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Kara A. Peruccio 
Teaching Statement  

 
History is often conceived of as the memorization of key dates, the names of battles, 

presidents, and kings – answers a Jeopardy! contestant provides. In my classroom, students use history 
to engage with their own interests, develop analytic reading and writing skills, and evaluate themes and 
connections that continue to shape our present. When most students enter my classroom for an 
introductory course on the Middle East, their prior knowledge is often based on the one chapter (if 
we are lucky) they read in a high school world history textbook or by what they have seen on social 
media. As a result, teaching this region has specific sets of challenges. Students have seen news stories 
about Syria, but they may have difficulty placing where the nation is on a map. They have heard of the 
Qur’an but many of them do not know that it includes stories from the Torah and the Bible. My goals 
as a teacher are to help students gain analytic reading skills and develop clear and coherent writing for 
broad audiences, and to expose them to diverse voices and ideas.  

 
I want my students to develop interpretive reading skills because I believe the ability to 

critically analyze sources is a necessary skill in the twenty-first century. In an era of increasing 
misinformation, my goal is to ensure my students learn to evaluate and critique the things they read, 
watch, and see. For example, how does one read and analyze advertisements featuring Orientalist 
imagery? What potential biases should we look for when reading Halide Edip’s memoir about her 
childhood in the late Ottoman Empire? When analyzing a primary source, I ask students to unravel 
the layers of the text and connect them to the broader historical context we’re studying. In many of 
the introductory history courses I have taught at the University of Chicago, the students were not 
history majors, but instead hailed from different fields like computer science, biology, or economics. 
Initially, such students may conceive of history narrowly, focusing on politics or key dates. My goal is 
for them to move beyond these in order to think critically and creatively about themes and sources. 
For example, when examining primary sources I often start class by giving students a brief biography 
of the author followed by questions such as, “What is the text about”, “Why do you think they wrote 
this document?” and “What are their potential biases?” By breaking the source down, students start 
discussion, get ideas out, and learn how to connect their interests and own knowledge to the text. In 
a class on the Ottoman Empire, students were assigned excerpts from a Sufi dervish’s diary. Students 
rightfully pointed out what the source shares about religious practices, but I asked them, “what else?” 
A student sheepishly suggested that since the dervish talked about food a lot, they could learn about 
agriculture and entertaining culture. Students realized that these observations are important for social 
and cultural history. I know many students will not be history majors or pursue graduate studies, but 
they recognize that analytic reading skills and being able to write clearly and critically will serve them 
in any profession.  

 
As a junior woman scholar, I am conscious of equity and representation within university 

settings. My classroom is open, sympathetic, and respectful of students’ identities and interests. 
Whether asking for their preferred pronouns in the student introduction survey or encouraging 



5 
 

students to pursue the research questions that excite them, my students recognize that my classroom 
is inclusive. My syllabi contain readings with at least half of the secondary sources being authored by 
women and scholars of color and from the region so students do not take Western academics as the 
default voices in the field. In Fall 2017, I guest-taught in an Early Islamic History course, discussing 
the how women in the early Muslim community were important transmitters of hadith (reports of the 
actions and sayings of Muhammad). After class, a female student thanked me for mentioning gender 
because sources from this period predominantly focus on activities of male figures. Recently in a 
different course, a student met with me for help on a response paper. When we began speaking about 
final project topics, she mentioned that she was interested in researching how some shamans 
transform their sex and asked if it was a good idea, worried that it might be too niche a topic. I 
supported this topic, helped her search for sources, and the student wrote one of the best papers in 
the class of thirty. It is important that students not only recognize me as their instructor and leader in 
the classroom, but also as an ally encouraging their interests and making them feel accepted.  
  
 I am committed to improving my teaching practices. The first time I led a discussion section, 
I expected it would go perfect: the students would be engaged from the start, everyone would speak, 
and fifty minutes would go by in the blink of an eye. Instead, my PowerPoint malfunctioned, students 
sat in silence, and time dragged. This meeting set the tone for the rest of the quarter, and while some 
students spoke consistently, I knew I could be a more effective instructor. The following school year, 
I joined a workshop for teaching in the humanities. Meeting with peers equally committed to 
improving their pedagogy empowered me to develop inclusive classroom practices, productive 
participation exercises, and assessment skills. Throughout the quarter, my three discussion sections 
saw sustained conversation and a sense of camaraderie between the students. The non-majors became 
enthusiastic about the materials, as they found connections to their interests. Several students from 
my discussion sections became Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations majors. I am committed to 
continuing to develop my teaching practices and ensuring students gain applicable skills for their 
future endeavors. My goals as a teacher-scholar are to raise students’ awareness about silenced voices, 
and to expand their perspectives on the world.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



6 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teaching Biography 
 
  



7 
 

Teaching Biography 
 

Upcoming Courses  
 
Introduction to the Middle East 
Enrollment: 60 (anticipated) (undergraduates only) 
Term taught: Spring 2019 
Course duration: One quarter 
Position: Instructor of Record 

· Research, write, and present a 50-minute lecture twice a week (17 total) 
· Lead discussion sections with focus on close readings of primary source documents 
· Develop students’ analytic-writing skills through graded assignments 
· Conference with students during office hours 
· Supervise two graduate teaching assistants 

  
The Rise of the Global New Right 
Enrollment: ~20 (anticipated) (open to graduate and undergraduate students) 
Term taught: Winter 2019 
Course duration: One quarter 
Position: Teaching Assistant 

· Collaborate with professor on syllabus design 
· Will present in-class lecture on Italian Fascism  
· Conference with students during office hours 

 
Past Teaching Experience  
  
Shamans & Oral Poets of Central Asia 
Enrollment: 30 (28 undergraduates; 2 graduate students) 
Term taught: Spring 2018 
Course duration: One quarter 
Position: Teaching Assistant 

· Conferenced with students on their writing assignments and provided written, graded 
feedback 

· Organized movie screenings of films relevant to course materials 
 
Islamic History & Society – 1: The Rise of Islam & the Caliphate 
Enrollment: 55 (45 undergraduates; 10 graduate students) 
Term taught: Autumn 2016 
Course duration: One quarter 
Position: Teaching Assistant 

· Led weekly discussion sections 
· Taught students how to conduct close readings of primary source documents (in translation) 

from the pre-Islamic period to the end of the Abbasid Caliphate (600-1100) 
· Conferenced with students on their writing assignments and provided written, graded 

feedback 
· Organized and lead midterm and final exam review sessions  
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Ancient Empires – 2: The Ottoman Empire 
Enrollment: 60 (undergraduates only) 
Term taught: Winter 2016 
Course duration: One quarter 
Position: Teaching Assistant 

· Exposed students to concepts of historiography 
· Facilitated students’ understanding of primary and secondary sources 
· Helped students’ development of close reading skills across a variety of genres (biography, 

chronicle, poetry, memoir, hadith) 
· Led weekly discussion sections 
· Organized and led midterm and final exam review sessions 
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Gender and Islam 
Advanced Undergraduate/Graduate Course 

(Could be cross-listed in Gender Studies, History, and Religion) 
 

Learning Objectives:  
● Students will be capable of critically analyzing media and scholarly discussions of Muslim 
women and gender in Islam. 
● Students will develop an understanding of the complex ways in which different sources 
approach key issues surrounding women’s rights, roles, and responsibilities, and the diversity of 
perspectives that scholars have brought to these questions throughout Islamic history.  
● Through reviews and think-pieces, students will gain analytic writing and communication 
skills. 
 

Gender is crucial to understanding the political, social, cultural, and intellectual life of Muslim 

communities from seventh-century Arabia to the present-day United States. Using a range of media 

including religious texts, beauty blogs, soap operas, memoirs, and pop music, students will explore the 

dynamics of politics and cultures of gender and sexuality in Islam. Topics include gender roles in the 

early Muslim community (especially women’s contributions to Qur’anic commentary); gendered forms 

of slavery in the Ottoman world (reading works by Ehud Toledano and Madeline Zilfi); the ideals and 

realities of veiling and seclusion for women in various contexts including the Ottoman sultanate 

(reading Leslie Peirce’s seminal The Imperial Harem alongside watching episodes of the Turkish soap 

opera The Magnificent Century); contradictory portraits of Muslim women’s status in struggles over 

colonialism and nationalism in Egypt (Huda Shaarawi’s memoir Harem Years); sectarian community 

building in Lebanon (Nadine Labaki’s 2011 film Where Do We Go From Here?); and the bioethics of 

transsexuality in Iran (Afsaneh Najmabadi’s Professing Selves). Our final sessions will be devoted to 

questions surrounding feminism and equality, exploring women’s exegesis and female religious 

movements in the Middle East, (Saba Mahmood’s Politics of Piety); women of Arab pop (A-Wa, Nancy 

Ajram), the aesthetics of Muslim womanhood (Muslim beauty bloggers), and self-representation in 

fiction written by Arab women (Raja Alem’s The Dove’s Necklace). 
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Popular Culture and Protest in the Middle East 
  

Learning Objectives:  
• Students will be capable of critically analyzing media and scholarly discussions of politics, 

cultural production, and media in the historical and contemporary Middle East. 
• Students will develop an understanding of the complex ways in which different sources 

approach key issues surrounding citizenship, nationalism, gender, popular culture, and power. 
• Students will develop and hone analytic and critical writing skills through writing assignments. 

 
 

This undergraduate/graduate seminar will 

examine the dynamics between popular culture and 

protest in the Middle East, including Arabic-speaking 

nations, Israel, Turkey, Iran, and North Africa. This 

course argues that popular culture and performance are 

foundational means for negotiating power and 

resistance, social interaction, and identity.  

Through course readings, lectures, discussions, 

and written assignments, students will confront the ways 

in which popular culture has a formative and 

foundational conceptions of self and other in the Middle 

East. The seminar begins in 1935 with Turkish poet 

Nâzım Hikmet’s prose poem, Letters to Taranta-Babu, a 

work protesting the Italian invasion of Ethiopia and led 

to Hikmet’s exile in the Soviet Union. We will move to 

the 1966 film The Battle of Algiers to discuss anticolonial 

movements and the role of film as witness. Literary works include Gamal al-Ghitani’s historical fiction 

novel Zayni Barakat (1974), a critique of Nasserist Egypt set in Mamluk Cairo and graphic novels by 

Marjane Satrapi (Persepolis, 2000) and Riad Sattouf (The Arab of the Future, 2014), to explore memory 

and childhood in post-Islamic Revolution Iran and Gaddafi’s Libya. We’ll turn to contemporary 

political discourse by analyzing popular culture that emerged from the Arab Spring (rap music and 

graffiti art). This course will expose students to the complicated history of twentieth and twenty-first 

century Middle Eastern politics and analyze how individuals use popular culture to have their voices 

heard.  
Image from The Economist’s 19 February 2011 cover (The awakening: A Special Briefing on the Arab World after Mubarak)  
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The evaluation system used in the University of Chicago College consists of survey questions that cover different aspects 
regarding instructor capabilities and teaching style, course material, the classroom environment, and the role of the teaching 
assistant.  For the evaluations, the scale is from 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest. The questions were selected by the 
instructor of record for Teaching Assistant feedback. In addition to sample student feedback, complete evaluations are 
available upon request. 
 
Shamans & Oral Poets of Central Asia  
(Spring 2018 - 30 enrolled, 6 evaluations) 
Sample of Qualitative Feedback from Students 
 
•Kara was always very willing to help and was very accessible. She always provided constructive 
criticism to help us better understand the material and improve our writing. She was very approachable 
and was always willing to talk over email or answer questions in person. 
 
•Kara left helpful comments on my papers, which allowed me to improve each week and prepare well 
for my term paper. 
 
•Kara was an incredible TA and I think that I would have liked her to lead discussion in the future 
because she always provided insightful feedback. 
 
The Teaching Assistant…  
(on a scale from 1-5, 1 never to 5 always) 
 
Gave you useful feedback on your work 5 
Stimulated your interest in the core ideas of the course 4.6 
Challenged you to learn 4.6 
Overall made a significant contribution to your learning 5 
 

Islamic History & Society 1 (Autumn 2016 - 55 students, 30 responses) 
Sample of Qualitative Feedback from Students 
 
•Kara is a good leader in the classroom. She is encouraging and helpful and it seemed like the genuinely 
wanted the students to succeed. Certain gestures really stood out-she was prompt at answering emails 
and made herself available for office hours and meetings, coordinated a shared study guide for us to 
work on together, and quizzed us on important terms at discussion section to help us prepare for the 
exam. She also did a great job at facilitating discussion. I've never had a more prepared or supportive 
TA. 
 
•Kara was extremely enthusiastic about the topic and always willing to meet outside of class. 
Furthermore, she facilitated discussions during section very effectively and kept the class engaged 
throughout; she certainly broadened my understanding of the readings and topics in the course as a 
whole. I would absolutely want to take another class with Kara. 
 
•Kara is great; she is both knowledgeable and approachable and knows how to frame questions such 
that they prompt a little more independent thought on the students' parts. I found discussions to be 
interesting and helpful, especially since she would also go over terms that were probably going to show 
up on the tests. 
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•Kara led productive discussion sections where she was able to shape the conversation in a way that 
allowed students to contribute effectively.  
 
The Teaching Assistant… 
(on a scale from 1-5, 1 never to 5 always) 
 
Was available outside of class 4.6 
Was helpful with assignments 4 
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Date: Nov. 11, 2016 
Instructor: Kara Peruccio  
Course: Islamic History and Society I 
Consultant: Aleksandr Prigozhin 
Attendance: 12 (4 female, 8 male); all with laptops or tablets 
 
Summary  
“Islamic History and Society I” is part of a two- or three-course core sequence in the College. It 
introduces students to Islamic civilizations through lecture and engagement with primary sources 
in translation. The students are 2nd to 4th year undergraduates, most of whom are not history 
majors. There are also some graduate students from NELC and the Divinity School taking the 
class as a survey. There are two weekly lectures and a small weekly discussion section conducted 
by the TA. Kara teaches two such 50-minute sections. The section I observed took place on 
Friday during week 7, and was dedicated to reviewing terms and concepts discussed in class that 
week, and practicing document analysis. As the TA, Kara is responsible for discussing primary 
texts in detail and answering questions from the week’s lectures.  
 
Kara conducted an effective discussion and a review of key terms, addressing factual knowledge 
and comprehension. She also engaged with more complex methodological and interpretive 
questions provoked by the primary texts. She announced her agenda at the beginning and 
efficiently moved through the session. My recommendations concern smoothing out the flow of 
discussion, involving more students in the conversation, and generating a more consistent 
engagement with more complex, analytical questions.  
 
****************************************************************************** 
 
Part I: Pre-observation Meeting 
 
11/8/2016 
In our pre-observation meeting, Kara shared the learning goal for the section. She wanted to test 
students’ comprehension of terms and concepts from the week, practice analyzing historical 
sources (formulating research questions, assessing implications), and prepare students for 
upcoming exam and paper. She wanted the students to be able to identify significant elements in 
the two texts she discussed, and to connect their own observations about the texts with the 
scholarly debates they have been learning from readings and lecture. Kara was looking for 
feedback on asking effective discussion questions. She was interested in ensuring broad 
participation, and making the discussion flow smoothly.  
 

 
INDIVIDUAL TEACHING CONSULTATION 

FINAL REPORT 
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Part II: Observation and Recommendations  
 

1) Student Participation 
 

On the whole, student participation was high. Nearly all students spoke at least once during 
the 50-minute section. Kara called on them by name as they raised their hands, contributing 
to the welcoming atmosphere of the discussion. Kara validated and encouraged student 
contributions and questions.  
 
At the same time, the discussion could be better balanced. A third of the students spoke only 
once, and another third spoke 6 or more times during the session. Some students appeared to 
have more background knowledge than others, which made it easier for them to answer 
Kara’s questions and to offer their interpretations of particular details in the two texts.  
 
To even out student participation, I would suggest incorporating brief group discussions, in 
which pairs of students have to perform a task together and then share the results with the 
whole class. This exercise would involve the quieter students and also make more time 
available for addressing more challenging conceptual questions. A similar tactic for leveling 
the playing field in discussion and producing more in-depth ideas in class is to give the 
students time to respond to a question in writing before the discussion is joined.  
 
At a lower level of complexity, i.e. term review at the beginning of class, you could call on 
any student, particularly those who might otherwise tend to sit out a session without 
volunteering an answer. For many shyer students, being drawn into discussion in this way 
enables them to raise their hand later, once the barrier to participation has been lowered.  

 
2) Discussion questions 
 
Kara’s questions during the section covered a wide range of material and different levels of 
complexity. She began the session with a review of terms, which was testing factual 
knowledge and recall, and then moved on to discussing the readings. As she guided the 
students through the primary sources, Kara asked them increasingly complex questions, 
having started with factual ones. This is an effective way to approach discussion, as students 
tend to require the scaffolding of the lower-complexity discussions in order to feel 
comfortable volunteering their thoughts about more abstract or complicated questions. 
 
I thought that asking the students to imagine themselves as historians deciding how to use a 
particular document was a particularly effective question, since it modeled the way in which 
researchers in the discipline assess primary sources. 
 
At the same time, the pace of discussion seemed constrained by the amount of material Kara 
had to address in the span of 50 minutes. As a result, she had to move quickly, often 
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depending on the students to bridge the gap between factual questions and more interpretive 
ones.  
 
Given the limitations of the TA’s role, it may not be possible to change the structure of this 
session. However, I would suggest adding some out-of-class preparation to deepen the 
discussion of primary texts. You could ask students to prepare their own questions about the 
text, harnessing their own interests in the topic to shape discussion. You could also ask them 
specific reading questions in advance, and ask them to bring their prepared answers with 
them to class. Building in thinking time in class, as suggested above, could also help generate 
a more sustained discussion in which multiple students could engage with each other.  
 
 

Part III: Post-observation Meeting 
11/18/16  
In our post-observation meeting, Kara and I discussed her concerns from the pre-observation 
meeting. Kara noted that some students did not talk in the session I observed, and we discussed 
strategies for involving the quieter students in discussion We addressed effective discussion 
questions and went over a number of strategies for structuring more analytical discussions, 
including think-pair-share, freewriting, pre-class reading responses. Kara’s observations of her 
class and of her discussion questions agreed with mine. She was open to suggestions and looked 
forward to using them in developing her own course in the next year.  
 
Kara’s greatest strengths as an instructor are her open manner of leading the discussion, and her 
attention to connecting particular in-class activities to the learning goals of the course as a whole.  
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Pedagogy Training 

 
Summer 2018 College Teaching Certificate, Chicago Center for Teaching, University of 

Chicago 
 
Autumn 2017             Course Design and College Teaching (10-week program), Chicago Center for 

Teaching, University of Chicago 
  
Spring 2017             Pedagogies of Writing (10-week program), University of Chicago Writing 

Program 
  
Autumn 2016             Fundamentals of Teaching in the Humanities Workshop, Chicago Center for 

Teaching (4-week program), University of Chicago 
  
Autumn 2016    Teaching@Chicago, (1-day teaching conference) Chicago Center for 

Teaching, University of Chicago 
 
Autumn 2015    Teaching@Chicago (2-day teaching conference), Chicago Center for 

Teaching, University of Chicago 
 
  
 
 


