
Course syllabus

Course title Philosophy of science: an overview for cognitive science

Instructor(s) Witold M. Hensel, Ph.D.

Contact details w.hensel@uw.edu.pl

Affiliation Faculty of Philosophy, University of Warsaw

Course format seminar

Number of hours 30 hours

Number of ECTS credits 3 ECTS credits

24 hours: time spent in class
32 hours: preparation for classes (including obligatory reading
assignment)
34 hours: preparation for in-class presentations and a short paper at the
end of the semester

Brief course description
The course provides an introduction to the philosophy of science
understood as an examination of the most basic concepts and principles
at work in scientific inquiry. The philosophical problems that are going to
be discussed as part of the course include such questions as: What are the
aims of science and how we can establish whether they are being
accomplished? What epistemic values guide the scientific process? What
is the scientific method and what are its limitations? What is the structure
of scientific theory? What counts as a scientific explanation of a
phenomenon? How do all these accounts and concepts apply to
contemporary cognitive science?

Full course description The course provides a basic introduction to the main philosophical
questions concerning scientific knowledge and methodology. It surveys a
variety of positions on standard issues in the philosophy of science,
centered around the following themes:
1. The aims of science and the role of epistemic values

Although scientific research is commonly described as a goal-directed
activity, it is less clear what the basic aims of scientific inquiry are or
how these aims should be ranked. This has methodological
consequences because scientific results and research programs are
assessed in terms of epistemic virtues that are defined as conducive
to the attainment of specific aims. We are going to survey the basic
aims of science proposed in the literature, such as truth, explanation,



accuracy and prediction, and look at how they inform scientific
practice.

2. Scientific method
Science is often defined by appeal to its method but it is controversial
what this methods is and, indeed, whether it even exists. We are
going to look at various reconstructions of the scientific method, and
their relative merits and shortcomings.

3. The structure of scientific theory
Scientific results form a hierarchically organized system. We are going
to look at the logical structure of this system and try to articulate
various relations holding between its components. We will also
discuss how proposed reconstructions of the structure of scientific
theory reflect views on the aims science and scientific method.

4. The nature of scientific explanation
Explanation is often depicted as a prominent aim of scientific
investigation but there is no agreed-upon model of explanation. We
are going to look at some proposals in this connection, esp. ones
applicable to cognitive science or informed by it.

5. Philosophical perspectives on cognitive science
What does cognitive science look like when observed through the
lenses provided by philosophy of science? Is it experiencing a
replicability and generalizability crisis that can be overcome by
modifying certain research practices? Or perhaps things are exactly as
they should be… How can we tell?

Learning outcomes
● Make use accurately of the terminology specific to philosophy of

science (K_W08, K_U07)
● Identify philosophical issues about methods of science, including

cognitive science (K_W01)
● Discuss orally and in writing central issues, concepts and arguments in

philosophy of science (K_U01, K_U07)
● Recognize the philosophical issues specific to cognitive science and be

able to evaluate the strengths and weakness of typical answers given
to them (K_W01, K_U01

● Apply to the achievements in cognitive science the terminology and
concepts of philosophy of science (K_W07, K_W08, K_U01)

● Evaluate the relevance of some arguments in philosophy of science
(K_U01, K_U07)

● Compare and contrast alternative theories or approaches to scientific
method and explanation (K_U01, K_U07)

● Understand moral responsibilities of a scientist (K_W10, K_W11,
K_K02, K_K05, K_K06)

Learning activities
and teaching methods Group discussions: Students are expected to interact with instructor and

classmates, elaborating on topics connected to the problems discussed in
the obligatory reading.



In-class presentation: At the start of the semester, students are expected
to sign up for a 45-minute presentation, which depending on the number
of students in the group, may be broken down into two or three shorter
presentations.

Short paper: a commentary (main body of up to 1000 words) on a
selected paper.
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Assessment methods
and criteria

In-class participation (weighted 30%)
Short paper (weighted 30%)
In-class presentation (weighted 40%)

Grading
The minimum passing grade is 60%.
60% - 3 (sufficient)
68% - 3,5 (satisfactory)
74% - 4 (good)
82% - 4,5 (better than good)
90% - 5 (very good)
95% - 5! (excellent)

Attendance rules
Students may have two unexcused absences. If one or two additional
excused absences occur, extra work may be done as a make-up. Failure to
complete said work or more than two unexcused absences will result in
failure to complete the class.

Absence does not exempt a student from the work required for
satisfactory completion of the course. Merely attending class does not
constitute participation. To participate is to arrive at class punctually and
to regularly contribute to collegiate discussion. Students’ participation in
class will be closely monitored throughout the semester.

Prerequisites Basic knowledge of methodology of empirical or social sciences is
required.

Academic honesty Students must respect the principles of academic integrity. Cheating and
plagiarism (including copying work from other students, internet or other
sources) are serious violations that are punishable and instructors are
required to report all cases to the administration.

Remarks The reading assignments are subject to changes reflecting the interests of
the students. These changes, if made, are going to be proposed by the
instructor or the students and discussed in class.
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