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Teaching Statement 
 

Elizabeth Iams Wellman 
 
As a documentary filmmaker, my goal was to inspire audiences to think more critically about the 
world, make connections, and take action. Although I’m now in front of the classroom rather than 
behind the camera, my goals for student learning are remarkably similar. I teach students to be 
engaged thinkers, armed with the abilities to adjudicate between competing perspectives and to 
effectively communicate their own arguments. I believe it is critical to witness political science in 
action through experiential learning. I am also committed to building inclusive learning communities 
both inside and beyond the classroom.  
 
During my three years as a teaching fellow at Yale I served in a variety of teaching and mentoring 
positions. I lectured in comparative politics and post-conflict development, facilitated weekly 
discussion sections for introductory and interdisciplinary courses, and designed workshops on 
research methods and fieldwork for undergraduates conducting original research. When a course 
expanded from 60 to 230 students due to overwhelming demand, I became the head teaching fellow, 
organizing a weekly meeting and creating lesson plans for eleven other TFs from seven graduate 
school departments, many of whom had never taught political science. I also completed the rigorous 
Certificate of College Teaching Preparation program designed for doctoral students seeking 
additional training in effective college teaching. I am prepared to teach large lecture courses in 
comparative politics, international relations, and global studies, as well as advanced seminars in 
migration and citizenship, African politics, democratization, human rights, and research methods.  
 
Students today are confronted with an ever-expanding amount of political information, data, and 
analysis, often of varying validity and reliability. I thus structure lessons to provide students 
opportunities to practice analyzing multiple arguments. I assign readings that introduce competing 
theories and findings, both from academic scholarship as well as news media. During class I employ 
a variety of strategies in order for students to work together to identify main arguments, implicit 
assumptions, points of commonality and departure, and most importantly, the evidence used to 
support claims. These collaborative activities often ask students to think of real world examples 
where academic theories do—or do not—apply. Electronic devices are banned for at least a portion, 
if not all, of the class period. My students rarely sit in one place for an entire class period, working in 
small groups or partnering for “think, pair, share” exercises. Moving around the classroom and an 
absence of screens gets students out of their seats and talking to each other. 
 
Given our information rich environment I also take seriously the ability for students to analyze and 
evaluate both written and visual texts; as a filmmaker I do not view showing movie clips as merely a 
cute way to begin class. I use media as another opportunity for students to apply academic theories 
and concepts through interrogating documentaries, song lyrics, and movie scenes. For example, 
during a unit about social movements, I played scenes from the documentary I produced on 
Ukraine’s Orange Revolution as well as clips from “Mean Girls” depicting strategies to confront a 
dictatorial high schooler. Discussing strategic non-violent conflict through the lens of taking down 
Regina George proved as resonant as watching actual civic protest. My training in documentary 
filmmaking also enables me to facilitate dynamic discussions around visual rhetoric, optics, and 
narrative framing, key issues in navigating the current political landscape.  
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One of the most important skills we provide students is to assist in their development as effective 
writers. Through my work as a writing-intensive instructor and adviser for senior honors theses I’ve 
developed best practices to improve the clarity and content of student writing. I provide grading 
rubrics to establish clear expectations for structure, substance, and style. Rather than assign one 
research essay due at the end, I break down the final paper into a cumulative sequence, with 
components due throughout the semester. At each step, we come together as a class to discuss 
examples in order to create a collaborative understanding of effective research and writing. This 
provides students the ability to incorporate both my and peer feedback and see how their writing 
improves with each subsequent assignment. In addition to written feedback, I also meet individually 
with students throughout the semester to engage in “think-aloud” responses. This type of 
conversation enables students to better understand their writing from the perspective of their 
readers—a critical skill in itself. Teaching students how to develop a research question, persuasively 
make claims, and collect and integrate data to support their argument is a difficult and time-intensive 
challenge, but one I have found incredibly fulfilling.  
 
In the same way that documentaries are most effective if they capture the human dimension of an 
issue, I seek opportunities to connect what we are reading and discussing into the world outside of 
the classroom. For example, in my Politics of Migration course, I include a class observation of a 
naturalization ceremony, an assignment to conduct an oral history with a recent immigrant, guest 
lectures from UNHCR staff, and an optional service-learning component to volunteer at a refugee 
resettlement agency. I have been an active proponent of service and experiential learning for nearly 
20 years, beginning as a participant, and later the student head, of the Learning through Experience, 
Action, Partnership, and Service (LEAPS) program at Duke, which paired courses with community 
service initiatives. I have also organized educational trips for students and teachers to meet with 
political leaders and institutions throughout Southern Africa, and look forward to developing future 
opportunities for student international engagement and exchange. 
 
Providing space for students to reflect on their own experiences within the context of the course is 
also paramount for more integrative learning. I recognize that students arrive on campus with a 
diversity of experiences, challenges, and responsibilities. I thus include a wide range of learning 
activities and assessments to accommodate different learning styles and abilities; as the semester 
progresses I frequently check in with my students to assess what’s working (and what’s not) and 
adjust lesson plans to better meet the interests and needs of the class. As a teacher and mentor, I will 
support students to succeed in achieving their educational goals, especially those who have had a 
more difficult journey to be here. 
 
 
 
 


