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“The women slink in and out of their homes on their way to market like rats from 
their holes. The men beat their wives black and blue, but no one interferes…. 
Pregnancy is an almost chronic condition amongst them.”  
 
“I looked out at the mass and heard a scream. It came from a woman wheeling a baby 
carriage, who had just come around the corner preparing to visit the clinic. She saw 
the patrol wagon, realized what had happened, left the baby carriage on the walk, 
rushed through the crowd to the wagon and cried to me: ‘Come back! Come back and 
save me!”     

-Margaret Sanger, My Fight For Birth Control (1931) 
 
As my syllabi show, my pedagogy draws conceptually and theoretically from my 
research interests and concerns. As an intellectual and cultural historian, my research 
is invested in examining how certain knowledges are produced and the means through 
which they come to be legitimized. My students will learn that bodies of knowledge 
too have a history, and that the makers of it have their own assumptions, investments, 
and desires that shape their perspective. Through group activities and close reading 
exercises, we will interrogate not only the multiplicity of historical narratives but also 
the perpetuation and silencing of distinct concepts and ideas. My students will 
question how these ideas were produced and developed through time. Through such 
processes of historicizing, I want us to unpack certain categories that are taken for 
granted and appreciate their contingency.  
 
Students leaving my classes are able to evaluate historical narratives and analyze how 
historians, politicians, and other individuals have framed the past to affect their 
present. As an instructor, I plan discussions, group activities, and writing assignments 
that facilitate students’ taking apart these narratives and identifying their assumptions 
and weaknesses. For example, during a women, gender, and sexuality in U.S. history 
course I helped teach, we held a debate in which students were assigned a set of 
primary documents produced by five different feminist activists at the turn of the 
twentieth century. I divided the students into pairs and assigned each pair an author 
from their reading. They were told to argue not only for their individual causes but 
also from the ideological perspective of their assigned activist. To prepare for this 
task, they would need to identify the assumptions, biases, and prejudices that these 
feminist authors brought to bear on their writing. They would need the employ the 
skills that they had begun to acquire in their historiography papers, which they had 
submitted two weeks beforehand. The debate allowed the students an opportunity to 
see their historical skills in action, but it also provided a space from which to 
empathize, understand, and respectfully defend an alternative point of view.  
 
During the next class, I had students break into small groups to discuss how the 
authors structured their narratives and debate whether they trust them. Given the 



overwhelming interest in Margaret Sanger in the debate, I chose to spend the majority 
of our time on her essay. The students identified these two opening lines by Sanger as 
particularly revealing of the author’s complicated relationship to the women whom 
she had dedicated her life to helping. Through lecture, group activity, and a close 
reading exercise, the students were able to come together and have a meaningful 
conversation about not only the complicated history of feminist activism in the United 
States but also the shifting perceptions of birth control throughout the centuries. As 
one student wrote in her response paper that week, “Somehow we went from birth 
control being commonly used, to all knowledge of it being outlawed, to today, where 
women are still fighting for access to safe and affordable birth control.” Many of the 
students were surprised to learn that popular attitudes towards birth control have 
changed so radically over time. It is through such collaborative exercises that I want 
to engage with my students and establish the constantly overlapping connections 
between the past and the position through which we come to narrativize it in the 
present.  
 
As an educator, I know that learners attain mastery by working through ideas and then 
teaching others. I therefore structure classes around individual or group activities in 
which students grapple with a variety of sources, including speeches, travelers’ 
accounts, memoirs, fiction, images, and secondary analysis of historical events and 
processes. These documents and images transform students into historians, creating 
their own interpretations of the historical record. For example, in my Colonial Latin 
America survey, I assign the diary of Ursula de Jesús, an afro-Peruvian mystic from 
the seventeenth century. Based on knowledge of the period and analytical skills that 
we work on throughout the semester, my students will offer a reading in class. In 
sharing their reflections with the rest of the class, they have a stake in the assignment 
and reinforce their knowledge in a way that my lectures could not. Primary sources 
like de Jesús’s diary ask students to step into the shoes of a historical actor. In 
teaching Latin American history, primary sources, even in translation, are especially 
important in facilitating students’ understanding of places and events that are often 
completely foreign to them. 
 
I have my students write early and often. This requirement allows me to gauge the 
effectiveness of my teaching, seeing the gaps that I thought we had covered in lecture 
or discussion. By using peer review and final assessment, I encourage my students to 
think concretely about what elements make up a successful paper. Students learn to 
offer constructive feedback and also see problems in their own papers when they 
apply a rubric to their peers’ writing. Students leave my courses writing coherently 
and persuasively to form an argument that they thoughtfully prove with evidence; this 
skill will serve them well, whatever their chosen profession may be.  


