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Learning is a process. One confronts new ideas, has an intellectual accident, and is 
forced to sort through the consequences. The purpose of a liberal education is to 
maximize the probability of these sorts of accidents, ultimately producing students that 
have formed their own opinions on a few topics that are actually interesting to them. 
Social sciences contribute to this goal by exposing students to competing analytic 
frameworks to help students locate, clarify, and articulate their own opinions on 
important questions and provide them with tools to critically evaluate testable 
implications of their own opinions with a little bit of rigor. These tools include a few 
theories on how political systems interact, some quantitative skills, a basic introduction 
to hypothesis testing, and some facts about what is actually going on in the world.  
 
Political science is in its infancy. We are a big-tent discipline.  There does not seem to be 
much consensus at the highest levels on what ought to constitute “good work,” even 
within subfields.  Our most compelling theories are usually either difficult to test or have 
been tested many times already.  In IR and comparative, few theories explain variation 
with sufficient robustness or enough consistency to be considered “laws.”  Our faculty 
meetings reveal that getting a PhD in political science does not confer any special ability 
to do politics.  So in one sense, humility is clearly appropriate.  But even with those 
caveats taken into account, our discipline does have important insights into the 
character of our world – especially how social structures change.  Our conferences and 
journals, moreover, reveal a great deal of consensus on what we want undergraduates to 
get out of their time in our departments, even if we disagree on what ought to be 
published in top journals. Our discipline rewards those who ask important questions in 
ways that are answerable, and emphasizes the ability to identify observable implications 
of original arguments. We try to get our students to match theories with evidence, to 
spot unfalsifiable arguments, and to think about selection, inference, and measurement 
problems. We like it when our students know a little math. We love it when our students 
develop a crisp, readable writing style and an ability to argue with logical consistency. 
 
When teaching I constantly emphasize to students that the tools of social science are 
important even if our findings are not terribly robust.  We have, over time, identified 
theories that are even less coherent and less consistent with the bulk of the evidence. In 
introductory courses, the core challenge is to present material in a way that is accessible 
and meaningful to non-specialists. Advanced coursework should focus on helping 
students ask questions in a way that might produce meaningful answers, identifying the 
most appropriate tools and technologies to answer those questions, and then setting 
students loose to do their own empirical work. The goal should be to introduce students 
to what social scientists actually do: Engage other serious people in a conversation about 
what explains the patterns we observe the world.  
 
Using class time to demonstrate the process of doing social science – rather than 
skipping to the findings – is important. Our computer-literate student body should be 



expected to learn basic statistical software packages and conduct preliminary data 
analysis with them, de-mystifying the process of hypothesis testing. It is the best way to 
make students responsible for their own learning. This means defining the precise 
outcome that we are trying to explain, and then articulating the observable implications 
that distinguish our favored theory from plausible alternatives. Taking students 
comments from discussion, formalizing them on the fly, writing them on the board, and 
referencing them through the discussion (as “Matt’s argument” or “Ho-Jin’s argument”) 
is a fun technique to make students feel invested in a collective learning process. 
 
In addition to methods of inquiry, we are also inevitably responsible for teaching 
students “stuff.” The fact that a great deal of knowledge is archived on the internet and 
can be quickly found, the merging of news media and entertainment, and the 
sociological phenomenon of “media bubbles” and individualized news feeds all play a 
part in this, but my sense is that technology is breeding a hyper-postmodern contempt 
for facts in the next generation. One of our main responsibilities is holding students 
accountable for demonstrating minimal mastery of certain facts, to allow conversations 
based on a shared understanding of reality. I find that “map tests” and memorization-
based exercises tend to be underutilized. On both sides of the desk, we have all been 
forced to sit through superficially “discussion-based” classes where no one has done the 
reading. Resulting conversations take place with an air of irony that is hurtful – not only 
to the subject matter but to students’ conceptions of their own capabilities. The teacher 
has a responsibility to establish a basic knowledge base among students, gradually 
expand it through lectures and carefully selected readings, and then test it – giving 
students confidence that their work is not occurring in a vacuum, and that there is 
something to be gained from readings carefully and showing up ready to play. We must 
cultivate spaces for students to challenge each other – but we should not tolerate the 
promulgation of misinformation or lazy use of facts. In the best of all worlds, students 
ought to leave our courses knowing something about an issue or a hunk of real estate, 
conversant in some of the large debates as political scientists understand them, but with 
some tools –like the ability to critically interpret basic summary statistics, or some easy 
concepts from game theory – to take with them into other classes and the real world. 
 
I am a subject matter expert in political violence, so discussions can get genuinely 
emotional.  Describing violent processes without trivializing the suffering that takes 
place is not easy.  State-building is violent.  Civil war settlements create contested 
historical records and reversals of status hierarchies.   Military strategies designed to 
create refugees or “lock in” grievances are employed in our world.  Students often use 
my class to share their life experiences and I encourage them to do so.  It takes courage 
for soldiers, or non-native speakers of English, to share first-person narratives.  Hearing 
others’ stories is usually beneficial.  But it is also the case that the students with the most 
(and best) first-hand knowledge of a case, and the confidence to speak on it, are the 
most partisan.  This can get awkward sometimes  – and that is appropriate.  I have 
developed a number of different techniques to try to problematize and invert the 
common binaries in civil war descriptions (e.g., “good guys vs. bad guys,” “blue team vs. 
green team,” “our guys vs. their guys”), and my course evaluations, and relationships 
that I have developed with students over the years, suggest that students appreciate 
what I do.  But classroom sociology, when the subject matter is the state-building or IR 



security canon – a power language that can be used to authorize violence –  feelings can 
get hurt. Students that take my courses are exposed to extreme ideas.  Exposure to the 
arguments that America’s enemies consume and produce is a prerequisite for the kinds 
of empathy that facilitate conflict resolution and responsible global citizenship. 
 
Students also like to impress each other.  Our students are doing a lot of things other 
than our coursework (e.g., learning to present themselves professionally and to speak 
and write in the kind of English demanded by professional life, playing the marriage 
market, trying to decide which of their peers to include in their long-term friend and/or 
professional network).  Setting structures in place that yoke their ambition is vital. The 
regular use of oral presentations by students, and various opportunities for peer-editing 
and collaboration outside of class, bring out students’ best work. I have taught classes 
that have employed simulations, debates, experiments, and game-theoretic choice 
exercises to get students to engage the materials as active participants.  These efforts are 
not always successful, but I learn something every time.  
 
Finally, it is easy to forget that all of this takes place against a social backdrop where 
students are learning to function as adults. On university campuses -- as in life -- ability, 
opportunity, and ambition are distributed unevenly. College is often the first time that 
bright students brush up against their own limits, realizing that they might have to work 
harder than others in order to accomplish the same goals. This is deeply unfair. The 
realization can be demoralizing or paralyzing. Discovering personal strategies to cope 
with this unfairness is a large part of the process of “growing up.” University professors 
are in a powerful position to guide students in this process of self-discovery. We can 
lend students our confidence when they lose faith in their own abilities, and our advice 
when they become disoriented. The qualities that have impressed me the most in my 
mentors are optimism, indulgence, and patience. These characteristics manifest 
collectively in a kind of selective vision, which signals to all students that their 
admirable qualities outshine their shortcomings. This external validation of latent 
potential tends to have the effect of getting young people to demand far, far more from 
themselves than they would otherwise. This development of character is a delicate task. 
It usually requires that the professor take the students at their word when they make 
themselves vulnerable, describing their real interests. More than that, it requires a 
fundamental optimism on the part of the professor: the faith that even the least 
promising students – with the right mix of incentives, nurturing, and luck – should be 
capable of surprising themselves. The power to identify and selectively encourage 
potential in students will have huge consequences on their trajectories. It is a great 
responsibility, and one that universities should not delegate lightly. But it is a calling to 
which I feel well suited, and I look forward to cultivating the craft of teaching over a 
lifetime.  


