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Course Overview 
Philosophy: Questions and Theories 

Prerequisite:   
Course Developers: Joel Gottlieb, Joe Levin, 2008 

Course Description 
This course addresses three (or more) of the main areas of philosophy: metaphysics, logic, 
epistemology, ethics, social and political philosophy, and aesthetics. Students will learn critical-
thinking skills, the main ideas expressed by philosophers from a variety of the world’s traditions, 
how to develop and explain their own philosophical ideas, and how to apply those ideas to 
contemporary social issues and personal experiences. The course will also help students refine 
skills used in researching and investigating topics in philosophy. 
 
Ministry Document 
The Ontario Curriculum Grade 12 
Social Sciences and Humanities 

Units:  Titles and Time 
Unit 1 Introduction to Philosophy 10 hours 
Unit 2 Metaphysics 30 hours 
Unit 3 Ethics 25 hours 
Unit 4 Epistemology 30 hours 
Unit 5 Culminating Activity 15 hours 

 
 
Unit Overviews  

Unit 1: Introduction to Philosophy 
Unit Description 
This unit introduces some of the basic concepts necessary to understanding philosophy.  It begins 
with investigations of terms such as truth, human nature.  Students will begin to get comfortable 
with ‘thinking about thinking’, through class discussions, assignment, and presentations. 
 
 
Activity Focus 

1. Plato’s Cave - Definitions of philosophy, introduction to 
critical reading in philosophy 

2. Critical 
Thinking 

- The Socratic Method, Language and 
Philosophy 

3. Intro to 
History of 
Philosophy; 
Intro to Human 
Nature 

Assessment 
 

Knowledge/Understanding 
Thinking/Inquiry 
Communication 

Application - Plato, Hobbes, Descartes, Essentialism, 
Existentialism 

 
 
 
 
 



Unit 2: Metaphysics 
Unit Description 
In this unit, students explore the main questions, concepts, and theories of metaphysics. 
Metaphysics is generally concerned with defining the ultimate constituents of reality and how we 
perceive them.  Beyond an examination of the basic concepts of metaphysics, an investigation 
into historical approaches to metaphysical questions is essential.  Throughout this unit, students 
evaluate classic texts, philosophers, and schools of philosophy to formulate their own opinions 
and to demonstrate the applicability of metaphysical thought to everyday life. 
 
Activity Focus 

1. What is 
Reality? 

- Idealism, Realism and the Forms, Materialism, 
Monism, Taoism, Quantum Mechanics, 
Ontology 

2. What is the 
self? 

- Theories of the Self, Self Knowledge, Self 
Deception 

3. What is a 
Person? 

Assessment 
 

Knowledge/Understanding 
Thinking/Inquiry 
Communication 

Application 
 
 

- Personal Identity, Mind/Body Problem, 
Artificial Intelligence, Humans and Animals 

4. A Meaning 
for Existence? 

 - Supreme Being: Theological Explanations, 
Atheism, Freedom and Determinism, The 
Meaning of Life 

 
 
Unit 3: Ethics 

Unit Description 
Students uncover the main questions, concepts, and theories of ethics. Students debate questions, 
such as what are good and evil? What is virtue? And what is the good life? Various methods of 
determining right from wrong are explored. Moral relativism and moral scepticism are also 
analysed. Students use critical-thinking skills to explore and evaluate a variety of ethical 
questions and moral problems and read primary source material by major philosophers. 
Connections are made between the ethical theories and dilemmas in everyday life. Students 
analyse and apply philosophical theories to create and defend their own ideas about ethical issues.  
At the close of the unit, students will research ethical theories and apply them to contemporary 
moral issues.  
 
Activity Focus 

1. Introduction 
to Ethics 

-Ethics vs. Metaethics 
- Morality vs. Legality 

2. Normativity -Religious approaches to ethics 
-Utilitarianism, Kantian Ethics, Hedonism, Stoicism, 
Existentialism, Egoism 
- Postmodernism: Intellectual History of, Definition 

3. Applied 
Ethics 

Assessment 
 

Knowledge/Understanding 
Thinking/Inquiry 
Communication 

Application 

- Class presentations: Normative Theories and 
Contemporary Moral Issues 

 
 
 
 
Unit 4: Epistemology 
 



Unit Description 
Epistemology is concerned with the origin, nature, and limits of knowledge. In this unit, students 
explore the main questions, concepts, and theories of epistemology, as well as evaluate the 
responses of philosophers and schools of philosophy to the major issues in this area. Students 
formulate and defend their ideas concerning epistemology and demonstrate the applicability of 
epistemological theories to everyday life and other subject areas. Thematic questions include: Is it 
possible to know anything with certainty? How can we differentiate between the concepts of 
knowledge, wisdom, belief, and ideology? What does it mean for something to be true? Are 
emotions and thoughts fundamentally different things? What is the nature of the human mind? Is 
artificial intelligence possible? Can machines and animals think? How do language, society, and 
technology affect our ability to know? Beyond an examination of these preliminary 
epistemological concerns, students investigate the empiricist/rationalist debate from its ancient 
incarnation with Plato and Aristotle through Descartes and Locke to the scepticism of Hume and 
the transcendental idealism of Kant. Differences in Eastern and Western approaches are explored, 
along with the relevance of epistemology to the artificial intelligence project. 
 

Activity Focus 
1. Introduction - Defining epistemology and evaluating its 

relevance to everyday life 
2. Epistemology 
Theories  

- Rationalism, Empiricism, and the Kantian 
Revolution 

3. Epistemology 
and Society 

Assessment 
 

Knowledge/Understan
ding 

Thinking/Inquiry 
Communication 

Application 
- Truth claims, language games, social 

conditioning, and the impediments to 
knowledge 

 

Teaching/Learning Strategies 
Teachers will adapt teaching/learning strategies throughout this course to suit students’ needs. 
Although the expectations for the three strands are listed separately in the policy document, 
instructional strategies encompass all of the strands in a holistic way.  
 
This course provides students the opportunity to explore, analyze, and reflect on politics through 
diverse teaching and learning strategies.  Critical thinking skills such as formulating a thesis, 
identifying a bias and viewpoint, debating, analyzing primary sources and problem solving are a 
focus of many activities.   

 
Teaching/Learning Strategies Used 

Independent group work, lecture, class debates, independent work, student/teacher conferences, 
film and documentary analysis, independent reading, tutorial style critical analysis, primary 
source analysis, oral presentations, newspaper analysis, brainstorming and mind mapping, peer 
editing, written reports, reading quizzes and questionnaires  
 

Assessment & Evaluation of Student Achievement 
 
The assessment/evaluation in this course is divided into the four categories of the Achievement 
Chart. The Knowledge category embraces what students know, the facts and information 
contained in the course.  The Application category includes assessments of the students’ 
application of their knowledge, particularly as demonstrated through essays and debates. The 



Thinking/Inquiry category is used to gather assessments that demonstrate the students’ abilities to 
think and analyse what it is they have learned. Finally, the Communication category comprises 
assessments of how well the students communicate orally, in group presentations and in writing.  
 
Teachers must assess Learning Skills separately on the report card.  Learning Skills (Homework 
Completion, Independent Work, Team Work, and Initiative) play a critical role in the 
achievement of curriculum expectations.  It is the school’s expectation that all assignments be 
submitted on time.   
 
 
Overall evaluation of the course is divided as follows:  
 
Term Work  - 70%  
Culminating Performance Task  -  30%.  
 
The weighting of the Achievement Chart categories in this course is evenly divided 
across all four categories at 25% each: 
 

• Knowledge/Understanding 
• Application 
• Communication 
• Thinking/Inquiry 

Culminating Performance Task – 30% 
Students will be creating a philosophical system.  Each system must address three areas of 
traditional philosophy – metaphysics, ethics, and one other area of your choice from the textbook.  
Students will have the option either to develop an original “off the grid” philosophy or they can 
“mix and match” from different philosophies that we have discussed this year.   
 

Culminating 
Performance 

Task 

Knowledge/ 
Understanding 

Thinking/ 
Inquiry 

Communication Application Per Cent 
Value 

Questions that 
the System Will 
Address   

 

 
 

 
10% 

Research 
  

 

  
10% 

 

Answers to the 
Questions   

         

             
 

50% 

Comparative 
Philosophy:  
How does my 
system 
compare? 

  

 

 

 
        10% 



Presentation 
  

 

  

 
20% 

 
 
 
 
Textbook 
 
Paquette, Paul et al. Philosophy: Questions and Theories McGraw-Hill Ryerson Ltd. Toronto, 2003. 
 


