
Michalis Famelis - Teaching Statement

A few weeks ago my friend’s three-year old came home from daycare devastated: her teacher had told
her that she is “bad at buttons”. The potential of too many people is left unrealized because they are
inadvertently told that they are “bad at computers”. I want to be an educator that creates a nurturing
learning environment, conducive to diversity and inclusiveness so that all students can be empowered
and excel. I strive to be passionate and engaging in the classroom, inspiring students to take their
education in their own hands, and I try to foster a collaborative learning community by using efficiently
all available tools.

Teaching Experience and Philosophy. I gained my first exposure to teaching when I became a Teaching
Assistant (TA) as a first-year MSc student. Being thrust to the front of the class was not easy, but I was
lucky enough to be working under the guidance of accomplished and inspiring educators, who knew
how to mentor junior TAs. I learned valuable lessons, such as paying very close attention to what the
students are saying, being firm and forthright but fair and compassionate, explaining my actions and
decisions, giving good and timely feedback, and paying attention to and learning to overcome barriers
in language, accent and culture. During the next few years I was a TA for the courses “CSC207 Software
Design”, “CSC148/A48 Introduction to Computer Science”, and “CSC369 Operating Systems”, enjoy-
ing the opportunity to work with both beginner and upper-year students. Other than marking, my
duties as a TA included preparing and conducting tutorials and practicals, supervising student teams,
and on occasion giving lectures.

Teaching the course “CSC207 Software Design” in the Fall 2014 term was for me a transformative
experience. The course is a second year Object-Oriented Programming course, that introduces students
to software engineering concepts such as version control, ticketing systems, development processes, re-
quirements elicitation, modeling and design –including design patterns, unit testing, as well as working
with a larger code-base in a larger team. This term the course was unusually large, with approximately
400 registered students. I was one of three co-instructors, and I was personally responsible for one of
the four sections. In addition, as an experienced TA, I was in charge of coordinating the course’s total
of 17 TAs, about two thirds of which were upper year undergraduate students themselves.

I worked together with the course coordinator to plan the course schedule, and so had a very big
impact in the design and planning of the course. The course had three quizzes, two major auto-marked
exercises, a term project, and a final exam. Deliverables were arranged so that (a) we would be able to
monitor student progress consistently throughout the term, and (b) there would be no single point of
catastrophic failure for a student. We took great care to arrange the course schedule and mark distri-
bution so that students would have good indication (between 15-30% of their final mark) about their
progress before the last date to drop the course. The term project was to develop a full-fledged An-
droid application. Because this was the first time students were taught Java, we had to take great care
to be very selective about what parts of the Android development ecosystem we exposed to them.
We aimed to maximize the project’s educational impact by pairing its progression with lectures about
course topics such as design, testing, development processes, etc.. Additionally, by exposing second-
year students to a cool technology which can be run on their own smartphones, we tried to inspire and
empower them with a sense of accomplishment and confidence about their capabilities.

While this experience by no means makes me an accomplished educator, I learned several important
lessons that shape my teaching philosophy. I briefly describe them below, arranged by the different
roles I was required to play as an instructor.

(A) Being a Good Teacher. With the massive administrative overhead, time spent in class was in fact
the most invigorating and rewarding part of teaching. I learned that it is hard, but not impossible, to
engage students. To do this, I prepared for teaching as if preparing for a performance, trying to be
animated and even exuberant! I was lucky to have teaching materials available, and so I did not need
to start from scratch. However, I had to be careful in choosing what to reuse and when to innovate. In
creating new material, I got to appreciate the importance of using relevant examples, especially after
student comments such as “I think we should be having more examples in class. It is unintuitive and hard
to figure out what the documentation means sometimes.” In general, I tried to tell a story, to contextualize
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information and link it with students’ experiences and intuition. I tried to inspire students by showing
them the potential of what they learned and by selectively exposing them to cutting edge Software
Engineering research. Finally, I found that a lot of the teaching happens outside class, in the online
discussion board where I consistently tried to foster a sense of community and collaborative learning.
This was well received; a student sent me the following: “You’re doing a really, really good job at replying
to students on Piazza.”

The major challenge for me was in creating an inclusive learning environment, that would be nur-
turing for all students. Very early on I realized that students’ class participation was overdetermined
by demographic factors. Simply put, almost all of the students who were active in class (raising hands,
asking and answering questions) where white males (like myself). I expended a lot of effort in try-
ing to make my teaching style more conducive to diversity by adopting practices such as: being very
organized, available, and reliable so that students could trust in a well understood and stable course
structure and schedule; encouraging participation of all students; contextualizing the impact of inter-
personal power dynamics in software development teams. Additionally, I tried to bring safer space
practices in the classroom, such as: providing anonymous feedback forms; using careful language; be-
ing very open and public about my own inadvertent mistakes. This was appreciated. For example a
student submitted the following anonymous comment: “I think it’s really good that you have an anonymous
feedback form. Most classes don’t do this!” (However, not all anonymous comments were useful: someone
else commented that my T-shirts are “da best”.)

(B) Being a Good Colleague. Being an effective instructor required me to collaborate closely with (a)
my two co-instructors, and (b) senior teaching faculty and lecturers who had previously taught the
course. In collaborating with my co-instructors I had to learn to recognize and appreciate different
teaching styles, while trying to synthesize a common, consistent course program for the students. I
tried to always go into instructor meetings with a clear list of topics to be discussed and leave from
them with a clear understanding of the task list and distribution of work. Overall, we were able to work
well as a team, based on honest communication, and a collegial approach to resolving disagreement.
In collaborating with the rest of the teaching faculty, I realized the importance of institutional memory
both in terms of maintaining, improving and passing on teaching materials, and in terms of seeking
mentorship and feedback from more senior and accomplished educators.

(C) Being a Good Manager. Given the size of the course, I quickly realized that organizational skills
were critical. For example, skills from my formal training such as scripting, version control and main-
taining documentation proved invaluable. These were required both for managing the students’ data,
but also, importantly, to manage the 17 teaching assistants. Based on my extensive experience as a TA,
I devoted a lot of attention to the organization and coordination of TA duties. My basic philosophy is
that TAs play a crucial role as intermediaries. On one hand they need to be confident, well-trained and
equipped with precise instructions, to ensure that labs, tutorials, demos, assignment marking, etc. go
smoothly and are constructive from the perspective of the students. On the other hand, their proximity
to the students, which is largely free from the distorting instructor-student power imbalance, is an in-
valuable source of frequent feedback for me as an instructor during the term. For this reason, I tried to
provide a lot of structure and predictability for the TAs, which I saw reciprocated as reliability on their
part.

As of today, December 31st, 2014, I have not received the results of student course evaluations, so
the above reflects my own perception, as well as comments I got from students, TAs and co-instructors
during the term, including the anonymous feedback form.

In addition to teaching students in class, I have over the years supervised five summer interns in
the software engineering lab. These were undergraduate students that worked on specific projects,
related to ongoing research in our group. As a more senior graduate student, I was part of the in-
terviewing and selection process. In concert with my own growth, I was also increasingly required
to offer leadership, mentorship, and guidance at an interpersonal basis to ensure that the experience
was constructive and beneficial for the student, as well as successful and non-trivial from a research
perspective. Following the completion of their projects, all students created presentations, either in the
form of talks or as posters. Additionally, in three cases, the students’ work was substantial enough to
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result in co-authored submissions to academic conferences. For these, I found that nurturing the stu-
dents’ confidence and communication and presentation skills are extremely important. As a mentor, my
approach is to encourage curiosity and intellectual independence by giving both timely, constructive
feedback and positive encouragement. There is no universal method for achieving this, and adapting
to each student’s individual style is always a challenge. Ultimately, it is important to foster a sense of
accomplishment and empowerment, in a respectful and constructive way.

To summarize, my teaching philosophy is focused on inspiring and engaging students in a nurtur-
ing, inclusive learning environment. To achieve this, I place great emphasis on openness, structure,
predictability and good collaboration with colleagues and assistants.

Teaching Agenda. Based on my experience and formal training, I am confident to teach courses related
to any area of Software Engineering, including programming, compilers, testing, modelling, etc. I am
also confident that I can take on teaching computer science courses outside of my immediate area of
expertise. I place huge importance on building a strong base of fundamentals and really enjoy teaching
beginners. I am also excited about developing advanced graduate courses that focus on the state of the
art in research. Such courses are excellent opportunities to not only teach the latest advances in a field
and inspire curiosity and innovation but also to expand my own horizons as a researcher. After all,
teaching is the ultimate form of learning.


