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TEACHING STATEMENT 

My efforts as a teacher are directed towards three goals: (1) building intuition for complex ideas 

through active learning and examples, (2) developing students’ technical ability to apply economic 

analysis to environmental issues, and (3) increasing students’ willingness to challenge their own 

assumptions regarding environmental issues. Taken together, I aim to equip students with the 

concepts, tools, and open mind necessary to tackle policy problems, problems not limited to their 

classroom experience but those that will arise throughout their professional lives. 

My philosophy as a teacher is based on my experience as instructor for senior undergraduate natural 

resource economics (approximately 90 students) at the University of Alberta in 2011, and as teaching 

assistant for masters-level energy economics and social science survey methods (30-50 students in 

each) at Duke University (2012-14).  

Imparting economic intuition for environmental policy thinking is my first teaching goal. For many 

students this often involves confronting relatively new ideas, such as cost-effectiveness, rational 

choice, causal inference, and the pervasiveness of tradeoffs. I build intuition through active learning 

strategies and topical examples. For example, I used participatory economic ‘experiments’ –adapted 

from my field research in Tanzania – to highlight concepts such as the tragedy of the commons, free 

riding, and public goods. These required students to make tradeoffs, incentivized by cash, between 

their individual interest and the group interest. I extended these games to further demonstrate game 

theory and Ostrom’s principles of collective resource management. This direct experience of 

incentives, tradeoffs and dynamic dilemmas are designed to secure these concepts in students’ minds 

early in the course. Students repeatedly referred to the game experience when discussing topics 

using the same theories later in the semester. 

I use topical examples in varied forms to reinforce theory. I highlighted Coasian and Pigovian 

approaches to environmental policy by having students discuss recorded radio interviews with 

prominent Canadian politicians. These interviews, which I conducted myself for my syndicated 

environmental policy-themed radio show, presented opposing policy positions implicitly based on 

these philosophies. Students were able to make the connection between fundamental economic 

principles and the real environmental policy outcomes of an upcoming election. I presented other 

examples in the form of a ‘photo of the day’, each of which represented an issue or theory. I required 

my class to explain its relevance to the previous topic or theory before commencing the day’s lecture. 

These teaching tools made concepts tangible and applicable, as evidenced by evaluation comments 

such as: “I extremely appreciated the extra insights David included in his slides, from his own 

experiences from his [field] travels, his radio show and guest lecturers. These made the information 

we learned in the course more attainable to grasp.” 

Developing an ability to apply practical, technical economic analysis to environmental problems is 

my second goal. My assessment strategy pushed students to quantitatively and conceptually analyze 

problems they may not have not previously considered. I required students to write a policy brief on 

an environmental issue of their choice, weighing costs and benefits of policy options of their own 

design. Central to the assignment was the need for students to articulate their own economic 

arguments, and explicitly avoid restating conclusions from class. I did not confine analysis to 
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assessment, however. I interspersed lecture material with participatory analytical activities to both 

complement the presentation of concepts, and to break the flow of lectures into more digestible 

sections. For example, a simple, modifiable cost-benefit spreadsheet for a wildlife management 

program allowed students to explore the implications of discount rates themselves during class. This 

built their confidence for applying the same analytical techniques to new problems in later 

assessment. 

My third goal is to encourage students to challenge their pre-held views on environmental issues. All 

environmental ethical frameworks contain implicit assumptions. Examining these assumptions in a 

framework of economic tradeoffs ensures rigor in thinking about policy. I encouraged critical 

examination through the presentation of local environmental and resource controversies, and then 

invited discussion on how economic perspectives did and did not inform the debate. For example, a 

multimillion dollar dam in Alberta was constructed despite imposing significant costs downstream; 

the federal government subsequently recommended that the dam be torn down on the basis of a cost-

benefit analysis. Students were familiar with the dam, but in most cases had not previously 

considered the dramatic policy implications of its social costs. I was able to bring in the cost-benefit 

analysis’ author to address my class. He, like I, emphasized that environmental protection has costs 

as well as benefits, and thus is subject to tradeoffs that are controversial. In this I aimed to 

demonstrate the power (and limits) of economics to inform normative policy debates. 

In my experiences as both instructor and teaching assistant, I refined my approach during the 

semester in response to student feedback. At the University of Alberta I conducted a mid-term 

evaluation that highlighted a need to provide more mathematical examples. Students appreciated my 

subsequent adjustment, as reflected in comments on my final evaluation. For example: “At first he 

was going a bit too fast and wasn’t going through calculations but then he got us to do an evaluation 

of his teaching and did much better after that. He really listened and took into consideration our 

concerns.” At the semester end, my evaluation scores were above the university average in every 

category, and much higher in some categories (evaluations attached). 

My training makes me well qualified to teach core courses in economics, applied quantitative 

methods, and public policy. My disciplinary specialization and research focus – environment, natural 

resources and development – would enrich my delivery of core courses and inform my design of 

specialized courses.  

In all situations I would bring the above key teaching goals: to build students’ economic intuition by 

active learning and example, to develop versatile analytical skills, and to encourage their willingness 

to challenge assumptions. Through these methods I aim to instill the intellectual rigor and creativity 

students require to solve policy problems throughout their professional lives. 
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