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I want my students to become engaged thinkers who make reasonable conclusions after confronting divergent viewpoints and who actively participate in an intellectual community.  Witnessing the moment in which a long-held belief is challenged—and when the student engages that challenge without immediately pushing back against it—is truly stunning.  I do not expect students to change their vote choice or policy preference, let alone their partisanship or ideology, because of anything that happens in my classes.  I do, however, expect that students will understand that political events, proposed policies, and politicians’ motives are all more complex than political rhetoric would have us believe.  I feel fortunate to be part of a process by which college students come to view the world differently, as more nuanced and complicated than they originally understood it to be.  My course readings, classroom activities and discussions, and assignments are all geared towards developing students into active members of the intellectual community who engage in dialogue that respects nuances.  The course I taught last spring, “Scandal and Reform in American Politics,” and the course I am teaching now, “Analyzing Election 2006” were designed around these principles.  With consistent feedback, I guided my students towards this kind of behavior during our semester together.

In order to foster productive dialogue between students, I work to create an environment where people can openly, freely and respectfully debate with each other.  Briefly discussing Hamilton’s admonition for caution in The Federalist #1, “We, upon many occasions, see wise and good men on the wrong as well as on the right side of questions of the first magnitude to society,” has set the proper tone in my classroom both when I was teaching and leading discussion sections.  Because students know that they must be respectful and reasoned in their arguments, we are able to discuss contested political issues and emotionally charged subjects fruitfully.  Several discussions in my Scandal course demonstrated this.  During the week in which we studied the role of political cartoons in Boss Tweed’s downfall, riots were taking place in Europe because of the Danish cartoons that depicted Mohammed.  This brought up issues about free speech, religion, and tolerance, but the class was able to (relatively) calmly analyze the situation and learn from it.  The media presence at Duke last spring during the first days of the lacrosse scandal also proved challenging in the course.  While class discussions created some tension, my students told me later that they appreciated that reasoned discourse and that they viewed the scandal more analytically and my course more personally than they would have otherwise.
I constantly push students to explain and defend their ideas because students learn the most when they hear all sides of an argument and when they engage in debate with others.  In class, I note when another student disagreed with the student currently speaking in some previous written work or discussion.  Because students have name tags in front of them, they can refer to each other by name, making it easier for them to interact with their fellow students as opposed to just with me.  If one point of view is not properly represented, I make sure to raise it so that students encounter conflicting arguments.  I also require them to engage opposing ideas in comments on their written work.  I assign weekly reading response papers that force students to think critically about the course material and guide them to think about the connections between the readings.  This more-informal type of assignment fosters engagement with and interest in the material and allows students to experiment with and develop ideas.  The feedback I give students on these papers pushes them to write more reasoned and thoughtful papers in both informal and formal assignments.  It also models a dialogue between thinkers, creating the kind of community in which I want students to participate.  

To create an intellectual community, I bring my research into the classroom by discussing ongoing debates in political science and the research that my colleagues (graduate students and professors) are doing as well as my own work.  I bring teaching into my research by creating assignments that require students to collect data and conduct preliminary analyses.  For example, the course I am currently teaching, “Analyzing Election 2006,” required students to collect qualitative data on specific campaigns and then share the research with the class (in oral presentations and in written reports).  In addition to the qualitative research, they will be required to conduct original quantitative research for the final project on survey data from the 2006 election.  Students will present their research to the class and write a brief summary of the research, so that each student will leave the course with a packet ‘explaining’ (or beginning to explain) the outcomes of the 2006 elections.  The research they do will also be a building block for my own work in the future.  Ultimately, I believe that discussing and conducting original research enhances both teaching and learning.
Technology can be an extremely useful tool to share research and information.   In my Scandal course, students made audio recordings about the research they had done and shared them with the class instead of making class presentations.  These ‘Podcasts’ saved class time, allowed students to benefit from each others’ ideas, and provided an outlet for students to be creative and show a different kind of talent than is evident in their writing assignments.  While students originally resisted the use of technology for the assignment, they later told me that it was one of their favorite assignments in college.  This assignment was facilitated by the Duke Digital Initiative’s distribution of iPods for academic purposes, but it actually only required a microphone and publicly available software.  In the future, I will definitely require students to create such Podcasts and then listen to each other’s projects on their own computers.  Because the material is presented with sound effects, music, and dramatic formats such as interviews, television shows, and audio diaries, students retain the information better and enjoy acquiring it.  Presentation of research in this format is powerful because of the potential it has to inspire students, teach them useful skills, and have them learn from each other.

One student said to me, “You are the most enthusiastic and energetic professor I’ve ever had.”  I took it as he intended—as a compliment.  But the real compliment came next: “At dinner last night, I was talking to my friends about the stuff we’ve been talking about in class this week and they said…”  I want to inspire my students to share ideas and have discussions outside of the classroom.  I want to motivate them to participate as members of an intellectual community, because that is what I hope they will do when they leave college.  Encouraging them to be curious and to discuss important, relevant political ideas is a central task of mine, both for their own sake as well as for the health of our citizenry and political system.
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