
Statement on Teaching 

Aidan Kestigian 

 

 As a graduate student at Carnegie Mellon University, I have designed and taught five 

courses, at the introductory and intermediate graduate levels, related to ethics and political 

philosophy. In each class, I strive to create a transparent and inclusive environment where 

students acquire a foundation of philosophical terms and concepts, enabling them to 

communicate those topics effectively and to apply them to political and ethical problems. 

A baseline vocabulary is a prerequisite for constructive discussion of, and clear and 

cogent argument about, real world ethical and political issues. Reading assignments are used to 

explain such core concepts as “deontology” or “equality of opportunity,” and are followed by 

class discussions to compare and contrast those terms and concepts. Comparing “equality” and 

“equity” is an example of one class discussion. This method ensures students not only can define 

terms relevant to the course, but also can compare and contrast those terms, and, in particular, 

can understand how the adoption of competing concepts would promote different social and 

political policies. For example, in the course Social Structure, Public Policy, and Ethics (SSPPE), 

students discuss how promoting either equity or equality would lead to different approaches to 

education policy.  

Discussions are held in class and in small groups. Using a variety of discussion formats 

promotes active participation. Smaller group meetings permit each student more discussion time, 

an important consideration for those who may not feel comfortable speaking to the larger class.  

Written assignments are designed to build on these application skills. For example, 

SSPPE students participate in small group blogs to apply course material to a social or political 

issue. Group members provide help and feedback. Blogs serve as practice for papers, when 

students are asked to synthesize philosophical works discussed in class and to apply that material 

to a policy issue. Thus, class discussions and written work serve to clarify concepts introduced 

through reading assignments, deepen understanding of those concepts by comparing and 

contrasting similar concepts, and enable their application to contemporary ethical and political 

problems.  

 The majority of the students I have taught at Carnegie Mellon are not philosophy majors, 

nor majors in a field of the humanities. Because these students are not accustomed to the 

structure of philosophical argumentation or basic concepts in ethics or political philosophy, the 

courses are structured to be transparent about course direction and goals. Introduction of a new 

topic begins with a discussion of how it relates to previous discussions and materials. Students 

appreciate having a "roadmap" of the topics being discussed and one day each week is devoted to 

this practice. It reinforces the essential concepts to be derived from class discussion, and gives 

students a sense of how current course topics relate to those that will follow. On the last day of 

class, students think back to the beginning of the semester and, together, trace the progression of 

the course. 

 Transparency is also important for cultivating an inclusive atmosphere. The students I 

have taught come from many different academic majors, and from many racial, ethnic, and 

educational backgrounds. Transparency gives students a sense that all are working at the same 

pace and are on equal footing, and I believe this approach has contributed to increased class 

participation. To promote inclusion I assign a variety of readings. For example, the Introduction 

to Ethics, Introduction to Political Philosophy, and SSPPE courses include readings from 

philosophy, empirical political science, economics, medicine, and public media such as blogs 



and newspaper articles. Course reading assignments, on political and ethical theories and their 

application to real world problems, include a diverse list of authors. This facilitates classroom 

discussion and gives students terms and concepts that can be exported to their own disciplines. 

This transparent “narrative” approach is reflected in course assignments. Written 

assignments, including essays and blogs, are designed as practice for writing an original, 

philosophical argument. This latter task is something that most students in my classes never have 

done before. Students unfamiliar with writing philosophy papers gain experience before being 

required to write a long-form, original paper. 

For example, in SSPPE, a course focused on applied political philosophy, blogging 

assignments ask students to apply theoretical terms and concepts learned in class to real world 

ethical and political problems. The blogs serve as a low-stakes writing practice to help prepare 

for essay writing. The Introduction to Ethics class focuses less on applied philosophy topics. 

Instead of blogs, students are assigned to write three essays over the course of the semester to 

help them build up to the construction of an original ethical argument. Paper One asks for a 

concise, thorough explanation of a particular philosopher's view and tests a student’s ability to 

communicate that view effectively. Paper Two asks students to determine how one of the views 

discussed in class would apply to a particular contemporary ethical issue, such as universal 

healthcare, or the legalization of same-sex marriage. Although this course focuses only partially 

on applied ethics, writing about a contemporary ethical issue compels students to distill the 

ethical theory into its main components. It teaches them to execute an accurate application of the 

theory to the topic, a skill that is essential for the final paper.  

Following each paper, students write short response pieces to summarize what they did 

well, and to set goals for improvement, evaluating their work in light of instructor feedback. The 

responses highlight important changes that can be made to improve the writing process and the 

content of essays. Students frequently identify ways to organize the planning and writing process 

by creating more in-depth outlines and clearly defining key terms, and by taking advantage of the 

instructor’s office hours. Then, in Paper Three, they are asked to compare and contrast two views 

discussed in class, and to provide an original defense or critique of those views. This paper 

requires a general introduction to the theories practiced in Paper One, a more precise “distilling” 

of the theories practiced in Paper Two, and allows students to develop an original argument.  

The courses incorporate a variety of readings and assignments, and it is essential that 

students can access course materials from a single location. Assignments, instructions, readings, 

and grades are available at a university-approved course website (such as Blackboard). Students 

say they appreciate that the schedule and syllabus are available at the beginning of the course, 

allowing them to plan ahead and anticipate what is coming next in terms of both course content 

and assignments. My goal is to organize course content and assignments to provide a logical 

progression. I believe this course organization leads to better class discussion of contemporary 

political and ethical problems and helps students produce better written work. 

Teaching is the part of academic philosophy that I value most. To improve teaching 

methods and course design, I participated in the Future Faculty Program at the Eberly Center for 

Teaching Excellence at Carnegie Mellon University. The program involved seminars on 

strategies for improved student learning, a course design project, and teaching observation. It 

provided me with valuable insight from students and teaching consultants. I completed the 

Future Faculty Program in the spring of 2016 and plan to take advantage of future pedagogical 

seminars and workshops to improve my teaching further.  


