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“The first thing I want to say to you, who are students, is that you cannot afford to think of being 

here to receive an education: you will do much better to think of being here to claim one.” This quote, 
from a convocation speech delivered by Adrienne Rich, has remained with me since I first read it as an 
undergraduate. At that time, Rich’s words encouraged me to think for myself, ask questions, and seek out 
opportunities. Now, as a teacher, Rich’s remarks form the backbone of my teaching philosophy: My 
objective as a teacher is to empower my students by giving them the tools to claim their education. 

As an ecoimmunologist, I am both a wildlife field biologist and a laboratory immunologist. Due 
to the interdisciplinary nature of my research, I am equipped to teach a wide range of topics in equally 
diverse settings (e.g., lecture halls, laboratories, or outside). Over the last five years, I have taught Animal 
Physiology labs, led discussion sections for numerous evolutionary anthropology courses, including 
Evolutionary Medicine and Primate Ecology, and been a teaching assistant for Emerging Infectious 
Diseases, a large lecture course for non-science majors.  

Beyond my duties as a lab instructor and teaching assistant, created and implemented a workshop 
(two class periods) on exploratory data analysis using the R language. I designed the workshop for 
undergraduate students with no previous exposure to statistical programming. Programing can be 
intimidating, and as long as students possess a basic understanding of statistics, it is best to have them 
jump right in: while I explain fundamental concepts and coding commands, the students type and run the 
codes on their laptops. I then float around the room and interact with students one-on-one to troubleshoot 
coding issues. This real-time feedback is critical for keeping students on track and also enables me to 
adjust the pace of the course if the students need additional time to grasp a new topic or implement a new 
code. An important part of this workshop is that, from the outset, the students work with a large and 
multidimensional behavioral dataset compiled by an undergraduate at the Duke Lemur Center. I selected 
this dataset to demystify research and illustrate that everyone in the room is capable of doing ‘real’ 
science during their time at Duke. By the end of the workshop, students are asking their own questions 
about the data (e.g., do male or females scent mark at equal rates and does scent-marking frequency vary 
with season or group size?) and answering their questions by writing code for appropriate statistical 
models (see homework assignment). I have implemented this workshop in two courses at Duke 
(Sociobiology and Research Methods in Evolutionary Anthropology) and have been invited to make this 
module a permanent part of the curriculum in the Evolutionary Anthropology department. 

As a reflective teacher, I engage in the iterative process of revising and improving class activities 
and assignments to best meet the needs of my students. At the end of my first year of teaching Animal 
Physiology laboratories at the University of Maryland, student surveys revealed that students had been 
bored by the labs, which required them to follow basic step-by-step instructions, and frustrated by the 
outdated equipment. This feedback was the rationale for remodeling the course – an intensive project that 
I undertook with the professor of the Animal Physiology lecture. The following semester, we unveiled a 
new online interface designed to 1) promote collaboration within lab groups and 2) allow instructors to 
monitor individual progress. Moreover, the students benefited from 12 new research-based laboratories 
that engaged them in the critical thinking necessary to apply the scientific method: each lab prompted 
them to make hypotheses and predictions, develop and implement methods to test their hypotheses, and 
interpret their results. After this restructuring, student participation, satisfaction, and performance (as 
measured by attendance, weekly quizzes, lab reports, and surveys) increased substantially. 

Outside of the classroom, I embrace the opportunity mentor undergraduates in research, and I 
have served as the primary mentor for two seniors pursuing honors theses projects. I encourage students 
to develop their own research questions, as this promotes ownership of the project, and I provide guidance 
for distilling their questions into testable hypotheses and predictions. Next, I require my students to make 
an effort at independently funding their work: my students draft grant proposals, which we edit and 
submit together. As a result, each of my students received $800 in research funds. In addition to gaining 
competency in a number of lab and/or field techniques and statistical analyses, my students become 



effective science communicators (see posters), even collaborating with me to publish their projects 
(Greene and Grogan et al. under review). 
 These experiences, as a lab instructor, teacher, and research mentor, form the foundation for my 
teaching career. Additionally, I am currently enrolled in the Certificate of College Teaching program and 
the Preparing Future Faculty Program at Duke. Through my participation in these programs, I am further 
developing my teaching toolbox and refining my pedagogy. Ultimately, my goal is that my students 1) 
see science not as a collection of established facts, but as an ongoing process and 2) are inspired to claim 
their education and participate in that process.  
	  


