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General Advice 
Let’s begin with some general advice for succeeding in college.  
Over the course of fifteen years of teaching, I would suggest to 
students that they adopt the following practices. 

Attend Class:  This is an obvious point but one that a surprising 
number of students seem to ignore.  You’ve paid for the course 
you are taking, or at least someone has paid for it on your 
behalf.  Not attending class is like paying for a product in the 
store and not taking delivery.  You may think that the course 
you are taking is a waste of time and so showing up is also a 
waste.  But, the potential harm you do yourself by not showing 
up is not going to be offset by the college credit you may 
(assuming you pass the course) receive. 

Be Punctual:  Mark Twain once said that 80% of life is showing 
up.  Another important percentage is showing up on time.  
Being punctual shows you take the class seriously and respect 
the professor’s time enough to attend the entire class.  An 
important component of your time in college is the impression 
you create of a conscientious student and being punctual is an 
important component of that. 

Pay Attention:  Once you get to class show that you take it 
seriously by paying attention.  You are wasting your time if you 
do not make every effort to get something out of the class you 
have enrolled in and have paid for.  You can’t get much out of 
the class if you do not attend to what is going on while you are 
there. 

Be Interactive:  Passively paying attention is not the best way 
to benefit from taking a course.  You need to be an active 
learner and part of this is interacting with your classmates and 
the professor.  Ask questions.  Make comments when prompted.  
Suggest connections between the course material and other 
courses and areas of your own life.  The more active you are in 
your learning the more you will retain and be able to use after 
you complete the course. 
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Make Connections:  Here I am referring to making connections 
between what you are learning and what you already know.  
Also, make connections between what you are learning and 
your everyday life.  Not all professors will make the effort to 
show that the course you are enrolled in has relevance beyond 
the classroom but I can assure you that every course you take is 
relevant in some way to your life and your profession.  Make 
the effort to find those connections and make the material 
relevant.   

 Make an Impression:  If you leave the course you are taking 
without the professor knowing who you are you have made a 
major mistake.  Part of the college experience is learning how 
to network and an important part of this is building 
relationships with faculty members.  Do not be an anonymous 
student.  You never know when you might need a good 
reference or you may benefit from some professional 
opportunity that will come your way simply because you were 
the student the professor remembered.    

  Your learning experience in college is primarily your 
responsibility.  If you wait around for the professor to make the 
course interesting, make you learn the material, and make you 
enjoy your time in the course you may be wasting a lot of time.  
Yes, some professors will make the effort to make the class 
interesting, dynamic, and relevant to you.  But, you can still 
make the most of any college class by making the effort 
yourself.  It’s your education, make the most of it!  
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Useful Attributes 

Be Inquisitive:  An important part of your education is your 
willingness to ask questions.  So many students hesitate to ask 
questions for a variety of reasons but your success in the 
classroom and later on in life is directly tied to your 
inquisitiveness.  Start now! 

Be Curious:  The motivation for asking questions should be 
genuine curiosity.  I suspect that a lack of curiosity is what 
prevents many students from being inquisitive in the first 
place.  You can begin to cultivate curiosity by connecting what 
you are already interested in with what you are studying.  
Chances are you will find some surprising connections and using 
your curiosity will lead you to learn more about the subject you 
are studying while at the same time learning more about your 
interests.   

Be Passionate:  In the pursuit of your education, you need to 
be passionate about learning, making connections, asking 
questions, and finding solutions to problems.  Whatever subject 
you are studying it is possible to find some aspect of it that 
connects with something you care about.  Don’t wait for the 
professor to make these connections.  You need to find them 
yourself and then use these connections as a starting point for 
further learning.  

Be Creative:  Finally, you need to be creative in your search for 
connections and answers to questions.  Unfortunately, creative 
thinking is not always rewarded in the classroom where 
standardized multiple-choice exams are often used to assess 
learning.  But, outside of the classroom creative problem 
solving is a valuable skill and you need to begin cultivating 
creative thinking even if this means doing more than is 
required in the course.  You will ultimately benefit from this 
extra work.      
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Questions for Students 

Where's your curiosity?  I ask this question because curiosity 
seems to be lacking among many of my students. I see so many 
of them content to simply do the minimum level of assignments 
to get by and no more than that. Even among "good" students 
who get good grades, there seems to be little drive to extend 
their knowledge beyond what is required to earn that good 
grade. 
 
What are you curious about?  Of course, students may be 
curious, just not about the subject I teach. That's fine as long 
as you're curious about something. For myself, I'm curious 
about what that is! I ask this question for another reason as 
well. Since most subjects are connected in some way, if I knew 
what students were curious about I could probably very easily 
connect it with what we're learning in the course. 
 
Why don't you ask questions? This is a question I'm sure most 
of us in education have wondered and even asked many times. 
So much research in education shows that active learning is 
much more effective than passive learning and one of the best 
ways to become active is to ask questions. For my classes I 
know there are things that students don't understand and need 
to ask questions about. But, I don't know what specific things 
these are and what questions they have because they don't ask 
them! 
 
Why don't you use the syllabus?  The exception to the rule 
about asking questions for students questions about the rules 
and regulations of the course. Students won't ask questions 
about the content of the course but they will ask questions 
about the format of the test, the date the test is scheduled, 
and the grading scale for the test. All of which are answered in 
the syllabus! 
 
How do you know the material you're studying is not 
relevant? 
Many students seem to be primarily motivated by learning 
material that will be relevant to their career path. So, they 
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often look at the material I teach in philosophy and ask why 
they have to learn this since it is not relevant to their life or 
career. But, how do they know what will be relevant to know 
for their entire lives? How do they know that what they are 
studying in philosophy, history, literature, and other "irrelevant" 
courses is not very relevant and useful information?  
 
At this point, you may be wondering why I don't just ask these 
questions to my students. Well, I've discovered over the years 
that not only are students reluctant to ask questions, but they 
are also reluctant to answer them! I'll keep trying though!  
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Time Management 

One of the most challenging parts of attending college for any 
student is learning good time management skills.  This is 
especially true for those who are not only taking a full load of 
courses but also working and have family responsibilities as 
well.  Most professors do not structure their courses with these 
other competing responsibilities in mind.  Their responsibility is 
to struct6ure the course so that it represents the required 
content for that course.  Thus, it is your responsibility to learn 
how to manage your time well.  What follows are a few tips for 
doing so. 

Do a little bit all of the time.  This is the most effective 
method for managing your limited time.  Most students feel this 
is counterintuitive and usually resort to cramming for exams 
and writing papers at the last minute figuring that this is the 
only way to manage their time with other responsibilities that 
require more time.  School tends to get condensed into the 
smallest amount of time possible to pass the course.  However, 
this can be a mistake. 

Instead, try doing a little bit of coursework all of the time.  
What I mean by this is to try to plan each day with a small 
amount of study and reading time.  This way, you can review 
your course material soon after attending class and will have a 
better chance of retaining more of it so that you will not have 
to cram for your exams.   

Apply the material.  A way of sneaking some study time in 
while doing other things is to think about how the material 
you’re learning applies to your everyday life.  This will make 
the material more meaningful and easier to learn and you will 
be studying while you’re engaged in other activities.       

Most of the subjects you study have everyday applications and I 
have written short essays on each to illustrate this.  The effort 
you make to see these applications is a more effective study 
technique than rote learning, often takes less time, and as such 
is a good but often overlooked time management technique. 
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Connect the material.  Closely related to this technique is the 
suggestion to connect the material you’re studying in one 
course to the material you’re studying in other courses.  This is 
another sneaky study technique whereby you can essentially 
study two or more subjects at once.  Most of the material you 
study is not only connected to your everyday life but to other 
subjects, you’re studying as well so take the opportunity to 
find these connections.   

Recognize your limits.  Finally, you need to recognize that it 
may not be possible to do everything you are trying to do 
perfectly.  Many students expect that they should get A’s in all 
of their courses regardless of how little time they can devote 
to the course.  But, earning A’s takes time and the reality is 
that it may take more time than you have.  But, remember B’s 
and C’s are not necessarily bad grades.  That’s not to say that 
you have to give up and not try your best but you may have to 
strategically allocate your time in such a way that you will have 
to sacrifice your goal of straight A’s to achieve other more 
important long-term goals. 

There are only 24 hours in your day and the reality is that 
devoting a certain amount of time to one thing necessarily 
means taking it away from another.  You will need to decide 
where your main priorities lie and allocate your time 
accordingly.  In addition to the material you learn in the 
classroom, this is one of the more important skills you can take 
away from your college experience.                     
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Grading Effort Versus Results 
Over the years I've noticed more and more students want their 
grades to be based, at least in part, on the effort they put into 
a course. While this desire is understandable, it is impossible to 
fulfill. Why? Let's look at it. 
 
The first problem with grading effort can be illustrated by 
asking: How can a person judge how much effort another 
person puts into any activity? Perhaps some observations could 
provide clues but much of what counts as effort is an internal 
activity and is inherently subjective. That leaves us with self-
reporting as the only available option. Can we rely on this as an 
objective basis for grading? 
 
A second problem with grading based on effort arises when we 
ask the question: What about the student who does quality 
work with little effort? Do they deserve to have a lower grade 
simply because the coursework was easy for them? This seems 
unfair. Indeed, this is just as unfair as grading a student well 
based on the massive effort they put into the course even when 
the results are poor. Ask yourself how many other areas of life 
you would be willing to reward people based solely on their 
effort: your grocer, your lawyer, your mechanic? 
 
Imagine each of them saying, I tried hard to address your 
problem so you should pay me accordingly even though I was 
not effective in helping you. Does that make sense?  
 
Perhaps students want their grades to be based partially on the 
amount of effort they put into the course. But, how much of 
their grade should be effort-based versus results-based? Of 
course, answering this question still leaves unresolved the two 
problems stated above.  
 
I suspect that when students say they should be graded on 
effort what they mean is they ought to have they grade in the 
course they wish for regardless of their course work.  
 
But, a college course is not simply an exercise in making 
students do work for the sake of earning a grade. It is good 
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practice for the real world of work. In that world, the effort 
may count for something but don't bet on it! What counts is 
results and the quality of your work. Think of almost any 
profession you like and you will recognize that this is the case.  
 
Some final questions to consider the next time you want 
someone to judge you based on how much effort you put 
forward: 
 
Would you continue eating at a restaurant where the chef put 
in a great deal of effort but cooked a meal you disliked? 
 
Would you continue to go to a mechanic who put a great deal 
of effort into fixing your car but couldn't get it to run properly? 
 
Would you continue shopping at a store that put forward a 
great deal of effort to keep the shelves stocked but still ran 
short of what you wanted to purchase?  
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The Goal of Understanding  
Can understanding be a learning outcome?  As far as I can tell 
from listening to education experts the answer we, as 
educators, are supposed to give to this question is “no.” The 
term is too fuzzy, cannot be defined, etc. As far as I can tell 
from listening to teachers in the classroom, by and large, we 
believe that the answer is “yes.” We try to foster 
understanding as much as possible in the classroom.  
 
I first ran across the dilemma about understanding by attending 
workshops designed to focus on learning outcomes. Much to my 
surprise, it was taken as a given that “understanding” could not 
be a learning outcome never mind what teachers might say. 
But, I think there’s a problem lurking in the outcomes approach 
that leads to the conclusion that understanding cannot be a 
learning outcome. The problem is succinctly expressed in a 
recent New Atlantic article titled “Is Google Making us Stupid?” 
The presumption of learning outcomes is “a belief that 
intelligence is the output of a mechanical process, a series of 
discrete steps that can be isolated, measured, and optimized... 
There’s little place for the fuzziness of contemplation. 
Ambiguity is not an opening for insight but a bug to be fixed.”  
 
I worried for some time that I was alone in the belief that 
education could focus on understanding. After all, education 
experts are united in their view of assessment and outcomes. 
Well, maybe not. Consider Howard Gardner; a well-respected 
psychologist and researcher in education. In his book  The 
Disciplined Mind, he advocates a curriculum based on the goal 
of achieving understanding!  
 
He begins by defining understanding. “An individual 
understands a concept, skill, theory, or domain of knowledge to 
the extent that he or she can apply it appropriately in a new 
situation.” I submit that this is what we should all expect from 
our students. Rather than feeding them the material that’s 
going to be on the exam and, what’s worse, feeding them the 
exact format of the exam, we need to be teaching them to 
apply what they learn in situations they have not yet seen. 
After all, isn’t this exactly what they will have to do to succeed 
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in the 21st-century world of work? What good does it do to 
train students to answer specific questions about specific 
concepts in a completely predictable environment when they 
will rarely see such environments but will need to figure out 
how to apply what they’ve learned nonetheless?  
 
In their book  Sparks of Genius, Robert and Michele Root-
Bernstein illustrate the problems that come from ignoring 
understanding in education. “The problem with divorcing what 
and how in education is that knowing about things is not the 
same as understanding them. Richard Feynman made the point 
when he said, apropos of the French curve, ‘I don’t know 
what’s the matter with people: they don’t learn by 
understanding: they learn some other way- by rote or 
something. Their knowledge is so fragile.’ “ Feynman is correct 
and, frankly, the advocates of learning outcomes that ignore 
understanding are going to be responsible for creating more 
graduates with excellent grades and fragile knowledge. Is that 
an accomplishment they will look back on with pride?  
 
When it comes to the emphasis on understanding another way 
of saying the same thing is that we want to teach students how 
to think in addition to providing them with useful content. But, 
do “approved” learning outcomes foster this goal? Let’s look at 
some of the examples of good learning outcome verbs: 
describe, identify, sort, compare, and contrast. While these are 
useful skills they do not go as far as understanding in the sense 
that Gardner advocates. When presented with several options 
(which the students most likely knew they would see on the 
exam) they can compare them, contrast them, identify them, 
etc. But, when presented with the complicated world of 
information and competing claims for their attention are they 
able to figure out which items need comparing? Can they figure 
out whether a given description of something (a political 
speech, a crime scene, a project at work) is accurate or 
complete? Having identified the main point of a speech, essay, 
or blog online can they critically evaluate it? Can they 
understand it? I would hope that these are important questions 
and I would hope that we as educators would want to help our 
students master these skills. 
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Afraid to be Wrong? 
The fear of making mistakes stifles many people's creativity 
and innovation. We are often so worried about what will 
happen if we make a mistake or if something goes wrong that 
we do nothing. 

Richard Dawkins tells the story of a professor of his in school 
who researched and wrote for years on a particular biological 
phenomenon and one day a younger scientist lectured to the 
class and proved the old man wrong. He shook his hand and 
thanked him. Dawkins correctly points out that this is the 
essence of a good scientist. 

The philosopher of science Karl Popper discussed what a good 
theory consisted of and concluded that it must be falsifiable. 
That is, you must be able to describe the evidence that could, 
in principle, show that the theory was false. Every scientist 
must be prepared to have their theory disconfirmed by the 
facts. It's not easy but it is part of the search for the truth. I 
can't say that it would be easy to accept but it would be the 
mark of a great researcher, not to mention an intellectually 
honest one, to accept such a fate if presented with the 
evidence that falsifies their theory. 

Another good example of this noble mindset comes from the 
Dalai Lama who famously says "if there's good, strong evidence 
from science that such and such is the case and this is contrary 
to Buddhism, then we will change." Indeed, perhaps less 
willingly the Catholic Church has changed its views on 
Copernicus, Galileo, and evolution over the years. 

Being wrong can also be a path to progress however 
unintended. As historian James Burke points out, Gutenberg got 
the date of a religious festival wrong and was inspired to go 
ahead with plans to develop the printing press. For years 
scientists were wrong about the existence of aether leading 
Einstein to reformulate the laws of the universe. 

So, if you're worried about being wrong, here's a handy guide to 
taking action when you fear you might make a mistake. 
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1. If the cost of failure is zero, take action. Many times the 
decision you have to make entails no costs even if you're 
wrong. In such cases, it is only the fear of being wrong that is 
stopping you from proceeding and innovating. As Joseph Chilton 
Pearce once said: "To live a creative life, we must lose our fear 
of being wrong." 

2. If your decision is reversible, take action. In other cases, the 
decision you have to make is one you can reverse without much 
cost except having tried something new. In such cases, it makes 
sense to try the innovation. 

3.  If there is a very good chance for positive results, take 
action. Lastly, of course, if your decision involves a very good 
chance of benefit, especially when combined with the low 
costs of being wrong then it makes sense to take action. 

In each of these cases, you should take action primarily 
because being wrong is not very likely or has low costs. But, we 
mustn't forget that error can lead to innovation itself. As my 
examples above illustrate sometimes error is the fortunate 
outcome of decisions. So if the potential for being wrong 
doesn't entail harm to yourself or others it might make sense to 
take action even with a good chance of being wrong. 

How many advancements have been missed due to the fear of 
being wrong? How many books were never written for the same 
fear? How many opportunities have been missed due to the fear 
of making a mistake by taking action? We may never know. The 
nature of seeking knowledge itself is sometimes wrong as 
William James points out so aptly: "We have to live today by 
what truth we can get today, and be ready tomorrow to call it 
falsehood." 
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Understanding What You Read 
 
Many college students become very frustrated by the materials 
they are instructed to read. Students often find the textbooks 
they are assigned very difficult to comprehend. The question 
we need to ask is who is to blame for this: the textbook 
authors; the instructors who assign them; or the students? I 
think the answer lies somewhere else. Though students have 
the primary responsibility for their college education it is not 
entirely their fault that they are unable to comprehend 
college-level reading material. I believe the primary fault lies 
with their earlier education. In particular, the fault lies with 
those who passed them on even though they were not capable 
of doing grade-level work. Sometimes this is the work of their 
teachers, but more often it is due to the upper hand of an 
administration that is committed to outcomes as opposed to 
knowledge. What do I mean by this? Please see my evidence 
below.  
 
It is common knowledge that schools receive funding based 
partially on statistics such as retention rates. Who passes to the 
next grade and who fails largely determines a school’s 
reputation. Never mind whether the students are prepared to 
move on, they are often promoted to preserve the illusion of 
progress and success. When it comes time to graduate high 
school many students do not have a 12th-grade reading ability. 
Without this, they are certain to find college difficult and many 
may be doomed to fail out entirely.  
 
Here’s one shocking statistic that tells the tale: according to 
the 2004 National Assessment of Educational Progress, Only 
three out of ten eighth-graders read at or above grade level. 
What are the odds that this number has gone up to ten out of 
ten by the time the student graduates high school?  

So, where does this leave the student? Unfortunately, as I said 
before, the student is the one who is primarily responsible for 
their education. Colleges cannot afford to water down their 
material otherwise it is no longer college-level material. 
Students must work to correct their deficiencies but first, they 
must recognize them. Doing so can be a struggle because it is 
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often easier to blame instructors for assigning difficult reading 
or blame the text itself for being too difficult to read. Insofar 
as blame does any good it should at least be directed at the 
correct source. The blame lies on whoever convinced the 
student that they were ready to do college-level work.  
 
Reading is a lot like an exercise in that you have to start slow 
and continue to work up to a higher level. If you were lifting 
weights you would not begin with 200 pounds! You might 
eventually be able to bench press 200 pounds but you would 
not attempt this at first. So, in reading, you begin slowly but 
you must progress. College-level reading will require that you 
progress, and more importantly, becoming a more advanced 
reader will bring greater rewards. You will gain more 
knowledge and more confidence in your ability to handle subtle 
and difficult concepts. You also will find that the more 
advanced your skills become the more enjoyable you find 
“difficult” materials because they are subtle, complex, and 
rewarding on many levels.  
 
One of the difficulties in improving an individual’s reading skill 
is to recognize that to do this they must improve their overall 
knowledge. Reading comprehension is about more than simply 
understanding the words on the page, it also entails 
understanding the concepts and references made in the 
reading. This is why you are encouraged to broaden your 
education and learn about many different subject areas as you 
go through school. The more you know, the more your reading 
skills will improve; the more your reading skills improve, the 
more you can learn. It is a positive feedback loop.  
The most practical tip to improve your reading skills is to keep 
reading! Don’t become frustrated because the more you read, 
the more you will improve your reading skills. Quantity is not 
the key to achieving this. You must actively work to improve 
the quality of your reading. Reading can be fun and 
challenging. Reading can be rewarding on many levels as it 
adds to your knowledge and understanding of the world. 
Another important key is to find out why you don’t understand 
what you read. Is it because the concepts are difficult? Is it 
because the words are unfamiliar? Always keep in mind, 
especially when reading textbooks, that the author’s intent is 
not to confuse you. No, the author is trying to explain 
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something clearly. The reason you are having trouble is not that 
the book is written to confuse you. The trouble may be because 
you are facing the challenge of understanding difficult 
concepts. The trouble could be because you are faced with new 
words. The solution here is simple; look them up.  
 
There also may be another problem, a problem that is more 
difficult to correct but worth the effort it will take to correct. 
The problem may be your lack of context. This is precisely the 
issue that E.D. Hirsch is addressing in the Literacy essay I 
mentioned above. As Hirsch points out, many textbook 
explanations “presuppose a whole realm of background 
knowledge that has no existence in the words themselves.” 
This is what makes such reading difficult. You might be 
wondering why textbook authors, or authors in general, do this. 
Why not simply explain the background material? If you 
consider the difficulty in doing this, you will understand why it 
is not done. There is simply too much necessary background 
knowledge to explain all of it. As an author, you have to assume 
your reader knows something. If authors didn’t do this every 
book would be so long that no one would ever read it to them!  
 
Learn as much as you can. The more you know, the easier it 
will be to learn new things because we all learn by connecting 
the new ideas and concepts to something we already know. 
Learning about chemistry is easier if you know a little about 
biology. Learning about philosophy is easier if you know 
something about psychology. Learning about physics is easier if 
you know some mathematics. And so it goes. At this point, you 
may have to play catch up because you didn’t learn what you 
needed earlier. I had to do this myself. It was difficult to do at 
first but became easier. The more you know, the more 
connections you can make, and this is when the real fun of 
learning begins. Start looking for these connections to improve 
your learning and start reading books that make the 
connections between different disciplines. If you’re taking my 
Introduction to Philosophy course this is a good place to begin. 
Have you already taken a psychology course? If so, make the 
connections there. Are you planning on taking a sociology 
course? If so, you will have another opportunity to make 
connections. Do you think your interests don‘t connect with the 
subject you’re studying? If so, you’re not looking hard enough.  
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Making Connections 

With the growing popularity of Facebook and other social 
networking sites, the idea of making connections should 
already be familiar to most college students.  But, have you 
ever thought about using this concept as a learning tool?  One 
of the best ways to learn any subject is to see how it connects 
with something you already know.  This is the whole point 
behind the cultural literacy approach to education championed 
by E.D. Hirsch and others.   

If you think about it and look closely enough you will discover 
that you can connect virtually any academic subject with every 
other academic subject.  And not only that.  You can connect 
virtually any non-academic interest you have to some academic 
subject.  This renders the question of relevance entirely moot.  
Asking the question “What does this subject have to do with my 
life?” simply indicates that you haven’t taken the time to look 
and see.   

Let’s look at a few easy examples to give you an idea of what 
making connections would look like.  Say you’re main passion is 
football.  You watch as many games on weekends as you can 
and follow the details of players on your favorite teams.  On 
the surface there is very little you are studying in school that 
has anything to do with football.  But, look closer.  Are 
mathematics and statistics related to football?  Think about all 
those player stats you follow.  Think about the strategy used by 
the coaches which depend on knowing the probability that a 
given play will work.  If you’re studying economics you may 
have run into a game theory that is connected with any sport 
involving strategy and other players.   

Physics?  How can the quarterback get his pass to the receiver 
with such accuracy in high winds, cold weather, and other 
factors?  Biology?  How can players build up their muscles and 
endurance to perform at their peak?  Chemistry?  What effect 
do performance-enhancing drugs have on players’ health?  Or 
for that matter what diet and legal supplements are best to 
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help enhance performance?  Do you see how easy it is to find 
connections?   

Given enough time I could enumerate how each subject in the 
curriculum is connected to football.  Or any other subject of 
interest you have.  If you approach your courses in this way you 
should be able to do the same.   

On Facebook, you can see how people are connected through 
mutual friends.  What is interesting is how you can be 
connected with another person through several mutual friends 
and may not even know that person.  In other words, 
connections in everyday life can be hidden.  But as Nicholas 
Christakis and James Fowler point out in their book titled 
Connections, even such hidden connections can have profound 
effects on your health, wealth, and general well-being.  
Friends of friends of friends can have a profound effect on your 
life without you even knowing it!   

If this is the case for social networks, imagine how connections 
among the academic subjects you’re studying can have effects 
as well.  It’s certainly worth investigating and might even make 
your learning experience more meaningful and lasting.       
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Asking Questions: A Plea 
“The important thing is not to stop questioning.” Albert 
Einstein  

William James in The Varieties of Religious Experience tells the 
story “of a man who found himself at night slipping down the 
side of a precipice. At last, he caught a branch that stopped his 
fall and remained clinging to it in misery for hours. But finally, 
his fingers had to loose their hold, and with a despairing 
farewell to life, he let himself drop. He fell just six inches. If 
he had given up the struggle earlier, his agony would have been 
spared.”  
 
I want to draw a moral from this story regarding students’ 
hesitancy to ask questions. There seems to always be great 
resistance to asking questions and the reasons are pretty 
standard. People don’t want to look like they don’t understand 
something. People don’t want to feel stupid. People want to 
understand things on their own without assistance.  
 
The struggle I want to address here and encourage you to give 
up is the struggle to understand without assistance. It is a 
noble struggle which is what makes it so difficult to give up. I 
should point out that I don’t mean for you to give up the role of 
being a self-learner. After all, you are your best teacher in the 
sense that discovering things for yourself is one of the best 
ways to truly learn something. However, of great assistance to 
this can be your instructors. Look upon them as your assistants 
in the learning process. The instructor is not in charge of your 
learning or understanding; you are. But they can be of great 
help. One way they can do this is to answer questions you may 
have. But to take advantage of this help you have to convince 
yourself that asking questions doesn’t necessarily mean you’re 
giving up your role as a self-learner. You are instead 
supplementing your role as a self-learner.  
 
The relationship between student and instructor is very much 
like the relationship between player and coach in sports. The 
player is responsible for executing but the coach can give 
useful advice and pointers on how to improve the execution. 
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Sometimes the coach does this without being asked by the 
player but often the player asks for advice. In the classroom, 
the practice is usually one where the lectures given by the 
instructor serve as unsolicited advice. Players (students) who 
need further assistance then must ask questions.  
 
Everyone from time to time needs help with something. Above I 
mentioned several reasons people have for not asking 
questions. They don’t want to look like they don’t already 
understand and they don’t want to look stupid. These are 
understandable feelings but they can become impediments to 
learning if they prevent a student from seeking the assistance 
they need. Now, of course, some classrooms are not friendly 
places for asking questions, and let’s face it we’ve all had 
instructors who are not as open to questions as we’d like. But 
even here there’s a lesson to be learned. Throughout the 
course of our lives, we all will run into people and situations 
that are difficult. What we do in response to them will be the 
test of our resolve. I say we should face these challenges, 
accept them for what they are, and perhaps gain something 
from the struggle. The psychiatrist and holocaust survivor 
Viktor Frankl once said “conditions do not determine me, but I 
determine whether I yield to them or brave them.” Now, 
certainly, any situation we face in the classroom can’t be worse 
than the holocaust Frankl survived!  
 
Still, I’m not saying that we should hope for hostile classroom 
settings. But, truth be told these are not very common and 
most instructors very much want to help you by answering your 
questions. But, we can’t pursue you! You have to meet us 
halfway. As is often said, there are no stupid questions except 
the ones that never get asked. Besides, if you have a question 
about something another student likely has the same question. 
So, you’re not alone and you’re not the only one and you’re not 
going to look stupid for asking your question.  
 
"No man becomes a fool until he stops asking questions." 
Charles Steinmetz  
 
Look at it this way. If you went to a restaurant and the waiter 
was not bringing you a menu you’d ask for one. If you went to a 
grocery store and couldn’t find what you were looking for you’d 

 23



ask someone. If you went to a department store and wanted to 
try on some clothes but couldn’t find the dressing room you’d 
ask someone. So, what’s so different about the classroom? As in 
the other examples, you’re paying for a service in the 
classroom. You’re paying for the opportunity to learn 
something. If you’re not getting what you paid for you should 
ask someone! Who? The instructor!  
 
And what’s the worse that could happen? Like the man in the 
story above you might fall six inches. You might find that for a 
moment you feel uncomfortable as you ask your question. But, 
once you get your answer you’ve gained something well worth 
the small price you paid. And asking one question might make it 
easier to ask a second. Plus, your act of asking a question might 
make someone else feel that much more comfortable about 
asking their question. So, you’ve helped yourself and a 
classmate as well.  
 
As Martin Heidegger once said, “questioning is the piety of 
thought.” Many people mistakenly think that the mark of 
wisdom or intelligence is not having to ask questions, but the 
opposite is true. The mark of intelligence is knowing that it’s 
OK to ask questions and seek answers. Socrates was judged the 
wisest of all men because he knew there were many things he 
did not know. So, he asked questions. I hope you will too. It is 
the best way to further your goal of being a self-learner.  
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How to Defend a Position 

One of the things I ask students to do in my philosophy class is 
to take a position on a philosophical issue and defend it.  But, 
how do you defend a position?  Put another way this is the 
question of how you make an argument for your point of view.  
Let's examine it. 

First, you must recognize that defending a position is different 
from simply stating a position.  It is not enough to simply state 
what you believe.  A defense entails showing why you believe 
this and why these are good reasons for believing what you 
believe.  Furthermore, defending a philosophical theory means 
more than simply stating that you agree with that position.  It's 
a given that you agree with the theory otherwise you wouldn't 
be defending it!  

The first step in your defense is a clear explanation of the 
position you're taking.  What is your position?  Secondly, you 
have to present evidence that validates your position.  Thirdly, 
you have to address the objections raised against your 
position.  This third step is often the most difficult and the one 
most people forget to do.  Whatever position you take on 
whatever topic you're discussing there will be objections.  An 
adequate defense cannot simply ignore these objections.  You 
have to demonstrate that you understand them and that you 
can formulate a response to them. 

An adequate response to a philosophical objection to your 
position entails more than simply saying you disagree with the 
point.  Again, you have to say why you disagree.  What is it 
about the wrong objection?  How can your position be defended 
against the objection?  To answer these questions, you have to 
demonstrate that you understand the objection and can 
examine the reasoning behind it.  This can be difficult to do 
since most people are not inclined to consider objections to 
their position or evidence which might count against their 
viewpoint.    

However, this is what doing philosophy entails.  The essence of 
the philosophical method is critical thinking which amounts to 
being able to examine the evidence for as well as against any 
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given idea or theory.  An important element of critical thinking 
is the ability to understand the reasons behind a viewpoint.   

I also caution my students against telling me how 
they feel about their papers. Also, I ask that they please do not 
tell me how the philosophers they are discussing feel. In most 
cases, college papers are about your thoughts and arguments 
for and against a position, not an opportunity to vent your 
feelings and opinions. You need to be able to articulate your 
thoughts and the reasons behind them. 
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A Dialogue About Studying for an Exam 
Ben:  So are you ready to grab some dinner? 

Jerry:  Don’t you have to study for an exam? 

Ben:  I’m finished studying.  I feel like I’m ready. 

Jerry:  You feel like you’re ready?  Are you sure you’re ready? 

Ben:  Yeah, I’ve gone through all the material and followed all 
of the advice my instructor gave us. 

Jerry:  Sounds good. 

Ben:  Except for one dumb suggestion. 

Jerry: What’s that? 

Ben:  He suggested we try to explain the material to someone 
who didn’t understand it to see if we do understand it.  But, I 
feel silly doing that.  Besides, I feel like I understand the 
material just fine. 

Jerry:  But, that sounds like a good idea.  It sounds like a good 
way to see if you understand the material.  Why not explain 
something to me and then we can go eat?   What are you 
studying? 

Ben:  Well, there’s Plato’s theory of the forms, and Aristotle, 
and Descartes. 

Jerry:  Well, tell me about Plato’s theory.  I’ve actually heard 
of him before! 

Ben:  OK.  Plato had this theory of the forms are like ideas.  
They are the reason things exist but they can’t be seen or felt. 

Jerry:  That sounds interesting to tell me some more. 
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Ben:  That’s pretty much it really.  The forms are ideas in our 
minds that we use to understand the world around us. 

Jerry:  I’m not quite sure I understand.  How can forms in our 
minds be the reason things exist?   

Ben:  Well, in the lecture it said that things participate in the 
forms. 

Jerry:  What does it mean to participate?  I still don’t 
understand how forms work or what they are really. 

Ben:  Well, there are these attributes which explain all that.  
Let’s see forms are transcendent, intelligible, and perfect.  
There are a few others as well. 

Jerry:  Don’t you need to know what they are?   

Ben:  Yeah, I guess I do. 

Jerry:  Well, let’s start with what you mentioned.  What do 
these terms mean? 

Ben:  I don’t know really.  It’s not like I’m going to have to 
explain those on the exam! 

Jerry:  Are you sure?  If you’re supposed to be explaining 
Plato’s theory to me and I don’t understand that sounds like a 
problem. 

Ben:  But, the instructor knows what all these terms mean! 
Jerry:  Yeah, but isn’t the point of the exam to show that you 
know what they mean?  

Ben:  I guess.  You’re worse than the philosophers we’re 
studying! 

Jerry:  I’m just asking questions!   

Ben:  Right! 

Jerry:  So, what does transcendent mean? 
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Ben:  It means being out there. 

Jerry:  OK, that doesn’t make much sense. 

Ben:  What can I say, that’s Plato for you.  He doesn’t make 
much sense! 

Jerry:  if you’re saying he doesn’t make much sense that seems 
to indicate you’re not ready for an exam over his theory. 

Ben:  But, I feel like I understand this stuff when I read over 
the lectures. 

Jerry:  Feeling like you understand is a lot different than really 
understanding. 

Ben:  It seems like there‘s so much to remember.  I try to 
memorize things about each philosopher but I can’t remember 
them. 

Jerry:  It seems to me that you can’t remember because you 
don’t understand. 

Ben:  I do understand some of it.  

Jerry: All right, well what about the other philosophers you 
mentioned.  What was Aristotle’s philosophy about? 

Ben:  Oh, that’s easy he had this theory called hylomorphic 
composition which said no matter without form and no form 
without matter. 

Jerry:  That sounds catchy but I don’t know what you mean. 

Ben:  Isn’t it obvious? 

Jerry:  No, is this the same form that you were describing from 
Plato? 

Ben:  No, Aristotle’s idea of form is different; it’s connected to 
matter. 
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Jerry:  OK, how?  How is Aristotle’s idea different?  How is it 
connected to matter? 

Ben:  I don’t know it just is.  Plus Aristotle said everything had 
four causes. 

Jerry: All right, what were they? 

Ben:  Formal, material, efficient, final.  Formal explains what 
an object is, material, what it’s made of, efficient explains 
how it was created, and final explains what its purpose is. 

Jerry: How do they explain these things?  What are the causes 
exactly?  How do they work? 

Ben:  More questions!  Where does it end? 

Jerry:  It seems like it would end when you sufficiently explain 
all of this to me. 

Ben:  Maybe.  It all seems so abstract and convoluted.  I 
thought Aristotle made more sense than Plato but I don’t 
know...    

Jerry:  But, if you understood the material don’t you think it 
would make sense? 

Ben:  I do understand it.  I just can’t explain it to you. 

Jerry:  I think if you really understood it you would be able to 
explain it to me.  That’s probably why your instructor 
suggested this technique for studying.  

Ben:  Yeah, I guess.    

Jerry:  Sounds like to me you need to do some more studying! 

Ben:  Does that mean we have to skip dinner? 

Jerry:  No, but I think you need to do some more studying 
before that exam! 
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Ben:  But, I’ve read everything already.  I‘m not sure what else 
to do now.  

Jerry: What else did your instructor suggest? 

Ben:  Ask questions about what we’re confused about. 

Jerry:  When we began talking you didn’t think you were 
confused about anything.  Now, what do you think? 

Ben:  Well, I can’t seem to explain Plato or Aristotle to you so I 
guess I am confused.  But, at least I know what to ask about 
now!   
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How to Study For an Exam 

There are many pieces of advice you will hear about studying 
for exams in college.  I offer some insights based on the fact 
that I was once a college student who successfully studied for 
exams and as a college professor who now administers exams. 

The Proper Attitude:  It is important to go into any class you 
are taking and the exams in that class with the proper attitude.  
Exams are not designed to torture you no matter how it may 
seem.  Exams are simply a method of assessing whether you 
have mastered the course material.  If you look at them in this 
light you can guide your studying towards mastery which will 
not only allow you to do well on the exam but will also increase 
your retention of the material which is the whole point of 
taking the course in the first place.  

Don’t Cram:  First and foremost do not procrastinate and cram 
for an exam.  Successful studying for an exam entails more 
than trying to earn a certain grade for the exam.  The point of 
the exam is to assess mastery so ideally, your goal should be to 
achieve that mastery of the material.  If you focus on that the 
unintended byproduct will be a good grade.  So, begin studying 
for your exam immediately.  And once you complete one exam 
begin studying for the next one immediately. 

Pace Yourself:  To successfully get through a semester of 
courses you will need to master the material in several 
different courses and this will entail taking multiple exams 
throughout the semester.  So, the best way to complete a 
semester is to study a little bit all of the time as opposed to 
cramming around exam time and doing nothing else the rest of 
the time.  While the method of cramming is tempting you to 
waste a lot of energy doing this, increases your stress level, 
and often do not succeed on the exam anyway. On the other 
hand, if you are always doing a little bit you have as much 
freedom as you want, you don’t have to stress out before 
exams, and you don’t have to stay up late cramming for exams. 
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Relax:  This advice is true for approaching your college 
experience in general but is especially useful for succeeding 
with exams and other assignments.   A few rules I came up with 
to help with this when I was in college were to never stay up 
late studying for exams, never study the night before an exam, 
and get a good dinner and night’s sleep before the exam.  To 
put those rules in place, I had to follow the advice above.  In 
particular, I had to study a little bit all of the time so that 
there would be no need to stay up late and study the night 
before. 

A Positive Attitude: A final rule I had for exams came from an 
observation I made early on in my college experience.  I 
noticed that many students would be frantically studying 
minutes before an exam as the professor walked in.  To me, 
this seemed to send a signal of a lack of preparedness and 
weakness, not to mention a lack of confidence.  So, I vowed 
never to let the professor see me studying before an exam.  
Since I had followed all of the previous rules and advice I could 
spend the few minutes before an exam relaxing, telling myself 
that I had studied well and was prepared for the exam and in 
general building my confidence in my ability to succeed.      

While following this advice will put you at odds with many of 
your peers you will ultimately benefit by lowering your stress 
level, enjoying your courses more, learning more, retaining 
more, and you will also succeed in your exams.    
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Test Anxiety 

Many students have trouble with test anxiety and are frustrated 
by their lack of ability to manage it.  So, here are some helpful 
tips.  First, of course, you should adequately prepare for the 
exam.  No amount of relaxation techniques, meditation, or 
visualization will overcome a lack of preparation.  You’ve got to 
know the material!  However, some find that knowing the 
material is not enough to overcome their anxiety about being 
tested.  For these students, some basic techniques in 
relaxation, meditation, and visualization can prove quite 
helpful. 

As a student myself I instinctively developed certain rituals 
that I always performed before every exam.  I never studied 
late the night before an exam believing that an evening of 
relaxation, a good dinner, and a good night’s sleep was 
important to help prepare for the morning’s exam.  Walking to 
the exam, I did some positive self-talk, telling myself that I had 
prepared, I studied, I knew the material and it was now time to 
demonstrate that knowledge.  When I entered the classroom 
before the exam, I never took out my notes or book to do last-
minute studying.  The idea behind this is quite simple.  If you 
act as if you still need to study for the exam then you will 
make yourself believe you still need to study.  You will begin 
questioning your preparation and wonder if perhaps you have 
forgotten everything.  You will set yourself up for a whole host 
of negative thoughts and just the time when you need to be 
thinking positively.   Once I received the exam I would look at 
each question carefully before beginning.  This gave me time to 
collect my thoughts and begin planning how to proceed.  I 
identified the easier questions so I could begin with them and 
save the more difficult questions until the end.  Above all, I 
recognized that each exam would contain some difficult 
questions that might take more time.  I didn’t panic when I saw 
them because I was prepared for their appearance.   

Most of these rituals were developed for my practice without 
any thought as to whether they would help others or not.  I just 
felt that having some set rituals would benefit my test-taking 
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efforts.  As it turns out, the process of developing rituals 
before a stressful activity is a psychologically sound advice.  A 
good resource for more information on this is Josh Waitzkin’s 
book The Art of Learning.  In it, he describes the same basic 
method of developing a set of rituals to prepare for optimum 
performance.  The set of rituals does not matter as much as 
the process.  You may find that a different approach from the 
one I described above works for you.  The important key is that 
you develop something that puts you in the proper frame of 
mind and is predictable.  The best antidote to anxiety is to plan 
for it, anticipate it, and be willing to face it with confidence.   

As he advises, you begin by focusing on a positive activity you 
enjoy.  He gives an example in the book of a father playing 
catch with his son.  You then plan a set of rituals to perform 
before this very pleasant activity.  These can be simple 
meditation exercises, a short exercise routine, or listening to 
music.  Again, the specific activity doesn’t matter.  The goal is 
to provide yourself with a set of steps that ultimately prepare 
you for the pleasant state of mind you will be in when you 
engage in this positive activity you enjoy. 

Once this ritual is in place and part of your habit, you can 
transfer it to other activities and you will realize the same 
benefit.  In other words, if you perform this ritual before taking 
an exam, the psychological feeling of the ritual ending with a 
positive activity you enjoy will transfer and you‘ll be in a much 
better frame of mind for your exam.  You can defeat your test 
anxiety by the use of this ritual since the cues of this ritual 
were designed with a positive anxiety-free activity as their 
goal.  The exam will then take on the feeling of the positive 
anxiety-free activity.   

If this doesn’t work or your anxiety is particularly strong, you 
might find Viktor Frankl’s approach called paradoxical intention 
to be effective.  Here the idea is to confront your anxiety by 
trying to heighten it, thus the paradox.  As Frankl points out 
one of the most troublesome factors in anxiety is the 
anticipation of having anxiety.  You are faced with a situation 
that produces anxiety but even before you are facing the 
situation you begin worrying about having anxiety and thinking 
about what it will be like and dreading the results.  But, like a 
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martial artist who uses their opponent’s force against them, 
you can use the force of anxiety against itself.  Frankl advises 
that in situations like this you try to make yourself anxious.  Try 
to have the worst anxiety attack ever.  Imagine all the feelings 
you have when you are anxious and try to have them as bad as 
you possibly can.  Of course, what you discover is that you 
can’t do it!  Just like when you try to sneeze or hiccup and are 
unable to.  By calling attention to the anxiety and trying to 
have it you minimize its power and can make light of it.  The 
situation of trying to make yourself anxious becomes so 
ridiculous that you find it humorous.  As Frankl points out, you 
can use humor to diffuse your anxiety.  You can even make this 
part of your ritual!   

Anxiety is not normally considered a laughing matter but you 
can make it the object of ridicule and overcome it.  By 
practicing and formulating some basic rituals to perform before 
you take an exam you can maximize your study efforts and 
minimize your anxiety.  To the extent that you can make test 
preparation less stressful you can make learning more fun and 
this will in turn help reduce your anxiety.        

 36



Writing Essay Exams 

Jacques Barzun once wrote that exams "are not things that 
happen in school. They are a recurring feature of life, whether 
in the form of decisive interviews to pass, important letters to 
write, life-and-death diagnoses to make, meetings to address, 
or girls to propose to. In most of these crises, you cannot bring 
your notes with you and must not leave your wits behind." 

For many of you, this is your first encounter with writing essay 
exams. So, here's some helpful advice about preparing for 
them. First, and foremost, you must read the assigned readings 
in your courses. If you find the texts difficult to read, you may 
have to re-read and consult a dictionary from time to time to 
look up new and unfamiliar words. Please note that textbook 
authors do not use such words to confuse you. Rather, they use 
a particular word because that is the best word to describe the 
concept they are explaining. Also, college textbook writers 
assume their readers have a college-level vocabulary. So, look 
upon the reading as a chance to improve your reading skills and 
build up your vocabulary! 

Secondly, you should attend class and take notes on what 
occurs as the class meetings are designed to supplement and 
explain the important points in the reading. This means you 
need to read the assigned material before the class meeting.  
You should not attend lectures instead of the text but in 
addition to the text. As you read the text and attend class, be 
sure to take note of the points you find confusing. If you do this 
as you read the text, pay attention to whether the class lecture 
notes help clarify these points. If they do not, then you MUST 
ask questions! It is important that you do this as soon as you 
are confused. Do not wait until a lot of material has gone by. 
Also, the point of underlining things you find confusing is that 
you will know what to ask about. Many students say they do not 
ask questions because they do not know what questions to ask. 
You have to identify what specific things you find confusing and 
underlining as you read is a good way to do this. 
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The most important thing to do in studying for exams is to 
learn things as you go. While it is tempting to put things off 
until just before the exam, especially in online classes, this is 
not the best way to prepare and learn the material. Since one 
concept builds on the previous one, you should be familiar with 
each theory before moving on to the next one. One of the 
things that occur in many courses you will take is a 
consideration of one theory and then a consideration of the 
objections to it. Needless to say, the objections won't make 
much sense unless you first understand the theory. 

Another temptation when studying for exams is to focus on 
memorizing things instead of understanding them. This is a 
huge mistake in general and will lead to problems in studying 
for essay exams in particular. You must make an effort to 
understand the concepts and not simply memorize jargon and 
catchphrases. There are several reasons for this. First, the 
point of taking a class is to learn something not simply to 
memorize bullet point facts. Memorizing lists of facts is not 
learning. You paid for an education and you should work to 
achieve this by gaining something from the class besides a 
letter grade. You need to think in terms of gaining useful 
knowledge. A second problem with memorizing is simply this: 
What if you forget a word or two in your script? Then you will 
find it very difficult to recover when you are under the 
pressure of completing the exam. 

So, what constitutes a good answer to a question on an essay 
exam? First and foremost you need to write a coherent essay. 
Lists and bullet points do not constitute an essay, much less a 
coherent one. You need to provide detail. You need to answer 
every part of the question. You need to demonstrate that you 
understand the points in question. Do not assume that your 
reader (that would be the professor) already knows the 
material. The exam is designed to assess whether you know the 
material so you need to be able to explain it in a way that 
illustrates your understanding of the concepts. This means it is 
not enough for you to merely mention a technical term you 
have to explain. 

Now, having established that it is important to understand as 
opposed to memorize how can you ensure that you do 
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understand the course concepts? Here's an easy test. Try 
explaining them to someone else. Pick a friend or family 
member who doesn't know about the course you’re taking and 
tell them that you are going to try to explain a concept or 
theory from the course to them. Be sure to ask them to be 
honest about whether they understand it or not. They shouldn't 
just tell you they do to be nice. You want to be able to explain 
it in a way that they can understand it. If you can do this, you 
understand it yourself. If they ask you questions, you should be 
able to answer them. If you cannot, then you do not 
understand the concept you're trying to explain. So, you need 
to ask your professor some questions! 

OK, so what happens if you don't understand a concept or 
theory discussed in your course? How can you improve your 
ability to understand the material in general? The first step is 
to allow yourself time to think about these concepts. This is 
one of the major reasons I suggest that you learn these 
concepts as we go through them in class and not put things off 
until just before the exam. For many courses, you take the 
concepts and ideas discussed are things you have to think about 
and give yourself time to let them sink in. The next step is to 
engage in active learning. This means asking questions, 
explaining concepts to others, applying them to your everyday 
life, and seeking connections between different courses you 
are taking.  Following each of these steps will improve your 
learning and increase your confidence and these two factors 
will ultimately help the most when you are preparing to write 
exams in your courses. 

 39



Thinking or Feeling 
Philosophers are often accused of ignoring emotion or being 
unconcerned with emotion which is patently untrue. 
Throughout the history of philosophy, there have been 
philosophers who have written about emotions to understand, 
and in some cases, control them. Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, 
Epicurus, Descartes, Hume, and Sartre are just a few who have 
inquired into the nature of emotions. In ethics, there is a 
theory that claims that moral statements are nothing but the 
expressions of one’s emotions.  
 
But, the point of this essay is not to defend the philosophical 
investigation of emotions. Instead, I would like to encourage a 
distinction between thinking and emotion in one limited sense. 
While philosophers investigate many questions, in their 
formulation of theories they are usually attempting to tell us 
what they think about a subject not how they feel. There is a 
good reason for this which I would advocate when you write 
about philosophy or any other academic subject. As you write 
an academic paper bear in mind that in most cases the 
assignment is to formulate your thoughts and defend them. It is 
not to tell your professor how you feel. It is certainly not to tell 
your professor how others feel.  
 
This may seem like a purely semantic point. Perhaps when you 
use the word feel you’re meaning to state what you think. But, 
words do have meanings and it is important to recognize 
important distinctions, such as the distinction between thinking 
and feeling. The most important difference between the two 
words and the sentiments behind them is that one requires 
justification and the other does not. When I tell someone what 
I think it is fair for them to ask me why I think this. What 
evidence am I presenting to back up my opinion? Is the 
evidence persuasive and complete or is it inadequate to verify 
the claim I am making? This is not the case with feelings. If I 
tell someone I feel hot I do not have to justify this feeling. It 
would seem strange for someone to demand of me any 
justification for this or any other feeling. My feelings are what 
they are. And as many psychologists will tell you, they are 
neither good nor bad and neither true nor false.  

 40



 
The problem with referring to feelings in philosophy in the way 
I am criticizing is twofold. First, it is likely inaccurate. When 
you say something like “Plato felt that there was a realm of the 
forms” you are not accurately depicting Plato’s feelings at all. 
How could you? We don’t know what Plato felt about the Forms 
since he never told us! However, we do know some of what he 
thought about the Forms, and if I ask you an exam question 
about Plato’s theory that is what I want you to tell me: what 
Plato thought, not what he felt. Secondly, to claim that Plato 
merely felt a certain way about the Forms is to diminish the 
philosophical exercise the philosopher was engaged in. The 
attempt to formulate a theory about something is simply an 
attempt to take the available evidence and provide the best 
possible explanation for it. In doing so, the philosopher 
attempts to anticipate possible objections to his explanation 
and address them. The philosopher is also prepared to defend 
his theory in the court of public opinion and allow his theory to 
be subjected to criticism and debate. If it were nothing more 
than a feeling, there would be no need to scrutinize it at all. 
There would be no interest in it at all!  
 
When you write a philosophy paper (or any other paper) you 
will be asked to explain your views or opinions. You will not be 
asked to describe how you feel. So, as harsh as this sounds, 
don’t tell me how you feel! Don’t tell me how the philosophers 
you are writing about feel either. Tell me what they thought 
and why they thought it. Tell me what you think and why you 
think it.  
It is fine to express opinions but you must also explain why you 
hold these opinions and, more than that, explain why you think 
your opinions are correct. Many seem to confuse what 
philosophers do by saying that they just express their opinions. 
Philosophers do more than this by backing up their opinions 
with reason. This is the crucial distinction between arguments 
and opinions. Arguments can contain opinions but to argue for 
something is to do more than simply express an opinion or a 
feeling about something.  
 
I find it remarkable how some people can be very tentative 
about their opinions. This occurs most often in the realm of 
opinions concerning morality. Someone believes abortion is 
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immoral but doesn’t think others should believe this as well. 
Students will say that everyone has their own beliefs. Of 
course, this is quite true but the question is, “Are these beliefs 
justified?” This is why we need to examine the reasons behind 
the opinions. If the opinions are not justified then no one 
should hold them. On the other hand, if the opinions are 
justified and backed up by good reasons, shouldn’t everyone 
agree with them?  
 
To this many will respond by asking “But, who am I to tell 
someone else their beliefs are wrong?” The point is that you 
are not telling them because you are not examining their 
beliefs; they are! One of the useful skills you can take from any 
philosophy course is a method for examining your beliefs and 
justification for them. The point of the examination is not 
necessary to change your beliefs although if you discover they 
cannot be justified perhaps they need to be changed. It could 
easily be the case that you find a stronger justification for 
them than you suspected even existed. In any case, it is the 
examination that is valuable. We are always being encouraged 
to examine our feelings. While philosophy is not unconcerned 
with feelings, the main point of philosophy is to allow us to 
examine our thinking.  
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Seinfeld & Cultural Literacy 

There is a continuing debate among academics concerning what 
we should be teaching our students. If we were to listen to the 
students themselves we would only teach them what they are 
interested in learning. But that begs a very important question. 
How can you be interested in something you haven't yet 
learned? No, the proper role of the educator is to teach what, 
in their judgment, needs to be taught. How can they make such 
judgments? Well, the answer is never easy but I think it is fair 
to defer to experience in these situations. And no, I'm not 
talking about the individual experience of one or two 
professors or instructors. I'm talking about the collective 
experience of our cultural patrimony. Which is only one of the 
reasons I am an advocate of cultural literacy. 
 
Another important reason to encourage this kind of literacy is 
that it leads to the success that these students (you remember 
those who only want to learn what they are interested in) are 
pursuing. Namely, economic success. Study after study 
demonstrates that the kind of success we are pursuing in 
education these days, success as measured by income and job 
skills, can best be created and enhanced by the pursuit of a 
high rate of cultural literacy. There are many people more 
eloquent than I to speak on this subject. In particular, I would 
encourage everyone to read E.D. Hirsch's excellent book on the 
subject titled Cultural Literacy What Every American Needs To 
Know. However, one of the main points of his book is that the 
ability to learn new things (very important in our technological 
information-driven society) depends to a large degree on the 
number of things you already know. Turns out, that the more 
you know the easier it is to learn. This makes sense when you 
consider that learning amounts to making connections between 
what you know already and what you are trying to learn. 
 
Perhaps another argument can be made for cultural literacy by 
appealing to things people are interested in. I maintain that it 
takes a certain degree of cultural literacy (more perhaps than 
you would think at first) to do something as simple as reading 
the morning paper or watching a television show. For the latter 
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audience, here is a compelling illustration of the importance of 
cultural literacy. 
 
At its peak, it was regarded as one of the best sitcoms on TV. 
But not often regarded as a bastion of learning. However, to 
"get" Seinfeld requires a certain amount of cultural literacy. 
Turns out that even watching a "show about nothing" requires 
cultural literacy! What follows is only a partial list of the 
cultural references made on the show. See how many of these 
you can identify! 
 
Death of A Salesman   Streetcar Named Desire 
Trojan Horse    Robert Schumann 
Florence Nightingale   Clara Barton 
Susan B. Anthony   Dwight Eisenhower 
Leningrad    Marxism 
Communism    Pakistan 
The Daily Worker   Senegal 
Gandhi     Trinidad  
Lady Godiva    Tuscany 
Nazis     Switzerland 
Adolf Hitler    Sweden 
Dwight Eisenhower   Ukraine 
Abe Lincoln & Mary Todd  Leo Tolstoy 
Lyndon Johnson    War & Peace 
Golda Meir    Rasputin 
Neville Chamberlin   Gutenberg 
J. Edgar Hoover    Myanmar (Burma) 
White Whale    Caligula 
the Whip    Boutros Boutros-Ghali 
Mozart     Henry Miller 
Verdi     Richard Nixon 
Leonid Brezhnev   Benito Mussolini 
Pagliacci    Teddy Roosevelt 
Civil War    Fidel Castro 
Les Miserables    "Sic semper tyrannis!" 
Claude Monet    Edouard Manet 
Renoir     Idi Amin 
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Financial Advice for College Students 

If you’re a college student you may think that financial advice 
is something you need not worry about until you have some 
finances.  Without earning much money what is the point of 
seeking out or taking financial advice.  But, if you look closely 
at what you earn and what you spend you will soon recognize 
that there is enough money coming in and going out to make it 
wise to start thinking now about your finances.  There are a 
few easy tips to get you started on the path to financial 
stability and prosperity. 

Stay out of debt.  This piece of advice may not be possible but 
to the extent that it is, you should try to stay out of or at least 
minimize your debt.  Explore various options for financing 
college such as scholarships or grants which do not need to be 
paid back. 

Avoid Credit Cards.  Again, this one may not seem possible but 
if you currently have no credit cards, avoid getting them.  Many 
people still advise young people to get credit cards to establish 
a good credit history.  But, this often leads to overspending and 
a huge credit card debt which does nothing to improve your 
credit score.  Better to have no debt than the massive debt you 
will struggle to pay off for years.   

Pay off credit card balances monthly.  If you do have a credit 
card (it should only be one), you should pay off the balance 
every month to avoid interest charges.  If you are planning to 
make purchases that you know you will not be able to pay off 
by the time the credit card statement comes in the mail, think 
twice about making those purchases.  DO you need to spend 
money that it may take months or years to pay back?   

Make wise purchases.  More than ever before it is easy for 
college students to save money on things they need for class.  
Textbooks are a good example.  Before ordering your textbooks 
from the college bookstore, shop around.  See if they are 
available online and used.  It is often the case that you can 
save quite a lot on your purchases by shopping at Amazon and 
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buying your texts used.  Take care of them as well since you 
will be able to sell them after the semester is over and get 
more for them online than many college bookstores will give 
you. 

Start investing money now.  This piece of advice will sound 
like the most impossible advice but any money you can begin to 
save and invest now will reward you immensely in the future.  
Most college students are not thinking about retirement and 
figure they can always start investing later.  But, the sooner 
you can begin the greater the payoff.  Even if you can only save 
$50.00 a month, that is better than saving nothing.  Put the 
money into an index fund and don’t plan on removing it for 
years.    

Automate your bills and investments.  Finally, what bills you 
have and the investment you begin should be automated.  
There are two benefits to this.  First, you ensure that your bills 
are paid on time and that you are consistent with your 
investment.  Second, if you automate these procedures you will 
not be tempted to spend the money on other less important 
items.   

Following these basic steps will ensure that you start with a 
firm foundation of good money management habits which 
should last a lifetime.  Once you graduate from college you will 
be in a good position to start your career with little or no debt 
to pay back, low living expenses, and a good start to your 
investment portfolio.  Keep these habits and you will be on the 
path to financial security. 
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Grammar and Spelling 

It is tempting in a world of e-mail, instant messaging, and text 
messaging to believe that grammar and  spelling  are 
unimportant. Do not succumb to this temptation! In 
professional correspondence (such as that between student and 
professor) it is important not only to be clear and concise about 
what you are saying but also to be grammatically correct in 
how you say it. For those who know they have trouble with 
grammar and spelling have someone proofread your 
correspondence or simply use spell check. 

I would like to share some thoughts about why this is 
important. It goes without saying that once in a while you will 
come across a typo. I'm sure you could find some in our 
textbook and I'm sure you could find some in my lectures. 
However, it is important to work hard to minimize these errors 
because failing to do so says something about you and your 
attitude. 

The major problem with poor  grammar  and spelling is the 
impression it creates for the reader of your document. Consider 
the following real example: 

"Mr. Browne I was e mailing you to see if there is any way you 
can let me into urclass. Im going into teaching and this will eb 
my last semister and i need this class if it aint to much to ask 
can u let me in the class thanks." 

Here this student is requesting entry into my class. Look at the 
number of misspelled words and the poor grammar (including 
the use of "aint") in this short note. Do you think I allowed this 
student to enroll in my class? No! Consider this as you write 
cover letters to resumes or write letters to professors. No one 
is going to take you seriously if you don't take the time to 
proofread your document. It's no good saying that you simply 
write like you talk. This is simply unacceptable. What poor 
grammar and spelling indicate is one of two things. 1. You're 
not intelligent enough to write any better. 2. You don't care 
enough to write any better. Either impression is negative. 
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The technology of spell check and  grammar check  can take 
care of a lot of these problems, however, there are risks to 
leaving things to these technologies. First, they are not 
foolproof. Here's a partial list of the errors that spell check will 
not catch: 

to two too 
they're their there 
you're your 
weight wait 
advise advice 
then than 
quite quiet 
principle principal 
effect affect 
since sense 
comprise compromise 
lose loose 
are our 
were where 

In each of these cases, you might be using the wrong word. 
Unfortunately, because they are real words, spell check will not 
tell you this and in most cases, grammar check won't either. 
Another problem is that even if spell check or grammar check 
indicates a problem you have to know enough to correct it! If 
you don't, then these tools are virtually worthless. So, in any 
case, you must know the basics of good spelling and grammar. 

It's no use saying that your audience does not care. This is 
simply untrue in most cases. Also, dangerous to assume that 
your reader doesn't care in cases where you don't know the 
person at all. Besides, how can it hurt you to err on the side of 
good writing practices? 

It's also no use saying that grammar and spelling don’t matter 
because everyone will understand you anyway. I'm sure you've 
seen examples like this: 
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"cdnuolt blveiee taht I cluod aulaclty uesdnatnrd waht I was 
rdanieg. The phaonmneal pweor of the hmuan mnid, aoccdrnig 
to a rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, 

deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a wrod are, the olny 
iprmoatnt tihng is taht the frist and lsat ltteer be in the rghit 
pclae. The rset can be a taotl mses and you can sitll raed it 
wouthit a porbelm. 

Tihs is bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by 
istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe. Amzanig huh? yaeh and I awlyas 
tghuhot slpeling was ipmorantt!" 

Do not conclude from this that it doesn't matter how you write 
as long as your message in understandable. Can you really be 
sure that your message will be understood? Consider this 
example: 

"Something I was concerned about is will just do what you done 
with assignments just open up the exam for an amount of time 
for us to complete it the clas it down." 

Do you understand what this student is asking? I didn't! The 
same thing has happened on essay exams due in large part to 
poor grammar. If I can't understand you I can't give you credit 
for an answer. The best way to ensure that you will be 
understood is to write well. 

Once again, let me stress that poor grammar and spelling send 
a loud, clear message, to the person you are corresponding 
with, that you do not care. If this is, in fact, the impression you 
wish to convey, then you should continue to write with poor 
spelling and grammar! However, I suspect that this is not the 
impression you mean to convey. So it is in your best interest to 
show that you care by taking the time to produce a well-
thought-out and coherent document. 

I hope that it is obvious by now that I take this issue seriously. I 
am trying to give you helpful advice that will benefit you not 
only in this class but in the future as well. In practical terms, 
the assignments you turn in to me need to adhere to the 
guidelines I set forth; otherwise, you will lose points. This also 
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goes for discussion boards as well. The point of the discussion 
boards is for you to engage in thoughtful dialogue with each 
other and me. By definition, your dialogue will not be 
thoughtful if you do not put thought into not only what you say 
but how you say it as well. Expect your posts to be removed for 
grammatical and spelling errors. Harsh, you say? There's a spell 
check feature right on the discussion board text box! There is 
also such a box on the exam text boxes as well as on every 
other assignment. Use it! But, remember it is not foolproof. 
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The Power of Small Steps 
We’ve all heard the quote that a journey of thousand miles 
begins with a single step. The secret is to keep making steps 
consistently. Progress in life consists in continuing to make 
these small steps again and again and again. Those who have 
difficulty making progress often only see each small step by 
itself and fail to keep in mind the cumulative effect of all the 
small steps taken together.  
 
Consider how many of the successes in our lives consist of small 
steps. Wealth is built in small steps by investing a little bit 
every month for decades. We raise our children in small steps 
by engaging with them every day for decades. Life itself 
evolved in small steps. The best image of this is provided by 
Richard Dawkins in his book Climbing Mount Improbable where 
he relates the parable of Mount Improbable: "Mount Improbable 
rears up from the plain, lofting its peaks dizzily to the rarefied 
sky. The towering, vertical cliffs of Mount Improbable can 
never, it seems, be climbed. Dwarfed like insects, thwarted 
mountaineers crawl and scrabble along the foot, gazing 
hopelessly at the sheer, unattainable heights. They shake their 
tiny, baffled heads and declare the brooding summit forever 
unscalable.  
 
"Our mountaineers are too ambitious. So intent are they on the 
perpendicular drama of the cliffs, they do not think to look 
round the other side of the mountain. There they would find 
not vertical cliffs and echoing canyons but gently inclined 
grassy meadows graded steadily and easily towards distant 
uplands... The sheer height of the peak doesn't matter, so long 
as you don't try to scale it in a single bound. Locate the mildly 
sloping path and, if you have unlimited time, the ascent is only 
as formidable as the next step."  
We all have goals in our lives that we wish to attain and often 
we wish we could attain them quickly. We want to get out of 
debt, become wealthy, lose weight, and attain spiritual 
enlightenment and we want these things now. But, the path to 
each seems as insurmountable as Mount Improbable. What we 
have to do is find our way around to the other side where the 
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gently inclined slope makes progress much easier because it is 
incremental.  
 
I think the key to success in whatever endeavor you choose can 
be inferred from this image. Do one small thing and keep doing 
it. If you want to save money, start by saving a small amount 
every month and keep doing it every month. If you want to get 
out of debt start by paying a small amount more every month 
on your smallest debt and keep doing it every month.  
 
I have just begun to blog and can already see the cliffs of 
Mount Improbable that I face if I want to succeed in this 
endeavor. But, I’ve resolved to write a little every week and 
keep doing it every week. Small steps will pay off. I’ve just 
recently calculated how many books I have read since 
graduating high school twenty-two years ago and the number is 
close to one thousand. When I reach this milestone I will, of 
course, share this news with friends, family, and my growing 
audience on my blog. Some will ask how I managed to read so 
many books. You already know the answer I’ll give them: one 
book at a time. 
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What Does Philosophy have to do With Me? 

This is a common question for students to ask especially after a 
brief exposure to some of the concepts in philosophy. However, 
philosophy has a direct bearing on much of everyday life. Let’s 
look at it in terms of the major questions we’ll address this 
semester. 

Is knowledge innate or learned from sense experience? If you 
have children this question and the search for an answer has a 
direct bearing on your life since the question has major 
implications for education. Nearly every educator has been a 
philosopher or influenced by a philosopher for whom this was 
an important question. The origin of knowledge and how it is 
acquired is important to know or have some idea about if you 
are at all concerned about effective education. For adults, the 
question has bearing as well in terms of being able to learn 
new things. In an economy driven by information and 
information technology how we process this information is 
directly relevant to our everyday lives. So, philosophers like 
John Locke, Immanuel Kant, and John Dewey who investigate 
this question are also relevant. 

Is the mind independent of the brain? Philosophers and 
scientists have been investigating the mind, the brain, and 
their interaction for centuries. We’ll see many competing 
theories on this question but how is any of this relevant to you? 
One very big word can answer that: psychopharmacology. Do 
you or anyone you know take some medication for ADHD, ADD, 
depression, or bipolar disorder? If so, then questions about how 
the mind and brain work and interact are directly relevant to 
your everyday life not to mention your overall mood, 
happiness, and general mental state. These drugs could not 
have been discovered and developed without some idea about 
how the mind and brain worked. While these may seem like 
exclusively scientific questions, much of the work in the area 
of neurology has been done and continues to be done by 
philosophers. Some of the philosophers we’ll look at in this 
area include Rene Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, John Searle, and 
J.J.C. Smart. 
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Is there an objective reality independent of appearance and 
perception? This question sounds very esoteric and perhaps far 
removed from and irrelevant to everyday life. But, like most 
philosophical concepts, relevance lurks just below the surface 
if you know where to look. Many of you may be familiar with 
the prayer of serenity:  

God grant me the serenity  
to accept the things I cannot change;  
courage to change the things I can; 
and wisdom to know the difference. 

Embedded in this prayer is the notion that there is a difference 
between what you can change and what you cannot. This is 
simply the distinction between objective reality and 
perception. Though not all philosophers we’ll study agree that 
there is a difference between the two, the notion that there is 
a difference is the basis of at least one major school of 
philosophy called Stoicism. The notion that there is a 
difference between what you can change or control and what 
you cannot is a central idea in Stoicism and as such has formed 
the philosophical basis for much of self-help psychology. One 
consistent piece of advice contained in almost every volume of 
self-help literature is the importance of recognizing this 
distinction. 

Is there a God? For many of you, this will be one of the easiest 
questions to relate to everyday life especially if you practice 
some form of religion. But, it may also seem irrelevant since 
you may be thinking that it can only be answered by faith and 
therefore is not worth asking. But, these sentiments 
themselves are philosophical in nature and bear examining 
(which we will do!). One philosopher we’ll be studying named 
Thomas Aquinas pointed out that the question of God’s 
existence is fundamental to every other religious question one 
can ask. If God’s existence cannot be established the remaining 
religious questions are moot. At the very least, examining the 
historical ideas related to these questions might be 
enlightening and lead to a deepening of one’s religious 
sentiments. 
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More on Philosophy 
In the previous chapter, I mentioned two responses I give to 
students who feel that we should not bother with questions 
about reality that have no consequence on how we treat others 
or live our lives. The first was that there are practical 
consequences to the answers we give to these questions. The 
second was that not everything we do has to be practical or 
have practical consequences. It occurs to me that there is a 
third answer to provide. Philosophical questions force us to 
think beyond our everyday life and this is a good thing. 

Philosophical questions by their very nature are abstract and 
transcendent. They do not directly address everyday life in 
many cases. While it is possible to draw connections between 
these kinds of questions and everyday life there is a benefit to 
being forced to look beyond the mundane and the everyday. 
Isn’t there? Isn’t life about more than wondering about what 
you will have for dinner, who fed the dog last when the lawn 
will get mowed, and other such everyday worries? Asking 
philosophical questions about the nature of reality ought to 
inspire us to wonder about the world. For many, it may even 
inspire a spiritual experience or awakening. Of course, these 
things themselves have practical benefits such as the reduction 
of stress. But, even without these benefits, there might be a 
good reason to ask such questions. 

I think an important reason is to fully participate in the human 
community and understand what it means to be human. Part of 
our endowment is the ability to use reason to think abstractly. 
Aristotle claimed that this was one of the highest virtues and 
an important part of living a happy life. Sure, nothing insightful 
may come from our aimless pondering but something valuable 
just may. A sense of the wonder of the world, an appreciation 
of our place in the cosmos, and the realization that our 
concerns and problems are not as big as we sometimes think 
they are. In short, asking philosophical questions gives us 
perspective. So go ahead and ask these questions difficult as 
they may be and elusive as the answers may be. You might just 
enjoy life a little more as a result. 
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Thinking it Through 

In Basic Economics Thomas Sowell writes about his experience 
as an undergraduate in economics: "When I was undergraduate 
studying economics under Professor Arthur Smithies of Harvard, 
he asked me in class one day what policy I favored on a 
particular issue of the times. Since I had strong feelings on that 
issue, I proceeded to answer him with enthusiasm, explaining 
what beneficial consequences I expected from the policy I 
advocated. 

"And then what will happen,” he asked. 

The question caught me off guard. However, as I thought about 
it, it became clear that the situation I described would lead to 
other economic consequences, which I then began to consider 
and spell out. 
"And then what will happen after that?" Professor Smithies 
asked." 
 
This continued for several more rounds until: 
 
"By now I was beginning to see that the economic 
reverberations of the policy I advocated were likely to be 
pretty disastrous and in fact, much worse than the initial 
situation that it was designed to improve." 
 
The moral of the story is that unless we think things through, 
beyond stage one as Sowell calls it, we may end up doing things 
that have negative consequences. This holds as much in our 
personal lives as in questions of public policy. 
 
But, the sad truth is that many people don't think things 
through to their logical consequences. Why is this? I suspect a 
lot of it has to do with the fact that this kind of thinking is hard 
work and requires effort. Effort that people do not want to 
invest. But, it is also the case that most people have not been 
taught the basics of good clear thinking. Critical thinking we 
call it these days. 
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Consider a very simple example. It is a common misconception 
that the change in seasons can be explained by how far or how 
near the earth's orbit is to the sun. So, in the summer the earth 
is closer to the sun, and in the winter the earth is farther away 
(for those of you nodding in agreement read on as this is false). 
 
Now, suppose you believe that this is true. Well, then certain 
things follow logically from it. First, it should be summer 
everywhere on earth at the same time. And, it should be winter 
everywhere on earth at the same time. But, this is 
demonstrably false. When it's winter here in the United States, 
it's summer in Australia. And, when it's summer here in the 
United States, it's winter in Australia (and other places in the 
southern hemisphere. 
 
From this alone, it should be possible to infer that the original 
supposition about the seasons is wrong. This, I think, is the 
main reason people resist thinking things through. They fear 
that they may discover they hold false beliefs. What's wrong 
with holding false beliefs? Well, think it through using Professor 
Smithies's question as a guide! 
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In Search of… 

I remember as a kid watching this show hosted by Leonard 
Nimoy titled "In Search Of..." The subjects were mostly esoteric 
and posed unanswered questions. What was going on in the 
Bermuda Triangle? What happened to the lost colony of 
Roanoke? Was the Bimini Road evidence of the lost continent of 
Atlantis? What happened to the crew of the Marie Celeste? 
 
What was so great about the show was that it didn't offer easy 
answers to these questions and in some cases offered no 
answers at all. What it did do was inspire curiosity and a desire 
to search further. At its best, this is what education can do for 
a child. While factual knowledge is important, offering answers 
to all a child's questions simply teaches them that some 
authority figure (parent, teacher, etc.) has the answer and 
their job as children and students is to get the answer. 
 
But, education should be a process of discovery for one's self, 
and part of this process should entail discovering that not every 
question has an answer. Sometimes one question only leads to 
more questions and this can be a positive part of the learning 
experience.  
 
So many of my college-aged students find philosophy so 
difficult precisely because it does not offer them simple 
concrete answers like all other disciplines seem to. The 
mistake in their thinking here lies in the fact that they have 
been wrongly taught that other disciplines do offer simple 
concrete answers. And they have been trained to think of 
education, not as a process of inquiry but as a process of 
finding those answers or getting them from their professors. 
 
Of course, every other discipline has as many mysteries and 
unanswered questions as philosophy. Every discipline is "in 
search of" answers they have yet to find. This is true of history, 
psychology, chemistry, and even most certain of disciplines, 
mathematics. But, not being taught with the spirit of inquiry 
students do not know this. 
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I think education could be markedly improved and students' 
interest is more engaged and sustained if each discipline 
presented itself as an inquiry in progress. While some questions 
have answers, not all do and this is where the interest and love 
of curiosity take charge.  
 
As for me, I still don't quite know where the lost continent of 
Atlantis is or what happened to the colonists on Roanoke or the 
crew on the Marie Celeste. But, I'm still curious and still "in 
search of..."  
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Looking at the World 

The National Geographic-Roper survey of geographic literacy is 
now famous for its findings regarding American school-age kids. 
Many do not know the basics of geography. A few of the more 
disturbing findings are as follows: 

• Only 37% of young Americans can find Iraq on a map—
though U.S. troops have been there since 2003.  

• 6 in 10 young Americans don't speak a foreign language 
fluently.  

• 20% of young Americans think Sudan is in Asia. (It's the 
largest country in Africa.)  

• 48% of young Americans believe the majority 
population in India is Muslim. (It's Hindu—by a 
landslide.)  

• Half of the young Americans can't find New York on a 
map. 

  
But, as disturbing as these findings are, what I find most 
difficult to comprehend is the worldview of these young 
Americans. What does the world look like to someone who 
doesn't know what the world looks like? 

Can you imagine what it might mean not to be able to locate 
Florida on a map? India? Australia? But, it's not just this. Not 
being able to locate these places on a map (like New York) 
must mean you don't know what they look like at all! If you did, 
you'd be able to find them. 
 
I remember as a child, playing with a puzzle map of the United 
States with my sister. Each piece was a different state and I 
learned about the states and their locations by assembling the 
puzzle. Later, we had a globe with the mountains raised so you 
could see them. I was always fascinated by the pyramids of 
Egypt so, of course, I knew where Egypt was. When I found out 
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about the mysterious statues on Easter Island, I found it on the 
globe. When we went on family trips we always took maps so I 
could see where we were going. Geography wasn't some 
difficult subject in school to learn, it was something to do with 
the family and was associated with fun activities.  
 
I suspect none of these fun activities are engaging families 
today and it certainly seems that geography is not part of these 
activities or any others. Like many things not being taught to 
our young, the schools have a part to play. But, I'm reluctant to 
place all the blame there. Parents seem to be missing 
opportunities to teach their children useful information and do 
it in ways that are fun and engaging. 
 
Of course, a possible cause of this is that the parents 
themselves do not know the basics of geography. So, not only 
do we have kids who don't know what the world looks like, but 
we have voters who don't know what the world looks like!  
 
My advice: buy a map of the world, a puzzle of the United 
States, a globe, and Mark Stein's excellent book How the States 
got Their Shapes. Join AAA and get free maps of each state! 
Talk about faraway places and show them to your kids on the 
map and globe. Learn geography and teach it to your kids! It 
might be useful, it will be fun!  
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What do we want students to learn? 

This has become an important question for me as the father of 
an almost 2-year-old child. The world of education is filled with 
theories on what children need to learn and how best to teach 
them. I think we can safely say that we want our children to 
end up happy, healthy, well-adjusted, self-actualized, self-
sufficient, contributing members of the human community. The 
question is how do we help them achieve these ends? In current 
terminology, what are our learning outcomes? 
 
I dislike the "learning outcomes approach" in general because, 
among other things, it presumes that we can push the right 
buttons in our students and they will automatically respond. 
But, in reality, learning is each individual's responsibility and 
what educators can do best is set the stage and create 
supportive conditions for children to have the best chance of 
learning and succeeding in their education. Ideally, educators 
should be mentors. 
 
But, even though there are problems with the outcomes 
approach to education, it does make sense to ask what some 
general goals should be for educating our children, whatever 
model we choose to foster these goals. I think some of the 
most important goals are as follows (I've placed the specific 
subjects from my curriculum in parentheses that seem to 
support the specified goal):  
 
Creativity: The ability to be creative, in both one's personal as 
well as professional life, is an important skill and one that too 
often seems to be educated in children. To foster this skill it is 
important to expose children to many different forms of art as 
well as different ways of thinking about things in general. This 
is one of those skills that can be easily incorporated into almost 
any subject but it can also too easily be overlooked to teach a 
specific subject in a specific orthodox way. (Art, Poetry, Plays, 
Thinking)  
 
Problem Solving: One of the main reasons to foster creativity 
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is to help improve problem-solving skills. This is a component 
that can also be easily integrated into almost any subject as an 
active part of learning. The emphasis here is on the application 
and use of knowledge as opposed to the mere acquisition of 
knowledge. (Math, Thinking) 
 
Life Skills:  By the term "life skills" I mean several different 
things. Certainly, this would include such areas as finance (i.e. 
saving/investing/debt management), time management, and 
cooking but it should also include interpersonal skills as well to 
foster the ability to get along with others, form lasting 
friendships, and romantic relationships, and work-related skills. 
(Life Skills)  
 
Literacy: This involves the first two of the 3 R's: Reading and 
Writing. But I think literacy also involves good communication 
skills in general and so should include public speaking. Also, to 
be included in this broad area are cultural literacy and 
familiarity with literature and language. (Language, Reading, 
and Writing) 
 
Numeracy: The third of the 3 R's: Mathematics. But, numeracy 
entails something besides knowing the basics of algebra, 
geometry, and calculus. More importantly, it involves having a 
good sense of numbers, being able to understand and use 
statistics, and having a good handle on practical everyday 
math. (Mathematics, Thinking)  
 
Self-Learning:  Ideally, learning is not something that stops 
once a child finishes school and graduates. Learning is a life-
long process and one that is largely in the hands of each 
individual. The best we can offer to our children is a set of 
good learning skills such as those mentioned above and broad 
exposure to the basics of human knowledge. Along with this, 
we should cultivate in them the ability to learn on their own 
since we cannot hope to teach them everything they will ever 
need to know in their lifetime. We can get them started and 
encourage them to keep learning but where they end up and 
what they need to know to get there is to some extent out of 
our hands. 
 
Having said that, I think the case can be made that some 
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specific subjects ought to be taught as a way of fostering these 
general skills and broadening our children's horizons.  
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Would I Hire You? 
Your college experience is good preparation for the professional 
world in many ways. Of course, the material you learn in class 
will be helpful to you. But, just as important are a set of skills 
that relate to how you interact with people, and how you 
present yourself and your work. These are often overlooked 
and I think under-emphasized as well. I want you to begin 
thinking about cultivating these skills by framing them with the 
question: Would I hire you? 

Think about everything you do in this class (and other classes) 
as being a part of your overall professional impression or 
personal brand. There are things you can do to enhance your 
brand and things you can do to detract from it. Obviously, you 
want to maximize the former and minimize the latter. 

The Hines Story: 

Mr. Hines, the owner of the Hines Lumber Company recently 
had to fill a top executive position. Two of his managers with 
equal experience were considered but the choice went to the 
man who had fewer years with the company. Upon learning of 
the promotion the other man asked Mr. Hines why he wasn't the 
one selected. Instead of answering him, Mr. Hines asked him if 
any lumber had come in that day. The man said he would check 
and a few minutes later reported that a carload had arrived 
that morning. Mr. Hines then wanted to know the type of 
lumber. After again checking, the manager told him it was 
number 6 pine. Mr. Hines then asked the man how many board 
feet were in the order. Again leaving the room to check he 
returned shortly with the answer of 3500 board feet. This type 
of questioning went on for several minutes and then Mr. Hines 
asked the man to sit in the next room, leaving the door ajar so 
he could still hear. 

Mr. Hines then called to the manager who had been promoted 
and asked him if any lumber had arrived that day. The manager 
said he would check and in a few minutes, he returned with the 
following answer. A carload of number 6 pine had come in on 
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track three at 9:30 A.M. and totaled 3500 board feet. The 
lumber was unloaded by 2:00 P.M. and stored in warehouse 
number 18. It was order number 65-03 for the Williams 
Company and its total value was $16,352.00. 

Mr. Hines thanked the man and said he could go. After the 
second man left Mr. Hines called in the first manager who had 
heard the entire conversation. The first manager said he knows 
now why the other man had been promoted instead of himself. 

http://www.nvisionglobal.com/hinesstory.html  

Are you more like the first manager or the one who got 
promoted? It is important to begin thinking about this now! 
Here are some skills that you can cultivate to insure you are 
the successful person in the story: 

1. Show initiative: Don't always wait to be told what to do, 
take the lead and get out ahead of the curve. In this class that 
means submitting assignments early and often and not waiting 
to be prodded by me to do the work. 

2. Be thorough: Don't do the minimum required but try to give 
more than that. In this class that means posting more than the 
minimum to the discussion boards, writing assignment 
responses that convey plenty of thoughtful details, and writing 
professional emails. 

3. Be willing to communicate and ask questions: If you don't 
understand what is required of you in a work assignment ask for 
clarification. Don't assume you understand what you are being 
asked to do. It is better to ask a few questions than to proceed 
with a wrong assumption about what you're supposed to be 
doing. In this class that means confirming that you understand 
the course policies regarding assignments, discussion boards, 
and scheduling. You will never create a bad impression by 
asking for more information. You will almost always create a 
bad impression by acting on your wrong assumptions and then 
asking for clarification after the fact. 

4. Own your mistakes: If you miss an assignment or do poorly 
on it don't make excuses, don't explain your way out of it, and 
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own your mistakes! Be a professional. Admit you made a 
mistake, try to learn from it, apologize (if necessary) and move 
on. 

Here are some things to avoid doing: 

1. Sending emails with no subject heading or signature. This 
may seem like a small item but it creates a very bad 
impression. View your school correspondence as professional 
correspondence. Use succinct and relevant subject headings 
and always include an opening salutation and a closing 
signature. 

2. Submitting assignments or sending emails without 
proofreading: Again, this may seem like a small item but no 
one will be taking you seriously if your written work consists of 
typos and grammatical errors. I can promise you will not make 
a good impression with these practices! 

3. Doing the bare minimum work: I understand you have many 
other commitments in your life and there may be times when 
you can only do the minimum amount of an assignment, But, 
don't let this be your default practice. Don't become known as 
the person who always does the least amount of work. 

4. Making excuses for poor or missing work: A large part of 
your success in the work world will be the quality of your work 
itself. If you are not producing quality products find out what 
you can do to improve and then improve it. Don't try to defend 
substandard or missing work. There is mostly no defense for 
such things. If the customer for your work is not happy, you're 
not going to make them happier by trying to explain to them 
why your poor or missing work should be acceptable to them. 
In the classroom, your main customer is your professor. You may 
think your work is brilliant but if your customer is not happy 
with it, work to improve it. 

Why does this matter? Once you leave the class what will be 
the benefit of having done all of this? Well, one of the most 
important skills you will need for success in work and in life is 
the ability to cultivate different relationships through 
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networking. Imagine completing your college career being 
reasonably sure that every one of your professors would answer 
"Yes!' to the question "Would I hire you?" Wouldn't that number 
of positive professional contacts be a huge benefit to you? 
Imagine the possibilities for getting job interviews, 
recommendations, business contacts, mentors, and future 
customers (if you want to start a business). Whether you 
believe it or not, what you do now and how you present 
yourself in the classroom will have an effect long after you 
leave the classroom. Let's get started! 
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