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One of the reasons that I began studying philosophy is that I became convinced of its importance for education in general.  Philosophy provides one with multiple models of thinking and a myriad of ways to approach both theoretical and practical problems.  Philosophy also teaches one to think foundationally.  It is in this foundational mode of thinking that philosophy has a great deal to offer students who do not intend to be philosophy majors.  Regardless of one�s major, insofar as one thinks about the limits of one�s discipline and its relation to other disciplines, one is engaged in philosophical reflection.  The reason that I have pursued the study of philosophy to this point is that I discovered that I greatly enjoy and have a real passion for teaching.  

My teaching is grounded in the principle that students learn philosophy better when they are required to do it, rather than memorize facts about it.  I teach students how to do philosophy through leading class discussion, daily writing assignments, small group work, and major writing assignments.  In addition, in an effort to further engage the students, I illustrate the concepts under discussion with examples that are readily accessible to them, like television, music, and movies.  What follows, however, is not a technique that I apply blindly in all situations.  It is merely an example of how I have applied my guiding principle to undergraduate classes of 25 to 35 students.  For graduate or honors classes, for example, I would reexamine the appropriateness of each of these methods, and perhaps introduce additional methods such as in class presentations.

By leading class discussion I mean that students come to class prepared to discuss a given text, for example, Section One of Kant�s Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals.  After a brief historical introduction, I begin asking students simple questions about the text, such as:  What, according to Kant, can be called �good� without qualification?  These questions lead to more complex questions about Kant�s overall argument in this section of the Groundwork.  Finally, I begin asking questions that require the students to compare Kant with other philosophers we have read.  A key question in the discussion of the Groundwork, for example, is a comparison of its notion of the �good� to Aristotle�s notion of the �good� in the Nicomachean Ethics.  Throughout this class discussion, if the students are unable to answer a question put to them, I initially try and rephrase the question in smaller steps, so that they can piece the argument together.  If the connection still remains unclear, however, I will answer the question.  I will not move on to a new topic, however, until the students are able to answer the question in their own words.

The final ten minutes of each class I ask the students to write about some aspect of that day�s discussion.  Some use the time to think through difficult parts of the assigned text.  Others use it explore comparisons with other philosophers.  In an effort to keep the writing directed, however, I remind them of the topic of their upcoming major paper, and suggest that they write with that goal in mind.  I read but do not grade these daily writing assignments.  It gives the students a chance to practice writing philosophy without the pressure of a grade, and it gives me an opportunity to see how well all the students have engaged with the material, not just those who have spoken in class.

Generally, I use small group work prior to the deadline of major writing assignments.  By that time students should have a position that they intend to defend in their paper.  The first test of this position is simply to defend it against the objections of other students, who are hopefully defending other positions.  This exercise exposes students to objections that they may not have considered on their own, and allows them to answer without having to answer in front of the entire class.  I loosely monitor the groups, and respond to any difficulties they might have.

During the semester the major writing assignments require the students to defend the position of one philosopher against the objections of another.  For example, they have the choice of defending either Kant or Aristotle on the notion of the �good.�  In order to write the paper properly they must have a thesis, clearly indicating what position they intend to defend and why.  They must clearly articulate the philosopher they are defending, and the objecting philosopher.  Based on these articulations they must argue for their thesis.  In the concluding section of the paper I always require the students to discuss the positive and negative implications of their position.

In the final paper for the semester I still require the students to defend their own position.  This time, however, the students do not take a position with regard to a particular philosopher, but with regard to the theme of the overall course.  For example, in my recent Philosophy of Mind course the final paper did not require a defense of Churchland against Jackson, but required them to take a position on the problem of consciousness.  They could, of course, characterize themselves broadly as materialist, functionalist, or dualist, but their position must be their own.  The final paper is the culmination of teaching the students how to do philosophy.  

The documents included in this portfolio are intended to give you an indication of how I have structured classes in the past and the type of assignments that I require from students.  The document entitled �Teaching Portfolio� is a quantitative and qualitative summary of student evaluations.  This summary is followed by evaluation summaries for several classes to give you an indication of how entire classes received my courses.  As you can see, all of my classes have been extremely well received.  This is followed by syllabi and sample writing assignments from the different courses I have taught.  


