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Teaching Statement 
 
Teaching Philosophy: As my research focuses on the power of political narratives for uncovering and 
suppressing political capacities, my teaching aims to expand student awareness of how different 
narratives and ideas have shaped the modern world, and continue to shape it. I thus approach my teaching 
with two guiding questions: am I providing students with the practical skills to engage and evaluate the 
political world in which they live and act? And, am I enabling students to reach their own conclusions, to 
find their own intellectual voice in ways that matter beyond the confines of this course? This approach is 
grounded in my belief that the classroom space is most successful when it fosters a sense of enterprise—
that is, a sense of mutual engagement in a project of understanding and intellectual growth.  

To foster this environment I employ two basic devices in my teaching. First, I structure lectures 
and discussions around problems: what are the questions that the authors, or texts, are responding to (on 
their own terms)? Do these problems (in the same terms) persist in our world today? By starting with 
questions instead of a single line of interpretation, students are drawn more deeply into the text. For 
instance, when teaching Hegel’s Phenomenology I am always struck by the ways this thoroughly 
intimidating text can become an exciting, empowering work for students. I have students “translate” a 
passage from Hegel’s work into their own words, then collaborate with others to create a “master 
translation,” noting major disagreements as they go. I have seen overwhelmed, dispirited students become 
triumphant and eager, excited to puzzle through other challenges together. Approaching theory as a 
collaborative enterprise shows students that uncertainty is not a fatal academic flaw, but rather sits at the 
heart of productive inquiry.  

Second, in my teaching I emphasize that students should view their diverse backgrounds and 
experiences as deeply relevant to their studies. At UCLA I have had the rewarding experience of teaching 
students from a variety of cultural, socio-economic, ethnic and religious backgrounds—from first 
generation college students, military veterans and international students, to students from privileged 
economic and social upbringings. Building an inclusive community of learning that extends beyond the 
confines of the classroom requires intellectual openness, humility, and respect. These are values that I 
strive to model in the classroom through the selection of course content and the way I structure each class. 
In my courses I make an effort to include texts from historically marginalized perspectives: I teach Plato 
with DuBois, Sophocles with Butler, Fredrick Douglas with Lincoln, Beauvoir with Nietzsche. I remind 
students that while, from a distance, the history of political thought may appear stable and inevitable in its 
form, it has been shaped through a process of ongoing interrogation, exclusion and inclusion. Most 
importantly, I ask students to consider how the different experiences they bring to the classroom are a part 
of this process. Central to this approach is asking students to draw connections between the course and 
their own interests. This gives students a sense of authority over intimidating subjects, and keeps class 
discussions vital and timely. Reflecting this, one of my students wrote in an evaluation “I really enjoyed 
how Libby would connect major historical literary themes to contemporary issues, and encouraged us to 
relate what we were learning to topics which interest us, making mastery of the material more effective.” 
  Combining these devices, I ask students view themselves as scholars in their own right. When 
teaching writing, for instance, I have students write and circulate short, critical “thought pieces” for 
discussion. This exercise gives students the experience of viewing their own work as worthy of public 
appraisal, but also makes them responsible for publicly evaluating the work of others. Similarly, instead 
of typical in-class presentations, last spring I had students lead a portion of class discussion: students 
could offer a textual interpretation for debate, design a group activity, or pose a puzzle to be solved. Three 
students memorably designed a quiz game (“Arendtopardy,” complete with Jeopardy soundtrack and 
buzzer) examining the core categories of Arendt’s The Human Condition. Two others organized a multi-
round debate evaluating Michael Rogin’s interpretation of the film Independence Day. Over time, this 
emphasis on an ethos of scholarship and mutual enterprise contributed to a classroom defined by active 
engagement, trust, and respect.  
 
 



Teaching Experience and Interests: Over the past six years I have taught a variety of courses ranging 
from broad, introductory surveys to targeted, specialized seminars. I have particular experience teaching 
courses on the history of political thought, especially ancient political thought, early modern through 
enlightenment thought (including the thought of the American Revolution), 19th and 20th C. continental 
thought, and courses analyzing the intersection of politics, film, and literature. I am comfortable teaching 
a wide range of philosophical and literary texts in the western tradition, running from ancient Greece and 
Rome through the Renaissance, early modern, modern, and twentieth century periods. 

For the past three years I have taught with UCLA’s General Education Cluster Program for 
incoming students. The Cluster is a year-long interdisciplinary and writing intensive course, taught by 
rotating faculty from a number of departments. The course moves at a demanding pace, teaching 
foundational texts spanning the works of political and social theorists such as Machiavelli, Hobbes, 
Locke, Rousseau, Wollstonecraft, Franklin, Nietzsche, Mill, Freud, Gilman, DuBois and Beauvoir; 
philosophers such as Hume, Descartes, Hegel, Sartre; literary works by authors such as More, DeFoe, 
Shakespeare, Mary Shelly, Dickens, and Wolfe; scientific treatises by Newton, Lamarck, and Darwin; and 
economic works by Smith, Marx, Keynes, and Hayek. The Cluster concludes with small, topical seminars 
designed and taught by graduate teaching fellows. My seminars, “Exceptional Politics: Heroism and 
Western Political Thought” and “Politics on the Stage: Tragedy in Western Political Thought,” both 
focused on the intersection between classical political thought, and contemporary political theory and 
culture. In keeping with my research interests, these courses utilized a variety of textual sources, 
including online media, graphic novels, essays, plays and films in addition to traditional works of political 
thought. Prior to my work with the Cluster, I also taught an “Introduction to American Politics” with Tom 
Schwartz, as well as several iterations of UCLA’s introductory political theory survey course “PS 10” 
with Giulia Sissa and Joshua Foa Dienstag; as well as upper division theory courses focusing on 
“Contemporary Political Thought” and “Continental Political Thought,” both with Joshua Foa Dienstag. 

I routinely receive high evaluations from my students; I have included a selection below. 
Quantitative scores reflect the mean student evaluation for a single section or seminar. Of these, the first 
chart pulls data from large survey courses where I was not the primary instructor; the second shows 
responses pulled from courses I designed and taught as sole instructor.  

 

 

Overall rating of 
instructor 

Instructor was 
knowledgeable 

Instructor 
Concern 

Students felt welcome 
seeking help  

Value of sections 
justified time &effort 

PS 111C: Late Modern  
Political Thought (Winter, 
2011) 9 9 9 9 9 
PS 116: Continental 
Political Thought (Fall, 
2010) 8.92 8.92 8.92 9 8.77 
PS 10: Introduction to 
Political Theory (Spring 
2010) 9 9 8.92 9 8.85 
PS 40: Introduction to US 
Politics (Fall, 2009) 9 9 8.88 9 8.25 

*1 = very low; 9 = very high. 

 

Weekly 
meetings 
were well 
prepared and 
organized *  

Instructor 
encouraged 
questions and 
open 
discussion * 

The seminar 
prompted me 
to think 
critically and 
analytically*  

The instructor made 
students feel 
welcome in seeking 
help in or outside of 
class*  

Your overall 
ranking of 
seminar** 

Your overall 
ranking of 
instructor ** 

“Extraordinary Politics:" 
Heroism and Political 
Narrative in Western 
Thought 4 4 3.8 4 5 4.9 
Politics on the Stage: 
Tragedy in Western 
Thought  4 4 4 4 5 5 
Heroic Politics! Heroism 
in Western Political 
Thought 4 4 3.86 3.7 4.57 5 

 * 1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly agree. ** 1 = very low; 5 = very high. 


