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Teaching Philosophy Statement  

As an ecologist, I aim to teach my students not only what scientists know, but also how 

scientists think. I have taught a range of courses for undergraduate and graduate students in 

ecology and evolutionary biology and I believe that problem-solving, independent critical 

thinking, and writing are the most important general skills for all of my students to learn no 

matter what type of career path they aspire to. My goal is not only to teach my students about 

longstanding ecological principles, but also to provide them with the tools to discover new 

principles and implement future environmental solutions.  

In training future scientists, I have found that my students learn best through active-

learning and guided self-discovery in the field or lab. For example, as a master’s student at Yale, 

I co-taught Ecosystem Ecology, a field-based course introducing students to concepts and 

methods in ecological research. This course included an independent project, which for many 

students represented the first time that they had been tasked with coming up with and answering 

their own research question. I helped my students develop and implement their own projects by 

guiding them through: 1) a literature review on the topic of their choice, 2) new field and lab 

methods, and 3) data analysis and interpretation in the context of other studies. I found that it 

while was important to provide my students with enough support to complete a project, it was 

also important to give them enough freedom them to take ownership of their own work.  

At Cornell, I have taught field and lab courses in Stream Ecology, Limnology, and 

Ornithology. Throughout the semester, my Stream Ecology students learned about major 

concepts in the classroom and then investigated these concepts in the field or lab each week. 

With my fellow TAs, I also supervised all field and lab sessions including multi-week group 

projects. At the end of the semester, my students presented their findings in a final group 

presentation and individually in a scientific manuscript-style report. In their final report, I asked 

my students to build upon both technical (e.g., Were data analyzed correctly and were findings 

interpreted in the context of class concepts logically?) and editorial feedback (e.g., Were figures 

correctly labeled and easy to interpret and were reports clearly written?) from past lab reports.  

While field and lab courses teach important hands-on skills, my goal is to also create 

opportunities for discovery and problem-solving in larger lecture-based courses through active 

learning. For example, as a senior graduate student TA for Stream Ecology, I developed four 

new classroom sessions that included extensive active learning components ranging from think-

pair-share exercises focused on interpreting figures to group gallery-walk style diagramming on 

the board. For one module, I brought in plain (higher carbon to nitrogen ratio and lower in 

protein) and peanut chocolate candies (lower carbon to nitrogen ratio and higher in protein) in 

my lecture about ecological stoichiometry and food quality. I then asked my students to relate 

what they had inferred about food quality to select which type of candy different animals might 

chose based on their own nutrient needs. My co-TA and I transitioned Stream Ecology from 

entirely passive lecture-based to a blended structure that included active learning elements in 

almost every classroom session with the support of the course professors. 

 Today, much of the course material and many of the studies that I cover in my classes are 

freely available online. I see it as my job to serve not as a conduit of otherwise inaccessible 

information, but as a guide through the ever-growing wealth of data and scientific studies. My 

goal is for my students become critical consumers of scientific information by learning to read 

past the abstract of published studies ask whether or not the authors have presented enough 

evidence to make their claims. Two methods that I have to train my students in this skill are: 1) 

guided literature reports for students in lower-level classes who are just learning to navigate the 
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primary literature and 2) annotated bibliographies (for upper-level students. For example, as a 

teaching assistant for Limnology, I tasked my students with going into the primary literature to 

learn more about their favorite freshwaters through a series of literature reports. I provided 

feedback throughout this process by first approving their selected study, then going over a draft 

set of notes, and finally grading their final report. 

I teach writing skills to my students in all of my classes because I believe that writing is a 

hugely under-appreciated skill among many of the science majors that I teach and interact with. 

Too many science students have learned to write in clunky passive voice-filled prose and using 

excessive jargon. Unfortunately, these writing habits often make science more difficult for 

everyone, scientists and lay-people alike, to understand. In Ornithology, I supervised lab and 

field activities, guided students through one of their three major writing assignments, and graded 

the final cumulative exam. Because I wanted my students to learn as much about the writing 

process as I wanted them about avian biology, I had my students go through multiple stages of 

drafts starting with a detailed outline, progressing to a first draft, and finally a final draft, which I 

graded. To give my students additional feedback besides my own comments, I also had them 

perform double-blind peer review of each other’s first drafts with an assignment rubric as a 

guide. I found that providing my students with guidance at multiple stages in the process helped 

them produce final products with stronger arguments as well as clearer writing. 

 I believe that teaching development is an ongoing process and that even already 

successful courses can improve through classroom assessment and research. For example, in 

Stream Ecology, my fellow TA and I introduced a group mid-semester feedback survey. We 

made immediate changes to the course based on suggestions, and we discussed the feedback with 

the senior professors and with our students during lab sections. In Ornithology, I conducted a 

teaching as research project. Each year, students in the course must learn several hundred 

families and 151 species of birds, often cramming for and struggling on lab practical exams. 

Based on educational psychology research findings, I hypothesized that quizzing my students 

would improve their recall through the testing effect and thus their performance on summative 

exams. I implemented weekly low-stakes formative quizzes based on specimen photographs that 

I took and posted online the previous week. I am currently working towards publishing this study 

and intend to continue learning about learning through teaching as research projects as professor. 

While I want my students learn new content and skills, one of my main goals as an 

educator is to ensure that all my students feel included. Ecology and evolutionary biology have a 

striking lack of diversity, which I work to improve in many ways. I study inclusive teaching 

practices and work to bring them into my classroom so that all students feel welcome and 

supported in their academic development. To help prevent imposter syndrome and stereotype 

threat in my classroom, I emphasize early on that a desire to learn about ecology is much more 

important than any previous experience and that any student can do well in my class if he or she 

is an active participant. When students approach me with problems, I not only guide them 

towards solutions and resources, but I also tell them about struggles that I had as a student to 

normalize their experiences. I also make sure that all of my students are aware of opportunities to 

engage in undergraduate research as well as opportunities to learn about careers and graduate 

school in the environmental sciences. Outside of the classroom, I have led student-initiated 

efforts to recruit a more diverse pool of applicants to my graduate program and I have mentored 

four minority female undergraduate researchers and one first-generation female undergraduate 

researcher, two of whom completed honors theses under my supervision. As a professor, I look 

forward to training all students in the next generation of effective scientists and problem-solvers. 


