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Introduction

The following remarks concern the practice of text-based teaching and learning in the teaching of philosophy to 
undergraduates. This practice can be quite straightforwardly defined. It is teaching and learning in which the reading 
of a philosophical text with students is the focus of pedagogical activity, and not a secondary element to teaching and 
learning. In this sense, the pedagogical objectives of the particular course are related to, and fulfilled or partially 
fulfilled through, the reading of a text, part of a text, or a series of texts.

In what follows I shall concentrate on three points. I shall first of all make some quite general remarks about the 
activity of reading, and in particular the activity of reading works of philosophy. I shall then try to connect these 
remarks to some of the points made about philosophy, and philosophy provision, in the Benchmark Statement for 
Philosophy. The Benchmark Statement describes the nature and characteristics of programmes in philosophy, and 
expresses general expectations about standards of assessment, and hence also the attributes and characteristics to 
be demonstrated by those submitting to such assessments. Given this, both the explicit statements about the role 
and importance of reading in philosophy to be found in the Benchmark Statement, and its implicit attitude towards 
reading, should be regarded as liable to have a significant impact upon the future teaching of philosophy. My third 
point is related to the significance of the Benchmark Statement for teaching provision, because I attempt to show 
how the practice of text-based teaching and learning fits in here.

Reading

Reports on, and assessments of, teaching practices frequently state that even those students that have attained the 
pre-requisite standards for admission to Higher Education lack many of the reading skills demanded by the course of 
study they are to follow. As the authors of one such study remark, "the term 'reading for a degree' has been around 
for a long time, yet reading is a skill that relatively few learners have developed as systematically as they could". 
According to such reports and assessments, it is important to explicitly acknowledge that the activity of reading 
involves numerous skills, and that the development and continued exercise of such skills should form an integral 
element of the education of students in Higher Education.

However, beyond the general recognition of a deficit of reading skills, and the proposal of remedial action, the best 
insights of studies in this area point towards a more fundamental difficulty. It is far from being the case that students 
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can simply be taught a series of reading skills, which form a fixed acquisition that can then be deployed in the act of 
reading. In the first instance, as many educationalists have come to realise, at the root of the problem is the fact that 
it is always possible to read without any genuine insight or understanding of what is said: the act of reading itself 
does not absolutely require either the intuition or imaginative apprehension of what is at issue in order for the words 
on the page to have meaning. Such a failure of comprehension is frequently referred to in studies on the subject as 
'passive' - as opposed to 'active' - reading. Secondly, it is also necessary to acknowledge that in an active 
comprehension the act of reading is inherently reflexive: we learn to read by reading. In other words, the activity of 
reading is not reducible to the simple act of deciphering characters on a page, and in all but the most straightforward 
of texts, the text itself defines its own terms, and thus defines how it is to be read.

The Benchmark Statement for Philosophy

At several points the Subject Benchmark Statement for Philosophy emphasises the intimate connection between 
reading philosophical texts and doing philosophy. For example, it claims that "learning in philosophy has to be an 
active process", and that this requirement necessitates that "provision in any module should include a substantial 
element of learning through the student's own thoughtful reading". That the authors of this document recognise that 
studying philosophy requires that the student should read, and that explicit allowance be made for this within 
philosophy provision is in itself valuable; however, the stress here falls upon the student doing this reading for 
themselves, as if, in order that the learning process be properly philosophical, the student necessarily must read 
independently. By returning to the considerations I made above I want to call in to question this assumption, or at the 
very least a particular way of inflecting this assumption. My aim in doing so is to suggest that the very requirement 
articulated by the Benchmark Statement can be seen to point (at least implicitly) towards the practice of text-based 
teaching and learning. The general points that I make in doing so will, I hope, be fleshed out in Mike Garfield's 
description of the actual practice of text-based teaching and learning.

Text Based Teaching and Learning

It is undoubtedly the case that reading, insofar as it means more than simply saying words that are written on a page, 
is an activity that is irreducibly singular: reading is something that no-one can do for someone else. Given that 
philosophy as a discipline also demands this sort of singular engagement, then it is unsurprising that there is an 
intimate, if not indissociable, link between the two activities. Indeed this link may, in part, stand behind the fairly 
commonly expressed sentiment that students of philosophy should be made to read, from which in turn comes the 
less common, but related suggestion that actual teaching in seminars and lectures should be organised in such a 
way as to encourage philosophy students to go away and read for themselves. But to infer from the irreducible 
singularity of the act of reading that it is sufficient, when considering philosophy provision, to devise units that 
encourage or require students to read on their own is perhaps mistaken.

Because an active, thoughtful and philosophical reading of a demanding text involves something more and quite 
distinct from simply the actualisation of a set of previously acquired skills, where it is a principal objective of 
philosophy provision to encourage active and thoughtful reading, tutors cannot rely on students possessing a set of 
abstract reading skills that will enable them to simply pick up and read a particular philosophical text. Instead, there is 
a need, as George McDonald Ross has argued above "to spend time developing the skill". However, because of the 
nature of the activity of reading itself, and the particular demands made by reading philosophy, it cannot be assumed 
that reading can just be taught as a skill or competence within a single Study Skills type-unit, in abstraction from a 
continuous engagement with a single or series of philosophical texts. Considered in this light, it seems that an 
important element of teaching philosophy will be teaching in which the capacity for an independent engagement with 
a text is facilitated through a process of teaching reading by example, by teaching and learning that directly involves 
the act of reading itself.

In order to truly be an exercise in reading, this type of teaching will not consist in the tutor explaining a particular 
passage, elucidating its obscurities to students, but a process in which, the text itself is taught as something read, in 
which its way of expressing an idea, the manner of its articulation, are integral to the philosophical process itself. In 
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such a method of teaching where students and tutor concentrate upon the concrete expression of a philosophical 
issue in a text there is the possibility for the teaching and learning process to become a direct dialogue with a 
philosophical problem as it unfolds in its written form. Thus, whilst the method is not infallible, there arises through 
text-focused teaching an opportunity to no longer speak about a problem to students, but for students themselves, 
with help and guidance from the tutor, to start to articulate the problem itself, to directly apprehend the problem as a 
problem.

Some Concluding Remarks

1. If we were to ask ourselves why philosophy students ought to read philosophy books one of the reasons we might 
give could be this: philosophy is a traditional subject, in the sense that philosophers treat that tradition as a living 
inheritance that is relevant to what they do. It is a discipline of the book and not just of abstract arguments. If we 
allow this, then it is not just desirable that philosophy students be provided with encouragement and opportunity to 
read, and that their learning should, in part, be achieved through their own, independent, reading; it is necessary that 
philosophy students read in order to do philosophy in its academic and disciplinary sense. The parallels between the 
act of reading and the act of philosophising that I have noted above, and which could themselves doubtless be 
extended in many ways, serve to reinforce this necessity. I would want to argue (and have suggested above) that 
there is a stronger link between reading and doing philosophy. But, even only taking into account those claims I have 
just advanced for considering it necessary for philosophy students to read works of philosophy, then there is a clear 
obligation to teach students what they should do when they read a work of philosophy philosophically.

2. How can this type of reading be taught? I have argued above that the ability to read a philosophical text sensitively 
and philosophically is not a skill or series of skills that can be taught abstractly. But just because the ability to read in 
this sense cannot be taught abstractly, does not mean that it cannot be taught at all. To borrow from what George 
MacDonald Ross has said, following a method of text-based teaching and learning will show students what they are 
supposed to do when they read by doing it with them. Where such a showing by doing is exercised sympathetically 
and sensitively it can have the virtue of not only helping to develop a student's ability to comprehend a difficult text, 
but alert them to the irreducible necessity for them to read the texts of the major philosophers in order to comprehend 
them philosophically. Indeed, what should really be emphasised about teaching in this way is that it is not just 
reading 'skills' that are developed; reading a philosophy text philosophically with students involves them 
philosophically, it requires that they themselves do philosophy by responding to a text itself.

3. I want to finish by making some remarks about the need to reflect upon the way in which we think about the 
teaching of philosophy generally. When considering teaching practices it is tempting to think about it in terms of the 
transference of skills and competencies. This approach might seem particularly appropriate to philosophy where it is 
almost always acknowledged that philosophy itself is not "simply a body of knowledge to be taught": it is not facts 
that are taught, but a wide variety of skills, acquired through rigorous training. However, it seems to me - and I really 
only wish to suggest this here - that the points I have made above about teaching philosophy students philosophy by 
a method of text-based teaching and learning push us towards acknowledging that it is not simply skills and 
competencies that are transferred or taught, but also, and perhaps primarily, a disposition, an attitude towards things 
or the world (in the broadest sense). What I mean when I raise this consideration is that if, in our thinking about 
teaching philosophy, we simply focus on skills and competencies - such as the ability to abstract and analyse 
argument - we risk missing what makes philosophy philosophical. Such skills as that of the ability to abstract and 
analyse argument might be important, even necessary, skills for a philosopher to possess, but philosophy is not 
reducible to them. But in suggesting that philosophy is primarily about a disposition or attitude, a being-philosophical, 
two obvious difficulties arise: the first concerns the nature of this disposition or attitude; the second raises the 
question: how can an attitude or disposition be taught?

In response to the first, I would argue that whilst it is not easy to say what this disposition or attitude is, and whilst any 
attempt to do so is sure to provoke disagreement, that in itself should not deter us from acknowledging that 
philosophy is primarily a disposition or attitude, and we should not forget that the name 'philosophy' names a 
disposition or attitude. I would also say that, in this context at least, it is perhaps not important to say in any great 
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deal what this disposition or attitude is, certainly not if that were taken to imply the imposition of a definition unlikely in 
itself to ever excite unanimity among philosophers. What can be said is that teaching philosophy through text-based 
teaching and learning will help develop in students a sensitivity to this disposition or attitude as it is instanced in 
philosophers philosophising. It might be objected that such a disposition is a prerequisite of reading philosophically, 
and without assuming such a disposition it would be impossible to explain how anyone could be sensitive to any one 
else's philosophising. But such an objection only has a purchase if teaching is thought to be imposing something 
from the outside, rather than allowing something innate to develop and refine itself by being actualised. Just as one 
learns to swim by swimming, one learns to read by reading, and one learns to philosophise by doing philosophy. 
Indeed an attitude or disposition is disclosed, and in fact encounters itself, and thus can learn to recognise itself and 
refine itself, through being expressed, through its being actualised. It is perhaps in aiding this, that text-based 
teaching and learning is important to the teaching of philosophy.
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