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My general objectives for any philosophy course I teach include:

1) To expose students to the perennial issues and key figures in the history of philosophy (or, in upper-level courses, the history of a particular area of philosophy)

2) To develop within students an informed appreciation of the humanities

3) To develop within students an appreciation of the methods of critical inquiry and to develop students’ reasoning and critical thinking abilities

4) To develop students’ abilities to deal with questions of ultimate value


I believe that all philosophy courses should be writing and discussion intensive.  Students need to be challenged to express themselves both in writing and in class discussion.  I believe that the small, liberal arts college setting provides the ideal environment for accomplishing these goals.  When philosophy is also taught in a liberal arts setting, the philosophy that students learn is also placed into its proper historical context.  The learning of philosophy is enriched when it occurs against a backdrop of history, literature and other humanities.  All three of my degrees were earned at private universities that valued small class sizes, the humanities, and easy student access to faculty.  I got to know each of my professors and enjoyed the fact that faculty-student contact outside of class was strongly encouraged.  I would like to teach and mentor in this same kind of environment.  


I have found that an effective way to accomplish the objectives listed above is to try to organize my presentation of course material in the following way:

1) Articulate a position that students find to be prima facie plausible and are initially inclined to accept.

2) Show that this position leads to consequences that they themselves find to be absurd.

3) Challenge students to resolve the apparent conflict between their philosophical commitments.  

I have been surprised at how many issues in philosophy I can organize around this strategy.  For example, I get students in my Introduction to Philosophy class to agree that happiness is essentially a matter of getting what you want or having your desires satisfied.  Then I show them that this view of happiness has consequences they do not agree with because it leaves out any moral considerations.  Students are then motivated to articulate views of happiness that avoid the untoward consequences.  


The great thing about this strategy is that it personally engages the students with the issues we discuss in class.  They have committed themselves to a set of claims that they can see to be inconsistent.  They feel the inconsistency in their gut and their minds become active and engaged as they try to rid themselves of this feeling of irritation.  

