A. Statement of Undergraduate Teaching Philosophy:

Introductory philosophy courses are, in one sense, the most important courses taught by a philosophy department. It is here that many, if not most, students will first encounter the study of philosophy in their formal education. The necessity of adapting the specialized discourse of philosophy in such a way that it is accessible to a broad range of people makes teaching this course, I think, a more challenging task than perhaps other more advanced courses. These courses should, I believe, provide some introduction to the history of philosophy, in order to acquaint those students who may not choose ultimately to pursue the study of philosophy further with its scope and importance. But, it must attempt to pass beyond a mere survey of conflicting theories and opinions and attempt to indicate to the students the nature of the task of philosophizing itself, and the value of engaging in this task. This second requirement I think is a primary goal in my teaching of philosophy. It amounts to a return to an ancient conception of philosophical practice which recognizes that exhortation is a significant element of philosophical pedagogy. 

My understanding of how best to teach philosophy is marked, indelibly I think, by my undergraduate education at St. John’s College in Annapolis Md.. The collective effort to interpret, understand, and evaluate the assigned texts in seminars has remained for me a model of the most desirable and effective approach to pedagogy in philosophy. But at the same time, I must acknowledge that not all classrooms can or ought to be transformed into these sorts of seminars. Pedagogy must take account of the interests, expectations, needs and capabilities of the students. Thus, in my own courses at Loyola, I have blended a traditional lecture oriented pedagogy while allowing and in fact striving as much as possible for significant and serious discussion of texts, ideas and issues.

A necessary role of a philosophy teacher, especially in introductory courses, is to excite the interest of the students as far as possible. This requires a conveyance of one’s convictions that studying philosophy is important and worthwhile. A basic tenet of this pedagogical approach is that there are no sincere questions which should not be treated seriously, and that the students are students precisely because they do not yet have the relevant understanding or knowledge. Thus, it is important, I think, to take ignorance seriously, not as something to be lamented, but rather as an opportunity for education. It is a truism, but worth restating, that learning is only possible when one is ignorant of something. The difficulty, as seen so clearly in many Platonic dialogues, is to show someone that they need to know something which they do not know. If we take the Socratic model of education seriously, even if only as an ideal, we must acknowledge that education is first of all a matter of the conversion of desire and not the internalization of theories, doctrines and definitions. The condition for any true education in philosophy is instilling in a student that the goals of philosophy are desirable—or more literally, to make students, philos-sophoi, desirous of truth. This undoubtedly smacks of utopianism (which for a teacher perhaps is not a fault). The realities of the classroom in contemporary higher education must of course be acknowledged, and I articulate such a demanding view of the goals of teaching philosophy in full knowledge of everything which competes and fights against these goals and makes them seem utopic. Nonetheless, I am firmly convinced that it is only with the most demanding goals and the highest expectations both of one’s students and oneself that philosophy can be taught.

In designing my courses, I emphasize a strong basis in the history of philosophy. To this end, I assign significant texts from the history of philosophy and arrange the class around the explication and discussion of these texts. Since many of these texts are very difficult, I consider it my first task to equip the students with the tools which will enable them to make progress in their reading of the assigned texts. Thus, depending upon the difficulty of the assigned reading, I spend more or less time lecturing always with the goal of maximizing and pursuing the active participation of students in discussion. In addition, in my courses, I have placed very little emphasis on evaluating students by means of quizzes or examination (excepting a final exam) and instead use student writing as my primary means of evaluating their performance. This, of course, requires significantly more work than evaluating students with examinations, though, I think, it is the best way to determine how deeply and thoroughly students are understanding the material. I take grading these papers very seriously as I think all students should be given a clear indication of both what is good in their writing and what requires further work. To fail to do this is to undermine the purpose of assigning writing assignments in the first place.


A consistent interest, which has animated my scholarly research over the last several years, has been the examination of the relationship within Plato’s dialogues of the pedagogical interests and motivations, primarily exemplified in the character of Socrates, and the philosophical “content” or “theories” and “doctrines” through which he expresses his pedagogical motivations. The conception of philosophy that we find in Plato’s dialogues differs in many respects from some contemporary conceptions of philosophy. Without attempting to argue for the superiority of one or others of these conceptions, I would suggest that the ancient conception of philosophy is an appropriate conception to teach to introductory students. This conception stresses the relevance of philosophy for one’s life over the abstract theoretical conception. The abstract theoretical conception or element in philosophy is not at all dismissed by the ancient conception—it still remains at the heart of philosophy—but must be contextualized in its situation and role within an individual’s life. The practice of teaching philosophy is not ancillary to my scholarly goals, but rather an integral part of them and an extension of their scope. 

