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Statement of Teaching Philosophy 

  
 My aim in teaching philosophy is not to turn my students into philosophers.  I want to 
help them become philosophical.  At the very least, this means learning how to pay attention as 
they ponder difficult questions:  Who am I?  How should we live?  What is really valuable?  To 
catalyze this kind of focus, I begin each class with a one-minute silent meditation.  The purpose 
of this is to help students put aside they were just doing—a previous class, talking on the phone, 
etc.—quiet their minds and focus on our class time together.  My commitment to making 
philosophy practical that drives my research also animates my teaching.  I want to help my 
students build the skills to grapple with important existential, social, and political questions.  To 
give you a sense of a typical day in my class, let me briefly explain four strategies I use:  two that 
engage students and spark debate, and two that push them to connect philosophy to today’s 
world. 
  In my class, a lecture is a gateway to a conversation.  The goals of participation in my 
class are for students to become intellectually self-reliant, build confidence articulating their 
ideas in public, and engage in spirited and respectful dialogue over complex and occasionally 
touchy subjects.  One way I structure the classroom environment is by recognizing the shape of 
the class:  identifying the leaders in the class and harnessing their energy to everyone’s 
advantage.  I enlist avid participants to give brief summaries of texts and reconstruct arguments 
for the class.  When my students witness their peers give the best arguments for and against a 
certain position, they are more likely to engage in debate than if I just hypothetically defend that 
position in front of the class.  Moreover, this serves as a barometer by giving me a chance to 
gauge, in real time, how well students are grasping the arguments, and intervene if need be. 
 Another method I use to engage students and convey content is employing visual 
material.  Our students work, play, learn, and communicate through electronic and digital media, 
and drawing these resources into class lessons helps me reach them and helps them anchor the 
material.  For example, when I teach Cartesian skepticism, I use clips from the film Inception.  
When teaching the trolley problem, I ask for a volunteer to play an online simulation of it on a 
computer monitor that is projected in front of the class, and have the class question his or her 
decisions.  When learning about logical fallacies, we watched clips from protestors at a political 
rally in Washington, D.C., making arguments about government policies.  These approaches do 
not replace serious intellectual engagement with the material, but they do facilitate it. 
 I use group projects to build a classroom community and to drive students to see how 
philosophy connects to everyday life and public affairs.  When teaching Environmental Ethics, I 
designed a group presentation called “Environmental Stakeholders.”  Each group of four students 
was assigned a case study—such as the Keystone XL pipeline or Walmart and sustainable 
business—and had to investigate the issue from four perspectives:  science and technology, 
business and economics, politics and policy, and ethics. After meeting for several weeks, each 
group integrated their findings and rendered judgment on the ethical issues surrounding their 
topic in a presentation before the class.  This pushed students to delve wide and deep into a 
concrete issue, debate it in an intimate group setting, and present it in an accessible way.  I am 
using a similar format in my Philosophical Ethics class this semester, in which students will 
present on issues such as euthanasia, health care reform, and just war theory and drone attacks.  
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 Another strategy I employ to help students critically reflect on pressing civic and cultural 
issues is linking class topics to current events.  Around the anniversary weekend of September 
11th in 2010, I asked my students to write a paper giving the best argument for why the Islamic 
center near Ground Zero should be built, and the best argument for why it shouldn't.  This led 
some of them to actually travel down to the site and observe the protests and demonstrations, 
which influenced their opinions.  We did a similar exercise when studying the moral 
presuppositions of socialism and capitalism during the Occupy Wall Street protests.  While 
teaching Rousseau, I invited my students to attempt a 24-hour “technology retreat” and write a 
reflection paper applying his ideas about technological dependence to their own experience with 
ipods, cell phones, and the Internet. This helped them appreciate how thoroughly their lives are 
mediated by technology.  During a unit on Marx, I asked my students to attend an on-campus 
lecture by Larry Kudlow, a well-known free-market economist, and to write a reflection paper 
from Marx’s perspective.  This was during the financial crisis of 2008, and the contrast of 
Kudlow’s views and current events helped students understand Marx’s critique of capitalism.  
When teaching Ayn Rand as an exponent of ethical egoism last semester, I began by asking 
students about the recent rise of the Tea Party in American politics, and helped them see the 
connections between the movement’s goals and Rand’s ideas.  In all these cases, I used 
something many students were already familiar with to help them develop philosophical skills 
and connect philosophy to the zeitgeist. 
 I plan to continue teaching courses at the introductory level and in ethics (including 
normative and applied, especially environmental ethics), and in the future I hope to teach courses 
in biomedical/healthcare and business ethics, as well as in the history of philosophy.  My 
teaching is guided by one of the morals of Plato’s allegory of the cave:  the philosophical spirit 
cannot idle in the ether, but must return to the messiness of life.   When students have left my 
class more attentive to their lives and less mired in what William James called the “gray chaotic 
indiscriminateness” of the dispersed mind, I consider it a success.   
 	  


