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The main role of the PRS Subject Centre is to act as a 'broker', to use the jargon. That is, we are not here to 
manufacture theories about how philosophy ought to be taught. Rather, we are here to encourage experienced, 
professional teachers to exchange ideas about problems we all face, and innovative solutions to new problems 
arising from the ever-changing educational environment. We are like a warehouse, where some people contribute to 
our stock, others take things away, and (hopefully) most do both.

Although we are not here to tell people how they ought to teach philosophy, this doesn't mean that we are entirely 
value free. Just as a shopkeeper should refuse to deal in dangerous drugs or weapons of mass destruction, there are 
certain attitudes and practices we would definitely frown on. If we didn't have some broad vision of what good 
teaching consists in, we wouldn't be in the business of improving the educational experience of philosophy students.

Here I want to mention just two values in particular.

The first value is that the quality of teaching should be measured by the quality of student learning. However 
brilliantly a teacher performs, it's a waste of time unless the students are learning. Indeed, a brilliant performance 
may actually detract from student learning, if students become too reliant on what they receive passively from the 
teacher. A teacher who concentrates on the structure of a course, on encouraging students to be active learners, and 
on giving help when it is needed, may well be a more effective teacher than the charismatic performer. 

While it is our mission that teachers should spend more time thinking about and discussing their teaching, it is no part 
of our mission that teachers should concentrate on teaching to the detriment of their research. Teaching better 
includes teaching more efficiently, and we fully endorse the dictum of Comenius that teachers should teach less, and 
learners should learn more. But we do not endorse reductions in teaching without compensating improvements in 
student learning.

The second value is that learning philosophy is not merely an end in itself, but that philosophy graduates acquire 
intellectual skills and moral attributes which equip them, not only for life, but for employment in any profession that 
doesn't require specific vocational skills (about 50% of job vacancies).

Here I would have thought that philosophy was on a winning wicket. When other disciplines are asked to define the 
general skills which make their graduates different from non-graduates, their lists invariably include precisely those 
skills which are at the core of a philosophical education, but only peripheral to other disciplines. For example, 
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analysis and synthesis, logical reasoning, clarity of expression, debating skills, thinking outside the box, reflexive 
awareness, consciousness of the ethical dimension, and so on. It could be said that the agenda is that other 
disciplines should become more philosophical, and that philosophy graduates are the best equipped with generic 
skills.

But to mix the sporting metaphor, some philosophers score an own goal. They have gone on record as saying that 
the value of philosophy consists precisely in the fact that it is not vocationally relevant. As Phillips Griffiths put it on 
the occasion of the World Congress of Philosophy at Brighton a number of years ago, 'Philosophy butters no 
parsnips and boils no cabbages'.

It seems to me that this resistance to acknowledging the vocational relevance of philosophy is found in both the right 
and the left of the political spectrum. On the right, there is the Platonic view that philosophy is a contemplative 
activity, which rises above the everyday concerns of earning a living, and which should be indulged in only at a 
mature age. On the left, there is a strong resistance to the commodification of learning, and the perversion of 
education by transforming it into a training for jobs in the capitalist system.

In both cases, the point of resistance is the vocabulary of skills. When assessing students, we are good at 
recognising a first-class philosophical essay when we see it, but less happy about breaking down philosophical ability 
into a range of sub-skills - as required by the QAA policy on programme specifications, for example. There is a 
tendency for some academics to focus their assessment of students on whether or not they have the philosophical 
ability to progress to postgraduate research, and ultimately become academics themselves. On this view, anyone 
below that threshold has essentially failed, and their performance will be defined in negative terms. For example, we 
might give an essay a 2.2, on the grounds that 'there's not enough philosophical reasoning in it for a 2.1.' But we 
have to remember that we are sending the 2.2s and the thirds out into the non-academic world of employment with 
honours degrees in philosophy, and we need to be able to say something positive about what they have gained from 
their time at university.

Imagine the most die-hard supporter of the view that the sole purpose of a university education in philosophy is to 
breed the next generation of academic philosophers, and that anyone else is a failure. What might we say to such a 
person? One approach is to ask them why they don't admit students to a research programme directly from school. 
Part of the answer will no doubt be to do with the philosophical knowledge and understanding required in order to 
select a research topic, and as background to a detailed thesis. But if pressed, they should also come up with 
something about various abilities which good philosophy graduates have, and first-year students don't have (or at 
least not to the same extent). These would surely include the ability to read difficult texts, to search for information, to 
write extended prose that is articulate and analytical, to synthesise disparate materials into a coherent and well-
structured whole, to marshal logical arguments, to assess the work of others critically, to manage one's own time on 
an extended project, and so on. All these are abilities which are as valuable in the job market as they are for 
academic research, and abilities which will be possessed by all philosophy graduates to a greater or lesser extent.
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