Dr. Aaron Preston

Valparaiso University 


PHIL 115 Reason and Reality (Online)

Email:  Aaron.Preston@Valpo.edu
Disclaimer

This syllabus is not a promise or a contract.  The professor reserves the right to modify class content and requirements as deemed necessary for the effective teaching of the class.  Adjustments may be made in content covered, date of coverage, order of coverage, dates of exams and assignments, and the amount of work assigned.  You will be informed of any changes in the “announcements” area of Course VU.
Course Description

An introduction to philosophy which features some of the most fundamental questions raised by both ordinary persons and philosophers in their attempts to understand themselves and their world. Questions are raised about the nature of reality, the foundations of knowledge and value, the nature of persons, freedom and causality, and the relationship between faith and reason.

Course Objectives

1. Develop a basic understanding of what philosophy is, how it is done, and how it is related to other disciplines and to human life in general.

2. Develop an understanding of issues basic to several systematic areas of philosophical inquiry (as outlined in the course schedule). 

3. Develop an understanding of concepts basic to several historically important philosophers/schools of philosophical thought (as outlined in the course schedule).

Required Texts  

The abbreviations preceding each title will be used to identify the texts when reading assignments are given in the course websitee. 

1. MFP = Rene Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy (Hackett; ISBN: 978-0872201927). 
2. COP  = Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, Green tr., (Macmillan/Library of Liberal Arts; ISBN: 978-0-02-346450-8).
 

3. WTS = Melchert, Who’s to Say? A Dialogue on Relativism (Hackett;
ISBN: 978-0-87220-271-9)
 

4. PFCW = Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (InterVarsity; ISBN # 978-0-8308-2694-0)
 

5. REP = Plato, Republic, Grube tr. (Hackett; ISBN: 978-0-87220-136-1)
Readings from the required texts will be supplemented with online readings from various philosophers including Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, John Locke, Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, and William Hasker, and also with voluminous notes, written by me, intended to guide you through the readings, and sometimes into deeper reflection upon the issues raised in the readings.   These notes give more or less what you’d be getting from me in class if this were a lecture course, so I call them “lecture notes”.
Course Schedule / How This Course Works

This course is comprised of 22 lessons that fall loosely into three units:

	Unit #
	Lessons
	Central Themes

	Unit 1
	1-9
	Philosophy, Knowledge, Truth, Faith and Reason

	Unit 2
	10-16
	Ontology, The Existence and Nature of God, The Problem of Evil

	Unit 3
	17-22
	Human Nature, Ethics, and the Meaning of Life


Clicking the "Lesson n" button on your navigation bar (left side of screen) will take you to the introductory screen for that lesson.  There, the lesson’s readings will be listed, along with any content items for that lesson—things like “lecture notes” that you are to read for that lesson, a set of reading questions or a study guide, an online reading supplementing the readings from the texts, a quiz, and so on. Some lessons may have few content items, others may have many.  Either way, you must complete all readings and content items for each lesson.  
Here are some rules of thumb for working through your lessons:

1. If there’s a set of lecture notes, read it first, before launching into the set of readings given on the Intro page. 
2. If there’s a study guide or a set of reading questions, look it over—and maybe print it out—before launching into the set of readings on the Intro page.  These are intended to help you work through the readings by focusing your attention on the main points, so it’s best to have them in hand or in mind while you’re reading, not afterwards.  

3. If there’s a quiz, take it last, after you’ve completed all other content items and readings, and after you’ve thoroughly learned the material from that lesson.
4. Complete the readings in the order listed.  

5. Be an active reader—take notes, make lists of key terms and their definitions, make outlines of arguments, etc.   These will help you a great deal when it comes to writing a paper or studying for your final.  
To an extent, you may work through these units at your own pace.  However, to avoid falling catastrophically behind, you should keep to the following (very loose) schedule:

	Total weeks
	6 (approx.)

	Unit  1
	Lessons 1-9
	Wks. 1-3

	Unit  2
	Lessons 10-16
	Wks. 3-5

	Unit  3
	Lessons 17-22
	Wks. 5-6


We’ll measure weeks Mon-Sun, so that each week will end on a Sunday at 11:59 p.m.  You should sit down with your calendar right now and number the weeks for this course.  We don’t always start on a Monday, but the first week or part of a week—from the start-date to the first Sunday—will count as Week 1, so put a big “Week 1” on your calendar on the start-date, whether or not that’s a Monday.  Then skip down to the next Monday and put a big “Week 2” on that date, and so on, for all the weeks of the course in the term you’re taking it.

What happens if you fail to stay within these ranges given on the above schedule?  Nothing—at least not directly.  The schedule is meant to help you pace yourself.  It does not give hard and fast deadlines for completing work. 
However, there is a constraint imposed by the placement of the Midterm exam—you’ll want to be done with L10 before you take it.  And then you need to finish all other work before you take the Final exam.  (More on these exams, below).  But, within these constraints, you may work at your own pace.
Grades

1. Quizzes (40% of final grade).  Each lesson contains a quiz as a content item. These quizzes will test your comprehension of the material from that lesson.  All quizzes must be completed by the last day of the course, before taking the final exam.  
2. Essay Exams (60% of final grade).  There will be two essay exams—a midterm and a final.  The midterm will be taken around the mid-point of the term, and will cover Lessons 1-10.  The final will be taken on the last day of class.  Dates for each will be given in the “announcements” area for the course.  
Each exam will require you to write two essays selected from at least four prompts (so you’ll have some choice about what you write on, and can choose the topics for which you feel best prepared). 
The exams will be timed:  you will have a total of 2 hours to complete the exam (so plan on spending about an hour per essay).  
During the exam, you may use the required texts, the supplemental readings, and any notes you’ve made for yourself, to help you write your essays.  HOWEVER, you may NOT use my “lecture notes” during the exams. More on what counts as “unauthorized aid” under VU’s Honor Code is given below, and a statement specific to each type of assignment will be given within the course website.
Additional Information about grades
· Unless otherwise noted in the syllabus, grades are based on the quality of the product, not on the time and effort you invested in writing or studying. Although time and effort may be necessary for creating a quality product, they are not sufficient. 

· Here is my grading scale, showing the minimum percentage necessary for each grade: 

	A 
	94% 
	C 
	74% 

	A- 
	90% 
	C- 
	70% 

	B+ 
	87% 
	D+ 
	67% 

	B 
	84% 
	D 
	64% 

	B- 
	80% 
	D- 
	60% 

	C+ 
	77% 
	F 
	00% 


· I do not grade on a curve. Ever. For anything. 
· The only grade you have a right to know about is your own. You do not have a right to know the grades of others or any statistical data derived from the grades of others like, for instance, the class average. I may choose to reveal certain facts about the class-as-a-whole as I see fit, but you have no right to the information, so don’t ask. 
· Please do not ask me what your current grade is. You will be able to check the current state of your grade at any point in the course by going to the online grade book. I will post exam grades to the online gradebook as soon as I am able. Please do not ask about grades that haven't shown up there until at least a week (7 days) after the due date. 
Additional Course Policies and Information

The following policies (1) set forth my expectations for students in a number of key areas, (2) let students know what they can expect from me in a number of key areas, and (3) detail my procedures for dealing with certain less-than-ideal eventualities. If you feel that you cannot abide by them, you are welcome to drop the course.

Caveat about Online Learning

There are many respects in which online learning differs from learning in a traditional classroom environment. You may find these differences to your liking. If so, wonderful! I'll enjoy working with you in this medium. However, online learning is not for everyone. To be successful in an online course (or at least this online course), you need to:

1. Be self-disciplined.  I will not be “checking up on you” to make sure that you’re making adequate progress day by day and week by week.   It will be your job to know the due dates for assignments, and to pace yourself accordingly.  

2. Have very good reading comprehension.  If you are someone who has a hard time learning by reading, then this course is definitely not for you, since all of our business is conducted in written form. Don’t get me wrong:  reading philosophy can be difficult, and it is not expected that you’ll fully understand everything you read from our texts on the first go.  However, it is expected that you’ll be able to figure things out pretty well by going back and forth between the texts and my explanatory lecture notes.  So, if you know that you’re a person who struggles with extracting meaning from written texts on your own, this course probably is not for you. 

Please read the syllabus carefully, paying close attention to all policies. You should make sure that you understand the way this course is run and that you feel comfortable about it before you invest too much of your life in it. If, having read the syllabus, you decide that this online course is not for you, you'll want to contact the registrar immediately to drop it and transfer into a traditional course.

Workload

Philosophy 115 is a 3 credit course. You will be expected to do the same amount of work as students taking the course in a traditional classroom setting during a standard semester (Fall or Spring). That means you will have to devote about 130 hours to this course—upwards of 20 hours a week over the roughly six weeks of a Summer term. I realize that this may seem overwhelming. However, it is important that we maintain uniformity among our traditional and online courses with regard to the ratio of work to credit. Online courses are not meant to be any harder or any easier than traditional courses. The coursework is the same; the difference is in format, flexibility, and time-frame. Online learning is not for everyone. If you feel that a traditional classroom course would be better suited to your particular needs, please contact the Registrar to drop this course ASAP.

Communication

My primary modes of communication with the class will be via the Announcements area on the course homepage and by the course email service. Be sure to check for announcements every time you log on, and be sure that the email address listed in your “user profile” is accurate. 

Should you have a question, or should you need to contact me for any reason, email me at Aaron.Preston@valopo.edu .  Be sure to write "PHIL 115 OL" in the subject area of your email, and to sign every message with your first and last name. 

Required Texts

Required texts are just that: required. Each student must have his or her own copy of each required text.
Other thoughts

· Odd things happen in cyberspace--emails get lost, servers disconnect temporarily, and logins fail. Do not wait until the last minute to submit your work. Allow time to meet deadlines. You are responsible for submitting your work on time and in the correct way. 

· Only assignments submitted on time and in the correct way (as described in the course website) will be accepted. 
Late Assignments 

This course is designed to allow for a certain amount of flexibility concerning when and where you do your work. Deadlines are deadlines, however, and you will be expected to meet the deadlines set for submitting assignments and exams. No late assignments will be accepted, period. 

Technical Difficulties

If you should have technical difficulties of any sort, please use the Help function in Blackboard, and/or contact IT. Please do not contact me looking for technical help—I am not a "techie", and I won't know what to tell you. I am here for help with the course content. 

It is the student's responsibility to figure out how to use his/her computer system effectively in conjunction with the apparatus of the online course. Technical difficulties are not an acceptable excuse for failing to turn in work on time. You have ample time before your first deadline (the midterm exam) to get any technical difficulties straightened out. 
Things that will get you dismissed from the course and/or earn you an automatic F

1. Any behavior that undermines the aims of this course may result in an F and/or dismissal from the course. 
2. All forms of academic dishonesty (including plagiarism and cheating) are grounds for failure on the assignment in question, and may be grounds for failing and/or being dismissed from the course. As you should already know, VU operates on an “Honor Code” system according to which you must abide by the honor code pledge:

“I have neither given or received nor have I tolerated others’ use of unauthorized aid.”

Here is an attempt to specify what counts as authorized and unauthorized aid for our exams:  

1. All assignments submitted must be the work of the student whose name appears on that assignment. Having someone else do your work counts as unauthorized aid.

2. In no way may you make use of sources other than the assigned readings and supplemental materials (such as handouts) provided by the Professor. By “in no way” I mean not at all, in any context, for any purpose:  not in trying to figure out what the assigned readings say (so no Spark Notes or similar to supplement your reading of Mill, for example), not in studying for the exams, and not in writing an exam. Utilizing unauthorized resources counts as unauthorized aid. If you need help interpreting a text or preparing for an exam, consult the Professor.  

3. Even in making uses of authorized sources, students must take care to use them in appropriate ways.  Specifically, plagiarism is to be avoided.  Plagiarizing from any source counts as unauthorized aid. 

i. What is plagiarism? Plagiarism is the use of someone else’s words, ideas, or opinions without proper acknowledgment, resulting in the appearance—whether deliberate or unintentional—of trying to pass off as one’s own work what in fact has been borrowed.
ii. How do I use authorized sources so as to avoid plagiarism?
1. Direct Quotations:  Whenever you use the exact words of a speaker or writer, you must enclose those words in quotation marks and indicate the precise source of the words in a parenthetical reference with the following form: (Author’s Last Name, page number), e.g., (Mill, 4); or, in the case of readings from an anthology (Author’s Last Name, in Editor’s Last Name, page number), e.g., (Aristotle, in Guignon, 12).   This rule applies whether the quotation is two words or two paragraphs long. Furthermore, a quotation must be exact in every detail: no words may be changed, and none may be omitted that would change the meaning of the passage. An omission that would not affect the meaning is permissible, but it must be indicated by an ellipsis, three spaced dots (. . .). Furthermore, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and all such mechanical details must conform exactly to the original.

2. Other Borrowings:  A large part of the borrowed material in any paper is likely to be paraphrased or summarized rather than quoted. There are two important facts to be remembered in this connection. First, the material is still borrowed; therefore exact sources must be acknowledged in parentheses. And second, the wording of paraphrased or of summarized material must be substantially different from the original. When you put another writer’s ideas into your own words, those words must be really yours; you may not echo the vocabulary and the phrasing of your source. Similarly, whenever you use the organization that someone else has provided, whether it be a pattern which you imitated or an actual small part of your overall structure, you should indicate your source in an explanatory, parenthetical note. Parenthetical references and notes may be placed in any sensible location relative to the paraphrase, for instance, at the end of the sentence introducing the paraphrase, or at the end of the paraphrase, etc. 

3. Some Exceptions: A lot of information is generally known and is readily available in a wide variety of sources. Dates, for instance, rarely require documentation. Similarly with other facts that are uncontroversial and are obtainable in dozens of places—history books, encyclopedias, dictionaries, almanacs, and the like.  In this class, much of the material presented in lectures should be taken as belonging to this category:  i.e, it is common knowledge within the context of the course.  Consequently, there is no need to cite me as the source of any lecture-based information that you might use in your essays (e.g., no “(Preston, class lecture)”).  

And here’s what counts as tolerating others’ use of unauthorized aid:  If you are conscious of anyone’s use of unauthorized aid, or anything that indicates that a fellow student might be making use of unauthorized aid, and fail to report it to the appropriate authorities (the Professor, the Honor Council), then you have tolerated others’ use of unauthorized aid. 
