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Rationale 

The Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course encourages students to view the world around them in a 

critical way that allows them to develop the skills to question beliefs and expectations in a constantly 

changing world. Students think authentically about the world around them and their place in the 

world. They explore philosophical questions such as what it means to be a person, how we know 

what’s real, and what makes something right or wrong. 

In the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course, students learn to map arguments, and they investigate 

more complex arguments and how they are constructed. Concepts such as the scientific method, 

social identity and the relationship between religion and science are discussed and expanded on 

across the units. Students participate in communities of inquiry to discuss and consider the 

importance of values in society, justice, liberty and moral obligation. 

In the course, students develop and improve on their critical reasoning and thinking skills to 

recognise different arguments through the evaluation of evidence and to express their ideas and 

arguments articulately and considerately. They investigate the elements that influence how they and 

others think and live, such as culture, relationships and identity. Developing these skills helps 

students become confident, engaged and open-minded members of society. 

The knowledge and skills acquired create informed and active members of society who can 

understand issues and make ethical, responsible decisions. The philosophical skills encourage them 

to ask open questions and listen to the answers, while understanding that people have different 

perspectives. 

Philosophical skills encourage students to embrace lifelong learning and be curious, active and 

reflective members of society. They are also valuable in many fields of study such as literature, law, 

arts, politics and psychology. Skills such as ethical decision-making and communication are also 

transferable across many career pathways, including emerging technologies, education, public 

service, journalism and public education. 

Aims 

The Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course aims to develop students’: 

• ability to use critical reasoning and philosophical methods to recognise, analyse, and evaluate 

arguments 

• capacity to understand and explore different viewpoints on complex concepts 

• skills in referring to relevant positions in the philosophical tradition when discussing the 

influence of philosophical ideas on contemporary culture and human affairs 

• ability to construct convincing arguments that use good reasons and examples, of the 

philosophical and everyday kind, to support a position. 
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Organisation 

This course is organised into a Year 11 syllabus and a Year 12 syllabus. The cognitive complexity of 

the syllabus content increases from Year 11 to Year 12. 

Structure of the syllabus 

The Year 12 syllabus is divided into two units which are delivered as a pair. The notional time for the 

pair of units is 110 class contact hours. 

Unit 3 – Reason and society 

Students examine the mapping of arguments; humanism, religion and values; individualism and 

social identity; the ideals of a good society; and the ideals of politics and government. 

Unit 4 – Reason and meaning 

Students examine complex arguments; a number of higher-order systems of inquiry; ways of 

understanding the relationship between religion and science; and ethical issues of life and death. 

Each unit includes: 

• a unit description – a short description of the focus of the unit 

• unit content – the content to be taught and learned. 

Organisation of content 

The Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course develops student learning through three content areas: 

• How do we know? 

• What is real? 

• How do we live? 

Representation of the General Capabilities  

The General Capabilities encompass the knowledge, skills, behaviours and dispositions that will 

support students to live and work successfully now and into the future. They are not assessed unless 

identified within the specified unit content. Teachers should find opportunities to incorporate the 

following General Capabilities into the teaching and learning program for the Philosophy and Ethics 

ATAR course.  

Critical and creative thinking 

Students are presented with conceptual problems and are challenged to progress their own thinking 

and understanding (and that of their peers) using the Socratic method. This involves the four 

elements of Inquiring, Generating, Analysing, and Reflecting in dialogue through question and 

answer. Dialogue is the central platform for philosophical and ethical exchange, where students have 

licence to be critical of each other’s ideas providing their critiques are sustainable, civil, and can 

augment collaborative understanding of a topic. 
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Ethical understanding 

Ethical issues arise across all areas of public and private life.  Conceptual dilemmas, hypothetical 

thought experiments, and real-life scenarios all set a context for discussion within the course. 

Students develop their ability to respond to ethical issues, and to do so with an increasingly 

sophisticated understanding of ethical concepts and perspectives through the study of contemporary 

ethical and moral theories, such as utilitarianism and deontology. Students consider, obligations to 

society and the human world in general, including future generations. They analyse and evaluate a 

range of ethical decision-making models, structures of justice and fairness, systems of government, 

social contract theories, and secular and religious world views. They are challenged to apply 

particular moral and ethical theories to real-life situations and to evaluate their potential merit and 

relevance. 

Intercultural understanding 

Although intercultural understanding focuses primarily on the development of skills, behaviours and 

dispositions, it also draws on students’ growing knowledge, understanding and critical awareness of 

their own and others’ cultural perspectives and practices derived from learning area content. In the 

Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course, students explore the idea of social responsibility and understand 

that different cultures have different moral points of view. As they reflect on this diversity, especially 

in the subtle nuances of philosophical terms from different linguistic and cultural contexts, students 

engage with viewpoints other than their own and navigate their way toward an intercultural 

understanding of concepts that resonate across human societies. 

Literacy 

In the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course, students broaden their understanding and skills in Literacy 

through the systematic analysis and evaluation of arguments, with specific reference to their 

persuasive power or cogency. The complexity of critical reasoning increases across the course, and 

through an increasing awareness of the elements of reasoning, students strengthen their capacity for 

rationality in interpretation and judgement and learn to apply this to the construction of their own 

arguments. Additionally, the development of writing literacy builds on skills in verbal literacy 

developed in structured, philosophical dialogue in the classroom. 

Personal and social capability 

The course invites the focus of any inquiry to be directed by student voice through their own 

generated questions, reflecting their interest and curiosity within a safe and social classroom 

environment. This requires students to develop the ability to regulate their thoughts, emotions and 

behaviours. In this way, philosophical thinking and inquiry cultivates self and social awareness and 

management, which are central elements of the capability. The Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course 

prepares students to participate collaboratively with tolerance and respect to their peers in 

conceptual problem-solving in a given field, and gives them the confidence to engage with civic 

matters and the expectations of civil society. 
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Addressing the other General Capabilities 

Although the following General Capabilities have not been identified as a focus in the Philosophy and 

Ethics ATAR Year 12 syllabus, teachers may find opportunities to incorporate them into the teaching 

and learning program. 

• Digital literacy 

• Numeracy 

Such opportunities may occur through the application of different contexts, pedagogical practices 

and/or assessment strategies that relate to the syllabus as part of the teaching and learning program. 

Summary representation of the General Capabilities in the Philosophy and 

Ethics ATAR course 

The unit content and assessment types for this course provide students with the opportunity to 

develop the General Capabilities summarised in the table below. 

Year Course Course 

type 

General Capabilities 

CCT DL EU IU L N PSC 

Year 11 Philosophy and Ethics (AEPAE) ATAR ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ 

Year 12 Philosophy and Ethics (ATPAE) ATAR ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ 

Key 

CCT: Critical and creative thinking, DL: Digital literacy, EU: Ethical understanding, IU: Intercultural 

understanding, L: Literacy, N: Numeracy, PSC: Personal and social capability 

Representation of the Cross-curriculum Priorities 

The Cross-curriculum Priorities address the contemporary issues which students face in a globalised 

world. Teachers may find opportunities to incorporate them into the teaching and learning program 

for the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course. The Cross-curriculum Priorities are not assessed unless 

they are identified within the specified unit content. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures 

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander priority provides opportunities for all learners to deepen 

their knowledge of Australia by engaging with the world’s oldest continuous living cultures. 

Discussions in the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course that will naturally lead into Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander history, culture and contemporary perspectives may typically include concepts 

of: justice, fairness, liberty, equality, rights and tolerance; ideas of social identity and of common 

good; moral concepts in different cultures; ideas about social responsibility and obligations to the 

individual, society, citizenship and civic involvement; and ethical issues of life and death. 
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Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia 

An understanding of Asia underpins the capacity of Australian students to be active and informed 

citizens working together to build harmonious local, regional and global communities, and build 

Australia’s social, intellectual and creative capital. It also builds understanding of the diversity of 

cultures and peoples living in Australia, fosters social inclusion and cohesion and is vital to the 

prosperity of Australia. There are many opportunities for students to consider Asian perspectives 

within the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course. 

Sustainability 

Sustainability education is futures-oriented, focusing on protecting environments and creating a 

more ecologically and socially just world through informed action. Actions that support more 

sustainable patterns of living require consideration of environmental, social, cultural and economic 

systems and their interdependence. The Philosophy and Ethics ATAR course includes obligations to 

the human and the non-human world, social planning, and public goods.  
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Unit 3 – Reason and society 

Unit description 

This unit enables students to examine the mapping of arguments; humanism, religion and values; 

individualism and social identity; the ideals of a good society; and the ideals of politics and 

government. 

Unit content 

This unit includes the knowledge, understandings and skills described below. This is the examinable 

content. 

How do we know? 

Critical reasoning 

• numbering propositions, bracketing premises, circling inference indicators and underlining 

conclusions in arguments written in natural language 

• mapping simple arguments in diagram form – single inferential moves that are either a serial, 

convergent, divergent or linked inference 

• evaluating simple arguments – premise acceptability, inferential strength and cogency 

• exploring more informal fallacies, including appeal to adverse consequences, false dichotomy, 

begging the question, ad populum and straw man argument 

• identifying weasel words – intentionally ambiguous words, phrases or statements which 

demonstrate vagueness, ambiguity or euphemism 

Methods of inquiry 

• the scientific method, including falsification, the role of thought-experiment, deduction, 

induction and the problem of induction 

• the method of sceptical doubt in philosophical inquiry 

• the concept of phenomenology – reflection on the structure and meaning of conscious 

experience 

Imagination and interpretation 

• the idea of a good society 

• the concepts of utopia and dystopia in works of imagination 

Analysing, clarifying and evaluating concepts 

• the concepts of justice, fairness, liberty, equality, rights and tolerance 

• criteria for a good society 

• the idea of the common good, and of public good  
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What is real? 

Scientific world view 

• various relationships between science and society, including the assumption that the scientific 

method is the dominant paradigm for knowing and understanding reality 

• the applicability of scientific studies for understanding human beings and their societies 

Conceptions of ultimate reality 

• the concepts of humanism, secular society, religion and ultimate values 

Persons 

• the ideas of social identity and social membership 

• the relationship between social conformity and the idea of individualism 

• the concept of marginalisation 

How should we live? 

Governance 

• the idea of a social contract and its forms 

• the concept of liberal democracy and its forms 

• the concepts of socialism, liberalism and libertarianism 

• the values of liberal democracy 

• the concepts of social policy, social planning and public goods 

Communities and cultures 

• the idea that different cultures have different moral points of view 

Self and others 

• moral theories in ethical decision making, including utilitarianism and deontology 

• the idea of social responsibility 

• obligations to those in my society and to those outside my society 

• obligations to the human world, including future generations 

• obligations to the non-human world, including environmental ethics and animal rights 
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Unit 4 – Reason and meaning 

Unit description 

This unit enables students to examine complex arguments; a number of higher-order systems of 

inquiry; ways of understanding the relationship between religion and science; and ethical issues of 

life and death. 

Unit content 

This unit includes the knowledge, understandings and skills described below. This is the examinable 

content. 

How do we know? 

Critical reasoning 

• mapping complex arguments in diagram form: 3–5 premises; 2–3 inferential moves; a 

combination of serial, linked and/or convergent and divergent inferences written in natural 

language 

• evaluating complex arguments – premise acceptability, inferential strength and cogency 

• identifying, combining and rewriting difficult propositions in arguments commensurate to their 

function as premises and conclusions 

• the role of complex sentences, conditionals and connectives in argument – if/then; and; but; or 

• exploring more fallacies, including the definist fallacy, post hoc ergo propter hoc, non sequitur, 

slippery slope fallacy and confusion of correlation and causation 

• distinguishing between analytic and synthetic statements 

Methods of inquiry 

• theories of knowledge, including empiricism, rationalism, and intuitionism 

• types of inquiry: existentialism 

Imagination and interpretation 

• religion as an interpretation of religious and mystical experiences 

• the comparison between  religious experience and scientific ‘experience’ 

• the possibility of misinterpretation with regard to religion and scientific methodologies 

Analysing, clarifying and evaluating concepts 

• the concept of theism 

• ideas of the divine 

• the concepts of naturalism, materialism, atheism and agnosticism  
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What is real? 

Scientific world view 

• the relationship between evolution and religion 

• Darwin’s theory of evolution as an example of scientific theorising 

Conceptions of ultimate reality 

• religious and non-religious ideas of the meaning of life 

• ideas of death and the meaning of life 

• theism and the problem of evil 

Persons 

• the ideas of faith, belief, knowledge, reason and meaning, and their interrelationships 

• the concept of authenticity 

How should we live? 

Governance 

• the concepts of citizenship, civic involvement, the public sphere and meaningful lives 

Communities and cultures 

• the absolutist claim that moral standards, values and rules apply in all cultures 

• the relativist claim that moral standards, values and rules are right for one culture, but not 

another 

Self and others 

• ethical issues of life and death – murder, manslaughter, killing in war, abortion, euthanasia, 

capital punishment and the killing of animals  
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School-based assessment 

The Western Australian Certificate of Education (WACE) Manual contains essential information on 

principles, policies and procedures for school-based assessment that needs to be read in conjunction 

with this syllabus. 

Teachers design school-based assessment tasks to meet the needs of students. The table below 

provides details of the assessment types for the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR Year 12 syllabus and the 

weighting for each assessment type. 

Assessment table – Year 12 

Type of assessment Weighting 

Critical reasoning 

Typically these are short answer questions which require students to demonstrate skills 

in critical reasoning and methods of inquiry. All questions, items, example arguments 

and instructions are written in natural language. 

20% 

Philosophical analysis and evaluation 

Typically these are extended answers which require students to summarise, clarify, and 

critically evaluate the cogency of arguments put forward in dialogues and texts. This 

typically involves making judgements about inferential strength, the acceptability of 

premises and relevance of examples used to support claims. Two types of philosophical 

analysis and evaluation of arguments are used in this course. Tasks are based on either 

• a Community of Inquiry dialogue between two contributors 

OR 

• an article/extract dealing with any combination of ethical, epistemological and/or 

metaphysical topics/themes or issues. 

20% 

Construction of argument 

Typically this is an extended writing format, such as an essay, which requires students 

to: define terms and concepts, put forward a premise or thesis, employ examples and 

counter-examples, justify the development of the argument, avoid contradiction, 

synthesise contrary claims and establish a conclusion that follows from the premise and 

the examples. This process uses/applies the elements of arguments developed in critical 

reasoning and philosophical analysis and evaluation. 

20% 

Examination 

Typically conducted at the end of each semester and/or unit and reflecting the 

examination design brief for this syllabus. 

40% 

Teachers are required to use the assessment table to develop an assessment outline for the pair of 

units. 

The assessment outline must: 

• include a set of assessment tasks 

• include a general description of each task 

• indicate the unit content to be assessed 

• indicate a weighting for each task and each assessment type 

• include the approximate timing of each task (for example, the week the task is conducted, or the 

issue and submission dates for an extended task). 
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In the assessment outline for the pair of units, each assessment type must be included at least once 

over the year/pair of units. 

The set of assessment tasks must provide a representative sampling of the content for Unit 3 and 

Unit 4. 

Assessment tasks not administered under test/controlled conditions require appropriate 

validation/authentication processes. 

Grading 

Schools report student achievement in terms of the following grades: 

Grade Interpretation 

A Excellent achievement 

B High achievement 

C Satisfactory achievement 

D Limited achievement 

E Very low achievement 

The teacher prepares a ranked list and assigns the student a grade for the pair of units. The grade is 

based on the student’s overall performance as judged by reference to a set of pre-determined 

standards. These standards are defined by grade descriptions and annotated work samples. The 

grade descriptions for the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR Year 12 syllabus are provided in Appendix 1. 

They can also be accessed, together with annotated work samples, through the Guide to Grades link 

on the course page of the Authority website at www.scsa.wa.edu.au. 

To be assigned a grade, a student must have had the opportunity to complete the education 

program, including the assessment program (unless the school accepts that there are exceptional 

and justifiable circumstances). 

Refer to the WACE Manual for further information about the use of a ranked list in the process of 

assigning grades.  

http://www.scsa.wa.edu.au/
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ATAR course examination 
All students enrolled in the Philosophy and Ethics ATAR Year 12 course are required to sit the ATAR 

course examination. The examination is based on a representative sampling of the content for Unit 3 

and Unit 4. 

Details of the ATAR course examination for this course are prescribed in the ATAR course 

examination design brief on the following page. 

Refer to the WACE Manual for further information. 

Examination design brief – Year 12 

Time allowed 

Reading time before commencing work: ten minutes 

Working time for paper: three hours 

Permissible items 

Standard items: pens (blue/black preferred), pencils (including coloured), sharpener, correction 

fluid/tape, eraser, ruler, highlighters 

Special items: nil 

Section Supporting information 

Section One 

Critical reasoning 

30% of the total examination 

8–10 short answer questions 

Suggested working time: 50 minutes 

Questions assess skills in critical reasoning and methods of inquiry. 

All questions and instructions are written in natural language. 

Section Two 

Philosophical analysis and evaluation 

Part A 

20% of the total examination 

One extended answer question 

Suggested working time: 40 minutes 

Part B 

20% of the total examination 

One extended answer question 

Suggested working time: 40 minutes 

The extended answer questions assess the candidate’s ability to 

summarise, clarify and critically evaluate the cogency of arguments 

and assumptions in dialogues and texts. 

In Part A, the candidate is required to evaluate an extract of 

philosophical dialogue in light of criteria drawn from the 

Community of Inquiry. 

In Part B, the candidate is required to respond to one of three 

passages (article or extract) which can deal with any combination of 

ethical, epistemological and/or metaphysical topics, themes or 

issues. 

Section Three 

Construction of argument 

30% of the total examination 

One question from a choice of five 

Suggested working time: 50 minutes 

The extended answer or essay question assesses the candidate’s 

ability to structure an argument. 

The candidate is required to define their terms or concepts, put 

forward a premise or thesis, employ examples and counter-

examples, justify the development of the argument, avoid 

contradiction, synthesise contrary claims and establish a conclusion 

that follows from the premise and the examples. 

The question requires the candidate to argue for or against a 

statement demonstrating philosophical understandings, 

philosophical argument, and clarity and structure. 
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Appendix 1 – Grade descriptions Year 12 

A 

Critical reasoning 

Brackets premises, numbers propositions in order of appearance, circles all inference indicators, 

underlines conclusions and accurately maps simple and complex arguments in diagram form. 

Rewrites accurately and formally the separable statements in an argument. 

Assesses cogency from statement acceptability and inferential strength accurately. 

Assesses and explains with reference to definitions why an argument contains a fallacy. 

Philosophical analysis and evaluation 

Identifies the topic and main conclusion and explains the philosophical context in which an 

argument is placed. 

Discusses acceptability of statements using illustrative examples to evaluate claims. 

Evaluates the cogency of arguments using critical support from statement acceptability and 

inferential strength. 

Construction of argument 

Uses philosophical topics, quotes, concepts and well-known arguments in a sophisticated 

manner to provide cogent support for a position. 

Considers objections to their position and clarifies or corrects thinking using relevant examples 

and/or counter-examples. 

Writes with structure and clarity, and shows originality. 

 

B 

Critical reasoning 

Brackets most premises, numbers most propositions in order of appearance, circles most 

inference indicators, underlines most conclusions and maps simple and most complex 

arguments. 

Rewrites most separable statements with some knowledge of conditionals and connectives. 

Assesses the acceptability of most statements and the strength of most inferential moves 

correctly, making accurate evaluations of cogency most of the time. 

Identifies a fallacy in an argument with some reference to its name and/or definition. 

Philosophical analysis and evaluation 

Identifies the topic and the main conclusion and states the philosophical context in which an 

argument is placed. 

Explains the acceptability of statements using appropriate examples to evaluate claims. 

Evaluates the cogency of most arguments with support from statement acceptability and 

inferential strength. 

Construction of argument 

Refers to philosophical topics, quotes, concepts and well-known arguments in the tradition to 

provide cogent support for a position. 

Compares ideas with one another, using examples and counter-examples to clarify and correct 

thinking. 

Writes with structure and displays some complexity of thought. 
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C 

Critical reasoning 

Brackets most premises, numbers most propositions in order of appearance, circles most 

inference indicators, underlines most conclusions and maps most simple and some complex 

arguments. 

Combines separable statements often, demonstrating little understanding of conditionals and 

connectives. 

Explains the acceptability of most statements and correctly assesses some inferential moves in 

an attempt to evaluate cogency. 

Identifies and labels most fallacies using some correct terminology. 

Philosophical analysis and evaluation 

Identifies the topic or the main conclusion of an argument with limited reference to the 

philosophical context. 

States the acceptability of statements using general examples to evaluate claims. 

Explains the cogency of an argument with some reference to its premises and inferences. 

Construction of argument 

Makes generalised claims about philosophical topics, quotes, concepts and well-known 

arguments, which results in moderately cogent support for a position. 

Compares some ideas with one another, using examples and counter-examples to clarify 

thinking. 

Writes with some structure and purpose but displays ambiguity of thought in places. 

 

D 

Critical reasoning 

Struggles to bracket statements, often fails to number propositions in order of appearance, 

circles some inference indicators and underlines incorrect statements as conclusions. 

Maps arguments incorrectly. 

Rewrites sentences verbatim without separating statements and/or replacing pronouns with 

their antecedents. 

Asserts the acceptability of statements and the strength of inferential moves in an attempt to 

evaluate cogency. 

Confuses fallacies either in terms of terminology or definition. 

Philosophical analysis and evaluation 

Identifies either the topic or a conclusion in an argument without reference to philosophical 

context. 

Commits the fallacy of the straw man when analysing and evaluating arguments. 

Asserts the cogency of an argument with limited or no reference to premises and inferences. 

Construction of argument 

Makes assertions about philosophical topics and/or concepts and/or quotes and/or well-known 

arguments in the tradition. 

Makes no connections between ideas and/or concepts and fails to establish a philosophical 

perspective. 

Constructs weak arguments that make few relevant claims and/or commit serious errors of 

reasoning. 

 

E Does not meet the requirements of a D grade and/or has completed insufficient assessment 

tasks to be assigned a higher grade. 

  



15 

Philosophy and Ethics | ATAR | Year 12 syllabus 

OFFICIAL 

Appendix 2 – Glossary 

This glossary is provided to enable a common understanding of the key terms in this syllabus. 

Consilience 

The concept that knowledge exists in an orderly and unified interdisciplinary state, and that all 

interpretations and conclusions in any inquiry should be a part of that orderliness and unity. 

Dialectic 

1. A Socratic conversation or dialogue in which contradictory claims about basic beliefs or first 

principles are analysed and evaluated, with the stronger claim judged as the best way to proceed 

in an inquiry [from Plato]. 

2. A process of resolving logically opposite yet equally compelling claims about an idea or concept 

so that such claims exist no longer in dichotomy but as synthesised knowledge [from Hegel]. 

Dialogue 

The use of conversation as philosophical inquiry by extending obligations and rights to the 

participants, for example, the Community of Inquiry. 

Hermeneutics 

The philosophical study of interpretation and meaning that involves considering others’ perspectives 

beside our own, as well as the relationship between the part and the whole in text and context. 

Marginalisation 

The state of being outside or on the edge of mainstream society and culture in unjust conditions as a 

direct result of mainstream social and cultural attitudes or prejudices, for example, living on the 

margin. 

Phenomenology 

The philosophical study of conscious experiences in order to reveal the forces, whether natural or 

spiritual, human or non-human, that drive the phenomena and so make up the essential elements of 

the experience, both in its subjective and objective sense. 

Weasel words, phrases or statements 

Words, phrases or statements that demonstrate ambiguity, vagueness and euphemism 
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