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Teaching Philosophy

My teaching philosophy revolves around four goals: (1) use diverse methods for both instruction
and evaluation; (2) break down unnecessary barriers in the classroom to foster collaboration; (3)
encourage connections between the subject matter and students’ individual interests; and (4) cre-
ate an environment in which each student feels comfortable engaging with controversial material.

Diversifying Methods: A diversified approach to instruction provides more opportunities for
students to connect with the material. I avoid designing courses around a single lecture style
that use solely exams or papers to evaluate student performance. Rather I incorporate lectures,
mock debates, peer editing sessions, and seminar-like discussions to generate participation from
students with a variety of comfort zones. By including papers, exams, and presenations in a stu-
dent’s evaluation, I provide opportunities for students with diverse learning styles to succeed. By
creating more open-ended topics or providing a variety of potential prompts, I can increase the
likelihood of student’s engaging with the material with more creativity and attention to detail.
By mixing textbook readings, lectures engaging current events, and current political science re-
search, I can reach students with a wider range of existing knowledge and interest in the subject.

Breaking Down Barriers: It is important to strike the appropriate balance of professionalism
between the students and myself. Too heavy an approach discourages participation – I do not
want my students to be afraid to challenge me or the conclusions I draw. On the other hand,
lacking clear expectations can detract from a rigorous learning environment. I attempt to bal-
ance both considerations in my teaching. For example, I encourage communication on a first
name basis, but also review professional e-mail etiquette; where my lecturing style is somewhat
informal and accessible, my detailed rubrics for evaluation convey my rigorous expectations.

Building Connections: I work hard to connect abstract concepts of government to current
events and the actual practice of politics. In many ways, the public controversies of the cur-
rent administration have made my job considerably easier. For example, President Trump’s
attempts to block his critics on Twitter has brought new significance to the once obscure First
Amendment guarantee “to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.” But beyond
the specifics of the example, I find that by using the concepts of political science to explain the
current political environment benefits the students in key ways: (a) it aids in the understanding
of theoretic concepts; (b) it provides them a greater arsenal of tools with which to participate
in class discussions; and (c) it increases interest in the course material generally.

Engaging Controversy: Given the nature of our discipline, it is important to balance the
need to push students to consider perspectives beyond their own and the need for each student
to feel comfortable, safe, and respected in the classroom. I strive for political agnosticism – to
paraphrase Chief Justice Roberts, the classroom discussion is better served by an umpire than
another participant. But given the privilege I enjoy as an instructor, I am well aware of the
important role I play in setting the tone of that debate. I am careful to use inclusive language,
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whether it be a particular pronoun or preferred name, and to avoid politicized terminology, using
“undocumented” in place of “illegal.” While these decisions are undoubtedly political in their
own right, I believe they send a necessary signal of respect in a potentially heated context. And
given the negative and at times threatening discourse directed toward more vulnerable student
communities in the current political environment, I make sure to frame controversial debates not
just in terms of the competing positions from public discourse, but also in terms of the range of
outcomes that could be acceptable in pluralist, democratic society.

Theory in Action

This philosophy is best exemplified in my course Rights and Liberties in the 1960s. This course
is taught as a Spring quarter capstone in UCLA’s America in the Sixties cluster course. Cluster
courses are interdisciplinary courses co-taught by faculty from different departments that at-
tempt to provide a holistic overview of a board subject. In the Spring quarter, students enroll
in seminars that dive deep into a specific topics within the larger course.

As a course of my own design, I had full control over the methods of instruction and evaluation.
In a way, I was inspired by a constitutional law course on individual rights I took as an under-
grad. The course consisted of two elements: reading the individual cases and listening to the
professor lecture on those cases during the next class. The professor relied solely on lectures to
communicate the material and the Socratic method – an old law school tradition – for interact-
ing with the students. Our grade was determined by a final paper addressing the strengths and
weaknesses in the arguments of a case chosen by the professor.

In designing Rights and Liberties, I attempted to bring more diverse perspectives to my in-
struction. This included engaging with other primary sources to better understand the societal
environment in which these cases were decided and comparing these domestic decisions to sim-
ilar situations internationally. Rather than solely lecturing, I incorporated group discussions
that focused on connecting these abstract concepts to current politics. To create an environ-
ment that fostered student participation, I chose a seminar format in which we all sat around a
large table – literally and figuratively leveling the playing field between instructor and student.
To increase participation among the students, I divided them into teams and hold mock trials
around hypothetical cases. This forced them to connect the course concepts to more abstract
situations, and also provided an opportunity for students who are more intimidated by the
traditional Socratic method to find a voice and participate in class. This also made some stu-
dents defend a traditionally controversial position, which in turn creates an environment more
respectful of conflicting points of view. To bridge the course material to students’ interests, I
began the quarter by meeting with students and talking about interesting political issues. I
could then point students in the direction of current constitutional issues related to those is-
sues. When students are able to research and write on a topic they find interesting, they are
more likely to push hard enough to build the bridges between course concepts and current events.

By relying on a diverse set of tools for instruction and evaluation, balancing the authority of
the position with the needs for collaboration, and encouraging connections between the course
material and student’s individual passions, I believe I am able to create a classroom environment
that challenges and motivates students while respecting their diverse needs and abilities. It is
these tools that I try to bring to my teaching generally.
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