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T E A C H I N G  P H I L O S O P H Y  

As a geologist, I am constantly amazed at how many people I meet who have never even thought about how the 
Earth works. They learn about plate tectonics and the basic rock types in middle school and assume that’s all there 
is to know. I have also encountered this indifference in students in college-level introductory geology classes, and 
have found that my enthusiasm for communicating my subject can be a great tool for engaging students’ interest 
and beginning to open their minds to the fact that geology is the basis for modern civilization as we know it! 
Whenever I lecture, I am careful to show my enthusiasm for the topic, as well as trying to portray myself as friendly 
and approachable. My teaching style tends towards the informal as I would rather engage the students in discussing 
the material than subject them to hour-long lectures, partly because talking WITH them is much more interesting 
than talking AT them, and partly because research has shown that discussion promotes retention of the material for 
much longer than a lecture does. To this end, I try to use a variety of active learning techniques in all of my courses. 
Depending on class size and subject matter, these may include gallery walks, think-pair-share activities, summarize 
important points in 3 sentences, jigsaw activities, etc. 

In larger classes it is not always possible for all class-members to get to know one another personally, so I try to 
provide other media by which the shyer students are able to actively participate in a class, without having to speak 
up in a large lecture theatre. In Fall 2015 I posed multiple choice questions based on the pre-class reading, and 
asked each student to hand in a small piece of paper with the answer. This had multiple benefits: it allowed me to 
see who was physically present in lecture each day; it allowed me to assess comprehension of the reading; it pulled 
the students into the class topic and got them thinking; and I used those questions on the midterms, so it gave 
students who attended class a head-start. In Fall 2016 I implemented clickers which made this process more 
efficient and less paper-intensive, with the added benefit of giving instant feedback to the class, so we can discuss it 
in real time. 

In smaller classes I prefer to have the students gather into a group and discuss content with me on an equal basis. 
For example, in GEOS 549 (Economic Geology) I implemented a weekly student-led paper discussion. Students 
signed up for a topic/date at the beginning of the semester, and on their assigned day they gave a ~three minute 
summary of the paper (which all members of the class have read) and led a class discussion based on six questions 
that they had prepared before class. I chose the papers and was careful to choose academic studies that were 
published in the past 18 months (for subject matter currency) and that were an appropriate level of complexity for a 
reasonable discussion in a primarily undergraduate-dominated class. Throughout the semester, the class discussions 
were lively and engaged the majority of students in the class. This method also allowed me to step in during lulls in 
the discussion and ask prompting questions to help students engage with the material, and to prompt quieter 
students to speak up. 

As a British citizen with experience of universities both in Scotland and in the USA, I have a distinct perspective on 
different effective methods for teaching geology. For example, geology students at Scottish universities routinely 
spend at least one weekend per month out in the field, as well as taking part in one longer residential field trip per 
year. As a result, my belief is that field trips should be a central component of all geology courses - students can 
learn more during half an hour next to an outcrop than in several hours of lectures. In order to introduce a more 
holistic approach to studying petrology, I introduced a class research project to the Spring 2016 GEOS402/403: 
students conducted fieldwork to collect samples, processed and analyzed the samples themselves, collated the data 
as a class, and presented and interpreted the results in individual reports. Our lectures and lab exercises scaffolded 
the project by providing practice in the skills they would need to analyze their data. For many of the students, this 
was also their first taste of research methodology and first formal scientific writing experience, so I broke up the 
writing of the final report throughout the semester in order to give them feedback on small blocks of the writing 
and time to revise it before the final report was due. I also used this approach in two courses at the University of 
Puget Sound last year (Igneous Petrology, Mineral Resources and the Environment) and it was generally well 
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received. This class project also provided seed data that I intend to use in a larger investigation into the petrology of 
the region. 

Through my teaching experiences I have learned that being a teacher does not mean that you stop learning, largely 
because there is always room for improvement: it seems there is no such thing as the perfect teacher! In order to 
continually develop as an instructor, I take opportunities to learn not only from my students, but also from my 
peers and colleagues. In summer 2016 I attended the SERC/NAGT Early Career Faculty in Geosciences 
Workshop, which was held at the University of Maryland. This brought together early career faculty from across the 
USA for five days of workshops and discussions concerning pedagogy, research, mentoring/advising, strategic 
planning for your career, and culminating in a visit to the National Science Foundation to meet relevant program 
officers and begin to establish relationships. As a result of this I now have a network of my peers across the 
country, and am participating in a weekly accountability support group for writing and productivity. I also formed a 
relationship with a new collaborator at the University of Arizona, who has agreed to (remotely) demonstrate the 
capabilities of his lab in my GEOS 549 Economic Geology class, and with whom I am intending to collaborate on 
new research projects in hydrothermal ore deposit systems, since we have complementary skills and interests. I 
foresee using the techniques, materials, contacts and information I learned during this workshop extensively 
throughout my career.  

In summary, I am an enthusiastic instructor with a strong commitment to increasing the effectiveness of my 
teaching and thereby improving my students’ learning experiences. I put a lot of time into trying to improve my 
teaching as I feel that training the next generation of scientists to think critically and assess the validity of data is of 
vital importance both to the future of our society and to the world as a whole. 

 


