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To Whom It May Concern, 
 
I am writing because I’m delighted to give an unambiguous endorsement of James Olsen’s 
competence as a teacher and as a team member. He is a genuinely gifted instructor, who will be 
of a significant benefit to the department and students he serves. I will share some specifics that I 
hope are enlightening to those considering him for hire. 
 
I have had the opportunity to interact regularly with James during his almost two years at 
Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service in Qatar. He has twice been my teaching assistant, and 
I served as his departmental supervisor. In addition to working closely in these capacities, James 
sought my advice as he first designed and then taught two new courses here—Global Justice and 
Environmental Ethics—giving me the opportunity to observe him in multiple teaching scenarios. 
 
The most immediate thing one observes in James’s teaching is his passion for the subject. There 
is nothing gimmicky or overwrought in his performance. Rather, he displays a genuine and 
infectious enthusiasm that, coupled with an obvious concern for his students, creates a charisma 
that holds the attention of even apathetic students and imbues his classroom environment with a 
palpable energy. 
 
What makes this feature of James’s teaching a virtue rather than a potential vice, however, is the 
content that goes along with his passion. His lectures and discussions with students are the right 
blend of textual explication and argument analysis, alongside cultural and other references that 
open students’ eyes to the seriousness and relevance of the topic in their lives. On our first day of 
class together I gave James the opportunity to address the students and was impressed as he 
launched into an entertaining analogy between Searle’s Chinese Room thought experiment and 
students’ work. He tried to convince them first that writing philosophy does not allow for mere 
symbol manipulation, and then helped them to recognize that one important antidote for this is to 
understand philosophical arguments. Good argumentation is a consistent theme in his teaching. 
James is quick on his feet and tactfully balances his insistence that classroom discussion remain 
focused with an ability to constructively make use of students’ inevitable digressions. He has a 
knack for handling off-the-mark comments without getting sidetracked. The result is a classroom 
of students who are engaged and ready participants. 
 
In order to appreciate the significance of his skill in this regard, I ought to say a word about the 
SFS-Q environment. Our students are almost all international, mostly from the Middle East, 
predominantly from Qatar and of an Islamic religious background. My claim that James 
successfully balances the interests of students with the course content means that he is skilled at 
challenging his students—pushing them to critically examine controversial topics—without 
tripping over that invisible chord of cultural disrespect that can lead students to tune-out, 
regardless of how eloquently material is presented. His students have explicitly noted this skill, 
and let me give a quick examples. While discussing human rights he brought in a recently 
released Human Rights Watch report condemning Qatar’s treatment of migrant laborers. While 
discussing global economic disparity he brought in reports of Qatar’s and other Gulf States’ neo-
colonialist farming practices in Ethiopia and Kenya. To say that these are tense topics here is an 
understatement. Relating these reports to the course readings, James moderated a passionate, 
rigorous debate that forced everyone to honestly evaluate the subjects while avoiding the 
animosity of personal attack or defensiveness. In his Environmental Ethics course he led similar 
and sustained debates concerning Qatar’s environmental track record (Qatar has the largest 
carbon footprint per capita of any country). Perhaps the greatest evidence of his success on this 
end is his ability to win both my genuine respect and the high regard of his students. 
 
Part of his skill comes down to time. He simply spends the time needed to be thoroughly familiar 
with the material and prepare well-crafted lectures. Even when re-teaching material, he goes 
back through the texts and revises his lecture notes. Despite his familiarity with the material in 
my class (it was not his first time as a teaching assistant for the course), I noticed that his new 



book was thoroughly marked up. As noted above, he is quick on his feet, but he uses this skill as 
a supplement to and not a substitute for the hard work of preparation.  
 
His skill at course design is likewise significant. In addition to a course on global justice, he 
designed an interdisciplinary course while here that needed approval from two separate 
departments in order to be cross-listed in our course registry. Not only does James manifest a 
good grasp of the relevant literature (historical and contemporary), he weaves it together with a 
clearly discernable narrative. The cultural negotiation mentioned above is also at work here, and 
he tailors his syllabi to include locally relevant and high-caliber readings, such as Islamic 
approaches to human rights and eco-theology. He pays attention to and tries to incorporate best-
teaching practices. In his most recent course this included the persistence needed to bring in 
high-level government officials and gain access for his students to places like the United 
Nation’s Framework Convention on Climate Change meetings. His assignments are varied and 
force students to participate in functions outside of the class, such as roundtable events at a local 
research institute. He also facilitates student’s combining their work in other classes with his 
own assignments. 
 
Additionally, his assignments are designed to increase student scholarship. In particular, we have 
worked together in my own course to design weekly writing assignments that reproduce in 
miniature the process of professional scholarship—researching, writing, revising and submitting 
for publication. Despite the significant time investment that this requires, James has been 
enthusiastic about the project from the beginning. He currently oversees this portion of my class 
and has proven himself a capable writing tutor. This is in part because he is a fair and 
constructive grader. When he first began as my teaching assistant, I had him grade papers 
independently of me so that we could compare. I was impressed with his ability to encourage 
students without inflating his evaluations. He fills the papers with respectful but candid 
comments. 
 
On a related note, despite his rapport with students, James does not hesitate to report suspected 
plagiarism. What is more striking, he continues to work closely with and support the very 
students he reported. In more than one case, while their hearings were pending, these same 
students registered to take his class the next semester. 
 
Finally, it is worth mentioning that James is extremely personable and gets along with other 
faculty. He will make a great colleague wherever he goes. For example, as is perhaps inevitable, 
his scheduling of assignments and class trips ran into conflicts with other professors. James was 
willing to compromise and conducted himself with integrity, diffusing what was in one case a 
rather tense situation. Observing these scenarios, it was clear to me that he genuinely had the best 
interests of the students and the needs of the other faculty in mind and not his own self-interest. 
One’s ability to get on well in a department is an important and sometimes overlooked aspect of 
teaching and one at which James excels. 
 
In evaluating him as a candidate, I hope that I have made it clear to you and also given credible 
justification for why I believe James is an excellent teacher. I have thoroughly enjoyed working 
with him and expect to see him do very well in our profession. He will be an asset to whatever 
university he joins. 
 
Best regards, 
 

 
 
Karl Widerquist 
 


