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Teaching philosophy gives me a unique opportunity to foster in others the critical skills needed to 

effectively navigate our complex human worlds. Expectations for young adults, and the very nature 

of higher education are both changing rapidly, and I believe that flexible, critical thinking is needed 

now more than ever for individuals to meet the challenges of a more globalized society. The 

question I ask myself then is how, as a teacher, I can help each student take advantage of what 

philosophy has to offer. 

In my time at Purdue University and Washington University in Saint Louis, I have had the 

opportunity to teach in a variety of classroom settings including small introduction to philosophy 

discussion sections, logic and critical thinking courses, and courses aimed at students with specific 

interest in the theoretical issues of the mind. These experiences have supported my belief that 

successful teaching of philosophy is characterized by challenge and support. For example, students 

who come from educational backgrounds that emphasize standardized testing often expect there to 

be ‘right answers’. I often choose topics for discussion for which there are no such answers—such 

as the value of inductive reasoning in science, and the ethical implications of our psychological 

biases—in order to challenge these expectations. I also solicit a variety of viewpoints by making sure 

that each student is given the opportunity to pose questions and offer their own opinions. This is 

easily accomplished by allowing some time for silent reflection, during which they can write down 

their thoughts about the day’s reading or lecture material. I often ask students to share these 

thoughts in pairs or small groups first, to accommodate those who prefer smaller forums. This 

activity also allows higher performing students to engage more deeply with the material. All in all, I 

find that students respond positively to the expectation, and opportunity, to be critically engaged.  



A supportive classroom is also built by other more subtle methods. During lectures, I try to 

incorporate examples from the news and media with which students are familiar, often drawing 

examples from popular internet and television narratives (recently, blogger and comic artist Allie 

Brosh’s insightful and hilarious perspective on experiencing depression has made it into my 

lectures on psychopathology). I always make sure I am available via email. In addition to regular 

office hours, students know they can meet with me by appointment, and are encouraged to discuss 

drafts of written material before deadlines, when possible. During class discussions, I engage with 

my students as thinking adults by giving positive verbal feedback for good questions, and offer my 

own expertise by asking questions they might not yet have considered. I also provide images of the 

authors we read in my power point slides, in order to form the impression that philosophers are 

real men and women like us.  

This last highlights the importance of diversity in creating a supportive, and philosophically 

rigorous classroom. I find that one of the most important things I can do as a discussion leader is 

to ensure that students feel their opinions are validated and respected. At the same time I 

endeavor to never let a misunderstanding pass as an opinion, especially when it may be damaging 

to those who are underrepresented in philosophy classrooms. Furthermore, I am mindful of the 

advice of my own research on implicit cognition, and I take every precaution to assign grades in a 

fair and blind manner.  

It is my hope that that these policies cultivate an excellent classroom experience. Still, no 

two classrooms are the same. I become a more effective teacher by soliciting feedback from my 

students midterm, and ensuring that I am meeting their needs. I am also always engaging with my 

peers to learn more about teaching. 


