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As a teacher and mentor, | want to instill in my students a curiosity and an
appreciation for the natural world. My philosophy of teaching is grounded in my
belief that to be most effective as an instructor, one must create a safe environment
that is interactive and collaborative and one that promotes both problem-solving
and critical thinking skills. My goal as a professor is to go beyond simply teaching
content knowledge, but to affect real change in how students see, think about, and
act in the world.

All students are individuals, and everyone learns in their own unique way. It has
been my experience that a welcoming environment accommodates a variety of adult
learning styles and encourages students to present their opinions while respecting the
opinions of others. By giving students a voice in class, not only do the students benefit
from peer-peer learning by enriching the course material with personal experiences and
knowledge, but they also take responsibility for their own learning and, therefore, enhance
the integration of their new knowledge into practice. Promoting independent thinking is
essential so that students can take what they have learned and apply it in real-life
situations. Therefore, | endeavor to create an atmosphere in my classroom for students
to learn skills and demonstrate outcomes.

As an example, the in-major biology laboratory courses | teach are structured as
course-based undergraduate research experiences (CUREs). CUREs are a novel form of
classroom-based courses that offer students hands on experience doing original research
and offer faculty the opportunity to generate new information within their discipline. They
were devised to address a major goal of national reform efforts in life science education to
expand research involving undergraduate students (American Association for the
Advancement of Science [AAAS] 2011; National Research Council 2003). In my upper-level
microbiology lab (BIO 306L), we use a microbiome CURE that | developed that focuses on
environmental equity and social justice. Microbes can be found in almost every part of the
Earth, as can social injustice. On the surface, the 2 seem unrelated. However, the
connection between microbes and social equity is becoming increasingly explicit. In recent
years, microbiome science has established that microbes in the gut, water, soil, plants and
air are all vital to human health. These habitats contain a multitude of beneficial and
pathogenic organisms, and the composition of active microbes in a community often dictate
the health and resmence of that ecosystem In the microbiology lab, students conduct

- research and engage in analytical
practices in metagenomics to characterize
and test hypotheses about the
Y environmental microbiome while also
exploring environmental equity and social
justice. In addition to their hands-on
experience with cutting-edge metagenomic
technology, this CURE also provides an
authentic opportunity for students to learn,
practice, and be assessed on an array of
essential laboratory skills, including record-
keeping, experimental design, data
analysis, and science communication.
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My teaching methods reflect my optimistic view that students are motivated to learn,
to master the content, to consistently improve, and to positively influence their lives and
communities. | structure my classes to support mastery-oriented goals and evaluation
practices, by providing students with a variety of challenging tasks with clearly defined goals
and focusing on improvement when evaluating their work. | do this by using lectures,
experiments, case studies, demonstrations, and cooperative learning to engage students
and support their learning.

As an example, when teaching students about macromolecules, we begin with the
basic formulas and key features of each, progressing to examples and uses of each
macromolecule. Taking ownership of this information, students are then tasked with sharing
this information to others in an assignment | call “Conversations in the Café.” Over a meal,
students share that when we eat food, we take in the large biological molecules
(macromolecules) found in the food, including carbohydrates, proteins, lipids (such as fats),
and nucleic acids (such as DNA), and we use them to power our cells and build our bodies.
Students routinely comment how much fun this assignment was, especially when the topic
area falls during the Super Bowl and they can demonstrate to their friends and family how
there is much more to know about the snacks and foods they are eating.
| have also spent a S|gn|f|cant amount of time working on Virtual Reality (VR) for
. curriculum development and innovation in teaching. | was
one of the lead instructors in the first cohort of teachers at
Morehouse College to integrate VR into my courses. By
utilizing this technology, | have created activities and
Ay experiences that are transforming the way students learn,
and the way | teach. As one example, by expanding a
human heart in VR and stepping inside of it, | am able to
reinforce learning of the heart’s structure and function. |
have been invited to demonstrate examples of my teaching
in VR as part of the college-wide faculty retreat, to colleagues in the former Division of Life
Sciences at Morehouse, as an invited speaker at the W.E.B. DuBois Data Science
Symposium hosted by the Atlanta University Center Data Science Initiative; as well as
participated in several industry and technology showcases for VR, and was interviewed by
several national media outlets, including Forbes, and the Washington Post about my
experience developing and teaching a course in VR. | also took the lead in sharing this work
at the 14" annual International Conference of Education, Research and Innovation (ICERI),
resulting in the work being published in the ICERI 2021 Proceedings. Other publications of
this work demonstrate my commitment to the scholarship of teaching and learning focused
on student engagement (Majewska and Vereen, 2023) and exploring the ethics of VR in a
book chapter entitled, “Mission, Morals, and the Metaverse: How Morehouse College is

Transforming Undergraduate Education in the Sciences and Humanities with Virtual Reality”

with colleagues (Clark et al. 2023) published by Routledge Press.

Much of biology might however be considered rote learning and can intimidate those
students who are less invested in the field or who have difficulty with memorization. As noted
by Bransford, Brown and Cocking (2000), learning is enhanced when teachers pay attention
to the knowledge and beliefs that students bring to the classroom. To help students develop
an appreciation for biology and think critically about how it relates to their own lives |
incorporate this style of learner-centered teaching by including personal anecdotes into my
lecture and encouraging my students to do the same.
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Just as | am responsible for guiding and assessing my students learning, my students
are also given opportunities to provide me feedback on my teaching to help me assess and
improve the courses | teach. These opportunities consist of both anonymous feedback and
course evaluations, and one-on-one interaction to address individual concerns or questions.
To this end, | am continually not only teaching, but also learning. Students have found these
interactions and opportunities helpful as noted by comments such as:

“Dr. Vereen is a very enthusiastic teacher, who could [be] fun at times but hard as
well. It was hard not to get excited when going to his class.” “Dr. Vereen was extremely
helpful with any assignments that he gave out. He encouraged students to come by his office
hours to either get help or just to converse.” “He [Dr. Vereen] gave us feedback on labs.
Areas where we needed work and in areas that we excelled in. Very great class”

Of notable significance, | developed a First Year Experience course for General
Education, entitled Men’s Health (BIO 105) that explores the biological, socio-cultural,
economic and gender influences that shape men’s health beliefs and practices; while also
focusing on the health disparities among Black men and intervention strategies to improve
men’s health outcomes. This is one of the only courses like this in the nation that
focuses intentionally on gaining a deeper understanding of the unique health
challenges of Black men, and that seeks to inform and empower students to develop
culturally competent strategies and solutions to improve the health outcomes of
themselves and Black men. As a result of the overwhelmingly
positive student response and request for this course, a
separate section of the course was expanded to the Chemistry
program. My student and peer evaluations have all been
consistently high, ranking above average and exceeds.
] Additionally, my exemplary contributions in the areas of
| undergraduate education, student learning and campus life
have also been noted as | was awarded the Morehouse 2019
Vulcan Teaching Excellence Award.

My teaching philosophy and scholarly approach to teaching is an on-going process
that involves constant refinement, adaptation, and modification to incorporate new
information, skills, and pedagogical approaches. | have worked to develop my abilities and
skills as a teacher by attending local and national conferences including the National
Science Teachers Association (NSTA) national meeting and the Association for Biology
Laboratory Education (ABLE), participating in numerous teaching training and development
workshops, and more recently in the area of the Scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL)
sharing my own experiences with others in presentations, invited workshops on course
design and teaching, and through peer-reviewed publications.

In summary, my student-centered and mastery-oriented philosophy of teaching
seeks to create safe, transparent spaces where my students and | can come together
to take risks, make mistakes, and learn from one another. My hope is that students
leave my classes knowing themselves and their capabilities better, and that they are
empowered to be leaders in their communities. As a scholar educator, | look forward
to the opportunity to continue putting these concepts into practice through the next
steps in my professional journey.
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