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As a plant ecologist, I study the complex interactions and connections in the natural world. When 

conducting my research, I strive to understand why certain communities of plants can coexist 

and flourish while others have inhibited growth. As an instructor, I have realized that classrooms 

are just a different type of ecological community, and just like plant communities, can be a 

success or failure without the right conditions. As a result, I have developed four main 

components that I incorporate into my teaching to help create a caring and supportive learning 

environment. The components are active learning, incorporating real world issues, developing 

applicable skills, and mentoring. 

 

Active Learning 

My lessons combine both lecture and active learning activities so students can get real hands on 

experience in conducting ecological experiments. For example, in my upper division ecology 

class students attend semi-weekly field trips to collect data in a local park. The final experiment 

is of the students own design and is based off of a topic covered in lecture. I believe it is crucial 

for students to get out of the classroom when possible and experience what it is like to apply 

what they’ve learned and design and run an experiment. I also try to incorporate opportunities for 

anonymous reflection. At the end of each week students complete a reflection exercise to 

summarize what they have learned, choose a favorite topic, and ask a question about a concept 

they’d like to know more about. These reflections give me greater insight into their learning 

process and help me select which topics need extra review or explanation the following week. 

 

Incorporating Real World Issues 

When my students are in the classroom we discuss complex concepts, work in groups, and apply 

ecological theory to real world problems. Unfortunately, it is very easy to find current 

environmental disasters to discuss in class. Showing students how their knowledge about 

ecology can be applied to help mitigate current environmental disasters makes the content more 

relatable and personal.  This helps my students understand and realize that what they are learning 

in the classroom is relevant. When possible I try to incorporate local examples that really 

resonate with my students and emphasize why they are learning the material. By using examples 

of real world issues my students can see how the concepts they’ve learned about can play out in 

the real world and these examples help reinforce these concepts in their memory. 

 

Developing Applicable Skills 
Critical thinking and communication skills are also crucial for students to be successful in and 

out of the classroom. Those individuals with critical thinking skills can sort through and identify 

the ideas grounded in logic and based off of real evidence. Once you understand a complex topic, 

the next step is to communicate that information to others. Being curious and skeptical are some 

of the most important traits for a scientist to have, as it allows them to think critically about a 

subject. For example, in my intro biology lab I ask my students to work in small groups to devise 

an experimental test to answer a simple biological question. Once they have generated an 

experiment we have a long discussion in the classroom about which would be the most effective, 

what are the limitations of each, and which is the most realistic. This challenges the students to 

think deeply about the choices they made and compare and contrast their design with their peers. 

It also challenges the students to openly discuss and communicate their ideas and opinions in a 

respectful and effective manner. Through these teaching choices, I aim to inspire and prepare the 



Statement of Teaching Philosophy | Angela Kaczowka 

future generations of scientists to think critically, to remain curious, and to never be afraid to ask 

questions and seek answers.   

 

Mentoring 
As an instructor, my main objectives are that my students leave with more knowledge than they 

started with and reach their own personal goals for the class. For many, that goal is to be 

employed. To help facilitate that, I make sure to have office hours and am available by 

appointment and email to answer questions not just about coursework but also about finding 

research positions or internships, the job market, and applying to graduate or professional school. 

Each week at the start of lecture I show a job posting, internship, or volunteer opportunity that 

my students could apply for and in doing so my students are more informed on what skills 

employers are interested in and the types of documents needed for the application. I want my 

students to see me as a resource to help guide them towards success, whether that success is 

academic or job oriented. 

 

Summary 

It is my goal to ensure that my students get a quality education, learn valuable skills, and have a 

positive experience when in my classroom. Students have diverse backgrounds with variety of 

different experiences with science classes, and as a result I design my lessons to be flexible so 

that any student can participate, no matter what background they have in the subject. No matter 

the subject, my classroom fosters critical thinking, effective communication skills, and the 

application of conceptual theory to real world problems. To achieve this, I apply active learning 

techniques that focus on group work and discussion based learning, and individual self-

reflections activities on course material. These activities help develop a warm, welcoming 

classroom climate where ideas, successes, and failures can all be shared freely. In doing so, I 

provide a classroom dynamic where all of my students receive the support they need to succeed.  

 


