traditions, and values are a critically important ⎯ yet 
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imperfectly executed ⎯ part of university life. Rooted in my experience working with First 
Nations students and other diverse student groups, I use culturally-responsive teaching 
strategies to foster an inclusive learning environment. A student-guided curriculum allows me to 
integrate students’ personal experiences, emphasize topics relevant to them, and offer assessment 
options inclusive of diverse backgrounds. I also rely on a range of educational resources rather 
than a textbook which may exclude students with financial barriers or particular learning styles.  
 

Evidently my teaching approach combines structure and flexibility, which can be risky. A 
lack of structure can cause confusion, while a lack of flexibility discriminates against some 
learning styles. To strike this balance I use a reflective teaching strategy, deliberately 
reviewing my teaching practices throughout the term and adapting to student needs as they 
evolve. I check in regularly during class, solicit formal midterm course feedback (survey), and 
make requested changes within, not after, the term. For example, students felt their concerns 
about a long mid-term exam were addressed by changing the format of the final exam and 
reducing the mid-term grade weight.  
 
Creative, evidence-based thinking 
 

Creative and evidence-based thinking equips students to confront challenging scientific 
problems in the real world. I emphasize complex and controversial issues, especially global 
change issues, whenever possible. I encourage students to seek innovative solutions, for example 
by drawing on a concept from a different course to solve a problem, and I help students to 
practice critically evaluating research and sources through group discussion. I cultivate a 
dynamic and respectful classroom culture where students feel their opinions are valued and 
are safe to reflect deeply and critically. 
 
Experiential learning  
 

I am a passionate field scientist and outdoor enthusiast, and experiential learning is a 
hallmark of my teaching approach. I prioritize field work on campus, in the community, and 
beyond. I have an extensive scientific field background including lengthy periods of teaching and 
research in remote wilderness settings. I have directly supervised dozens of undergraduate field 
research projects, and have delivered faculty seminars on field instructional strategies, course 
design, logistics and safety, and scientific instrumentation. When confined to the classroom I 
design practical activities that build relevant skills, for example writing a scientific briefing 
note or dissecting scientific study design. I am excited to incorporate my recent training in 
Inquiry-Based-Learning into future learning and teaching. 

 
Final thoughts 

 
I am a passionate educator and environmental scientist, and I believe the dual research 

and educational mandates of the university can provide an exceptional opportunity for 
empowering learners. I regard environmental science as a community and way of thinking that 
naturally supports learner empowerment, creative and evidence-based thinking, and experiential 
learning. I believe in the upcoming generation’s ability to address environmental problems and I 
sincerely enjoy being a part of that process.
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Appendix: Coulthard Course Evaluation Survey responses related to teaching effectiveness 
                  Water Resources Management (Geog. 371) University of Victoria, 2015 
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