Philosophy 104

Introduction to Philosophy

Professor Stephen Stich 

Attendance Policy

My colleague, Professor Larry Temkin, distributes the following statement to the students in his course on Current Moral and Social Issues.

Most teachers CLAIM they care about attendance, but their actions belie their claims.  Unfortunately, one result of this is that most students learn over the years that attendance is basically “optional” with the result that attendance at Rutgers is generally atrocious.  This is a deplorable situation that is exceedingly difficult for any one professor to effectively combat.  Unfortunately, the casualty of this situation is a high quality meaningful education, and the principle victims of this pattern of behavior are Rutgers undergraduates – you and your peers.  The less you attend classes, and prepare for those classes, the less you learn.  Moreover, in general the less you learn the lower the quality of classroom contributions, which harms all the other students in the class – not just you. 

I agree wholeheartedly with Professor Temkin’s statement.  Moreover, in this class attendance is important for yet another reason.  Though most of the reading assignments in the course are brief, many of them are very hard.  Some were written long ago in an unfamiliar idiom, and most invoke unfamiliar terms and concepts.  One of the main functions of both the lectures and the discussion sections is to explain these unfamiliar terms and concepts and to interpret the difficult arguments that the philosophers we will be reading offer for their conclusions.  The lecture outlines, which will be posted on the website, are designed to help students take notes and follow the lectures.  They are not a substitute for attending class. 

Philosophy, like riding a bicycle or speaking a foreign language, is best learned by doing it.  The discussion sections are your opportunity to participate actively in thinking and arguing about philosophical questions.  For this reason, attendance is required in the discussion sections.  You should plan not only to attend but also to contribute to the debates that will take place.  (If in the past you’ve been somewhat shy about talking in class, this is a low-stakes chance to practice and develop self-confidence before you have to speak up during job interviews or other high-stakes occasions.)

What happens when you miss a discussion section class?  

You may miss two discussion section classes without penalty.  (You may think of these as two “free passes,” but you should not use these frivolously since you may need them.)  For each additional class you miss, one point will be deducted from your final grade on the 40 to 0 scale used in this course.  If you have a legitimate excuse (e.g., a documented medical excuse or family emergency or a religious holiday) for more than two absences, absences over two will be excused.  However, you are expected to use your free passes for the first two absences for which you have a medical or similar excuse.  So, for example, if you are ill four times and have no other absences, no points will be deducted for attendance; but if you are ill twice and miss two other classes without a legitimate excuse, 2 points will be deducted.  

What happens if you miss a lecture?  

Starting on September 19, two multiple-choice I>Clicker quiz questions will be asked in each lecture.  If you miss a lecture on or after September 19, you will get a grade of zero for each of the two quiz questions in that lecture.  The grading system for the I>Clicker quizzes enables you to miss four lectures with no penalty.  (For details, see Information on I>Clicker Quizzes on class website.)  So you will have four “free passes” that will enable you to miss four lectures with no penalty.  If you have a legitimate excuse (e.g., a documented medical excuse or family emergency or a religious holiday) for missing more than four lectures, your cumulative I>Clicker quiz grade will be adjusted to excuse absences over four.  But you should not miss lectures for frivolous reasons, since absences due to illness, etc., will not be excused until you have more than four of them.  If, for example, you are absent 6 times because of illness, two of these absences will be excused.  However, if you are absent 4 times because of illness and have two unexcused absences, none of your absences will be excused.       
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