
 30 aSbmb Today december 2014

ProfeSSional deVeloPmenT

How to write a teaching 
philosophy statement when you 
don’t have a lot of classroom 
experience (or even if you do)
By Joseph Provost 

A 

sking for a statement of teach-
ing philosophy from candidates 
who haven’t taught very much is 

kind of crazy, but the document is a 
standard requirement for an applica-
tion package in academia. Having 
recently taken a new position and 
having written my second teaching 
statement after 16 years, I realize how 
difficult it is for someone to write his 
or her first teaching philosophy.

My first teaching statement, 
written when I was a postdoc, was 
clumsy and superficial, filled with 
declarative, unsupported statements. 
I wrote that I wanted to reach out 
to students without indicating how 
I would do that. I wrote about how 
I wanted to involve students as part-
ners in learning but didn’t seriously 
address a method or approach to do 
so. I should have shown that this is a 
vocation, and I should have com-
municated that I have a passion for 
teaching and need to share this with 
students.

During my career, I’ve read hun-
dreds of teaching philosophy state-
ments, and many of the applicants 
have made the same mistakes I did. 
While most scientists are trained to 
think about research and have honed 
their curricula vita and research state-
ments to be inventive, inviting and 
impressive, most are not prepared 

to create an inspirational teaching 
philosophy.

Here are some tips for those of you 
writing your first teaching philosophy 
statements: 

Identify a strong thread
Consider taking the same approach 
you would take with a research state-
ment: Find an overarching theme. 
Think of the statement as a develop-
ment plan and not a chronology of 
your time as a teaching assistant. 
What kind of professor do you want 
to be? Keep your statement student 
centered. A hiring committee will 
want a candidate who can articulate a 
distinctive vision that implies passion 
for teaching.

Be fairly specific
How will you engage students, create 
interesting and challenging courses, 
and maintain rigor in the classroom 
while maintaining student motiva-
tion? Writing about your need to 
push students is good and expected, 
but how will you do it? Will you 
assess your learning outcomes? 

Include teaching  
laboratories
 Look at the opportunities you will 

have to teach various labs. Can you 
find examples of other programs to 
emulate? There are many examples 
that use different pedagogies in the 
teaching laboratory that you can 
include in your statement. Imagine if 
you were to create a new lab on your 
own. Look at the literature to see what 
concepts and skills should be included 
in such a lab. Use these references 
to discuss how you might create, for 
example, a research- or inquiry-based 
biochemistry laboratory.

Emphasize your  
experience
A hiring committee will want to 
know about your experience, but 
don’t make a laundry list of what 
you did as a teaching assistant. Use 
specific experiences to emphasize your 
successes and how you overcame chal-
lenges. You might think of a specific 
example of how you mentored a 
student or a positive moment as a 
TA. This will help demonstrate your 
motivation to teach. If your teaching 
experience is limited, focus on what 
you want to do, your observations 
of what works and how you want to 
emulate strong professors. Remember 
that most applicants have been  
teaching assistants, and don’t linger 
on that experience.
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Think like a scholar
This is particularly important for 
applications to primarily undergradu-
ate institutions. What kinds of peda-
gogical approaches have you used or 
will you consider using in class? You 
may not have used POGIL (process-
oriented guided inquiry learning)  
or know much about flipped class-
rooms or even have an idea about 
David Lopatto’s assessment of learn-
ing gains by research, but you can 
certainly read about them and then  
write out your plan to use them. 
Explore the current literature. Would 
you ever consider creating an experi-
ment or research proposal without 
reading critical literature? What 
would you think of someone who 
wrote about a research project that 
was based on what they experienced 
as a student or thought of off the 
top of their head? Such a research 
proposal would be considered non-
sensical and not based on current 
scientific understanding and quickly 
ignored. The same can be said for a 
teaching statement that isn’t informed 
by current literature and teaching 
approaches.

Most importantly, show 
your passion
The reason we teach is to teach, 
to mentor, to help students realize 
their potential, to help students  
grow and to share our knowledge. 
Bring these elements to your docu-
ment. Highlight that teaching is an 
important part of your career and 
that you are more than a promising 
researcher. Don’t forget that teaching 
happens in the classroom, in the  
halls and your office, and, very 
important, in your research labora-
tory. I can’t split my passion for  
teaching and research. In fact, they 
are often the very same thing. If  
you can communicate this in your 
teaching statement, you will be in 
good shape.

Know the learning outcomes
The American Society for Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology and other organizations offer 
many resources you can use in your teaching 
philosophy statement. Don’t be afraid to men-
tion such organizations as part of your plans. 
These are the sorts of comments that show your 
understanding of teaching and indicate to the 
committee you are as serious about your teach-
ing as you are about research and other aspects 
of your career.

• The ASBMB Undergraduate Affiliate 
Network has information on its website (www.
asbmb.org/UAN) and its blog (substrate.asbmb.
org/). 

• The ASBMB accreditation program (www.asbmb.org/accreditation/) 
has the foundational principles of a biochemistry program and education. 

• Other organizations, including the Council on Undergraduate 
Research, Project Kalidascope, and the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science, also offer information.

Read the literature
Here are three good journals that cover current teaching methods:

• Biochemistry and Molecular Biology Education
• Journal of Chemical Education
• Cell Biology Education—A Journal of Life Science Education

Fundamental elements of a strong teaching statement
• Keep the statement personal and a reflection of who you are.
• Show your interest in and passion for teaching.
• Keep your philosophy focused on students.
• Include your teaching history. 
• Include how you would use a couple of techniques to engage students 
and perhaps even an example (such as POGIL to teach cooperativity, 
case-based learning to teach kinetics or a flipped classroom to approach a 
difficult topic).
• Use the education literature to talk about teaching effectiveness and 
take a scholarly approach to your teaching. Don’t make a laundry list of 
pedagogies.
• Consider writing about building programs and majors.
• Assessment of teaching effectiveness and student learning are important 
and often overlooked concepts that will get attention.

• Think about learning objectives 
and outcomes.
• Teaching laboratories are 
important. Find examples (from 
your observations and reading of 
the literature) that you may want 
to emulate or develop.

Joseph Provost (josephprovost@
sandiego.edu ) is a professor 
at the university of San diego 
chemistry and biochemistry 
department and a member of the 

aSbmb education and Professional development 
committee. 
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