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STUDY SUMMARY 

PHILOSOPHY 2008–2013
Please Note: This study summary comprises excerpts from the VCE Philosophy Study Design. The summary is not a substitute for the VCE Study Design. Users are advised to consult the VCAA website (http://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/vce/studies/philosophy/philosophyindex.html) to view the full accredited Study Design and other resources. 
Rationale

Philosophy provides students with the opportunity to read and understand some of the powerful ideas that have shaped our culture. This course introduces students to methods of philosophical argument and analysis, and their application to contemporary issues. The study also focuses on philosophers and philosophical ideas at different stages in history. 

Philosophy grapples with some of the most profound questions, such as: What is the nature of reality? Is it possible to attain absolute certainty about anything? Are right and wrong simply matters of culture? Is it rational to have religious beliefs? 

Doing philosophy is about developing the ability to clarify concepts, analyse problems and construct reasonable, coherent arguments. Philosophy is intellectually challenging. The learning established in the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) in the domains of the Humanities and Thinking Processes provides a strong foundation for VCE Philosophy.

Importantly, philosophy demands independent thinking, and develops independent reasoning skills which are highly transferable. Studies in philosophy complement courses across the VCE, interrogating underlying premises and connections between related fields. The key knowledge and skills fostered by philosophy also provide excellent preparation for any future career, whether in science or law, business or the arts. Experts in any field will inevitably confront philosophical questions. 

VCE Philosophy is a challenging and stimulating study which nurtures curiosity, problem-solving skills, open-mindedness and intellectual rigour, and equips students with the rational discernment to analyse and contribute to a range of twenty-first century debates.
Structure
The study is made up of four units:

Unit 1: Existence, knowledge and reasoning
Unit 2: Ethics and philosophical investigation
Unit 3: The good life
Unit 4: Mind, science and knowledge
Each unit contains between two and four areas of study.
Entry
There are no prerequisites for entry to Units 1, 2 and 3. Students must undertake Unit 3 prior to undertaking Unit 4. Units 1 to 4 are designed to a standard equivalent to the final two years of secondary education. 
Unit 1: Existence, knowledge and reasoning
What is the nature of reality? How can we achieve certain knowledge? These are some of the questions which have challenged humans for millennia and underpin ongoing endeavours in areas as diverse as science, justice and the arts. This unit engages students with fundamental philosophical problems through active, guided investigation, and critical discussion of two key areas of philosophy: epistemology and metaphysics. The emphasis is on philosophical inquiry – ‘doing philosophy’ – and hence the study and practice of the distinctive nature of philosophical thinking, including techniques of logic, are central to this unit. As students learn to think philosophically, appropriate examples of philosophical viewpoints and arguments, both contemporary and historical, should be used to support, stimulate and enhance their thinking about central concepts and problems. Students investigate relevant debates in applied epistemology and metaphysics, and consider whether the philosophical bases of these debates continue to have relevance in contemporary society and our everyday lives. 
Unit 2: Ethics and philosophical investigation
This unit engages students in philosophical investigation and critical discussion of two key areas of philosophy, developing their abilities to analyse the reasoning of others and to formulate logical responses to philosophical questions. Students apply philosophical methods as they analyse problems, develop independent ideas, and explain and defend their views in philosophical exchanges with others, evaluating viewpoints and arguments. Students also apply their skills of reasoning to philosophical analysis of contemporary debates.

Students explore basic principles of morality, assessing ethical arguments according to standards of logic and consistency, and uncovering the assumptions about values which underpin ethical viewpoints. There is broad scope to apply philosophical methods to everyday, personal ethical dilemmas as well as to issues debated in the media, including the most significant challenges faced by contemporary societies.

The second area of study focuses on another significant topic in philosophy, to be chosen from Aesthetics, Philosophy of religion, Political philosophy or Other traditions of thought.

Unit 3: The good life

This unit considers the perennial question of what it is for a human to live well. What is the nature of happiness? What is the role of pleasure in the good life? What does the good life have to do with being morally decent to other people? The areas of study cover two different periods in which questions such as these have been at the forefront of discussion. Texts by both ancient and modern philosophers have had a significant impact on contemporary western ideas about the good life. Students critically compare the viewpoints and arguments in set texts from both these periods to their own views on how we should live, to contemporary experience, and to ideas about the good life presented in a range of other sources. 
Unit 4: Mind, science and knowledge
This unit explores two areas of contemporary philosophical debate and their historical development. It involves the study and evaluation of viewpoints and arguments in these debates that occur in the set texts, and the relationship between the contemporary and historical arguments. The first area of study looks at a topic from metaphysics: What is the mind? The second considers a topic from epistemology: Does science provide us with knowledge? Since it is by using our minds as well as our senses that we are capable of acquiring knowledge, and since philosophy suggests that what we can know will influence what we think the mind is, these two questions are interrelated.

Assessment

Satisfactory Completion

The award of satisfactory completion for a unit is based on a decision that the student has demonstrated achievement of the set of outcomes specified for the unit. This decision will be based on the teacher’s assessment of the student’s performance on assessment tasks designated for the unit. 
Levels of Achievement

Units 1 and 2

Procedures for the assessment of levels of achievement in Units 1 and 2 are a matter for school decision. 
Units 3 and 4

The Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority will supervise the assessment of all students undertaking Units 3 and 4. In the study of VCE Philosophy students’ level of achievement will be determined by School-assessed Coursework and an end-of-year examination.
Percentage contributions to the study score in VCE Philosophy are as follows: 
• Unit 3 School-assessed Coursework: 25 per cent

• Unit 4 School-assessed Coursework: 25 per cent

• End-of-year examination: 50 per cent.
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