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Bringing back the ‘Old Esther’ 

An interview with Dr. Esther Angert, Associate Professor of Microbiology, Cornell University 

 

My first interaction with Esther occurred through a service role of hers in the Department of 

Microbiology. “Hello this is Erin,” I answered my phone with slight hesitation. The number was 

unfamiliar and given the four hour time difference between Ithaca and Anchorage, AK it was 

early for a Saturday morning. In the following conversation Esther explained that I was being 

asked to interview for a position in the graduate program of microbiology at Cornell. I met with 

Esther again on a recent Friday morning to discuss her role as faculty member with regard to 

courses she teaches, how she approaches teaching, her roles in Cornell community service and a 

bit about her research. 

 

Courses 

Since joining the department in 1999 Esther has taught and developed a range of courses 

including microbiology for non-majors (undergraduate, ~25 students), advanced microbiology 

laboratory (undergraduate, ~10 students), microbiology journal club (graduate and faculty, ~20 

students), scientific communication skills (graduate, ~10 students) and is currently preparing to 

transition into teaching the general microbiology course (undergraduate, ~250 students).  

 

Learning Objectives, Teaching and Learning Styles 

Overall her course objectives are driven and guided by the audience and their expectations, 

potential and where they will go in the future. Depending on the course these shift from 

imparting critical thinking skills and conveying fundamental concepts in biology that are 

exemplified by microorganisms (i.e. evolution and selection) to teaching to pre-med/pre-vet 

students tools and their application regarding a breadth of microbiological topics. As many of the 

chapters in McKeachie have addressed along with concepts from the Brookfield readings, 

considering where the student is coming from and knowing they don’t start as a blank slate is 

important. Additionally, finding commonality and making connections to relevant subjects as 

well as framing material in accessible ways has been a recurring topic of discussion in class and 

in our course readings. Esther acknowledged the propensity and tradition of “talking head” 

lecture-style courses. While lecturing still feature prominently in her courses, she has worked to 

make lectures more of a dialogue or conversation, routinely checking in with students and 

encouraging questions. One strategy she has used effectively is by conveying history of 

important microbiological figures and research through stories that include their personality 

traits. For example, rather than simply stating Antonie Van Leeuwenhoek is considered the 

father of microbiology and greatly improved microscopy in the late 17
th

 century, she brings in 

anecdotes about his quirky party antics showing his guests the “wee animalcules” he could 

scrape off of their teeth. Another aspect of her teaching that probably shines through in these 

scenarios is her enthusiasm for the topic. Bring this positive attitude to her courses really helps 

students engage with the material. She also implements small group work, giving students the 

opportunity to connect new information with previous knowledge and have students reflect and 

challenge their understanding of a concept. This ties in nicely with the reading from Shulman 

about the pathologies of learning and the ideas of academic amnesia, fantasia and/or inertia. By 

giving students the opportunity to diagram the carbon cycle and stimulating discussion about 

where various aspects of microbiology play a role, she has forced students to reevaluate what 

they think they know and apply it to a new topic. When she thinks about how students learn best 
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she often finds herself returning to the Myers Briggs test and what she know her biases are based 

on how she learns. In team teaching she has become more aware of different learning styles and 

finds that this brings more balance to learning styles that are incorporated. Additionally, this 

provides a more robust method of teaching, and perhaps more importantly, learning.  

 

Course Design and Gauging Previous Knowledge 

Esther views the syllabuses for her courses as an orientation to the class and a contract between 

her and her students. As such she makes sure she takes the time to engage students by dedicating 

time the first day of class to walk through a syllabus to convey its importance. Furthermore, she 

is able to outline her expectations for her students, providing an understanding of academic 

integrity, learning objectives and grading. She hopes to include enough information so the 

students are not faced with any surprises. Reading materials for her classes are subject matter and 

student level dependent. She is excited to be teaching a course that has an appropriate textbook 

and has found it challenging in the past to find a blend of resources that push students to interact 

with new material. Primary literature is an important aspect of science communication, but 

finding accessible articles can be challenging. In addition to introducing the syllabus on the first 

day of class she often gives students a few (non-graded) questions such as: what is a virus? What 

do you think of when you hear E. coli? In this way she is able to get a baseline of previous 

knowledge the students bring to the course, and assess some misconceptions/academic fantasia. 

A feedback session around these questions on the first day of class allows her to start to break 

down the discussion barrier some students face and encourages interaction early on. 

 

Challenges in Teaching 

Motivation and engagement, two major themes of the McKeachie and Brookfield readings are 

challenges that Esther has also faced in her teaching. In her advising of undergraduate students 

she finds herself trying to transition student thinking from more extrinsically motivated (“If I 

engage with a course x hours a week I can get x grade”) to more intrinsic motivation. One 

positive change she has witnessed in her time at Cornell is a shift in mentality, both among 

faculty and students, about discussion sections and support courses. Giving students time to 

interact with material in small groups and review critical concepts, especially in large 

introductory courses, was initially viewed as a remedial use of time. Now she has seen a change 

in attitude, in both demographics, to realizing the importance of these resources for many 

students to learning material. 

 

Challenges as a New Faculty Member 

Esther, like many faculty I have spoken with, addressed the desire and challenge of finding 

balance between teaching, research and service. Other aspects that provided challenges early on, 

and are still things she reflects on today, include establishing a teaching style and developing 

teaching skills. She mentioned that when she first arrived at Cornell there was little support for 

training in teaching and learning. Although she attended a one day workshop, this training really 

just skimmed the surface and this reinforced the dominant feeling of Cornell being a research 

institution. This was especially noticeable and reflected in the fact that her appointment was 

supposed to be split 50/50 research/teaching, but the demand of teaching felt much greater and 

was not acknowledged as heavily in the tenure process. As she prepared to teach, one thing she 

wishes she had known was that she didn’t have to know everything. This is a bit of hyperbole, 

but the feeling that if you plan to cover certain concepts you must also know all of the details. 
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She focuses more on a concept-based than a detail-based style of teaching and has found walking 

students through information when she doesn’t know the exact answer helps model learning and 

inquisitive behavior.  

 

Aspects of Service 

Esther had some insightful suggestions for how she approaches and selects service positions. Her 

major take-home point was “find service opportunities that are important to you.” By finding 

committees to serve on which matter to you, you will be more motivated and interested in the 

outcomes. For example, she volunteered to serve on the graduate admissions committee, in part 

to make sure that there would be entering graduate students interested and qualified for her 

research program. She has found service to be time consuming and many faculty have a passive 

attitude about this role. This can be particularly frustrating in situations where there are a few 

high impact roles, or roles which garner major responsibility, and although this responsibility 

should be rotated through, some faculty serve predominantly in these roles. Again, graduate 

student admission has a large impact on the department and that weight should be spread equally. 

Another aspect of service that was unclear to Esther when she began was the distinction between 

departmental and broader university level service. One recommendation I took away from our 

conversation was making sure to discuss what type of service is expected and how department 

versus community level service is valued (i.e. admissions committee vs campus biosafety 

committee). 

 

Finding Balance 

As our conversation concluded Esther switched gears a bit to emphasize that a faculty job is all 

consuming. A major challenge in this process is to find boundaries, set priorities, and effectively 

manage one’s time. It is critical to define time for research, teaching and service but equally 

important is distinguishing professional time from personal time. “Find your reset,” meaning it is 

necessary to take personal time to make your professional life more successful. Personally Esther 

mentioned that she struggled with over committing and noticed a mean nature developing in her 

behavior. She had to step back and critically examine what she was doing and what roles she was 

fulfilling to restore balance. She’s now making an effort to bring back hobbies that return her to 

the ‘old Esther’. Although we set high internal standards for our work, spanning research, 

teaching and service, it is critical that faculty are healthy and take personal time to make the best 

of these cherished and, ultimately we hope, rewarding jobs. 

 

 


