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‘Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu’, which means that a person is a person through other persons (Zulu proverb).  

 

Overview 

A shared learning journey of innovation and experimentation: I have lived five years in Africa. One day, as I was 

hiking across rural Kenya, I was dehydrated and just couldn’t move my legs. My Belgian friend took my rucksack and 

started pushing my back uphill. I had to stop, my legs were not responding. A Kenyan teenager cycled next to us and my 

friend asked him to take me with him as far as he could on the main road uphill. So he did, and it was a fun trip, he was a 

high school student and to my surprise, he knew exactly where my country (Peru) is and has learnt about the Incas and 

told me he wanted to visit Machupicchu sometime and go to university. Then I thought, maybe I will never be a great 

hiker, but I think I could be a good university teacher and make sure that I build on experiences like this one, where three 

people of different nationalities can start a journey together and learn from each other.  

While I was living in Kenya, I started my journey into adult education. As recent MSc. graduate, I joined an international 

research organization and my first assignment was to build my own skills in ‘scenario planning’. The aim was to train the 

trainers in scenario planning in several tropical developing countries. This initial challenge provided me with hands on 

experience on adult training and education in a multicultural environment. This experience also ignited my interest in 

teaching. After eight years of professional experience, I returned to the classrooms not only to pursue a PhD but also to 

take my first steps into university teaching.   

The fast-paced workshop environment of my initial hands-on training experience is however very different to semester-

long courses, where you have time to know students better, test and adapt teaching approaches and materials based on 

their feedback. When I arrived to the Australian National University to study a PhD last year, I enrolled in the 

‘Foundations of University Teaching and Learning Program’. After this, I tutored ‘Environmental Communications’ at 

the Crawford School. I used the skills I brought as scenario facilitator and trainer together with the knowledge gained 

from the ‘Foundations’ course to actively promote the participation of students in the discussion.  

I then lectured ‘Introduction to Economics’ as part of the ‘Introductory Academic Program’. The lectures run smoothly in 

a workshop-type environment and most students show high interest, commitment and willingness to contribute. Later this 

year, my experience with four groups of undergraduate students of ‘Economics for the Environment’ was different. I 

found both very positive responses and strong critics of my teaching. However, if it were not for the comments about how 

differently my teaching was perceived, I would not have the guts to constantly innovate as I did in ‘Environmental Policy 

and Communications’ this semester. I looked at my teaching from the student’s perspective and asked myself:  

• How to make a tutorial fun and motivational and with an excellent quality of content?  

• How to make students read, without overloading them too much?  

• How to encourage students to participate? 

I am also a student of my students as I learn from their experiences. We share examples from across the world making the 

classroom a real international forum. Theirs diverse array of experiences and backgrounds always enrich the discussion.  

I use several approaches to motivate students’ creativity; discussion and deeper understanding and learning. Throughout 

my short tutoring journey at ANU, I have applied my teaching philosophy of ‘a shared learning journey of innovation and 

experimentation’. 

 

Selection Criteria  

Criterion 1: Approaches to teaching that influence, motivate and inspire students to learn in small group settings 

I have been exposed to different teaching methods throughout my professional career.  While based at Nairobi, Kenya, I 

lead a training project on ‘scenario planning’ for national research organizations across the tropics. I was trained first in 

Malaysia and Sweden, and then designed an international one-week ‘scenario planning training of trainers’ course in 

Thailand. Participants came from across the tropics of Peru, Brazil, Cameroon, Thailand, Philippines and Indonesia, and 

trainers from Canada and USA. This project ignited my interest in adult education. Here I learnt the basics of session 

planning including learning outcomes; learning activities; and energizers, within a workshop environment. These first 

experiences have prepared me for teaching at ANU. My past experience as leader of the Scenarios Training project has 

also provided me with a toolbox of different approaches and facilitation options.   

When tutoring ‘Environmental Policy and Communications’, I give special attention to provide opportunities for the 

different approaches to learning and so I use a combination of oral communication, visual aids, role-play, and a bit of 

acting. The first tutorial was run in a traditional discussion based mode, where I served as facilitator and made sure 

everybody contributed, based on their own country experiences. Each student was given a card to write their own names 

or nicknames, so they could learn each others’ names and helped me learning them. Thereafter, I used a different teaching 

approach in each session with the aim of maintaining high levels of energy during the discussion and motivate students’ 

learning. 
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‘She is highly organised and innovative in devising interactive tutorials which illustrate key themes of the course. Her 

planned activities encourage students to be creative and experimental in their approaches which not only makes learning 

enjoyable but works to reinforce key learnings through group activity and interaction.’  

(Dr. Norman Abjorensen, Environmental Policy and Communications co-convener)  

‘I love her way of engaging students in learning activities. Particularly for me, the weekly assignments and tutorial 

sessions were extremely useful and exciting. She really did hard work to coordinate those tutoring exercises. Every week 

she came up with different types of class work, not boring at all and I really enjoyed all her classes. One of her qualit[ies] 

I appreciate is creativity […]. During the class, she carefully monitored how students were doing, interacted with them 

and facilitated their learning’ (Student). 

I designed the tutorials so that in each session, there is a different moderator, note-taker and presenter. In this way, all 

students have an opportunity to practice their oral communication and facilitation skills. To my surprise, on the last 

tutorial about ‘Citizen activism’, one student decided to record the session. By using a ‘Q&A’ format, the students 

facilitated a discussion in a fun and relax environment.  This helped them bringing up examples and perspectives from 

their own countries (see video at: http://vimeo.com/31588171)
1
 and therefore encouraged sharing that has a direct impact 

on their learning. Below I explain two other approaches I used during the semester:  

A. Visual approaches to encourage creativity, deeper learning and self reflection:  

- Build a mind map based on two topics, Green Politics and the role of international NGOs in environmental policy: 

The mind map helped students not only to discuss the issues and compare examples across countries, but also to 

integrate their ideas in a visual way. I was impressed by one of the mind maps built and how students expressed their 

ideas, pointed out the feedback loops and relations between topics, showing a deeper understanding of issues and 

using their critical analysis (See Photo 1).  

- Build a poster: I asked students to bring graphic materials related to contrast different narratives about environmental 

issues in the Murray-Darling Basin. Students were assigned a different narrative to investigate, for example, 

arguments and interests from irrigators, indigenous people and government. They used the poster as a discussion and 

synthesis tool and to report back to plenary (see Photos 2a and 2b).  

B. Role play approaches to encourage bonding, prepare arguments, contrast concepts and views:   

- Consultation process role play: Students designed a consultation process on how to conduct an awareness campaign 

for the construction of a wind farm in a rural area. I assigned different roles in advance, for instance, older farmer, 

youth representatives, environmental officers, local government, the wind farm project proponent and so on. Each 

representative presented their views and together they came up with a plan on how to conduct the consultation 

process in their local community. 

- Policy adviser debate: ‘Should there be a quota for women so they make up 50% of the workforce in 2021?’ The 

group was split in ‘for’ and ‘against’ groups. They discussed the feasibility of this policy, presented their arguments 

and provided several examples from different countries. For example, generous maternal leave in Mongolia vs. 

private contracts with banks and retails chains for not having babies if signed a two to five year contract in 

Philippines. Students were really engaged and their critical thinking stimulated. 

 

 
 

‘creating a mindmap 

encourage all of the students 

in group to participate [...]. 

[i]t helped me understand the 

big picture about what the 

topic is about.’  

(Student) 
 

Photo 1. Students presenting their 

mind map. This exercise helped 

students to critically analyze the 

six principles of Green politics 

and relate how NGOs and green 

politics can support each other’s 

agendas. 

                                                 
1
 Video credits and note: This edited video lasts for 17 minutes and was prepared by the EMDV student Sothyro Samoeun as part of his 

own documentation of learning at the ANU. Since the teaching portfolio only asks for 10 minutes of recorded sessions, feel free to 

watch only the first 10 minutes. This is the first time a tutorial was recorded this way and so you may notice different levels of comfort 

with the camera.  
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Photo 2a (left) and 2b (right). Posters produced by 

students during the one-hour tutorial: ‘Contrasting 

narratives in the Murray-Darling Basin’.  

Note that photo 1a is shaped as drop of water.   

(Semester 2, 2011) 

 
Photos 1 & 2: Ms. Desak Putu Adhityani Putri (student). 

She never runs out of interesting ideas and this also shows her dedication to teach[ing]. Moreover, Sandra is 

very approachable and easy to talk with. (Student) 

 

Quantitative data from students support my claims, positioning me above the ANU average: 

Questions (5 point scale) Introduction to 

Economics – IAP 

Environmental 

Communications  

(Semester 2, 2010) 

The lecturer actively encouraged student questions and 

participation / The tutor ensured I was able to participate 

in discussion 

4.2 4.5 

The lecturer taught in a way that supported my learning / 

The tutor was interested in my learning 

4.1 4.4 

Overall, I was satisfied with the quality of teaching 4.1 4.4 

 

Criterion 2. Command of the subject matter and incorporation of developments in the field of study within the 

teaching environment 

My main tutoring subjects are Economics and Environmental Policy and Communications. During my teaching I have 

applied practical experience from my professional life as researcher and consultant, and the teaching theories and tips 

from the ‘Foundations’ course and the ‘Graduate Teaching Program’. These last two supported my constant reflection 

about how to incorporate different methods into my teaching.   

Enquiry-based approaches to introduce economics to non-economists 

One of my initial challenges teaching at ANU was to introduce Economics to students with none or very little economics 

background, as part of the Introductory Academic Program (IAP). The IAP is an intensive program where 13 one-and-a-

half hour sessions are run in two and a half weeks.  New international post-graduate students attend this course and most 

of them have no economics background.  
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I reviewed specific teaching materials from established economics teaching networks
2
, curricula of economics courses at 

ANU and the lecture notes from the last IAP course. After completing the review, I decided to use a semi-structured 

‘enquiry-based approach’. This approach helps motivating students to ask different questions and build their own 

concepts during the sessions. For example, I asked students to prepare their own annual budget and to decide if it was 

worth for them working outside school hours given that most of them have received scholarships. The first part involved 

a personal reflection and once they prepared their budgets, students discussed their answers in pairs or small groups. Then 

I asked for a volunteer to share their data and we discussed together in plenary. In this case, students reflected upon basic 

economic concepts such as opportunity costs, tradeoffs, demand and supply, externalities and implications of their 

decision-making process and time allocation.  

I am really impressed about your approach and am gaining a deep insight into concepts that were not clear to me 

previously. (unsolicited feedback from IAP student) 

Initially, the ‘enquiry-based approach’ resulted strange for some students who were used to a traditional lecture or 

seminar style of teaching and who felt that the sessions were going too fast. Thankfully, the students provided feedback 

through the IAP Coordinator early on and so, I quickly redesigned the sessions so they included a combination of theory 

and explanation of key concepts before the practical discussions.  

 

First hands-on experience to illustrate Environmental Policy and Communications  

In terms of content development, I have used my PhD fieldwork 

in rural New South Wales, to bring recent environmental policy 

and communications lessons and examples back to the 

classroom. For instance, I shared with my students how the 

different discourses about bioenergy cropping are framed. Each 

stakeholder group presents the information that would entice a 

farmer to adopt a certain bioenergy crop. We discussed how 

persuasion and the art of rhetoric are used to shape public 

opinion.  

I have also participated in public events directly related to 

Environmental Policy and Communications topics. For example, 

I observed the ‘Carbon tax protest’ in Canberra. I recorded and 

posted a video as ‘ReporTube’ correspondent for a renowned 

Peruvian newspaper. I showed this video and a set of pictures to 

my students to motivate the discussion about the carbon tax and 

its implications for rural communities in Australia (see Photo 3).  

 

‘Sandra’s tutorial sessions became a space to listen to the 

other’s perceptions on the course topics, to ask questions and to 

form a critical position towards the issued discussed. In addition, 

her experience in the environmental field and natural capacity to 

organise large groups and moderate debates were key to the 

tutorials’ success’ (student).  

 

 …[the fact that] ‘she can bring first-hand knowledge from the 

field into the classroom adds considerably to her authority and the 

students recognise and acknowledge her expertise’.  

(Dr. Norman Abjorensen, Environmental Policy and Communications co-convener) 

 

Criterion 3. Approaches to feedback that foster independent learning 

During the fast-paced Intro to Economics course, I asked for feedback at the end of every session. Feedback was simple, a 

quick note on what the student has learnt of not and what was the big question that remained unanswered. Reading 

students’ daily feedbacks really helped me understanding the gaps that I needed to address the next session. I used this 

formative feedback to redesign the sessions so that I focused on issues that students would be likely to see in next 

courses, such as ‘Introduction to Environmental and Resource Economics’. In addition, I provided timely feedback to 

their short assignments by asking questions that helped them in their reflection. 

‘She usually gave five or ten minutes after each lesson for students to comment and [provide] feedback. All comments 

from students were received and Sandra tried her best to make change immediately in the next lesson’.  

‘All assignments were commented upon and feedback was there whenever I needed’ IAP student) 

                                                 
2
 http://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk 

3
 http://elcomercio.pe/planeta/1149902/noticia-australia-camioneros-protestaron-contra-impuesto-emision-carbono 

Photo 3. Screenshot of online news ‘Australian truck  

drivers protest against carbon tax’.  

Source: El  Comercio.pe, 23rd August 20113. 
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This semester, I have requested voluntary feedback about ‘Environmental Policy and Communications’ after the mid-

term break. As a way of practicing ‘participatory democracy’, I asked students to respond an online anonymous survey 

where they could rate their degree of satisfaction with each approach used and vote on the approach they would like to 

use in the last tutorials. The response rate of this exercise was 57,6% (19 out of 33). Figure 1 shows the frequency of 

ratings per approach used (where 5=very satisfied to 1=very dissatisfied). Note that students could indicate if they could 

not remember or did not attend the specific tutorial and so they did not rate the tutorial if this was the case.  
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Figure 1. Students’ satisfaction on tutorials grouped by approach used  

(Environmental Policy and Communications, semester 2, 2011, n=19). 

 

Empowering students to take the lead and building up Crawford School ideal Graduates 

Throughout my tutoring in Environmental Policy and Communications, I have empowered my students to take the lead, 

so that the role of the tutor is gradually diluted and students are the ones leading the exercises, facilitating the debate and 

discussions. I have designed tutorials this way in response to SELT evaluations of this and other courses that required 

equal participation as compared to more vocal students. This semester, I assigned a different role to each student every 

week. In this way, everybody had the chance to take notes, moderate and report back in plenary. This approach provided 

students with a gradual system of learning where they could practice their skills in moderation. In this course, tutorials are 

not marked however, I have provided Master students specific feedback on their oral presentations
4
, which they have 

valued as shown in this comment:   

‘Thank you very much for your feedback and kind words! […] Thank you also for the suggestion on what I should explore 

further in my essay. It certainly is a fascinating topic [coal seam gas]’(unsolicited student feedback).  

 

By empowering students to feel more confident with their oral presentation and facilitation skills, they also compared and 

contrasted their own knowledge with others’ through debate and analysis, drawing on their diverse backgrounds. 

Analysis, knowledge, diversity and communication are four of the five Crawford School Graduate Attributes that 

‘Environmental Policy and Communications’ tutorials have contributed to.  

 

Criterion 4. Respect and support for the development of students as individuals 

Respecting students, their opinions and supporting their development as individuals is what I strive for in my tutorials. I 

have had two complementary tutoring experiences at the ANU that have helped me achieve this goal, first, teaching 

mostly international students, and second, teaching mostly Australian students.  

Empathy and learning from and with international students 

I have gone through the experience of moving to a foreign country several times in my life, for studies and work, and so 

have I developed a lot of empathy towards international students. I know that studying full time in English as a foreign 

language is not easy. Understanding these issues first hand, I have developed different step-wise approaches for engaging 

students and support their development, first through self-reflection, then by using ‘buzz groups’ or pair-wise discussion, 

and only then, encouraging them to express their ideas in plenary. This step-wise approach allowed students to feel 

prepared to respond to questions in front of others. Last year, I paid special attention to bring quiet students into the 

discussions by asking their opinions about environmental issues happening in their own countries and they were familiar 

with. Students valued this approach as expressed in their comments:   

‘ I think you are absolutely the best tutor that I have ever met.  

[…] When I joined the Environmental Communication course, I was so afraid that I had no idea what to talk about with 

my classmates. However, the way Sandra led us really inspired me a lot. She raised examples which are not complicated 

cases but small things happening in our daily life that reflected on environmental phenomenon. So I noticed that I also 

                                                 
4
 Oral presentations are mandatory only from MSc. students and done during lecture times.  
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had some similar experience to share. She also encouraged me to wrap up what my group said and present the 

conclusion to the whole class. I couldn't believe I can do at the beginning but made it. I could realize my progress on the 

way. Thanks a lot, Sandra!’  

 

‘She encouraged full participation by asking questions to students who seemed to be qu[i]et 

She provoked and asked us of our opinions individually and everyone was able to share what they otherwise wouldn’t 

have shared…she was very much encouraging all the students especially those who hardly speak’ 

 

Studying at the ANU is not just about lectures and tutorials, but feeling welcome in the city and part of a community. 

During the first semester this year, I was a mentor for the ANU Student Information and Guidance Network for 

postgraduate students (SIGN-Post). As mentor, I had the opportunity of meeting students across the College of Asia and 

the Pacific and provide them with advice on day-to-day issues. Mentoring helped me to better understand and act upon 

issues that are directed related to student wellbeing in my classes, for example, if they had a personal or family problem.  

 

Connecting with and learning from the local reality 

I found it fascinating to learn from my local students about Australian culture, environmental issues and their own 

activities as part of local environmental advocacy groups. Once the tutorials for ‘Economics for the Environment’ at the 

Fenner School were over, I was invited by one of my students to volunteer in a local sustainability group. For me, this 

invitation had a deeper meaning and reflected how important mutual respect is in building relationships that extend 

beyond the classroom and which help us both grow as individuals. Another student asked for my advice about his own 

career development. He told me that the course has motivated him to specialize in environmental economics and 

sustainability. Listening to both and their passion in learning humbled me, making tutoring more than worthwhile for me.  

 

Showing respect by being well prepared  

Being well prepared for the tutorials is also a way of showing respect towards students. My tutorials have evolved from 

using very simple discussion-based approaches to more elaborated approaches. This semester, I posted the notes for 

Environmental Policy and Communications a week in advance in the Wattle site so that students could be aware of what 

is expected from them in each tutorial.  The overall tutorial dynamic was explained the week before and at the start of 

each tutorial, so that students had opportunities for clarification. A full set of tutorial notes for Environmental Policy and 

Communications, semester 2, 2011, are posted in my personal website (see Teaching portfolio)
5
. Good planning is 

expected and valued by students and shows respect for them and their learning as demonstrated in the SELT evaluations:  

 

Questions (5 point scale) Environmental Policy and 

Communications (Semester 

2, 2010) 

Economics for the 

Environment  

(Semester 1, 2011) 

The tutor was well prepared for the sessions 4.4 4.4 

 

Criterion 5. Scholarly activities that have influenced and enhanced learning and teaching 

Before I started my PhD at the Crawford School, I have worked as a researcher at several international organizations and 

national to international consultancies. I have contributed as co-author to several key synthesis papers and public 

awareness articles. I have also led several training activities that motivated me to teach. Currently, I take part of different 

scholarly activities within and across Australian and international research networks.   

 

Academic publications: co-author and reviewer: During my former professional experience as researcher, I have co-

authored several peer reviewed publications, training manuals and working papers. The topics developed across these 

publications were payments for environmental services; economic, environment and social tradeoffs; reducing emissions 

from deforestation and degradation; participatory scenarios and research partnerships. These publications have been 

useful as seeds of knowledge to share with my students. Many of my students come from countries I have researched 

before, such as Indonesia, Thailand and Philippines; or I have worked at, such as Colombia.  

More recently, I was approached by the open access Ecology and Society journal of integrative science to be a reviewer. 

This role has helped me applying critical analytical skills in order to provide peers with detailed and constructive 

feedback, skills that I can also use in reviewing assignments. 

 

Foundations of University Teaching and Learning: The Foundations course provided me with basic understanding about 

what it is to be a teacher at the ANU.  We reviewed and discussed topics such as theories of learning, course design, 

diversity, inclusiveness, flexible learning, assessment and feedback, and ANU policies. The most valuable learning for 

                                                 
5
 http://sandravelarde.wordpress.com/teaching-portfolio  
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me which integrates these topics is the constructive alignment of courses so that courses are conducive to learning and 

outcome-oriented.  

 

Graduate Teaching Program: This program is designed specifically for tutors from across ANU, from language and 

history to physics and environment. We shared experiences about tutoring, listened to inspiring lecturers and learned 

about teaching for small groups; hearing directly from students about what students want; observe each others’ tutoring 

and practice and reflect our own presentation and teaching skills. Participating in the program helped me reflecting about 

how to address students’ needs according to their different learning styles and backgrounds. 

 

Crawford School Education Committee: During 2011, I have been a student representative at the Crawford School’s 

Education Committee. I provided written comments to the Committee that raised specific students’ needs, which I pulled 

together after consulting with them face to face and through email. I suggested a review of Crawford tutors’ experience 

and I shared key materials about mentoring, compiled from my former professional experience and dual role as mentor 

and mentee at the World Agroforestry Centre and post-graduate student mentor at the ANU. Being part of the Crawford 

School Education Committee has given me first hand insights about teaching and learning within the School; particularly, 

related to the development of students attributes.  

 

CSIRO ‘Energy Transformed’ Scholarship: My PhD research is partially funded by the Commonwealth Science Industrial 

and Research Organization (CSIRO) through a competitive ‘Energy Transformed’ Flagship Scholarship. Once every two 

to four months, I present my PhD research progress to the Sustainable Biofuels group at CSIRO and receive substantial 

comments and constructive feedback from them. This group is at the forefront of bioenergy research in Australia and has 

opened up some industry doors for me in order to obtain further information for my PhD. As CSIRO student, I also 

benefited from CSIRO based courses and networks, such as the Complexity Science network, where I have met also 

scholars across Australia working in wicked problems.  

 

Professional associations and networks: I am a student member of the Institute of Foresters of Australia (IFA) and a 

member of the recently formed Women in Timber and Forests Network. I am also a member of the virtual network at the 

National Institute for Rural and Regional Australia and the Australian National Institute for Public Policy (ANIPP), at the 

ANU.  I monitor these networks and participate whenever possible in their activities. As online member of ANIPP, I have 

been approached by the ANIPP/HC Coombs Policy Forum to help give shape to an upcoming forum ‘Australia’s role in a 

global green economy’ (Russ Kerr, personal communication).  Through CSIRO, I am also part of ‘Bioenergy Australia’, 

the largest bioenergy industry association in the country and will participate in their annual conference this year. 

 

Crawford School, Fenner School, ANU and other Seminars: I attend academic and public seminars related to climate 

change, energy policy and environment. These seminars are hosted by the Crawford and Fenner Schools, and other 

centres across ANU. I have also attended several public conferences and forums, such as the Energise Central New South 

Wales (NSW), the bi-annual NSW Landcare Forum, and the Alternative Energy Expo. In addition, I have organized a 

seminar about Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) in Indonesia, delivered by a visiting 

colleague from the Centre for International Forestry Research (CIFOR), at the Crawford School
6
. These seminars have 

provided me with the latest on environment issues across the globe that I can bring back to the different courses I tutor. 

They also provide me with an opportunity to observe and engage in academic discussions. 

 

The final comments from the Environmental Policy and Communications convener in 2010 and 2011 and a student 

support my case for this Award of Excellence in Tutoring: 

 

One of the aims of the course is to create a supportive environment in which students will feel able to discuss the often 

complex cultural and political factors that influence policy development and communications activities in their home 

countries. Sandra has played a major role in making that aim a reality and it has been obvious that students have found 

her a most sympathetic person to work with. From my observation of her performance I am confident that Sandra will 

prove a great teaching asset wherever she works in future years.   

(Dr. Daniel Connell, Environmental Policy and Communications co-convener) 

 

Base[d] on my experience as a graduate assistant for five years […] Sandra Velarde can only be described as a gifted 

tutor and a promising lecturer 

(IAP student). 

  

 

                                                 
6
 See seminar information at: http://billboard.anu.edu.au/event_view.asp?id=76308 


