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 As an instructor of American politics and political science, helping students become 
mindful and knowledgeable consumers of information is key.  This is a skill that not only creates 
successful political scientists, but translates well into other disciplines too.  The most effective 
way of accomplishing this, I believe, is by creating a structured and organized environment that 
also has considerable room for student input.  This allows me to accomplish what I need as an 
instructor while also creating opportunities for me to address the varied needs of every student.   
 Though it can easily be assumed that students in upper division classes are generally 
interested in the topic, those students still represent a variety of backgrounds and goals.  
Therefore, it is important to not only convey the necessary information they will need to increase 
their knowledge on a subject but to also provide differing contexts and perspectives.  My primary 
objective then becomes to challenge students to do more than familiarize themselves with 
political science literature, but also think about how it affects them personally. 
 For example, when discussing the legislative process, describing how a bill moves 
through the House of Representatives provides only the bare minimum amount of knowledge a 
student can have on the subject.  Though that knowledge can be rather detailed and nuanced, 
students stand to gain more from being able to explain why things occurs the way they do, apply 
similar logic to different scenarios, and utilize that reasoning outside of the classroom.  Knowing 
that there are processes by which a member may be forced to vote against her own bill is useful.  
But being able to evaluate what calculations went into this decision, predict how it influences her 
actions, her fellow representatives’ perceptions, and her constituents’ responses, and describe 
how the outcome would have been different if she chose a different course of action is what will 
help them the most in the future.  Ideally, this process would provide students with the 
foundational knowledge and the ability to critically analyze situations, which enable them to 
become successful professionals, regardless of what career choices they make. 
 In order to accomplish this, I conduct regular in-class writing exercises and discussions.  
After discussing the substance of assigned readings and answering clarifying questions, I deliver 
writing prompts and allow up to 10 minutes of work before eliciting answers from students.  I am 
particularly fond of this approach as it forces students to translate their ideas into coherent words 
and thoughts that can be shared with others—a skill I believe to be incredibly useful and 
important.  Additionally, it serves to not only assess my students, but also assess my abilities and 
insure my goals as an instructor are being met.  If students are unable to answer the prompt 
adequately, then I know that I have not fulfilled my goals as an instructor.  In that case, I will use 
the remaining time to pose questions that help me understand what was not effectively delivered 
and alter how I instruct students in the next class. 
 Related to this, I feel assessing myself and allowing students to provide feedback is just 
as much a part of the process as instructing students and providing them with feedback.  As such, 
around the midpoint of the semester, I conduct midterm evaluations that allow students to 
anonymously state their likes and dislikes of the class and the instructor.  I have used this 
technique in each of the seven semesters I have taught, and I have found doing so resonates well 
with the students and helps me maximize my effectiveness. 

Avoiding monotony and predictability is also important in introductory classes.  Given 
the disparate interest of the students in Introduction to American Government, it is important to 
convey the information in such a way that each student finds it accessible, relevant, and 
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interesting.  Being cognizant of varying learning styles is also important.  Therefore, my main 
objective when teaching is to present students with relevant political questions and help guide 
them to possible answers and explanations in a variety of ways.   

To further illustrate this point, consider another example.  When discussing the impetus 
for the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, it would be easy to recount the many ways in 
which African-Americans were disenfranchised before delving into the Civil Rights Movement 
and specific provisions and ramifications of the VRA.  However, though many, if not all, 
students will grasp the major concepts, it is unlikely that they will fully appreciate the 
importance and nuance of the discussion.  This also means they are less likely to find it 
interesting or relevant.  To overcome this problem, I combine my lecture on the topic with other 
means of instruction.  When progressing through the institutional and extra-institutional 
restraints on African-American voting rights, I discuss the poll tax, the white primary, the 
grandfather clause, literacy tests, and violence.  I describe each of these to insure that each 
student has a baseline understanding of the concepts.  However, after discussing literacy tests, I 
give each student a “pop quiz.” This “quiz” is an exact replica of the literacy test given in 
Louisiana in 1964.  Afterwards, I then have a brief discussion where I ask the students for their 
thoughts.  Not surprisingly, this typically generates great class discussion—in terms of both 
volume and substance.  Additionally, when discussing violence and intimidation tactics used 
against African-Americans, I read excerpts from written accounts of “Freedom Summer” and 
show news segments regarding the Civil Rights Movement.  I again follow this with a brief 
discussion of their thoughts.   

I feel this approach has many advantages.  First, I lecture briefly for three reasons—it is 
the most efficient way to convey some information, students are familiar and comfortable with 
lectures, and it sets the stage for a change of pace.  Altering between teaching styles helps to 
keep students engaged and interested.  Second, when administering the “pop quiz,” I am not only 
providing students with the appropriate context, but also giving those with different learning 
preferences a chance to connect with the material.  Third, by using readings and news segments, 
I am helping students who may be more visually inclined to engage with the material.  Finally, 
by asking students for their thoughts after each exercise, I can insure that my objective was met 
and allow students to ask questions if anything remains unclear.   

Similarly, I believe promoting experiential learning through internships and study abroad 
programs is critical for a number of reasons.  It allows students to experience learning outside of 
a traditional context, promotes diversity, and facilitates variety.  All of these activities enhance 
students’ undergraduate experiences and allows them to make cognitive connections and grow 
intellectually in a unique way.  While talking with students as the resident administrator of a 
study abroad program, I heard many students emphasize how challenging, yet rewarding, their 
experience had been, how it altered their perceptions of education, and how it made them better 
students. 

Each class is unique in its size, interest, and context.  It is therefore critical that an 
instructor be mindful of this in order to maximize the effectiveness of his or her instruction.  That 
is why I believe that appealing to varied interests, backgrounds, needs, and learning styles as 
well as providing students with an opportunity to assess my instruction, give feedback, and ask 
questions is essential to successful teaching at the university level.   


