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Just Say No to the Weepy
Teaching Statement

Teaching statements are without a doubt the hardest of all job

documents to write. The genre is rarely explained, the expecta-
tions are unclear, the expected content at first blush seems obvious
and rote, and feelings about teaching are often intense and hard
'to articulate in academic prose. Because of these challenges, teach-
Ing statements are often appallingly bad, and they are bad in con-
sistent ways,

Here are the major problems with the typical teaching statement
first draft:

1.1t ls Too Long

A teaching statement should be no
Ing statement is always subsidiary t
explained, search committee me

Whi . gliane
ahll:os:ze gc_zdlcated individuals might enjoy reading multiple
51 eli‘i ok ac ing, the vast majority will not. A short teachi ng state-
y to digest. Everything You need to say can be easily said

in one page. Of course | mean o . : int
type and one-inch margins, "€ page with legible 11- or 12-poi"

longer than one page. A teach-
o the job letter and CV. As I've

—
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You know how when you get read R e
Y for a long b, : :
and they tell you to pack your backpac yigy efcr;ﬁagc}l;igtﬁi
you need, walk around the block with it, come back, and tak }i:lf
out? Well, when you write a professi -

; onal job document, write -
thing you think need to say, then go back anq take ha]f‘lfft ;lmy
write less than you think you need. i

2. You Tell a Story Instead of Making Statements
Supported by Evidence

This is the most common pitfall of the teaching statement. Candi-
dates think the genre requires the “story of my teaching life.” For
example:

I always like to use multimedia materials in the classroom. I first dis-
covered the value of these when I taught Introduction to Cultural
Anthropology at East Tennessee State last spring. In that class I had
the opportunity to use a wide range of videos and online materi-
als. Students told me that they really loved these, and I came to feel
that these are excellent methods for promoting in-class discussions.
I plan to use them in future classes as well.

Some of you probably think that the above is fine, but it isn't.
It rambles and tells instead of shows. We don’t1want the Story of
Teaching. We want principles of teaching, and evidence that you ex-
emplify these principles in specific classroom goals anﬁ ;;rac;‘g; :

Remember that this piece of writing s sometimes kca eda i
ing Philosophy. I dislike that term, bec-ause I thin I1t e;;oumi *
writers to make the errors of emotionalism and navel-ga g o
nation. However, it does clarify that the statement has to articulate

Then the write , _ -
and specific terms, how this good is manifested in specific teach
ing strategies, with examples. Then

evidence is provided to show
Th € i y is
it was d effectively. Then there is a conclusion. And the essa:
s done A
finished.
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To repeat: wide general good—>teaching strategies that man.
ifest this good—>examples from specific classes—>evidence thy,
the strategies were effective—>conclusion.

3. You Express Sentiments That Are Saccharine, Obvious,
and Indistinguishable from Countless Other Applicants’

All too often, the “wide general good” that writers fall back on js
some tired blahdeddy blah about “encouraging discussion” and
“supporting a variety of viewpoints” and “hands-on learning” and
“promoting critical thinking” and “creating engaged learners”
and. .. oh, sorry, I fell asleep.

Please recall that the search committee is reading something
like 300 of these. Of those 300, approximately 285 are going to say
that the writer “cares passionately about teaching,” “uses a variety
of multimedia materials,” “promotes discussion,” and “strives to ed-
ucate students to be critical thinkers.”

The sentiments you express in your statement cannot be saccha-
rine or hackneyed or obvious. Your teaching motivations need to
arise from a sharp and incisive understanding of your discipline
and its contributions to the greater good. Then you need to give ac-
tual examples from classes that you have taught, examples that are
not painfully obvious (“I use small group discussions!”) but rather
vivid and memorable (I assigned mini-ethnographies of the local
meatpacking district and then students shared these in a student
symposium in the last week of term”). Ideally your teaching method
will be memorable enough that reviewers will be able to say later,

“She’s that one who does those mini-ethnographies of the meat-
packers, right?”

4. You Misread Your Audience
You may well have to write two teaching statements, one for @

teaching-oriented SLAC, and one for a research institution. These
won't be wildly different, but they may differ to a degree. Your
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readers x’;vant evu:le.nce. that your teaching goals are consi i
the mission of the institution, Ifit s SLAC, then you'll wSlent .
phasize your methods for and successes ;

classes, and incorporating underg
ample. If it is 2 giant land-grant college, then you'll be best served
by describing your success in using innovative methods and tech-
nologies to teach lecture courses of hundreds of students.

: » intimate
raduates in your research, for ex-

5. You Are Excessively Humble,
Especially If You Are Female

Lines such as

“| was honored to have the opportunity to be entrusted with the core
seminar in X,”

“| was fortunate to be selected for the award in X"
“I hope that my methods will encourage studentsto...," or

“I am always striving to improve my skills and seek training in new methods”

may seem charming and engaged, butare actually overly submissi'.r'e
and self-sabotaging. Itisnotan “honor” anda “pmu.lege tohteach—lt
is a basic responsibility of a scholarly job. Speak of it as such.

6. You Are Excessively Emotional,
Especially If You Are Female

Lines such as

n
“| am delighted when students tell me-- 3 p”
“| would be thrilled to teach your coursein
. n
“I am so excited to use new materials,

ne
“It would be a great pleasure to c7é2t€
1

w courses,”

“I| would love to be apart of .-+ © lenjoy .-+
njoy - -
“I can’t say enough about how much | €7
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i ged, but are actually overly emotiong)

m friendly and enga
:l:g ::;hly feminized in ways that sabotage your chances by substj.

tuting emotion for facts.
Women in particular mus
vest in this type of verbiage.
not about being nice. The more :
more you sound like a perennial replacement adjunct.
Those who are competitive in the tenure track market articulate

a teaching persona that is consistent with their researcher persona;
serious, rigorous, disciplinarily cutting-edge, demanding, and with
high standards and expectations. Of course it is important to show
your collegiality, but that happens later, during the interviews and

campus visit.

¢ beware of their tendency to overjp,.
Teaching at the tenure track leve] jg
efforts you make to sound nice, the

7. You Fail to Link Your Research and Teaching
into a Single Consistent Whole

The teaching statement is not meant to suddenly depart from
your scholarly persona to tell a random new story about how nice
you are and how much you care about students. The teaching
statement is meant to demonstrate that you are as self-directed,
resourceful, and innovative in the classroom as you are in your
research and writing. The connections between these personae
should be seamless. If you are dedicated to new approaches to
medieval manuscripts in your research, then show us how you
use medieval manuscript replicas in your classroom to instruct
students in paleographic methods. If you are dedicated to cri-
tiquing postapocalyptic fantasy in your research, then show how
you have students deconstruct episodes of The Walking Dead. If
you study the role of death in Shakespearean drama, then show

how
you have your students stage one of the corpse scenes from
Hamlet.

Remember to always stay on message.
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8. You Don’t Have a Conclusion
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All professlor}al df)cumems should conclude with a broad gesture
toward the wider import of your work. A line that dribbles off like
“And I recewf:‘d-posnwe feedback for that class” is painfully deflat-
ing to read. Finish strong. An example might be “In sum, all of my
pedagogical strategies are dedicated to teaching the debates and
controversies animating political life in ways that will remain with
the student long after he or she leaves my classroom.” Or “To con-
clude, whether in small classes or large, I am dedicated to bringing
the insights of political science to students’ lived experience, both
at the local and global level.”

] want to share with you a particularly awful teaching state-
ment (with kind permission of the writer, discipline obscured).
It isn’t the worst teaching statement I've ever seen because nearly
all first drafts of teaching statements are so uniformly awful that
it is difficult to employ the superlative in this context. But this
one is very bad indeed, and bad in a way that reflects the most
common error of the genre, especially when written by women:
hyper-emotionalism.

I have italicized all the words that invoke emotion and the kind
of yearning and striving that is endemic to this genre, anfi I have
bolded adjectives. The combination of emotionalism, striving, and
adjectives makes this teaching statement 2 maelstrom of redundant
feeling-talk in place of crisp and memorable substance.

Teaching [my discipline] provides many opportunitie-s to stimulate
dents are more likely to learn

students’ thinking about X and X. Stu
b e and when they are én-

when they are comfortable in the cIassrooTn. _ e
gaged with the material. To this end, I strive fo give students individ

ualized attention and to foster an understanding of the world around
them through interactive learning.

I[}] .

. i tent, none
obvious and provides little substantive COMLCHE
rable,



170 OB DOCUMENTS THAT WORK

----- sssERmEREREE

When students know their teachers care about them, they are more

attentive to and more enthusiastic about their studies. Each quarter,

1 invest time and effort into building long-lasting relationships with sty
dents. I learn their names, interests, and motivations for taking the
course. I also design activities that encourage students to attend office
hours, and I invite students to visit with me at cafés and restaurants
during extended “office hours.” In addition, I make myself availabi,
through email, instant messaging, and social networking sites. Like
my colleagues, I have boundaries for office hours and availability
online, but I make sure that students never feel hesitant to contact me,
1 appreciate that students have other needs and concerns, and I recog-
nize that personal problems and learning disabilities can impede their
studies. It is also my experience that many students do not ask for help.
Therefore, I take the initiative to contact students who seem uninterested
or unresponsive, and I take note when I noticea sudden change in a stu-
dent’s behavior. Showing a little concern can go a long way.

This paragraph is totally enmeshed in emotion-talk—all caring,
striving, nurturing, and poor boundaries (despite the weird dis-
avowal). It overuses “I” sentences, and is repetitive, taking nine sen-
tences to make a single substantive point (I make myself available to
students) that could be encapsulated in one. It sends a massive red
flag to the committee that the candidate’s priorities are skewed and
she will not get her writing done for tenure. In sum, it presents the
candidate as a perennial adjunct rather than tenure track material.

Students are also more enthusiastic about their studies when they
are engaged with the material, In the classroom, I make every ¢ffort
to create a supportive and collegial environment, in which students
Jeel comfortable to share their ideas and to approach me for help. I
begin each class with a fun and engaging activity related to course
material. Sometimes, I play songs and ask students to interpret the
lyrics. Other times, I play a short clip from a film or late-night com-

edy show. For example, in a class on X, Ishowed a clip on X from the
film X. I also invite students to bring in songs

cles for participation points, These activities al
Ipate in alternative ways, and they provide o

videos, and news arti-
low students to partic-
pportunities for students
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to see how X informs theijr everyday lives and ex
sections, I also incorporate Creative byt Purposeful activit
stimulate students’ interest in X In additi o ring

- : On to giving mini-lecture
to clarify the readings, I use a combination of small- and large-gmu;

discussions, simulations, and JeopardyLlike review games, For each
class I teach, 1 also create a blog, where 1 post each weckl's agenda,
discussion questions, and learning objectives. The blogs also provide
an interactive forum for student-to-student and student-to-teacher

communication, and they allow me to present infi ion in multiple
ways to better accommodate different learning styles,

periences, During

This paragraph contains some substantive teaching meth-
ods but buries them in more feeling-talk. Also, she overuses lists
and adjectives in describing the methods, and employs a term—
“mini-lectures”—that is self-minimizing or juvenilizing. Finally, she
has so little concrete substance about her teaching as tied to her
discipline that little effort was required to disguise her discipline:
as you can see, there are only a handful of Xs.

As an educator, I have a unique opportunity to help my students be-
come better citizens who care more about the world around them. To
make the most of this opportunity, I examine my own practices and
strive to constantly improveupon them. To this end, I seekstudent feed-
back through the use of anonymous evaluations. These evaluations
help students feel more invested in the course, and they help me know
what and how to changein order to make my teaching more effective.
If students come away from my class caring even a little bit more about
X than they did at the start of the quarter, all the better.

the most hackneyed adjective of all—

Thi lo ivi
is paragraph deploys back into feeling and striving

“unique”—and then catapults us '
i aching, one
land, While it is fine to refer to ways you Improve your te g

i over-narrates the point,
e i s. In this case, she :
S use of emotions. Finally,

then makes it again subordinate to the ca . b
her phrasing implies that all of her teaching needs interventy
be effective.

Through all of these erro

rs of approach, this candidate renders
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herself, with the best of intentions, as someone with poor boung,
aries and questionable emotional distance from her Studen,
Fortunately, she transformed the statement by the fina] draf. Un:
fortunately, I cannot share the revised document because is ngy,
so detailed that her anonymity would be compromised, Thas ,
good thing—it means that the revised statement has replaceq gen.
eralizations with specificities, that it shows rather than tells,
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Evidence of Teaching Effectiveness

Some Jjob applications request a teaching portfolio or “evidence

of teaching effectiveness.” This goes beyond the basic teaching
statement discussed in the previous chapter to encompass sample
syllabi, proposed course descriptions, a list of courses, evaluations
or a summary of evaluations, and the complete evaluations (both
numerical and narrative) for one or two courses.

I'will take each of these in turn.

The sample syllabi should reflect courses you have taught that are
in some way similar to the courses you'll be asked to teach at the job
for which you're applying. You do not need to write a new syllabus
for one of the courses currently on their books (unless, of cF)urse,
that is requested in the ad). Your purpose here is simply to give ev-
idence that you know how to put together a class 111. a relatesd 'flrea,
with appropriate organization, subject coverage, assigned reacings
and course assignments and exams. The syllabi you submi tj at
be substantive and complete, with complete course fiescnp ons

ical commitments in the
the top that demonstrate your pedagogica PO
classes. Don't excise the basic policy section; they w?-;llwzvcr if your
you've dealt with issues of plagiarism et Chea[mg;loei not rjieed to
campus imposes pages of legal boilerplate, that

be included " 0 i
. 5 impress the
Resist the temptation t0 create a “mega classn :;:ejog i
search committee. I did this once, My first year O
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and a tenured friend said, gently, “Um, ['H.l Dessure s an gy
» Remember, they want evidence that your Courseg
tuall}.f tzf‘:?ab:;tual students. Keep the readings and assignmeng
:;Zs::abie,oz:nd don’t use the syllabus as a stealth bibliography of
i tion topic.
YO;Z c:::it:ir:zlaﬂy Ca[:‘erI to match the quantity and difﬁculty level
of the readings to both the level of course and the status and type of
school to which you're applying. You may have been educated excly-
sively, in both undergraduate and graduate school, at Ivy Leagues
or elite Rls, but those are not necessarily the types of schools to
which you're applying. Adjust your expectations. An advanced up-
dergrad class at an elite R1 can include a substantial reading load,
while an advanced undergrad class at a regional teaching college,
with an entirely different type of student body, should be dialed
down. If you are unsure, Google syllabi for courses at the institu-
tion or other institutions of similar type and rank.

The course descriptions/proposals will be one-page sketches of new
courses that you propose to develop. These documents are not com-
plete syllabi with exhaustive policies and weekly assignments. This
one-page, single-spaced document should include the following:

JOB Docu-:*lf_r‘_‘ verasasentetesttttttnta,,, ..

e,
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* Title of the course,
* Your name.

* Approximate level of the course,
* Envisioned enrollment

. A_li'wfa-paragraph fiescripti(m of the course. Paragraph one
:\;llel ‘I:ntroduc.e an Important theme o topic in the world that
(')ull'sc will addregs, By “in the world,” I mean that it is
an existing phenomeno (hyg is worthy of study, and not

some arcane and Ped . 5
antic micro-arey larl
inuti i ar
minutiae of interest (q il rgument about scholarly

tenured professors i, N o P visor, and four other

for students. The (o - " Flease recall that syllabi are

paragraph will gee. .t SPEAK (0 students. The second

it ut by tl-le.-Sn::rlbe the broag subtopic breakdown

on which the co:r: Duf'se, and the readings or themes

W0 Innovative pea € Will be baseq, Tt will mention one or
SSighments, 1¢ there jg room, a brief third

of the course,

v
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paragraph can show how the course fits into and advances
existing initiatives and foci of the department,
o A “mini-syllabus™ a single—spaced ten-

or sixteen-line week-
by-week list of the course topics.

The course will be read with an eye to ts appeal to the students.
Particularly if it's an undergraduate course, s appeal to undergrad-
uates should be instantly apparent. The writing should sell. Don’t be
pedantic here. Consider starting with an intriguing question: “What
do shows like CSI'and Bones tell us about forensic science in Amer-
ica?” “Is the world running out of fresh water?” “What do Mark Twain
and Danielle Steel have in common?” “One hundred and fifty years
after the close of the Civil War, what is the status of race in America?”

The course should be innovative, and reflect new trends in your
field(s). They already have old faculty doing old stuff. Your job is
to do the new. It should capitalize on new technology and social
media. These are transforming university pedagogy, and your job
is to handle that for the other faculty who are too behind the times
to figure it out. _

It should be tailored to their department and campus. And its
subject should relate to the job. If the job is for confcmporary I%a.st
Asia, don’t submit your fabulous gender studies.sel:mnar, llfl]ess it is
Primarily East Asia based. If it is a gender studies job, don’t submit
your East Asia seminar unless it is primarily about ge“de"-' ‘

It should not duplicate what is alread)_' there. They are hiring you
to expand their coverage, not replicate it.

YoEr list of courses zauzht should include the names, t:e ]i"::;nagg
the enrollment. Descriptions are unnecessary, althc';:gad}.': -
vide this list into undergraduate and graduate subhe di:ifle byyge-
wish. If the position is an interdisciplinary orjoint ?“;’ g
Partment or area, Do not include course numbers; ¢ esﬁs might be
ingless outside of the campus. Anth 1102 o'n onc? cam{:: g
Anth 20 on another campus; the numberSJuStES:;g:z I say “brief

Lastly, you'll want a brief summary nym:sr e send exhaustive ar-
because I do not believe it to be app@pnaze t.o evaluations from
Chives of your numerical and narrative teachmgested specifically).
all of your classes (unless, of course, they are reqt
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These will most likely not be read, and may well exhaust the search
committee by their sheer volume.
Rather, find a way to summarize your numerical evaluations jy,
a table, and then give a sample of the written comments. Here are
two examples, provided (and anonymized) by readers of the blog,

EVIDENCE OF Teacy,

sesssseesenssaresaas NG EFFECTIVENESS
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Qualitative Written Evaluations
(scanned forms available upon request)

“| really enjoyed this course because | fee| that it provided a lot of
new information that | didn’t know before, | also thought that Pro-
fessor XXX really taught the class well with discussion questions

and such. | liked the presentation style of the class with students
presenting and also the professor.”

“There was a lot of student involvement with small group discussion
and bringing it into the larger group. Also, the presentations were
interesting.”

“She provided instant feedback on our reading responses and in-
terview assignments, which | liked because | could see how | was
doing throughout the semester. She also handed back our paper
proposal rather quickly.”

Teaching Evaluations for XXX University
Howmuch did this | How effectively did | How would you | To what extent Please
couse contrbutato [t nstuctor | evaluatothe | was the insructor | own evl o
Overall | your education? conduct class? Instructor's helpful to your I this courss,
- responses to your | leaming outside of
Consider factors work? class?
leaming, exposure to
new ideas, inteblectusl
growth
Introduction to OO
(Spring 2013) 6.24 64 6.6 58 68 88
Introduction o YYY
fFull 2013 6.25 564 6.36 66 6.0 6.65
Inbermediate XXX
bt cin ! 5.81 52 8.0 6.0 6.25 58
Gen Ed Course XXX
(Spring 2012)
e 625 6.25 6.0 66 63
__.—.-'-'-

Mean scores: 1 = poor, 7 = excellent

You might consider sending the complete evaluation set, both numeri-

cal and narrative, from a si.
view, rather than the ed
choosing narrative com

ments,

ingle class. That would allow for an objective
ited view that arises from your picking and
» for example. I would suggest send-

“My cultural perspective has been challenged many times and in ef-
fect has helped me form a more open mind. | could see our ex-
change students and their struggles and was able to form new
friendships outside of the classroom.”

“Professor XXX was very helpful and available for students who

wished to speak with her regarding their research papers or pre-
sentations that they were giving to the class.

g to meet with me for a longer pe-

“Professor XXX was always willin k briefly about it. | re-

riod of time regarding my work o justI :pea
ally appreciated her willingness to help!

i e el

——
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to include, always prioritize the classes for which you were Pl‘imary
instructor. Only use TA materials if you don’t have any instructoy
of record teaching experience. In general, if the narrative evaly,.
tions from TA discussion sections were excellent, include them, by
not at the expense of equally excellent or even just solid alternatives

from your solo-taught courses.
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The Research Statement

he research statement is more variable in length than the cover

letter and teaching statement. In the humanities and soft so-
cial sciences, two pages generally suffices. In general, I find that
two pages allows for an elaboration of the research well beyond
the summary in the cover letter, and gives the search committee
substantial information to work with, while remaining attentive to
the principle of search committee exhaustion. Some social science
fields such as psychology tend to longer statements of three to four
pages. In the sciences research statements are also l'onger (about
four pages) often to make room for figures. Never simply as:“me
that longer is better in an RS or in any job documel.!t.ﬁA:da w:z::
I urge all job seekers to investigate the norms o ‘hﬂfr - icer “
fully, and follow the advice they receive on this inatterfrom: €Xp

i the research statement I

; ify that
Before moving on, let me Shrty equested as part of a basic

discuss in this chapter is the dofume:}:' proposal” required by fel-
job application. This is not the “resea re of writing I discuss in

lowship or postdoc applications: That gen
part VIIL
Here are other rules:

_inch margins

nd oné
ped t lettel'head-

* Use 11- or 12-point ty 0

« Print on regular printer pa



