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I spent my first five years out of college first as a middle school math teacher, then a high school 
history teacher and department chair, and finally as a high school principal. The majority of my 
students would be first-generation college students, and my school’s mission was to prepare them 
academically and ethically to succeed in college. Dedicated to ensuring college was an option for any 
student interested in attending, my colleagues and I often dissected how we could mimic “college 
style instruction” in our high school classrooms. This usually involved regaling one another with 
tales of we managed to plow through hours of boring lecture, interpret vague writing prompts, 
struggle through disconnected in-class discussion and homework assignments, and cram in several 
hundred pages of reading, even though these strategies went against what we know about the best 
practices for effective instruction and the science of how people learn. If we wanted our students to 
be successful once they arrived at a college, then we needed to expose them to the instructional style 
typical in many college classrooms.  
 
My experience teaching at Harvard College, however, has led me to fundamentally rethink the one-
way diffusion of pedagogical practices I had envisioned as a high school teacher. As a PhD 
candidate in Government and Social Policy, I have been privileged to work with some of the 
brightest and most accomplished students in the world as a Teaching Fellow, thesis advisor, and lead 
instructor. However, in my experience, the intense focus on content transmission and many 
instructors’ lack of explicit pedagogical training can recreate the educational inequalities ravaging our 
K-12 education system within the college classroom, even among the accomplished students at 
Harvard.  I am dedicated to addressing inequality in American society, particularly through 
ameliorating disparate educational opportunity, in both my research and my teaching. Having spent 
the first part of my career preparing students for college, my current teaching focuses on ensuring 
that all students have the opportunity to succeed once they arrive on campus. Intentionally planning 
both the structure and the content of courses facilitates this goal. 
 
Structurally, I believe that excellent social science courses teach students both skills and content for 
two reasons. First, most assignments, to include final exams, papers and projects, require students to 
use writing skills particular to the discipline being taught, and students enter college with a wide 
range of experiences with disciplinary writing styles. Therefore, it is essential to teach students these 
skills, offering them practice and feedback before formally assessing how much they have learned. 
This, in turn, ensures that no matter a student’s preparation before college with the type of 
assignments in my course, they have the opportunity to be successful. Second, as much as I 
genuinely love political science, most of my students will not become political scientists themselves. 
However, mastering the skills of political science, like writing, reading critically, and understanding 
the basics of data analysis and civic institutions, are critical skills for my students’ future careers, and, 
just as importantly, civic lives.  
 
When I taught our department’s foundational tutorial, for example, I advocated for the inclusion of 
explicit writing instruction in our sections. I developed a scope and sequence, lesson plans, and 
materials that covered a different aspect of writing in the social sciences each week. In particular, I 
made sure that rubrics for each writing assessment aligned to the writing instruction that students 
had received.  The lessons included opportunities for students to practice writing by either reviewing 
exemplars or by writing and then reviewing with their peers. These are all fundamental components 
of any K-12 educator’s repertoire and bringing a little bit of K-12 into the college classroom seemed 
to ease my students’ uncertainty about writing. Hoping to inspire some attention to writing 
instruction in the course as a whole, I made these materials available to my fellow TF’s.  I 
implemented a similar system for teaching the senior thesis writing tutorials. Traditionally the 
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tutorial focused on providing peer review opportunities; however, I noticed that many of my 
students, particularly those with less rigorous academic preparation, craved support with research 
design, methodology, and writing literature reviews. Therefore, I incorporated explicit instruction on 
best practices for these tasks into the beginning of each of our sessions. 
 
Students, in turn, have commented on how helpful it was to have someone explicitly breakdown the 
micro-skills involved with writing, whether it be for a reading analysis or a senior thesis. One of my 
students commented that “[Sarah] was by far the best part of the course! I learned so much from her 
about writing.”   The following year, I partnered with the professor assigned to redesign the 
sophomore tutorial to improve and institutionalize the writing instruction I had developed. I have 
also worked with our department’s undergraduate office on rigorously assessing the impact of 
rubrics and backwards planned instruction on student writing outcomes (one of our studies is 
currently under review in the Journal of Political Science Education). 
 
Aligning instruction and course assignments through backwards planning and incorporating explicit 
skill instruction to prepare all students for success are important structural features of an equitable 
and inclusive classroom. However, course content is also critically important to ensuring students an 
equitable and rigorous intellectual experience. As a scholar of American politics, race, gender, and 
class are integral to how I think about power and privilege; consequently, I believe that course 
readings and materials should reflect the diversity of views and experiences extant on a particular 
topic. This includes, for example, ensuring that reading lists contain scholars of color, female 
scholars, and conservative and liberal policy perspectives. While I have taught entire courses about 
race, class, and inequality, I am also dedicated to ensuring that all of my courses continually 
acknowledge dynamics of inequality continually, rather than setting aside a single week for these 
difficult topics.  
 
While I know that I can continually improve on creating an equitable classroom environment, I am 
also dedicated to sharing best practices with others. For the past two years, I have served as my 
department’s Pedagogy Fellow. Through my training as a Pedagogy Fellow at the Bok Center for 
Teaching and Learning, I have learned to my ability to adjust my language or methods from the K-
12 classroom to meet the needs undergraduates. In this role, I expanded and redesigned the training 
for new graduate student Teaching Fellows. I developed materials and lessons to engage graduate 
students in exploring pedagogical best practices—everything from backwards planning, to explicit 
objectives, to rubrics, to active learning techniques.  For the first time in our department’s history, I 
incorporated a session explicitly focused on creating an equitable and inclusive classroom into the 
course. In this role, I aim to help students beyond the ones I teach directly by enhancing their 
instructors’ mindsets and capacities to create a challenging and inclusive course. 
 
Teach For America—the organization through which I first became a teacher—prompted us to 
determine what was in our “locus of control” when faced with a challenge. In my research I examine 
systemic drivers of inequality and the political barriers to enacting change, but this is a (very) long-
term contribution to addressing inequality the United States. Creating equitable and inclusive 
educational experiences that embrace diverse perspectives, explicitly teach skills, and communicate 
clear expectations, however, is entirely within my control. I am dedicated to building my capacity to 
do this effectively and to teaching interested colleagues how to do this as well. I can only hope that 
there are similar efforts at the colleges that my former high school students now attend.  
 


