
Student Engagement 
Before Class

APSA Teaching & Learning Symposium

Dain Yoo
PhD Candidate | Georgetown University



• Enhances preparedness and participation by encouraging students to engage 
with their peer’s insights and ideas 

• Helps instructors gauge how well students grasp the course material and set 
themes for class discussion accordingly  
• Based on my experience of TAing four semesters of Comparative Political Systems 

(Introductory course for comparative politics)

• Initiated during pandemic in facilitating online engagement

• More applicable to smaller group of class (or discussion sections)

Why Engage Students Before Class?



1. Google Form to collect discussion questions



Example: Authoritarianism and the Dictator’s Dilemma

The idea of competitive authoritarianism was really interesting 
in demonstrating how the distinction between democracy and 
autocracy is fluid and many countries may claim one system but 
in practice act in a system which is in the middle of the two 
extremes. I also like the application of this idea to create a 
spectrum of political regime types for countries and how this 
spectrum is not rigid and can be changed over time.

What stood out was how the dictator’s 
dilemma is a self-reinforcing 
equilibrium and how that a solution to 
this equilibrium are to break or change 
the rules of the game (exit or exile, 
overthrow, institutional change). An 
example is with Pinochet in Chile, a 
dictator who couldn’t trust the love of 
his subjects so he attempted to change 
the rules of the game by calling for a 
referendum.

The definition of democracy by De Tocqueville is very 
white male- and Western-centric—is there some other 
path to democracy that doesn't involve the monarchy to 
democracy transition that was fairly exclusive to Europe?

What accounts for the extreme longevity of 
certain autocracies, while others crash and burn 
fairly quickly (e.g. Francoist Spain vs. Musharraf 
in Pakistan)? Also, for more open class 
discussion: which do you think is more effective 
in a transition from autocracy; an incremental 
strategy focusing on institutions (like in Chile), or 
a coercive violent revolution? Why?

Reflecting on the "Dictator's 
Dilemma " by Wintrobe, the 
dilemma really seems to be driven 
by this fear and uncertainty that 
leads to the assumption that the 
people does not truly support the 
dictator, and I wonder if it takes 
into account situations when the 
people actually does sincerely 
praise the actions of the dictators, 
such as for bringing order and 
stability or economic progress?

With the uncertainty of the elections and the 
fairness of them, could we currently say the US is a 
competitive authoritarian state? Or on the way?

I think I'm good



Student Feedback on Using Google Forms

From TA evaluations (Fall 2020-Spring 2022)

Mandatory word limit and explanation will force students to truly analyze their work, and what they
learned. Otherwise, they're just writing a BS review and being done with it.



2. Google Docs to engage in discussion



3. Polls & Relevant Descriptive Data/Research for Icebreaking  



3. Polls & Relevant Descriptive Data/Research for Icebreaking  



Thank you!
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