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My teaching philosophy aims to engage undergraduate students using an inquiry-based approach 

that exposes them to the process of designing, writing, and interpreting experiments. This 

approach emphasizes the development of critical analysis and concise writing skills, instead of 

the accumulation of facts. My belief is that students should leave the classroom with a better 

understanding of how science operates, and that this understanding will help them thrive in a 

world which is increasingly data- and analysis-driven. 

My teaching experience is varied and includes large introductory courses in General Ecology, 

small laboratory methods courses for upper-division undergraduates, and discussion-driven 

seminars for graduate students. When teaching large classes, my goal is to keep students actively 

engaged by breaking up the lecture with small-group activities. In these small groups, students 

may critique the experiment designs and conclusions of current studies, be directed to design 

their own experiments to address a relevant scientific question, or concisely summarize the 

results of a study in a compelling way. Additionally, I ask students to complete short, written, 30 

second evaluations at the end of each lecture that identify which topics which were not clearly 

understood, and use these to make future lectures more clear. My hope is that undergraduates 

leave these large classes with improved writing and quantitative skills, as well as a depth of 

understanding in at least several areas that will create citizens that are more aware of the key 

biological issues in society.  

For smaller classes, especially those aimed at upper-level undergraduates and graduate students, 

I emphasize the entire process of field biology that begins with the observation of patterns in 

nature, continues with experiment design, data collection, and analysis, and culminates with 

preparing manuscripts for submission to peer-reviewed journals. For graduate students, and 

undergraduates who plan to move on to graduate school, publishing a scientific paper trains them 

in many important skills and, by demonstrating the ability to plan and follow through with a 

project, elevates their chances of securing outside funding early in their graduate careers. Even 

for those upper-level undergraduates who do not plan on continuing with graduate school in the 

sciences, the process of planning an experiment and preparing a paper provides a much deeper 

exposure to the realities of a scientist’s job than traditional coursework can provide. To be clear, 

I believe that traditional lectures can sometimes be the best format for conveying content to 

students, but emphasize the need for students to be exposed to inquiry-based field classes as a 

complement to traditional lectures.  

Regardless of the size of the course, I always try to have multiple types of explanations prepared 

for the topics I present. For example, at the front of the class I may have one board devoted to a 

mathematical equation, which each element circled and explained, while another board features a 

visual representation of what the equation conveys. Different students prefer, and excel at, 

different styles of learning, and I believe that (in almost all cases) different styles of learning are 

equally valid. As indicated by student teaching evaluations, this style of teaching has been 

effective, and has convinced students that I am genuinely interested in the amount/quality of 

material they learn in the class. 

Undergraduate and Graduate Student Training 



My mentoring style for undergraduate and graduate students is driven by a desire to help them 

obtain the skills required to achieve their career goals. As a graduate student, I played a role in 

mentoring five undergraduate students, who joined me in conducting research in the laboratory 

and field. The majority of these undergraduates have gone on to pursue advanced degrees in the 

life sciences. For example, I helped Nicole Hergott (who later received an MS from the 

University of Mississippi and is now a PhD student at the University of Tennessee) develop a 

poster of her undergraduate work, which focused on the genetic basis of mycorrhizal associations 

in Populus, for a University of Tennessee undergraduate research fair. During my first post-doc, 

I assisted an undergraduate student, Hannah Long, with the design and implementation of an 

honors thesis that used a greenhouse experiment to examine how genetic variation in Solidago 

affects plant response to different soil textures and soil microbial communities. I also enjoy 

working with graduate students. I am currently collaborating with two PhD students at Rutgers 

(Molly MacLeod and Michael Roswell) on projects related to the structure of plant-pollinator 

networks.  

In the future, I hope to serve as the primary mentor for many MS and PhD students. I intend to 

recruit driven individuals who are capable of working independently, but who are also willing to 

work together on large, collaborative projects. I hope to foster a friendly and professional lab 

environment in which students, post-docs, technicians, and PIs can have fun interacting and 

collaborating with each other. Weekly lab group meetings, where students can present research 

and discuss ideas, will hopefully help create the desired laboratory environment. I will actively 

encourage both undergraduate and graduate students to present their research at local, national, 

and international conferences. 

 


