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Course Information
	Course Code:
	PHI 605

	Class Number:
	[TBD — assigned at scheduling]

	Semester:
	Summer 2026

	Instruction Type:
	Seminar (SEM) — Online/Hybrid

	Meeting Times:
	Monday-Friday, August 3-7, 8:00AM–12:PM and 1:00PM-6:00PM ET (hybrid sessions noted in schedule); subsequent class meetings via Zoom

	
	Hybrid — alternating in-person and synchronous online via Zoom, and then asynchronous online via youtube and Zoom class meetings

	Credits:
	3

	Instructors:
	John Beverley and Barry Smith

	Email:
	johnbev@buffalo.edu, ifomis@gmail.com

	Office Hours:
	By appointment (via Zoom)

	
	


Course Description
This graduate seminar presents an introductory survey of ontology initiatives over both history and geography, from Aristotle to Linnaeus and from DOLCE to Palantir. The course will cover many aspects of ontology not dealt with in the Applied Ontology courses thus far, including: 
· the relations between ontology, logic and AI which gave rise to the birth of Applied Ontology in the 1970s, 
· the birth of the Ontology Web Language (OWL) and the Semantic Web, 
· the history of BFO against the background of both Geographic Information Systems and the Human Genome Project.
The seminar will examine the theoretical and applied dimensions of ontology as a global, interdisciplinary phenomenon. It draws from philosophy, information science, and the digital humanities as well as on the many ontology-driven initiatives across biomedical, industrial, library science, and national security domains. The course investigates how existing ontological frameworks are evaluated, how they interact, how they are used, and how they break. It will focus not only on the BFO-conformant ontology initiatives which form the principal focus of our AO program, but also on the rights and wrongs of other top-level ontologies, including DOLCE and EMMO.  Students will explore in addition a range of approaches to ontologies and knowledge graphs, including AI-driven ontology initiatives such as Palantir.
The course will be built around an intense series of lectures and workshops spread over five days from August 3-7. These sessions will be accessible both face-to-face and online. The sessions will be followed by class meetings via Zoom, including a series of logic exercises and submission of successive drafts of an essay based on the student’s presentation on August 7.
By the end of the course, students will have developed both a rigorous theoretical vocabulary and a capacity for construction and critique of applied ontologies. 

Prerequisites: An undergraduate degree in a relevant area, for example philosophy, computer science, information science, librarianship.
Course Schedule
Note: I = In-Person Session; O = Online (Zoom) Session. Schedule is subject to revision; any changes will be announced on email.
All morning sessions are 9-12 am, EST. Afternoon sessions 1-5 pm. 
All sessions will be highly interactive, with students divided into groups to work with faculty on specific projects and on presentations reporting results.
Course Credit 
Participants in this class will receive 3 credit hours towards their degree in the UB Applied Ontology program. Students already registered in the program should register for this class in the usual way at hub using course number PHI 605SEM-SMI (13336): Topics in Applied Ontology (Seminar).
Students not currently registered with UB should contact ubreg@buffalo.edu immediately, and explain that you are interested in registering for this summer course. (You will need to provide evidence of residence out of New York State to receive the 80% reduction in course fee.) 
Credit will involve attendance at all sessions, together with supplementary work, for instance the preparation of an essay under the direction of Dr Beverley and/or Dr Smith. 

	Date
	Topic
	Background Reading

	Aug 3, am
	Major divisions of the world’s ontology ecosystem
	https://philpapers.org/rec/SMIAMM; 

	Aug 3, pm
	Where BFO is and is not being used: FVEY, NSOF, Palantir
	https://philarchive.org/archive/BAICIE

	Aug 4, am
	BFO as ISO Standard; BFO as Top-Level Ontology; BFO and common sens
	Building Ontologies with Basic Formal Ontology, MIT Press 2015, chapters  2-4; ISO/IEC 21838, Parts 1 abd 2

	Aug 4, pm
	Extending BFO into new domains 1: Economics and Finance
	Building Ontologies with Basic Formal Ontology, MIT Press 2015, chapters  5-8; https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/jbr.2013.13

	Aug 5, am
	Extending BFO into new domains 2: Law, Organizations and Institutions
	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bp3B2GkgaB8&t, https://buffalo.box.com/v/Koepsell-BFO-Law-Ch4

	Aug 5, pm
	Extending BFO into new domains 3: Systems Engineering
	TBD

	Aug 6, am
	Extending BFO into new domains 4: Mathematics and Physics
	TBD

	Aug 6, pm
	BFO Tradecraft 1
	TBD

	Aug 7, am
	BFO Tradecraft 2
	TBD

	Aug 7, pm
	Student Presentations
	TBD


Course Materials Disclaimer
All materials prepared and/or assigned by the instructor for this course are for the students' educational benefit. Other than for permitted collaborative work, students may not photograph, record, reproduce, transmit, distribute, upload, sell, or exchange course materials without the instructor's prior written permission. Course materials include, but are not limited to, all instructor-prepared and assigned materials such as lectures, lecture notes, discussion prompts, study aids, tests and assignments, and presentation materials. Public distribution of such materials may also constitute copyright infringement in violation of federal or state law. Students who violate this policy will be required to complete an educational sanction about the value of intellectual property. More serious or repeat violations may be treated as acts of academic dishonesty and/or subject a student to disciplinary charges under the Student Code of Conduct.
Course Materials
Required Texts
1. Arp, R., Spear, A., Smith, B. (2015) Building Ontologies With Basic Formal Ontology, MIT 
1. Selected articles and book chapters (will be made available)
Recommended Supplementary Reading
1. ISO standard
1. Grokipedia on Basic Formal Ontology
1. Awesome BFO

All readings will be posted to UBBox in advance of the workshop. Students are expected to have completed readings before each seminar session.
Student Learning Outcomes
Upon successful completion of this course, students will be able to:

1. Articulate foundational and contemporary theories of ontology from both a philosophical  and computational/logical point of view.
1. Critically analyze how different ontological frameworks encode information from various domains
1. Demonstrate knowledge of approaches to ontology in different parts of the world – including US, UK, Italy and Brazil – under different ontological paradigms, including the Semantic Web, the concept-driven, and realist approaches.
1. Demonstrate an ability to contribute to ongoing debates in the field drawing on graduate-level argumentation skills and research methodologies. 
Classroom Environment
This course explores contested philosophical and technical approaches, and our seminar community will benefit from sustained intellectual engagement with sometimes difficult ideas. The instructors are committed to creating a learning environment where all students feel seen, respected, and intellectually challenged regardless of background, identity, or prior disciplinary training.

Students are expected to engage critically and generously with each other's ideas, to disagree productively, and to situate their contributions within the shared scholarly conversation of the seminar. We will regularly encounter perspectives that challenge our assumptions — this is a central feature of the course, not an inconvenience.

Students who wish to discuss concerns about the classroom environment are encouraged to speak directly with the instructor or contact the UB Office of Equity, Diversity and Inclusion at 716-645-2266.
Course Requirements for Credit	Comment by Katharine Darling: Oops, comes to 110%.  Consider reducing Participation 20% and adding 10 more to the oral exam component.  60%, 20%, 10%, 10% weighting feels more aligned with what you are asking of the students.  
Seminar Participation 
Students participating in the UB AO degree program are expected to attend all sessions (in-person and online), complete all readings in advance, and contribute substantively to discussion. Quality of engagement matters more than quantity of speech. Participation will be assessed holistically across the semester. 
SLOs Assessed: 1, 2, 3
Seminar Presentation (10%)
Each student will complete a powerpoint presentation to be presented in the final class meeting on August 7.
SLOs Assessed: 1, 2, 3, 4
Seminar Essay (10%)
Each student will complete an essay based on their powerpoint presentation, drafts of which will be discussed in Zoom sessions in the weeks following August 7.
SLOs Assessed: 1, 2, 3, 4

Grading Policy
Grade Weights
	Weight
	Assignment

	60%
	Seminar Participation

	20%
	Logical Exercises	Comment by Katharine Darling: Are these the “oral exams” mentioned above?  If yes, make more explicit  

	20%
	Seminar Presentation and Essay

	100%
	Total



Graduate Grade Scale
	Grade
	Quality Points

	A
	4.000–3.671

	A–
	3.670–3.331

	B+
	3.330–3.001

	B
	3.000–2.671

	B–
	2.670–2.331

	C+
	2.330–2.001

	C
	2.000–1.671

	C–
	1.670–1.331

	D
	1.330–0.001

	F1/F2/F3
	0.000



In accordance with UB Graduate School policy, students must maintain a minimum GPA of 3.0 to remain in good standing. Grades of D do not satisfy graduate degree requirements.
Incomplete Grades
Incomplete (I) grades will be assigned only in cases of documented, unforeseeable hardship that prevents completion of coursework. Students must contact the instructor before the last week of classes to request an incomplete. All incomplete work must be resolved within one year, in accordance with the UB Graduate Incomplete Policy: https://www.buffalo.edu/grad/succeed/current-students/policy-library.html#i-grade
Course Evaluation
Students are reminded of their responsibility to complete the course evaluation at the end of the semester. Evaluations are anonymous and provide essential feedback for improving the course. The link will be distributed via UB email and Brightspace during the final two weeks of class.

Late Work Policy
Assignments submitted late without a prior extension will be penalized 5% per day. Extensions will be considered for documented emergencies and must be requested via email before the due date. No work will be accepted more than two weeks after the original due date without a formal incomplete agreement.

Generative AI Tools (e.g., ChatGPT)
Limited Use Policy: In this seminar, generative AI tools (such as ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and similar large language models) are not permitted for generating argument, analysis, or written prose in any graded assignment. The intellectual labor of developing and expressing your scholarly ideas is the core of graduate education and cannot be outsourced.

You are, however, permitted to use generative AI tools for the following limited purposes: formatting assistance, grammar and spell-checking, and generating preliminary keyword lists for database searches (which you must then verify and expand independently). Any such use must be disclosed in a brief note appended to the submitted work.

Non-generative AI tools (citation managers such as Zotero, accessibility tools, screen readers) are permitted without restriction. Questions about specific tools should be directed to the instructor before use.

Given that ontological classification systems are a subject of this course, students are encouraged to reflect critically on how generative AI tools themselves constitute ontological ecosystems — this is a topic we will take up directly in the curriculum.

Academic Integrity
Academic integrity is a fundamental university value. Through the honest completion of academic work, students sustain the integrity of the university and of themselves while facilitating the university's imperative for the transmission of knowledge and culture based upon the generation of new and innovative ideas. For more information, please refer to the Graduate Academic Integrity policy: https://www.buffalo.edu/grad/succeed/current-students/policy-library.html#academic-integrity

All written work submitted for this course must be the student's own. Plagiarism — including the unattributed use of AI-generated text — constitutes a violation of UB's academic integrity policies and may result in a failing grade for the assignment or the course, and referral for formal disciplinary action.

Accessibility Resources
If you have any disability which requires reasonable accommodations to enable you to participate in this course, please contact the Office of Accessibility Resources in 60 Capen Hall, 716-645-2608, and also the instructor of this course during the first week of class. The office will provide you with information and review appropriate arrangements for reasonable accommodations.

Attendance Policy
Regular attendance is expected for all in-person or synchronous online seminar sessions. Students may miss one session without penalty; additional absences will affect the participation grade. If you must miss a class, please notify the instructor in advance.

Religious Observances: Students who need to be absent due to religious observances should notify the instructor in advance of the August 3-7 classes, in accordance with the UB Graduate Religious Observance Policy.

Weather and Emergencies: In the event of closure or other delays affecting our class venue on August 3-7, students will be notified via UB email. 

Technology Recommendations
To effectively participate in this course, the university recommends access to a Windows or Mac computer with a webcam and broadband internet connection. Zoom (available free to all UB students) will be used for online seminar sessions. Further information will be available here.

University Support Services
Writing Support
The UB Center for Excellence in Writing (CEW) provides free writing consultations for graduate students. Appointments available in-person and online: buffalo.edu/cew
Library Resources
UB Libraries provide full access to research databases, inter-library loan, and research consultation with subject librarians. Graduate students are encouraged to schedule a research consultation early in the semester: libraries.buffalo.edu
Counseling & Health Services
As a student you may experience a range of issues that can create barriers to learning. Counseling Services (716-645-2720), Health Services (716-645-2260), and the Office of Health Promotion are available to support you. More information: buffalo.edu/studentlife
Sexual Violence Resources
UB is committed to providing a safe learning environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual harassment. If you have experienced gender-based violence, contact UB's Title IX Coordinator at 716-645-2266 or a Crisis Services Campus Advocate (confidential) at 716-796-4399. Faculty are mandated reporters under NY law.
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