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Before discussing how I would teach upper-division philosophy courses for philosophy majors, in what follows I shall emphasize what I think a teacher of introductory philosophy courses should attempt to do in his or her classes, not only because my own teaching experience (to date) lends itself towards such an emphasis, but also because I believe that, in a sense, introductory philosophy courses may be thought of as the most important courses taught by a philosophy department, especially since it is in these very classes that many students will first encounter the study of philosophy in a formal way. The necessity of adapting the specialized discourse of philosophy in such a way that it is accessible to a broad range of students, who boast widely different intellectual capacities and interests, certainly makes teaching introductory philosophy courses a very challenging task. Those who teach introductory philosophy courses must, therefore, work very ambitiously to present philosophy to students in such a way that they become acquainted with the scope and importance of philosophy for their lives, no matter what career they ultimately pursue, which I take to be an explicit goal of an introductory philosophy course. In order to do this well, the professor of introductory philosophy must attempt to do more than offer a mere survey of conflicting theories and opinions about the themes and concerns with which philosophers throughout history have been grappling. Thus, in my introductory courses, in addition to presenting to students certain main claims that selected philosophers have argued in connection with the main questions in philosophy, such as “what is knowledge?”, “can we know anything?”, “what is truth?”, “what is the nature of reality?”, “what ought we to do?”, “what does it mean to be human?”, etc., I attempt to indicate to students, through the close and critical study of certain major figures within the philosophical tradition, the nature of the task of philosophizing itself, and the indispensable value of engaging in this task. Indeed, a primary goal in my teaching of philosophy at the introductory level involves the attempt to provide students with the space for discovering that philosophical inquiry is connected in essential ways to human excellence. In this connection, a necessary role of an introductory philosophy teacher seems to involve exciting the interest of students as far as this is possible, which, in turn, requires a conveyance of the conviction that studying philosophy is important and worthwhile, no matter what anyone’s specific professional interests are. 

Two basic tenets of my pedagogical approach are [i] that there are no sincere questions that should not be treated seriously, and [ii] that the students are students precisely because they do not yet have important understanding or knowledge. Accordingly, I try to show that it is crucial to take ignorance seriously, not as something to be lamented, but rather, as an opportunity for genuine education; for learning is only possible when one admits that one is ignorant about that which one hopes to learn. The difficulty here, as seen so clearly in many Platonic dialogues, resides in showing someone that he or she “needs” to know something that is not yet known; for this requires that the prospective learner not only admit ignorance but also become desirous of truth and knowledge, i.e., become a lover of wisdom in much the same way as Socrates was.  

Toward this end, in designing my introductory courses, I typically ask students to read certain significant primary texts from the history of philosophy, and I organize my courses such that, ideally, each class period involves lecture and class discussion, each of which addresses in some way the connection between the specific philosophical claims being considered and the question about human excellence. The collective effort to interpret, understand, and evaluate the assigned texts within a seminar-like format remains for me a model of the most desirable and effective pedagogical approach in philosophy. However, as can be seen from a perusal of my course syllabi, since many of the texts I use in my courses are very difficult, I consider it my first task to equip students with the tools that 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, and in this way, I attempt to blend a traditional lecture oriented pedagogy with a sustained opportunity for the students’ serious discussion of the texts, ideas and issues being considered. In this latter connection, I often design small group assignments that allow students to work together (in groups of 3-5 students typically) in order to understand and respond to a certain philosophical problem or issue, using their knowledge of what some philosophers have maintained in response to the problem/issue as well as their own assessment of it, after which each group presents its philosophical response to the rest of the class. Finally, as will become evident upon a consideration of my course syllabi and other supporting course materials, I employ various means of evaluating students, including reading quizzes, occasional in-class exams, research projects, paper assignments, oral presentation assignments and class participation, since in my view, [i] the combination of these evaluation methods provides an appropriate way for determining both how deeply and thoroughly students understand the difficult material with which we are dealing in the class as well as the extent to which they are engaged with the material, and [ii] the offering of a variety of evaluation methods tends to make students less apprehensive about the grade that they will earn in class. In addition, in an effort to encourage students’ concern both with their ability to learn and demonstrate their knowledge of difficult course material successfully and with their course grade, I (a) typically distribute study guides for quizzes and exams, (b) often hold extra study sessions, (c) welcome drafts of papers prior to their due date, which I then discuss with the students one-on-one, and (d) make myself readily available to students, by way of holding extensive office hours as well as sharing with them my home phone number.

Because of my success in the classroom, which I have worked contientiously to maintain in various ways, including by way of attending numerous teaching workshops and seminars during my time at Seattle University, I received a monetary award for the development of a special core freshman seminar, which I will team-teach with an associate professor during Winter quarter 2004. In this seminar, we will not only work closely with the students as we read difficult, traditional works of philosophy, we will also incorporate into our class certain co-curricular elements, such as evening film viewings, plays, and lectures that are connected to our class themes. In addition, we will hold weekly lunch meetings during which we will eat together while we discuss philosophical themes and texts within a warm and friendly environment.

Notwithstanding the importance with which I view introductory philosophy courses, as well as my positive assessment of the liberal arts model of education, it is not my intention to remain silent about how I would teach upper division philosophy courses for philosophy majors. For indeed, these classes carry their own, distinctive significance, given that it is within these courses where the “beginning” philosopher will begin his or her most serious study of philosophy, and within which he or she will make a decision regarding whether to go on to study philosophy at the graduate level. As such, within these courses, while I would structure them in much the same way as I structure introductory philosophy classes, combining lecture and discussion in such a way that they center around the task of attempting to understand difficult primary texts, I would in addition ask students to make critical and original connections between the various thinkers and themes with which we were working in class, both in oral and in written fashion. Reading assignments would also be longer, though the emphasis would still be centered on the attempt to understand the text at issue, after which there would be an opportunity to consider the text in a critically responsible manner. Similarly, paper assignments would be longer, and as a way of preparing the students for writing good philosophy papers, students would be expected to meet with me in order to discuss their papers beforehand, after which there would be an opportunity to present the paper (in a summary fashion) to the class. Toward this end, we might have a “mini student conference” as a part of our class, where the hope would be that the students can become excited both about sharing their work with their colleagues and about learning with and from each other. 
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