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Reflecting on the strengths of a course on political behavior, one of my students 
commented that “This course was one of the few politics courses at UVA that I left feeling like I 
was challenged to critique…studies in a way that not only strengthened my critical thinking 
skills, but also made me interested in continuing my education/contribution to political science 
research.” He or she also added that the course “equipped me with some basic skills that would 
be applicable to working on a real campaign or with a consulting firm.” In this evaluation, this 
student captured my primary goals in designing any political science course. First, students will 
develop the ability to communicate in a variety of styles and for a variety of audiences. They 
will learn to critically analyze political and social problems and apply basic political science 
research methods. Finally, they will understand their responsibilities as democratic citizens and 
identify what they need to know to get involved in local and national politics.  

In addition to the foundational knowledge that makes up the discipline, students need 
to leave the university with the skills to succeed in the classroom and in a variety of work 
environments. To realize this goal, I assign a variety of writing assignments, presentations, and 
small-group activities that mimic the situations students may find themselves in after 
graduation. One of the most effective of these assignments is a series of memos that students in 
my “Campaigns, Candidates and Citizens” and “Governing Diversity” courses write. In each 
memo, students are asked to offer their recommendation in response to a specific problem and 
justify their recommendation using course material and their own research. For example, 
students were told they were an advisor to a 2016 presidential candidate and had been asked to 
assess that candidate’s baseline chances of winning the election using a set of economic 
indicators and assigned material on election forecasting. To be successful, students had to apply 
class readings and discussions to a new situation, taking into consideration their audience and 
political realities. Students “found the memos to be particularly rewarding,” “fun,” and “an 
effective and creative way to convey our understanding of the topics discussed in class.” They 
also saw the assignment as fulfilling the goal of practicing writing for professional audiences. 
As one student commented, “I enjoy writing the memos a lot. They are very helpful and I even 
used one as a writing example for an internship.”  

My commitment to teaching research methods helps students improve their written and 
verbal communication skills while also encouraging them to critically analyze research they 
encounter in everyday life. Each of my upper-level courses tackles some component of the 
research process, whether it’s the literature review and a proposed research design in “Mass 
Media and American Politics” or “Candidates, Campaigns and Citizens,” or data collection and 
analysis in “Political Psychology” or “Public Opinion and American Democracy.” Those that 
are particularly excited to gain hands-on experience presenting empirical work are encouraged 
to apply to Southwestern’s Research and Creative Works Symposium, a campus-wide event 
that highlights undergraduate research. As one student who took advantage of this opportunity 
noted, “This experience was so fantastic; I learned not only how to survey and analyze data but 
to create and present an academic poster.” Regardless of whether they decide to present, 
students tackle challenges of survey design, such as question wording and order effects, and are 
quick to point out similar problems in polls they see in the news. Rather than taking public 
opinion research at face value, students question the claims and methods used in political 
research while applying them to areas of particular interest to them. 

I encourage the development of these communication, research and critical thinking 
skills not only because I believe they are vital to success as a political scientist or public servant, 
but also to success as a citizen. Starting with my introductory course, I encourage my students 
to identify ways to participate in government and politics and to take responsibility as 
democratic citizens. In American Politics (Southwestern’s introductory course), each student is 
required to complete four hours of community-engaged learning, whether it’s phone banking 



for a candidate, registering students to vote on campus, or attending a meeting of the local city 
council. Many students are unsure about how to get involved or unwilling to commit the time 
to something they have never done before, but as one explained, the assignment “pushed me 
from my boundaries and made me experience new things that I would have never attempted to 
do.” My hope is that these students continue to participate in similar activities in the future 
because this assignment removes some of the anxiety associated with getting involved. 

As a political psychologist, I am drawn to the study of why people make political 
decisions and the factors compelling them to enter and exit the political arena. As a teacher, I 
look to encourage the same curiosity in my students, facilitating an environment that allows 
them to explore approaches to politics and feel comfortable asking the sometimes-difficult 
questions about the role of inequality, resources, and interests in shaping our political world. 
My role is not simply to impart information, but to provide students with an environment 
where they can develop professional skills and critical thinking while connecting the research 
and methodology of academic work to the everyday politics they glean from media or through 
volunteer service, clubs and work experience. One of the students in my introductory course 
commented that when he left my course, “I now realize just how big of a role my political voice 
plays in society.” If students leave my class with the realization that their political voice can 
shape government and policy and with the skills to make that voice heard, I will feel I have 
succeeded as a teacher.  
 


