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My primary goal for myself is that I continually develop into a better teacher.  My primary 

goals for my students are that they learn to value philosophy and that they can apply 

philosophy to daily life.  I will elaborate on these goals. 

 

I have independently taught thirty philosophy classes and eleven preps at four universities (U. 

of Missouri, Kansas State U., Dalhousie U., and Rutgers U.).  When I began teaching 

philosophy in Fall of 2005, developing into a better teacher was easy because everything was 

new.  These were my first times lecturing, leading discussions, grading, and so forth.  About 

six years later, however, I noticed myself coasting, so I made a conscious decision to become 

better.  In Spring of 2012, I sat in an early modern philosophy course taught by Peter Markie 

(my doctoral advisor and a superb teacher), often going to his office after class to ask him 

why he did this or that.  I began studying and applying lessons from the excellent book 

Teaching Nonmajors, by P. Sven Arvidson, an experienced philosophy teacher.  During my 

year as a visiting professor at Kansas State, I taught Intro to Philosophy three times in both 

the Fall and the Spring.  After each day of teaching in the Fall, I wrote in a diary what did 

and didn’t work, which discussion questions sparked exciting debate and which fell with a 

dull thud.  This diary improved my teaching in the Spring and served as the basis of teaching 

notes that I use to this day.  I continually try to improve by learning from my teaching 

evaluations, talking with colleagues, and reading articles about pedagogy. 

 

I desire for my students to see the value of philosophy.  Antoine de Saint-Exupery wrote, “If 

you want to build a ship, don't drum up the men to gather wood, divide the work and give 

orders.  Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.” I want my students to 

yearn for that "vast and endless sea" of philosophy, to express, "Wow, I didn't know we could 

think about these questions!" Therefore, I do not present philosophy just as information to 

learn, but as important questions with which to grapple.  I exhibit my own puzzlement with 

those questions and express my desire to find the answers. 

 

I find that students see philosophy’s value when they come to conclusions on their own.  For 

example, instead of just telling them what the Euthyphro dilemma is, I write on the board, 



“God says killing is wrong because it is wrong” and underneath that, “Killing is wrong 

because God says it is wrong.” I say, “In groups of three or four, try to figure out the 

difference between these two statements.” Each group then struggles together to determine 

exactly how the statements differ.  Afterward, I give students a chance to share their answers; 

and as a class, they arrive at a good answer.  Through this process, they can see how 

philosophy helps make important distinctions.  As a bonus, they are left asking, “Wait, so 

why is killing wrong?” and they see the importance of philosophical questions. 

 

I help my students apply philosophy to daily life in three ways.  First, I focus on developing 

good reasoning skills.  I teach basic logic in all of my classes, which includes students’ 

learning basic argument patterns and the difference between soundness and validity.  They 

then practice using these concepts when studying the arguments relevant to the class topics.  I 

also give substantive writing assignments because putting one’s thoughts into writing helps 

make one’s reasoning clear.  As a result, much of my one-on-one time with students is 

focused on helping them improve their writing. 

 

Second, I facilitate discussions to help students think about philosophy’s practical 

implications.  For example, I do not simply present arguments for and against the existence 

of God or free will.  I ask them, “Is free will important?  How might our outlook on things 

change if we stopped believing in free will?” I also balance normative ethics with applied 

ethics in my introductory ethics courses so they can learn both theory and application.  These 

practices help my students to see how philosophy can make a difference to their lives. 

 

Third, I use vivid illustrations.  For example, when teaching Peter Singer’s argument that we 

have a moral duty to give to the poor, I show movie clips that powerfully depict the need in 

developing countries.  I challenge my students: “What sort of person do you want to become?  

What sort of people do we admire?  What is our duty in this situation?” And from students’ 

reactions, the points seem to hit home.  After one such class, a student e-mailed me: "Good 

class today, I thought.  It seems like this is the applicability that many classes fail to hold for 

our day-to-day lives.  This is the part of ethics that I really enjoy.” 

 

Becoming a good teacher is hard work.  But when I see students see the value of philosophy, 

and when I see them applying philosophy to their lives, I know that it is worth the struggle. 


