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The mission of a teacher is not only to convey useful information, but to inspire students to own their educational 
experience through exposure to applied and practical experiences that capture the student’s imagination. I believe that 
learning by doing is the most effective strategy for preparing students for their future careers. 

Classroom Teaching. Small groups offer opportunities to design experiences that allow students to apply their 
knowledge. Over the past two spring semesters, I have had the opportunity to prepare and teach an experiential-learning-
based seminar titled Cognition in the Wild. This 25-student course has been a true joy to teach and has allowed me to 
incorporate many skills I’ve developed over my career teaching courses on outdoor recreation, neuroscience, and cognitive 
psychology. In this course, I provide lectures on the cognitive neuroscience of experiences in nature, guest lectures by 
experts in diversity, perception, and decision-making in the outdoors, and a 4-day experiential learning experience in which 
students are led through activities that reinforce the lessons learned throughout the semester. Student feedback on this 
course has been overwhelmingly positive to the point that at the end of each semester students have not wanted the course 
to end and have organized an additional class gathering after the final class session (see attached letter). Going forward, 
I’m excited to continue building novel components into this class, such as active research during the outdoor experience.  

I believe small groups should learn material and skills through real, productive, practical assignments that develop 
general academic skills, such as debate and peer review. I applied this philosophy in my Neuropsychology course, which 
is now called Advanced Cognitive Neuroscience. In this course, I use a debate and discussion format in which students 
discuss current controversies in cognitive neuroscience following an initial 4-week review. Discussions are structured, and 
assigned teams of students debated the evidence supporting the sides of a cognitive neuroscience controversy in class. In 
addition to reading and learning to critically examine various neuropsychological perspectives, I also use a novel weekly 
writing assignment. In lieu of a long paper-writing assignment, I’ve asked students to peer-review a preprint each week on 
the debate topic. Students are responsible for reviewing this preprint as if they were journal reviewers. I believe this provides 
practice for a fundamental skill that will shape how students read and evaluate all published and unpublished papers in the 
future. Importantly, preprints are imperfect papers that have not fully undergone peer review and provide the best simulation 
of the peer-review process. My hope for these features of the Adv Cog Neuro class is not only to teach the content but also 
to help students develop skills applicable throughout their careers. This model of the course received overall positive student 
evaluations the first semester I taught it in the Fall of 2021. In my 2nd semester teaching this course, 4 students in the class 
gave negative evaluations of its design and my management of the debates. After consultation with many colleagues, I’m 
eager to make significant changes this Fall 2026 to address their feedback. These include changing the course from a 3-
hour class once a week to a 1.5-hour class twice a week, adding more direct lecture material every week to better prepare 
students for the week’s discussion, making the peer review assignment a paired assignment, requesting regular anonymous 
feedback from students to allow for adjustments to the material or discussion management, and being more communicative 
about course expectations among many other planned changes to this important course.  

I have learned many lessons over the past 5 years that have shaped my current approach to teaching large classes. 
These range from providing opportunities for asynchronous learning and teaching online during the pandemic to attempts 
to flip the classroom after this paradigm shift to doubling my already large class size from 100 to 200 students in my Brain 
and Behavior course. I have been very proud of the adaptations I’ve made to meet student needs over this time, and I have 
received overwhelmingly positive feedback on the improvements I’ve made to Brain and Behavior over 7 semesters. For 
example, a senior student this past spring noted, “One of my favorite professors I have had at the U, and I've been here for 
4 years now. I strongly recommend this professor to anyone because he genuinely knows his material and is passionate 
about it.” Students particularly appreciate the ability to personalize their experience in this large lecture course. I have made 
that possible by ensuring that all my course materials, including lectures, are available from the beginning of the semester 
and by allowing students to choose personally relevant neuroscience-related topics for their weekly cumulative writing 
assignments. As I enter my 8th semester teaching Brain and Behavior, I am excited to be confident enough in the course 
format to modernize the lecture material with new findings from a variety of cutting-edge neuroscience methods, including 
optogenetics, artificial intelligence and neuroscience, and direct brain stimulation techniques.    

Mentorship. As a mentor in the laboratory, my job is to foster a caring and collaborative environment that scaffolds 
opportunities for mentees to learn while still providing space and support for independence as they apply their knowledge 
to specific research projects. In the past two years, I have learned many mentorship lessons through trial and error as I’ve 
graduated my first two PhD students and my first postdoctoral fellow. Over this time, I’ve received constructive feedback 
from the faculty and have worked diligently to respond by adapting my mentorship practices in consultation with multiple 
senior faculty members in the department. This includes 1:1 meetings over the past year with Drs. Creem-Regehr, 
Stefanucci, Smith, Uchino, Aspinwall, Euler, Himle, Strayer, Geist, and Kiuhara. I have focused on attending mentorship 
training (CIMER and CSBS), establishing lab expectations with each student through a new written document, self-
awareness in 1:1 and lab meeting interactions with students, and providing timely feedback on trainee manuscripts (often 
within 1 week). My students have responded positively to these new mentorship practices, and, as a result, our lab culture 
and productivity have improved relative to the prior year. Trainee successes during this time include a new manuscript 
published in Communications Biology with multiple student authors, Sydney Josifek completing her Honors Thesis and 
being accepted into our PhD program with Dr. Walsh-Snow, Aydin Tasevac receiving an NSF GRFP Honorable Mention 
and completing his Master’s Thesis, Martina Hollearn completing her Ph.D., Dr. Krista Wahlstrom obtaining a faculty 
position, and multiple papers from our lab and in collaboration with other labs in revision, submission, or preparation, with 
many lab members listed as authors. I am optimistic about the continued growth of my mentorship and the lab’s successes.  


