
Patricia Rich – Statement of Teaching Philosophy

The Older Sibling Model of Teaching
I have accumulated a significant amount of teaching experience spanning a broad range 

of introductory courses on topics that are more traditional and less formal than those I research. 
These courses present unique challenges: students from every department take them to fulfill 
requirements; many have not yet acquired the skills needed to jump in and start engaging with 
difficult arguments, especially in writing; and most do not start off with a clear idea of what 
philosophy is and are skeptical of its value. In engineering solutions to these problems, I have 
adopted an “older sibling” model of teaching that has proven quite effective. While some might 
dismiss smartphone- and social media-addicted youth as a lost cause, I imagine an older sibling 
as one who is able to empathize with today's busy and distracted students and respond to their 
needs and perspectives. Apart from being generally flexible, accessible and understanding, the 
older sibling model has two very concrete components: I market philosophy by using multimedia
and interdisciplinary content to draw connections with practical problems and contemporary 
issues, and I focus heavily on fundamentals of reading, writing, and argumentation.  

Techniques for Engaging Courses
In many introductory courses, the goals of developing transferable fundamental skills and

giving students a taste of philosophical method are more important than conferring all the details 
of any particular academic debate. Given this, it makes sense to select content to maximize 
student interest and engagement. Students naturally take to subjects like political philosophy 
where their strong prior opinions make heated discussions happen naturally; I take advantage of 
this by giving students more control over course content. For example, I reserve the last unit of 
my political philosophy class for special topics and an in-class debate of the students' choosing. 
They always select contemporary topics that generate a lot of controversy and energetic 
discussion, such as the justification of the universal insurance mandate when the U.S. was 
initiating health care reform; by the end of the course they can work through these issues in a 
sophisticated way, for example applying libertarian or socialist ideas in a way that transcends the 
standard political slogans on which they may have based their prior opinions. I also make a point
to learn the students' majors and backgrounds at the start of the semester. Then I can appeal to 
the particular interests of the audience (e.g. reading Turing to engage Carnegie Mellon's many 
computer science students) and ask students to contribute relevant information from their fields 
(e.g. asking pre-med students to explain how they see doctors' ethical obligations). 

I also stimulate interest in philosophy and provide evidence of its enduring relevance by 
illustrating connections between our readings and my own work, work being done by others in 
the department and university as a whole, and current events. I combine cutting-edge research, 
including pertinent science, with more traditional readings for the subject: for example, I 
juxtapose studies on altruism and empathy in young children with the pessimistic picture of 
human nature presented by Hobbes, and I use a podcast on the placebo effect to connect this 
modern concept to precursors in the history of medicine. Multimedia adds variety and energy; for
example, I introduce a unit on globalization with a fast-paced, humorous “crash course” video 
that makes the whole class laugh while also providing important background information. This 
video generates an open, student-driven philosophical discussion because students can raise and 
consider questions regarding the interaction of the facts presented in the video with the abstract 
moral theories they have already learned.   



More recently I have had several opportunities to teach less traditional philosophy 
courses, specifically a rational choice course for a small group of summer school students and 
two philosophy of science courses at the University of Pittsburgh. Students in these courses had 
vastly different background knowledge and comfort levels with quantitative material; I 
nonetheless found that my “older sibling” approach continued to serve me well. These courses do
not inherently contain any traditional philosophical content, but working it in alongside the more 
formal material helped to ensure that the classes did not get stale and, critically, that each of my 
diverse students could expect to encounter ideas that would be challenging and approachable 
given their skills and field of study. My approach worked particularly well for my rational choice
course because my personal engagement with the perspectives of philosophy, economics, and 
psychology meant that I could really connect the dots and provide a deep understanding of what 
it means to choose rationally and how an agent does so. For example, I presented both the 
abstract normative theory of probabilistic inference and heuristics that explain empirical reports 
of systematic errors, and took time to discuss the applicability of the theory and the proper way 
to evaluate the observed behavior. Absent this, students might take the formal theory to be 
artificial and irrelevant, or prematurely write off people's actual choice patterns as completely 
indefensible. 

Coaching the Writing Process
Writing is a fundamental skill applicable to all disciplines, but many students enter my 

classes without the confidence and training to write well on any topic, let alone something as 
intimidating as philosophy. In response to this challenge, I give thorough instruction on scholarly
writing and scaffold the assignments in every class that involves writing papers so that those who
enter with weaker skills have a road map for catching up; I base this approach on the training and
experience I acquired when I taught a required freshman writing course for Carnegie Mellon's 
English Department. Teaching argumentative writing requires that the process be broken down 
into explicit steps to be explained, modeled, and reinforced; even students who are already 
confident writers can improve via this method. To help make the components of good writing 
clear and explicit, I develop detailed rubrics for every paper I assign – modeled on those used in 
the freshman writing course – that  serve as checklists for students to make sure they have 
included all necessary components in their papers and followed the most important rules of 
argumentative writing. I also make a point of encouraging students who need (or want) help to 
bring their work to my office hours for more thorough explanations and examples. As students 
can be quite shy or prefer not to “bother” the instructor, it is quite important to repeat this 
invitation frequently, sincerely, and with reference to the expected improvement of their grades. 

One-on-one interactions with students continually affirm that my new technique is quite 
effective: when I can point to specific rubric criteria in explaining how a draft can be improved, 
the student leaves with a concrete list of changes that they understand and can implement for a 
stronger paper. In contrast to the more abstract verbal suggestions I gave as a novice instructor, 
this method makes students more likely to produce substantial revisions; consequently the 
quality and coherence of my students’ papers have increased significantly, because improved 
organization tends to beget improved conceptual clarity. My approach to writing instruction is 
part and parcel of my overall pedagogical model, which hinges on the idea that personally 
engaged students are more apt to invest the effort necessary to grasp complex philosophical ideas
and assimilate them into their intellectual landscapes.     


