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Part of the value in studying philosophy lies in the fact that philosophy is a
broadly applicable skill—it is the ability to identify interesting problems, map
possible solutions, and reason to conclusions in a careful, clear, and organized
manner. In order to teach these skills in the most effective way possible, I main-
tain a student-centered classroom with an emphasis on active learning.

Active Learning

In the classroom, much of my teaching is organized around problem-solving
activities. I begin most classes with small group work, asking students to col-
laborate on a particular task or to engage with one another over a small set
of problems. Groups may be asked to extract an argument from a piece of
text, to discuss possible justifications for the premises of an argument, or to
brainstorm possible objections to an argument discussed last class. This kind
of in-class work ensures that students are engaged with the material and that
they are working through things themselves. It also gives me the opportunity
to circulate around the room, to work individually with small groups, and to
get a better feel for where help is needed.

One benefit of group work is that it helps to set up the larger class discussion
that follows by giving students time to develop their ideas. In my experience,
using group work as a lead-in to a larger class discussion almost always results
in a richer and more productive conversation. Another benefit is that when
students know that they are going to be actively engaged in the classroom,
they are more likely to keep up with course assignments and more likely to
prepare for class in an earnest and careful way.

Another thing that I do to promote active learning is to support course read-
ings and class discussions with experiential “field work.” This is an especially
important part of my teaching in environmental ethics. For example, last fall,
after reading about Pete & Gerry’s Organic Egg Farm in Peter Singer’s book The
Ethics of What We Eat, I arranged for my environmental ethics class to visit the
farm and to meet with the company CEO. On another occassion, I followed-up
a week’s worth of readings on GMOs with a visit to an organic farm, where
we met with faculty from Dartmouth’s program in Environmental Studies. I
have found that experiences like these are an especially effective way to com-
municate the relevance of our work in class and to encourage greater depth
and seriousness of thought. It’s one thing to philosophize about the ethics of
food in the classroom; it’s quite another thing to do so after having toured a
shed full of 20,000 chickens.
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Writing & Assessment

While it is relatively easy to motivate an interest in most philosophical prob-
lems, it is much more difficult to teach students how to think and write about
such problems in a clear and careful manner. To help with this, I teach a set
method for how to present, explain, and evaluate an argument. On this ap-
proach, students are taught how to present an argument in a clear and struc-
tured way, how to define terms and offer justifications for premises, and how
to construct an evaluation that is targeted at the premises of the argument. I
frequently illustrate this method when lecturing, and I use it to help students
outline their longer writing assignments.

One thing that I like about the method of present, explain, evaluate is that it is
flexible enough to allow students to pursue their own ideas, but rigid enough
to ensure that those ideas are always engaged with a clear argument. Another
thing that I like about it is that it equips students with a definite set of tools
for analysis. I find this to be especially useful to students who are new to
philosophy insofar as it helps them to break a complex task down into a series
of manageable steps, and to structure their thinking and writing in a clear and
organized way.

In addition to writing assignments, I have also had success with more creative
forms of assessment. In some cases, I have had students do media projects. My
standards in evaluating such projects are still high—I am still looking for a clear
and rigorous presentation and evaluation of arguments. But I like that such
projects allow students to bring their philosophical analyses to a new medium.
In other cases, I have had students do service projects. Last fall, for example,
I had one student who did a project on effective altruism, and another who
worked on a project encouraging divestment from fossil fuel companies. In
both cases, I asked for a short paper reflecting upon the experience with a fo-
cus on the ethical arguments underlying it.

Support for Students

It is important to me that my students have the support that they need to be
successful. I make a strong effort to communicate with my students, to build
relationships with them, and to make myself available for help outside of class.
But I also try to build systems of support into the design my courses. For ex-
ample, early in the semester, I keep writing assignments short and focused.
This helps students to build skills as well as confidence. I also attach low
point values to early assignments. This allows students the opportunity to
learn through their mistakes without sabotaging their grade. It also gives me a
chance to communicate with them over their writing and to be a more effective
advocate for them and their learning.
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