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My very first foray into the teaching world was actually my youngest sister, Gaby. She is 12 

years my junior. I was at the perfect age to be a mentor. My sister taught me many aspects that 

I think make a great teacher and mentor. Such as patience, how to convey difficult concepts 

into manageable and easy to digest morsels, and how to organize these morsels to build from 

each other. Since, I have been very fortunate to have experienced teaching in both traditional 

and non-traditional environments. 

Traditional teaching environment – My first experience teaching a classroom of students 

was as a teaching fellow during my PhD. My professors clearly saw my potential and prompted 

me to lead the recitation part of the classes. I was mentored through writing a syllabus, leading 

classes and student expectations. I learned that demonstrating respect of student abilities, 

listening carefully, and asking lots of questions were important skills. I had found my passion. So 

much so that I completed an Apprenticeship in Teaching Certificate at Georgetown University. 

During the apprenticeship, workshops such as effective classroom interaction, assessment and 

grading and active learning in STEM fields and beyond and mentorship on syllabus design and 

videoed teaching were provided. I have been very fortunate to be mentored by Professor Heidi 

Elmendorf, Senior advisor to the President for Equity in Education at Georgetown University, 

who has won numerous awards for scholarship and teaching, including being named the 2014 

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, DC Professor of the Year and a finalist 

for the prestigious Robert Foster Cherry Award for Great Teaching. Professor Elmendorf 

advocated to the Department of Biology on my behalf to hire me to teach Marine Biology to 

science majors and non-majors, something I am very grateful for. 

Non-traditional teaching environment – I have developed and directed two courses for 

Broadreach, a global educational adventure company: Marine Biology in the Caribbean, a 

program that examines the biology and ecology of tropical marine communities and Shark 

Behavior and Conservation in Fiji, a program that observed and studied sharks up close 

underwater. The courses combined academics, scuba, community service and creating 

opportunities for students to learn about teamwork and leadership. I learned so much about 

good teaching practices and what type of teacher I want to strive to be. As teaching on a boat in 

the middle of the Caribbean or in a remote area of Fiji taught me a lot about what works and 

what doesn’t. Teaching in a foreign country, and without typical classroom space and 

equipment (I had a white board and markers!), raised more than just a few challenges. But it 

taught me to rise to the challenge, to be resourceful, imaginative and creative with my classes. 

For example, my most positively evaluated class was about ocean properties, for some a dry 

subject. We had been sailing for most of the day and due to prevailing winds we would be 

arriving later than anticipated to our next island and yet we still had a class,  a hike and dinner to 

fit in before nightfall. With white boards, markers and 12 college students in tow, we hiked a 

few hours to the top of our mountain, where we talked about, tides, rocky vs sheltered shores, 

winds, the Coriolis effect. What made this class most spectacular is the students could actually 

see what I was talking about, it made it easier for them understand and appreciate. Active 

learning methods such as these help reach and engage students of all abilities and experiences. 
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Thus my teaching philosophy is best summarized as a composite of three basic statements: 

(1) an effective teacher must provide students with the opportunity to acquire, practice, and 

receive reinforcement of fundamental knowledge and skills; (2) an excellent teacher 

encourages students to think, not to accept information passively, but to question, analyze, and 

test via newly acquired knowledge; and (3) an exceptional teacher design courses of instruction 

which provide students with both realistic challenges and opportunities for success. 

 

(1) An effective teacher 

Learning takes place in many different circumstances and contexts. Although everyone is 

capable of learning, a student's desire to learn is a vital pre-condition to effectively master new 

concepts and skills. One of the many reasons I enjoy teaching is that humans have multiple 

learning styles: some learn best in lecture atmospheres, some are motivated by discussion, and 

others absorb best when they read and reflect on what they have read. Accommodating 

different learning styles creates an atmosphere that is conducive to learning. 

Students take many of their learning habits from the teacher. If the teacher doesn't show 

interest in the subject and a passion for learning, students are less likely to put forth the effort 

to learn in that class. I have pursued research in the field of biology because I enjoy the 

application of logical thinking as a tool for exploring and satisfying my curiosity about the world 

around me. While sometimes frustrating, this freedom to explore the living world is what is so 

exciting about biology. I am inspired by those people and experiences that have motivated me 

to pursue research, and I wish to share that with others. This is why I enjoy teaching. It  gives me 

the opportunity to connect with people and share my love of science.  

Enthusiastic teaching is paramount, it is an excellent way to pass on large volumes of 

information, with simple and to the point PowerPoint slides being an especially powerful tool. 

However, it is common for students to get lost in the details and try to memorize instead of 

understand. I feel one of my strengths is my ability to summarize scientific methods and 

concepts using simple analogies to help students stay focused on the main points. Although 

classes can be large, I would challenge myself to learn my student’s names  and background. 

Students feel more accountable, class attendance is encouraged and classroom dynamics 

improve. 

 

(2) An excellent teacher 

The lecture classroom setting allows teachers to present the necessary background 

information of a particular discipline. Often though the concepts and facts that are relayed to 

students in the classroom are so removed from the laboratory or field setting in which they 

were first discovered that the excitement and relevancy of the material can be lost. A key way I 

would provide opportunities for students to learn and develop logical thinking habits and 

independent learning skills is by involving them in my own research. I believe the best way to 

get people interested in science is to have them interact with living organisms. Let them see, 

touch, hear, smell, and observe them, as many students learn more by doing than by any other 
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means. As a mentor, I would try to create as close to an independent research environment as 

possible for students by carving out complete research projects for them and allowing 

appropriate amounts of space to learn from their mistakes. If hands-on work is limited, it is still 

important to bring that sense of science-as-exploration into a large lecture. Additionally, I 

would also try to help students develop independence by introducing them to scientific 

literature. 

The ability to read the primary literature is crucial in training students to think like 

scientists. Scientific literature can be riddled with jargon and unexplained concepts which I 

think is one of the most daunting obstacles to independent learning in science, but it can be 

overcome with practice in a low stress environment by assigning students a few papers 

germane to their project to read. Through teaching many recitation sections at Georgetown 

University, I came to realize how beneficial it is to the student to discuss a journal article as a 

class. I would help students understand, discuss and compare similar articles of differing 

quality, teasing apart authors intentions for the article, the methodology, to be able to 

understand figures and their labels, if the figures are pertinent to the paper at all, and a 

discussion section that is able to put the findings into the bigger picture. This exercise also helps 

students in their own scientific writing. 

Having grown up in England in the 80s and 90s, I can empathize with students' reserve in 

the classroom: reluctance to assert themselves, state opinions or to directly disagree with their 

peers or teachers. As I have experienced rote learning and strict discipline during my education, 

that allowed little room for individual expression or character formation. However, I believe 

that, the classroom should be a place where the students can express themselves openly 

without fear of losing face or making a mistake, two barriers that impede true learning in the 

more traditional classroom.  

 

(3) An exceptional teacher 

Just as teaching and learning extends outside the classroom to the lab, so too does it extend 

outside the school campus. I think it is important to engage the student in learning about how 

science and research affects a community, for example introducing whale watching in lieu of 

whale hunting, to foster a general understanding and appreciation for the world around us. To 

do this I think it important to discuss relevant topics that are applicable to everyday life. Using 

current events, stories and controversial issues in lectures and for discussion and reflection in 

class helps students see why the material matters. It is difficult to understand and remember 

science if it isn’t applicable. When presented in a relevant way with real world examples, 

science becomes inherently interesting for majors and non-majors alike. 

The overall goal of teaching should be to foster learning. So that a student can learn how to 

discuss, summarize, interpret, evaluate, and develop ideas, by facilitating independence, self-

discovery and self-confidence. To facilitate this sense of self-confidence, I have come to 

recognize the supreme importance of a clearly outlined course structure where the students 

can immediately recognize their and the teacher's role within that structure.  
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Why do I want to teach? What makes it worthwhile for me? Teaching science 

enthusiastically just comes naturally to me. I like to read and talk about new scientific 

developments. I enjoy spending time outdoors familiarizing myself with local flora and fauna. I 

like to share what I’ve learned and get others excited about it as well. I want our society to 

value the environment, better understand our role in it and to have a greater understanding of 

the merits and limits of science.  

 

 

“Tell people – and they forget, show them – and they may remember but, involve them and 

they will understand” Confucius 


