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Teaching statement  

In Support of the Application by Dr Heidi Maurer for CEU European Award for Excellence in Teaching  

 

This statement showcases how I have evolved into an engaging and exceptional teacher during the past 

decade, who embraces the added value of problem-based and research learning. I also summarize how 

I have been increasingly supporting the exchange about innovative teaching in European Studies, 

political science and International Relations within European academic networks. In a following step, I 

will explain my teaching philosophy, before I conclude about my future teaching ideas.  

 

• My Teaching Accomplishments: practicing problem-based and research learning; developing 

teaching materials that inspire students´ ownership and critical reflection 

My first teaching experience took place in a very traditional environment at the University of Vienna, 

where short research presentations by students in seminars were considered as innovative already. 

When I joined Maastricht University in 2008, the active learning approach, which was practiced there in 

the form of problem-based learning (PBL), came as an eye-opening shock. I was fascinated by this 

different pedagogical philosophy, and the first few years I focused in particular on discovering and 

experimenting with the ins and outs of facilitating group dynamics and guiding tutorial groups  of 

students in a variety of courses from EU politics, comparative politics and research skills. Through 

participatory observation and many supportive conversations with colleagues, I developed into an 

inspiring tutor for a variety of different students (Bachelor, Master and especially exchange students, 

who experienced active learning for the first time). I was particularly successful in encouraging my 

students to perceive their learning in a research manner and to continuously reflect critically on their 

own and joint learning processes. My expertise in negotiation practice and communication theory 

helped my understanding for empowering a diverse set of students, and ensuring a welcoming 

atmosphere in our tutorials.  

When I got the opportunity to design my first courses as convenor, I was paying attention to ensuring 

that the teaching materials used would support active learning processes and encourage students to 

develop their questions and research approach. I re-structured many courses (EU politics, Great 

Expectations, negotiation skills, external relations) according to active learning pedagogy, focusing each 

session rather on threshold concepts then topics. I also greatly enjoyed supporting colleagues in 

designing courses in an active learning manner. For example, the course “EU external relations” 

(Bachelor European Studies, year 3) used weekly research tasks for students, while my co-course 

coordinator and I put particular attention to encourage students critical thinking, with a sound 

application of theoretical perspectives and practice teaching. 

My experience with problem-based learning and the facilitation of small group teaching also helped me 

to bring this approach to other learning contexts: with few adjustments I was able to introduce 

students during OSF summer schools or a seminar visit to Japan to this active way of learning. When I 

was leaving Maastricht to start my position as fellow in EU and International Organizations in 2017, I 

also introduced active learning elements to my seminars (International Institutions; International 

Organisations; Europe in the World) at the London School of Economics and Political Science. Despite 

my students being more used to traditional lecturing, I was able to acquaint them to a more active 

learning style within just a few weeks and I was very pleased to conclude that at the end of term all 
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students (no matter if from Europe, the UK, South Korea, or China) felt comfortable in contributing to 

our weekly exchanges and to actively participate. Since September 2018, I am also using active learning 

elements in my course for Master students “European foreign policy”. While the syllabus looks rather 

traditional, our weekly tasks guided students active learning and an active research mind-set. This again 

showed me that active learning elements, even if they have to be adjusted to the local circumstances 

and students´ experiences, can enrich any class and ensure increased student ownership and student 

engagement.  

 

• My Milestones in Promoting Professional Exchange about Active Learning 

Due the high appreciation of students and colleagues for my work as tutor, I volunteered  to co-design 

the training at our Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at Maastricht University for new staff members 

to prepare them for their teaching with problem-based learning (PBL). This important task as well as my 

desire to design teaching materials suitable for PBL triggered my motivation to study the pedagogical 

literature and critically reflect on the application of active learning and PBL in the Social Sciences. My 

studies helped me to better grasp the logic of this teaching philosophy, and to adjust teaching materials 

in a profound manner in the following years as coordinator of various courses (EU politics; Great 

Expectations; Negotiation skills; External Relations). Due to the success of my PBL materials, I was 

encouraged by our dean to also offer a follow-up course on PBL assignment design. My experience and 

lessons learnt I shared in various publications, among other in a book chapter on “Best Practices in 

Problem-Based Learning”, for the Handbook of Teaching and Learning in Political Science and 

International Relations. I also co-edited a special issue for European Political Science about old and new 

tools for student engagement in European Studies (2015): 

I also designed and delivered staff trainings for colleagues interested in active learning and problem-

based learning outside of my university. I ran workshops at several conferences (APSA teaching and 

learning conference, European teaching and learning conference, UACES teaching workshops), at the 

Summer School of the ECPR Standing Group on Teaching Political Science in Piestany/Slovakia (2012), 

and at specifically designed training workshops in Ankara (2015), Tartu (2015), Oslo (2017), Tampere 

(2017), or Dublin (2017). Also in various international projects I fostered the exchange about teaching 

and active learning: in the Jean-Monnet networks ANTERO (2014-2017) and NORTIA (2017-2020) I 

took leading roles in designing one-day teaching workshops at our annual network conferences, and I 

shared insights from our teaching in teaching fiches and a handbook (including a practical example) of 

how to use a simulation in teaching. Furthermore in the 2014-2017 TEMPUS project “INOTLES: 

Innovating Teaching and Learning of European Studies” I was assigned the expert for problem-based 

learning who delivered an online 12-weeks staff training course to learn about how to use PBL and how 

to design PBL materials with colleagues in Belgium, Georgia, Moldova, the Netherlands, Ukraine and 

the UK. For outreach and open access, I was pleased that many of those interactions were also 

recorded and are available as short clips on youtube or the websites of the respective projects. Due to 

my experience of teaching in various countries and my expertise with active learning pedagogy I have 

been invited during the last few years also to assist in curricula reviews (KU Leuven; London 

Metropolitan University) or to act as external examiner (International Business School in Budapest). In 

those cases I can also time and again provide useful feedback on how to integrate active learning in 

existing courses or to point out best practices.  
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Most proud, however, In terms of a sustainable impact for the promotion of active learning and 

academic exchanges I am about the fact that many of the teaching and learning initiatives within our 

professional networks have gained traction and developed into essential platforms for many of my 

colleagues and me. As first co-opted and then elected committee member of the University Association 

for Contemporary European Studies (UACES), I have been a driving force behind organizing interactive 

and hands-on UACES teaching workshops preceding each annual conference for the past five years 

(see for example here 2017, 2016, 2015). As co-convenor of the “Teaching the EU” of the transatlantic 

European Union Studies Association (EUSA) we ensure the inclusion of several teaching and learning 

panels at each conference, and time and again we organised very well visited roundtables about 

Teaching and Learning in European Studies. The highest impact, however, I was able to achieve with my 

co-committee members in the ECPR standing group “Teaching and Learning Politics”, whose 

membership grew in the past six years from 50 to 280 members. Our standing group has been 

organising a section around the scholarship of teaching and learning in political science in all annual 

ECPR conferences, and our plenary roundtable on “When does teaching matter in academic (career) 

development?” at the 2018 ECPR General Conference in Hamburg offered a great opportunity to 

discuss teaching and learning with 200 members in an supportive, inspiring but also critically-minded 

manner. In the framework of the ECPR standing group I am also the driving force behind the 

institutionalization of the bi-annual European Teaching and Learning conference (EuroTLC) in 

European Studies, Political Science and International Relations, which a growing team of teaching 

enthusiastic colleagues in various European countries helped to organize in  2014, 2016, and 2018. At 

each edition of our EuroTLC we managed to bring together up to 80 colleagues from various European 

countries, and especially in the  2018 edition in Prague we were pleased to welcome more and more 

colleagues from Central and Eastern Europe.  

 

• My Teaching Philosophy 

Problem-based learning (PBL) as any active learning method is just a tool. It needs to fit the objective 

and has to be adjusted to the background of students. Its success very much depends on applying the 

principles, rather than following a rigid structure in implementation. This said, active learning can be a 

highly inspiring and effective tool, if used for the right reason and in the right manner. As with every 

teaching tool one needs to know why, how and under what conditions to use PBL.  This does not 

imply that traditional forms such as lectures do not have a place and can be highly useful instruments 

for students learning.   

Helping students to learn is not a mechanical process. Structure and procedure help, but the most 

important ingredient is passion and inspiration for the subject. Showing my enthusiasm (as well as 

openly discussing challenges and often my doubts) for research or the subject matter at hand can 

inspire students more than any rules, threats, or promises of good grades. I have a reputation of being 

a demanding and strict supervisor, but also that I am extremely good in providing helpful guidance and 

supporting students who struggle.  

As academic instructor, my task is to facilitate and challenge students´ thinking. The learning has to be 

done by students, and very often it is not a comfortable process, i.e. learning is not always fun in the 

moment. But my experience confirmed that students are willing to take up the challenge, if they feel 

that they are taken seriously and that their voice is appreciated. Treating students as researchers 

facilitates an active learning approach, but also allows students to train their academic and professional 

https://www.uaces.org/events/tandl/teaching_krak/#.XDc3DC2cZN0
https://www.uaces.org/events/tandl/teaching_lond/
https://www.uaces.org/events/tandl/teaching_bilb/index.php
https://www.uaces.org/events/tandl/teaching_maas/index.php
https://www.eurotlc.eu/brussels-2016/
https://www.eurotlc.eu/
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skills. Particularly for the social sciences, I want my students to understand that asking the right kind of 

questions is as valuable as finding the right answers. And problem-based learning in an interactive 

manner trains students in formulating their own research puzzles, research plans and questions.  

 

• My Teaching in the Future 

The interaction with the many talented and inspiring students that I had the opportunity to work with 

during the past decade is an important motivation for my work as academic. I cherish the opportunity 

to especially support those students in their learning, who just need this little bit of extra support, but 

who keep learning and improving until they find their own way of interacting in a group or engaging 

with a complex academic or policy problem. Learning is also about gaining the confidence to put 

oneself into uncomfortable situations, to dare to get challenged by the unknown, and to recognize that 

one has an important voice.  

I want to remind myself time and again that the most important ingredient for learning are people: 

students who feel comfortable in experimenting with their ideas, and staff who feel comfortable and 

valued for their guidance in this process. No technology or administrative procedure will be able to 

replace the impact that kindness, encouraging support, and taking students seriously can and should 

have.  


