
Teaching Statement
My teaching is shaped by three beliefs. First, students learn best when they are actively involved in their

learning. Second, courses in philosophy should reflect the diversity of approaches to and rich history of the
subject. Third, students should always take from a course in philosophy skills that can be applied outside the
discipline.

Philosophy lends itself naturally to discussion, and so I make sure that even lectures are presented as oppor-
tunities for exchanges rather than a one-way transfer of information. I see my role as facilitating my students’
own explorations of a topic, rather than telling them what philosophers think. I find that students engage with
issues more, and understand arguments better, if they have worked their own way through them. To that end,
I tend to structure lectures dialectically, starting with a general question (“do we know anything?”) and then
focussing on possible answers to it and their justifications (“perhaps we don’t; here’s a sceptical argument”).

Seminars and smaller classes are great formats for engaging students, but whole-class discussion can get
stale, and so I like to vary the formats of classes as a semester progresses. One way to do so is to divide the
class into smaller groups which discuss a topic among themselves before the whole class reconvenes. This is
an especially useful way to involve more reticent students who might be reluctant to speak up in front of the
whole class. Sometimes, simply changing how people are sitting in the room can be stimulating. When teaching
contemporary moral issues, I sometimes employ a “spectrum exercise”. Two opposite ends of the room are
designated as poles of the debate (e.g “abortion should be illegal in all circumstances”, “abortion should be
freely available on demand”). Students position themselves relative to the poles, according to their opinion. I
then facilitate a debate between the two poles. Students are encouraged to move if their opinions change as the
debate progresses. In introductory courses, I have also used online discussion boards as an alternative to in-class
discussions; students are sometimes more comfortable in that medium.

Talking of making students comfortable, I think any philosophy course should, insofar as possible, reflect
the diverse approaches to the subject, and the diversity of philosophers. One reason for this is that it’s alienating
for, say, women students to be faced with a syllabus that has no women on it. So I try to make sure that my
syllabuses include work by men, women, and philosophers of colour. I also think that, if possible, students
should read work from both the analytic and continental traditions, and that it is important to embed contem-
porary problems in a historical context. For example, if I were teaching a course on perception, discussion of
Reid would be as important as reading Logue.

I also aim to make sure that students take with them transferable skills. Like everyone who teaches phi-
losophy, I accentuate the importance of arguments, precise definitions, and critical analysis. But I also place a
particular emphasis on the development of students’ writing. Philosophical aptitude and understanding is best
demonstrated in careful, reflective writing; and working on philosophical writing is an excellent way to improve
one’s writing more generally. In every course that involves essays, I dedicate some class time to essay writing.
As well as giving students tips and examples, I often use a peer-review system, in which they are encouraged to
read and evaluate each other’s draft work. I provide detailed, personalised feedback on each essay my students
submit. The feedback is given under categories that clearly relate to a set of grading criteria, so they can see why
they have received a grade and how they can improve it.

I am always keen to learn more about how to teach effectively. At Leeds, I gained a teaching qualification,
the ULTA-2, which contributes to a nationally-recognised post-secondary teaching award. The course covered
lecturing, small-group teaching, assessment, personal tutoring, and the use of technology and virtual learning
environments. The course assignments encouraged engagement with the education literature and critical self-
reflection with regard to one’s own teaching. Perhaps the main thing I learned from this course was that the
structure of assessment, relative to teaching objectives, is arguably themost important thing to get right in course
design. Accordingly, I think hard with each course about whether the assessment methods are appropriate. For
example, when teaching introductory philosophy at Auburn, asking students to write 2000-word essays was
in appropriate; they were often taking the only philosophy module of their degree, and were often majors
in completely unrelated disciplines. Instead, I had students do several short, peer-graded writing assignments
rather than long essays: this both made them write often, and let them learn how to improve by reading others’
work.

Besides learning about teaching in formal contexts, I frequently talk with colleagues about teaching, picking
up tips and ideas. And, though there are of course many wonderful teachers in universities, it seems to me that
school teachers receive more training in teaching methods, and employ a greater diversity of methods in the
classroom. I have several friends who teach 12–18 year olds, and I often ask them for advice on techniques.


