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Teaching Philosophy Statement 

Samantha Carouso-Peck 

 

Developmental psychology is a particular pleasure to teach, as it informs students about 

some of the most important choices they will need to make in their lives. Choices such as: If I 

have children, how should I raise them? Should I be concerned about climate change? Should I 

understand how humans evolved from other animals? Should I believe vaccines cause autism? 

Should I base my decisions on scientific data, or something else? Teaching developmental 

psychology gives me the opportunity to instill students with an understanding of its relevance in 

their own lives, and make informed decisions regarding the environment, the biological world, 

and their place within it. I also believe human developmental psychology is best understood 

when placed in a comparative framework, where the mechanisms of human motor control can be 

elucidated by the legs of an octopus, the evolution of human communicative development can be 

seen in the gestures of a chimpanzee, or the neural circuitry of human social behavior can be 

investigated in the brain of a vole. If students are taught psychology in a way that only considers 

research on humans, they do not learn how to interpret the wealth of research currently being 

conducted in non-human model systems which can so richly inform an understanding of human 

psychology. I teach comparatively to ensure students grasp the mechanistic and evolutionary 

underpinnings of human development. 

 

For students to be curious about psychology and ask important questions about it, they 

should be actively engaged in their own learning process. How best to accomplish this varies 

from class to class, but my primary philosophy is to encourage the students to speak more than I 

do, ask questions, and allow diversions from the main topic of the class provided it is interesting 

and relevant. It is easy for scientific principles that can be easily observed in the real world to be 

lost in theory and jargon in the classroom, so I prefer to employ real examples and 

demonstrations of phenomena whenever possible (in a behavior class, videos of human infant 

and animal behaviors are often an ideal route to this). In my Writing in the Majors class, I began 

the first class by showing a short video clip of a cuckoo bird being raised by a warbler as an 

example of using different levels of analysis to explain a behavior. The students were so curious 

about this bizarre behavior that, although it was not part of my lesson plan for the day, we 

diverged into half an hour of their questions and ideas about the evolutionary pressures and 

cognitive requirements underlying brood parasitism. It was an unplanned, deep and engaging 

discussion of some of the most important concepts in developmental biopsychology, fueled 

entirely by the class’s curiosity. Making students excited about a topic is the best way to ensure 

their attention, but also their engagement, their willingness to ask questions and stretch their 

understanding, and to put in hard work to do well. 

 

Learning to communicate science is vital, as a major challenge facing science today is the 

gulf between the general public understanding of science and that of the researchers conducting 

it.  Students need to be able to write and argue effectively to convey their hypotheses, methods, 

and results, and clearly delineate between opinion and evidence. Different cultures of science 

communication exist between fields, particularly in developmental psychology, where 

researchers studying humans tend to read and publish in different journals and attend different 

conferences than those studying animals. Acquiring the science communication skills will allow 

my students to be conversant across these often insular areas of knowledge. Therefore my classes 
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tend to emphasize writing in various forms and for various audiences. For example, the three 

primary writing assignments from my Comparative Development seminar were a research essay 

comparing a developmental phenomenon of their choice in humans and any non-human animal, 

an observational paper where they were asked to observe human children or young animals and 

produce a hypothesis-driven ethogram, and a creative project where they were asked to write a 

story from the point of view of a young, developing organism. Each writing assignment went 

through multiple phases of revision, allowing students to practice editing and restructuring ideas 

using feedback from fellow students and myself. Paper started as outlines, developed into rough 

drafts, and finally incorporated all feedback and revisions into polished final versions. 

 

While I believe that teaching the students the content on the class syllabus is important, in 

every class I also teach about scientific thinking in general. Students should learn how to find 

information, how to correctly consume, evaluate, and consider that information, and how to 

utilize that information in their own decision-making. Whenever I assign any kind of research 

assignment, I always first teach about the basics of library science: how to find peer-reviewed 

research, what kind of sources are and are not reliable, how to correctly incorporate citations, 

how to effectively read a research article, and so on. I prefer assignments where students are 

asked to take information from multiple sources or about multiple related topics and compare 

and contrast them, consider them from a different angle than the mainstream theory, or pit them 

against one another. In my classes, students have variously written papers comparing competing 

theories on the development of imitation, the differences in motor development between altricial 

and precocial species and the evolutionary value of these ontogenetic adaptations, and the 

sensory capacities underlying prenatal learning in human infants and rat pups. Being asked 

challenging questions, which still have all necessary information easily accessible, results in fun 

and thoughtful papers which get students to actually engage with the material and consider its 

real-world utility. 

 

While learning to think and write about science is important, doing science is the best 

way to train burgeoning young researchers. I incorporate hypothesis generation and testing into 

classes wherever I can. For example, when learning about brain and behavioral plasticity, I 

brought rubber hands to class for students to attempt to replicate the ‘rubber hand illusion’, 

which involves ‘tricking’ the brain into accepting an artificial hand as one’s own limb. Students 

experimented with different methods for making the illusion work, and hypothesized about why 

the illusion worked for some individuals and not others, drawing from our previous discussions 

of individual developmental variation in plasticity. My class brought students to local parks in 

the spring in search of behavioral subjects: puppies, young squirrels and birds, and human infants 

with their parents. Asked to think about topics such as the Piagetian sensorimotor stages, 

empathy and theory of mind, attachment to caregivers, and the development of aggression, 

students observed development in action in the real world in living organisms of various species. 

At the same time, students were encouraged to think mechanistically: what are the limitations of 

observational studies? What can we not observe merely by watching behavior? What unobserved 

developmental variables may have contributed to current behaviors? How many possible 

explanations exist for an observed behavior? How could we go about testing our hypotheses 

given a controlled, experimental setting? 
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My skills as a teacher and mentor have been further developed by working directly with 

undergraduates in the laboratory. My research assistants are never mere ‘button-pushers’, but are 

actively involved in developing experiments, running trials, and generating data. We have 

weekly group meetings in which students present, discuss, and debate recent developmental 

psychology research articles. I also regularly meet one-on-one with students to discuss their 

behavioral observations, project ideas, and experimental progress. At the end of each semester, 

my students write their own proposal for an experiment which could be conducted in the lab, 

using both what they have learned in the lab and their own review of the literature. My most 

advanced students are encouraged to conduct their own independent research and write an 

honors thesis, as well as apply for undergraduate research grants and attend academic 

conferences such as the International Society for Developmental Psychobiology, the 

International Conference for Infant Studies, Animal Behavior Society, Birdsong and Animal 

Communication, the Society for Neuroscience, and Attention and Learning. Over the last six 

years, I have mentored over thirty students of diverse backgrounds, ethnicities, and genders, and 

supervised eight successful honors theses. The majority of my honors students have gone on to 

graduate school in the psychological or biological sciences. Several secured funding for their 

undergraduate research from the Rawlings Presidential Research Scholar program, one was 

awarded an NSF GRFP fellowship, and one has published her honors thesis work. My most 

recent student is currently preparing her thesis for publication with my guidance, and was a 

College Scholar, meaning we designed her own interdisciplinary major combining psychology, 

biology, and linguistics. 

Whether teaching in the lab or the classroom, I believe science is best learned by doing. I 

am passionate about getting students excited about psychology and enabling them to ask 

insightful questions about how their own brains and minds, and those of others, function. I want 

to continue educating new scientists. I am prepared to teach introductory courses including  

Developmental Psychology, Introduction to Psychology, and Animal Minds and Behavior, as 

well as advanced seminars on Comparative Psychology and Cognition, and Communication and 

Vocal Development. I would be interested in preparing courses on Social Development, 

Research Methods and Statistics, Ethology, Psychobiology of Parental Behavior, and Cognitive 

Behavioral Ecology.  
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Description of Psych 2091: Comparative Developmental Psychology 

2018 

 

 I independently designed, developed, and taught this seminar for students enrolled in 

Developmental Psychology. This was the first ever Writing in the Majors seminar for 

Developmental Psychology at Cornell, a series of courses offered across departments intended to 

focus on teaching students to write effectively within the field of their major. The class was 

limited to 14 students, mostly sophomores, and was based heavily on discussion, debate, and 

hands-on in-class participation and experimentation. We expanded basic principles of 

developmental psychology into a comparative framework, discussing topics such as motor 

development, prenatal learning, vocal development, empathy, numerosity, theory of mind, 

memory development, parental influences, and ontogenetic adaptations across species. Students 

were encouraged to learn about development by considering its underlying mechanisms and 

evolutionary history, in order to understand the relevance of comparative research to the study of 

human development. 

 Students were given optional, anonymous paper evaluation sheets following the final day 

of class. Ten students submitted the optional evaluations. On the following pages are a numerical 

summary of student evaluations, scans of every anonymous student course evaluation submitted, 

and a sample syllabus.  
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Teaching evaluations ratings summary for Psych 2091: Comparative Developmental 

Psychology 

1. How clearly and engagingly did the instructor present the course material? (1 = Not at all, 

5 = Very) 

Mean = 5, SD = 0 

 

2. How available for help and receptive to questions and comments from students was the 

instructor in and out of class? (1 = Not at all receptive, 5 = Very receptive) 

Mean = 5, SD = 0 

 

3. How helpful did you find feedback, comments, corrections, and suggestions on work 

from the instructor? (1 = Not at all helpful, 5 = Very helpful) 

Mean = 4.9, SD = 0.316 

 

4. To what extent did the instructor’s enthusiasm for the subject matter stimulate your 

interest and intellectual development? (1 = Not at all, 5 = A great deal) 

Mean = 5, SD = 0 

 

5. To what extent did the instructor use good examples or illustrations to clarify the 

material? (1 = Not at all, 5 = A great deal) 

Mean = 5, SD = 0 

 

6. To what extent were writing assignments helpful in enhancing your understanding of 

course material? (1 = Not at all, 5 = A great deal) 

Mean = 4.5, SD = 0.707 

 

7. To what extent has your work in this course made you want to seek further knowledge of 

this field or of ideas that were introduced in this course? (1 = Not at all, 5 = A great deal) 

Mean = 5, SD = 0 

8. What is your overall evaluation of this course? (1 = Poor, 5 = Excellent) 

Mean = 5, SD = 0 
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Sample Syllabus 

Psych 2091: Writing in the Majors for Developmental Psychology 

 

Instructor: Samantha Carouso Peck  Office: Uris Hall B104 

Email: svc22@cornell.edu    Office Hours: Weds 12:50-2:50 pm  

        (email to meet any time!)  

 

Section Meeting Time and Location: Tuesdays, 4:30-5:30, in Uris Hall 260 

 

Overview 

 

This WIM section is intended for students of PSYCH 2090 who want the opportunity to explore 

and expand upon the course material through discussion, debate, and scientific communication. 

Students will learn current perspectives and differing theories in current developmental 

psychology research, as well as expand upon the comparative (non-human animal) psychology 

discussed in the course. Students will learn to read scientific research papers and write for 

scientists and the public. The section will meet for one hour per week, at a place and time to be 

determined at the beginning of the semester.  

 

Students enrolled in the section must also be enrolled in the main course and attend lectures, 

as section material will build upon lecture topics. Psych 2090 course writing assignments will all 

count for WIM credit. Any students enrolled in the WIM section will have exam weighting for the 

course, for the combined prelim 1, prelim 2, and final exam, reduced from 70% of the final grade 

to only 35%. The WIM section is worth 1 credit, making Psych 2090 a 4-credit option rather than 

the lecture-only 3-credit option. 

 

Readings 

All readings will be emailed to the class or posted to Blackboard. The exact material is subject 

to change to keep pace with our progress through the course, and subject to deeper diversions 

into topics of particular interest to the class. The typical weekly format will be reading 1 research 

articles per week in addition to readings required for the main course, with supplementary 

videos, press articles, blog posts or interactive activities. All assigned material must be 

read/watched before each class. 

 

Class Participation 

You are expected to attend each class and participate actively in the discussion. 

Attendance/participation comprises 50% of the final grade. Because of the small size of the 

class, every student is expected to participate in every discussion. Asking questions, 

contributing opinions, leading discussions, and helping your peers understand new topics are all 

easy ways to ensure a good class participation score and a good final grade! 

 

Discussion Papers 

Each week, with the exception of weeks when writing assignments for the main course are due, 

students will submit a short discussion paper motivated by the readings or lecture topics for the 
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previous week. Discussion papers should be about 2 pages double spaced (1.5 to 3 pages 

accepted). A good discussion paper will consider some of the issues we’ve discussed in the 

main lecture or the WIM section in an open-ended way, rather than asking questions with strict 

yes/no answers. For example, you can question theoretical claims or apply a theory to a new 

issue, draw comparisons or contrasts between readings, bring in additional readings from other 

classes or your own research, or suggest a study that could be done to test a claim. Creativity 

and speculation are both encouraged! Drawing upon your personal experiences, observations 

from your own life of children or animals demonstrating developmental psychology concepts, 

and tying together of disparate ideas are all allowed. These short papers are designed to further 

stimulate discussion in the course and to ensure that you are carefully reading and thinking 

critically about the material that is assigned. Some weeks, more specific discussion paper 

prompts may be assigned in class. If discussion papers are particularly well done, we will start a 

class blog about topics in Developmental Psychology! 

 

Discussion papers are due, submitted to the WIM discussion board on Blackboard, by 8 

PM the night before WIM class! Late discussion papers will not be accepted. Your final grade 

will be an aggregate of grades received on discussion papers and the writing assignments from 

the main course. 

 

Grading 

Attendance - 10% 

Class Participation - 40% 

Discussion Question Papers – 20% 

Writing Assignments and Research Paper (see Psych 2090 syllabus) - 30% 

 

Each class you attend adds 1 point to your final grade. Each discussion paper and writing 

assignment is graded out of 10 possible points. If you are working on an assignment in a pair, 

please let me know when you submit it! Your participation in each class will be graded out of 3 

possible points, depending on how much you contribute to the discussion. The final paper will 

be graded out of 30 possible points. 

 

Course Outline 

 Subject to change according to where our discussions lead us! 

 

Week 1 – Class introduction: levels of analysis and developmental niches 

Assignment: Watch the behavioral example videos of animals and human infants on 

Blackboard. Come ready to discuss possible explanations for the development of these 

behaviors. 

 

Week 2 – The nature/nurture false dichotomy, prenatal learning, exogenetic inheritance 

Assignment: Complete Assignment 1, ‘Niche Construction’, posted on the Psych 2090 

Blackboard site. Email your assignment to me by 2:55 on February 14th! Feel free to 

email me with any questions. 
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Week 3 – February Break, no class 

 

Week 4 – Motor development, delayed gratification, and ontogenetic adaptations 

 Assignment: Submit discussion question to Blackboard 

Please alert me of any dietary restrictions for today’s experiment by the day before 

class. 

 

Week 5 – Imitation: Mechanism or outcome? 

 Assignment: Submit first draft of Discussion Paper 

 Come ready to discuss Blackboard papers on tool use.  

 

Week 6 – Attachment, parent/offspring interactions, and teaching 

 Assignment: Complete Assignment 2, ‘Babies in the Wild’. 

 

Week 7 – Sexual development 

 Assignment: Discussion question due  

 

Week 8 – Brain plasticity and embodied cognition 

 Assignment: Final version of Discussion Paper due! 

 Bring a towel or spare t-shirt for today’s embodied cognition experiment. 

 

Week 9 – Communicative development part 1: Vocal learning 

Assignment: Submit discussion question to Blackboard 

Ensure you have successfully installed Raven Lite Interactive Sound Analysis Software 

on your laptop before class. 

 

Week 10 – Communicative development part 2: Social influences 

Assignment: Drafts/outlines of final paper due 

 

Week 11 – Theory of Mind part 1: Intentionality, deception, and manipulation  

 Assignment: Complete Assignment 3, ‘Speech to Children’ 

 

Week 12 – Theory of Mind part 2: Empathy, altruism, and perspective-taking 

 Assignment: Final papers due in class. 

 

Week 13 – Themes in comparative development 

 Study for final exam! 
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Reviews for Teaching Assistantship for Psych 2090: Developmental Psychology 

Spring 2017 

 

 Developmental Psychology is a lecture-based class taught annually, with a typical 

enrollment of 70 students. The class has two prelim exams, a final exam, and four writing 

assignments. TA duties primarily consisted of grading these assignments, proctoring exams, and 

answering student questions after class and in office hours. 

Below is a summary of student TAing reviews, conducted online by the psychology 

department. All student comments are included, unedited. 

 

Online Evaluation Questions: 

 

If you had any contact with her, please evaluate TA Samantha Carouso: 

1 = much worse than the average TA at Cornell  

5 = much better than the average TA at Cornell  

 

Mean: 4.63, Standard Deviation: 0.69 

 

Is the TA (Samantha Carouso) a good candidate for a teaching award?  

Awardees will have demonstrated their devotion to undergraduate teaching, where teaching is 

understood to include classroom presence, course preparation and administration, and student 

counseling, and where applicable, development of new courses and new methods of student 

instruction.  

1 = poor  

5 = excellent  

 

Mean: 4.65, Standard Deviation: 0.68 

 

If you feel that one or more of the TA's should receive a Teaching Award ~ please explain 

why?  

 

“I only interacted with Sam, but she was extremely helpful when I had questions with one of the 

assignments. She's very kind and enthusiastic!”  

 

“Samantha Carouso was incredibly helpful. If you send her a simple question, she will take the 

time to respond in very great depth. When going to see her in person, she is very helpful and 

amazing at explaining concepts by using examples. She is amazing.” 

 

“No, only Sam. She was very helpful and reasonable. Cared about the students success which is 

rare for graduate TAs.”  

 

“Sam and Steven were so incredibly helpful all year, and really interested in helping their 

students. I saw this not only with my own work, but the way they took the time to help each 

individual student to the best of their abilities. I have honestly never had such engaged and 

helpful TA's, and they were really helpful in a big lecture such as this one.”  
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“Sam should receive it because every time I asked for help she always went above and beyond to 

help me understand the material better. I really appreciate that.”  

 

“I think that Sam should receive a teaching award. Although I did not have extensive interaction 

with her, she was always very helpful when I asked her questions both in person and via email. 

Even when I did not ask a very elaborate question, she gave her best possible answer and 

exceeded my expectations in helping me. She clearly is dedicated to making sure that the 

students in this class succeed.”  

 

“I feel as though Samantha should. She was very nice and helpful.”  

 

“Samantha Carouso is well deserving of a Teaching Award. I have interacted her after class and 

in her office hours, and she has been consistently pleasant and happy to talk to students about 

both psychology and their lives. She really demonstrates that she cares about students and is not 

just there for help on psychology. She goes above and beyond in explaining any confusing topics 

and integrates real-world applications into the relevant class discussion. I have enjoyed speaking 

with her, and her encouragement and advice has been very useful in my success in this class.”  

 

“Samantha Carouso. She is so helpful and always willing to offer help. She also masters the 

knowledge well.” 
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Teaching Reviews for Psych 1103: Comparative Cognition 

Fall 2016 

 

I designed, developed, and taught this seminar as an optional discussion course for 

students enrolled in Introduction to Psychology. Enrollment was limited to 10 students across 

two sections, mostly freshmen. The course focused primarily on in-class discussion and writing 

assignments, expanding basic cognitive psychology principles across species. 

Teaching reviews were conducted online by the psychology department and did not 

include a section for write-in comments. Nine students completed the optional evaluations. 

 I have included unedited, unsolicited comments sent to me separately via email by 

students after the end of the class (post-final grades finalization), but please note these were not 

anonymous.  

 

Online Evaluation Questions: 

Did the teacher (Sam Carouso) stimulate your interest in the subject? 1 = destroyed interest; was 

boring, 5 = stimulated great interest 

Mean: 4.67, Standard Deviation: 0.66 

How well was the teacher’s presentation of material organized? 1 = congested; disorganized, 5 = 

clear; organized 

Mean: 4.63, Standard Deviation: 0.69 

The teaching stills of the teacher in this course, in comparison to my other teachers were: 1 = 

much poorer than the majority, 5 = much better than the majority 

Mean: 4.33, Standard Deviation: 0.81 

Is Sam Carouso a good candidate for a teaching award? Awardees will have demonstrated their 

devotion to undergraduate teaching, where teaching is understood to include classroom presence, 

course preparation and administration, and student counseling, and, where applicable, 

development of new courses and new methods of student instruction. 1 = poor, 5 = excellent 

Mean: 4.36, Standard Deviation: 0.77 

Student Comments: 

 “I just wanted you to know that your class was filled with beyond interesting facts and 

enthusiasm. I am so glad that I chose to take this class, which successfully connected Animal 

Behavior and Psychology (my two favorite subjects). I looked forward going to your class every 

week! Sorry for being so corny but I really just wanted you to know.” 
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“Thank you so much for a fantastic semester!! I can't even begin to explain how much fun and 

joy your section has brought to my Wednesdays. I am honestly quite proud of myself for being 

able to write about duck reproduction without feeling perpetually grossed out- it's just so 

interesting! Thank you again for everything! I will miss this class so much.” 

“Thank you for providing one of the more interesting classes in my Cornell career. The weekly 

seminars and papers were truly fascinating and I am very happy to have decided to go ahead with 

taking the course.” 

“Thank you for a great class, I really enjoyed it! And I'm glad you mentioned the beat-keeping 

behavior in animals, was really fascinating to research.” 

“The last class was really fun and the whole semester has been a blast! I learned a lot and it was 

nice to have a de-stressor class in the middle of my day. I'll miss you and our weekly section, and 

I hope you have a great rest of the semester/year. “ 

“I really enjoyed the class; it's my favorite class in Cornell so far. Thank you!” 

“Thank you for great semester; while I was not sure whether I wanted to continue the class when 

first started because of the small class size, I really enjoyed the discussion. I am looking forward 

to see you again.” 

“thanks for such a fun semester! I truly enjoyed each class, everything was very interesting! I 

hope to continue to learn about animal cognition.” 

 

 


