Realizing Co-Constructivism

Some Farther Deweyan Reaches in the Classroom

Anthony Weston

John Dewey’s philosophy of education continues to challenge us to rethink and remake
our practice as teachers. Familiarly, Dewey insisted that active student engagement is crucial,
as opposed to the traditional expectation that students should mainly be reactive information-
accumulators. Though traditional pedagogies remain the rule even today, especially at the
university level, the case for active alternatives is widely known. Yet we may also wonder
whether and where it might be possible to go much farther. Could anything still more
rigorously Deweyan, and perhaps more philosophically demanding, lie beyond the familiar

ideal of active pedagogy in turn? | believe so. This paper explores one such possibility.

After establishing the larger philosophical space within which we may work, this paper
sketches an account of a more venturesome teaching and learning ideal that | will call “co-
constructivism”: a vision of students coming to understand and embrace their own roles in
consolidating and transforming knowledge and value by realizing those very roles together. |
will argue that co-constructivism is emphatically Deweyan in spirit, but that it also has a more
postmodern edge, and — most importantly for this paper —that it suggests a newly
venturesome and even more active kind of pedagogy as well. This paper then offers two
concrete classroom illustrations of co-constructivism from my own classes: a critical-thinking
class whose members make themselves contributors to Wikipedia, and an ethics class that
foregrounds its own ethical operating agreements and then extends itself to promote ethical

change in a larger community.



Deweyan maxims

By way of background, | begin by sketching four familiar but nonetheless still
challenging pedagogical maxims. These are general aspirations of any Deweyan pedagogy, in

my view, and certainly of mine.

(1) Again, the necessary starting point is a commitment to active student engagement.
At the root of Dewey’s entire system is his opposition to the “spectator” paradigm of
knowledge with its strong undertow toward passivity and restricted engagement and its
explicit embrace of authority and expertise in school. Not at all, insists Dewey: students’ minds
are naturally curious, inquiring, exploratory, and open-ended, not empty containers waiting to
be filled up like the proverbial jugs only needing the professorial mug. Consequently, education
must not be an attempt to impose external, “given” patterns on young minds, but rather
should aim to draw forth more developed patterns out of students’ own ongoing and complex

experience and exploration.

(2) Deweyans are committed to cooperative social learning. A class in school, and at a
larger scale the school itself, can and ought to be approached as a cooperative community,
open to everyone’s input on all levels. The teacher in this practice becomes manager,
facilitator, orchestrator, sometimes provocateur-in-chief, while everyone gains a voice,
everyone’s initiative is welcome and expected, and — crucially — wide participation s a
condition of everyone's best learning and growth. The most active teaching methods engage
students in workgroups, joint experiments, debates and projects with each other, sharing of
experience, and the like as a means of enrichment both for others in the class and for the
development and self-understandings of the sharers themselves. It's not quite that “we learn
from each other” —though this is often true too — but rather that we learn with and through

each other and the interaction itself.



(3) Correspondingly, we always start in the middle of things. Students always and
already are going concerns, even if they are profoundly inexperienced in many ways too, and
bring specific and unique skills and understandings as well. Coming to an Ethics class, for
example, students already bring with them substantial experience with ethical values, and
probably with some traditional systems of ethics too. Probably they are in the midst of their
own ethical struggles, both internally and with others. Ethics, then, does not somehow begin
ex nihilo, and it is not about something distant and theoretical. Its material does not necessarily
consist of hard cases or “dilemmas” that mainly confront other unfortunates who it is our task
merely to judge. The actual question is about how we ourselves are to live better: more

intelligently, more responsibly, more responsively.

(4) Real work is crucial. Dewey held that there is a place for school as a physically
separate location — young learners need more systematically or sequentially organized
experiences than the adult world often offers — but at the same time its work should be as fully
engaged as possible with the world beyond the school, in all its aspects, rather than real-world

“application” being reduced to a contrived, partial, and over-cooked sidelight in a traditional

pedagogy (Dewey, 1959).

From the earliest years in the Waldorf schools, for example, children learn real crafts:
knitting and weaving and making their own clothes, even making the tools, like knitting
needles, in turn, thus materially producing their own world. They raise vegetables and animals
as well, and pick up wood- and metalwork in High School (Brody 1995). In High Schools and
colleges today, Environmental Studies students are out gardening, building greenhouses, and
monitoring water quality, knee-deep or deeper in swamps and rivers. Students of Economics
or Entrepreneurship are starting businesses. Political Science and International Studies majors
are not only taking part in Model UNs but increasingly in the real UN or other global agencies,

both in the field and online. Why negotiate with other teams of American college students



pretending to be Tanzanians or Iranians when you could just as readily be working with real

young Tanzanians or Iranians?

Co-constructivism

Dewey'’s insistence on the mind’s activity inspired the paradigm now called
“constructivism” in learning theory. Constructivism'’s key claim is that students “actively
process information by reconstructing [it] in ... new and personally meaningful ways” (King
1993). Students construct meanings — quite likely different meanings — for themselves (Gagnon
2001). Indeed, on a constructivist view, there is no such thing as mere passive absorption. Even
to recognize some new input as information or as a piece of potential learning at all, let alone
assimilate it, learners must actively draw upon pre-existing structures of understanding, which
at the same time may be reshaped by the new addition. Again: we always start in the middle of
things. But students’ evolving constructions will always be somewhat idiosyncratic: everyone

has different experiences and unique contexts, as well.

At the same time, though, this individual constructive activity has a larger, social
dynamic that we can quite precisely label co-constructive. Understanding cannot be
constructed purely on one’s own or in a social vacuum. Students build from and within their
(our!) shared social inheritance —this is the “embodied social intelligence” that “funds” our very
humanity (to use Dewey’s terms) through dialectical, social interaction. Individual
understandings may vary, sometimes even wildly, but except in rare dysfunctional cases they

also always remain coordinate, connected, mutually responsive and often synergistic.

Constructivism’s insistence that perception and experience depend on pre-existing
and shifting structures of understanding makes our grip on the objective world —as
traditionally conceived, that is — seem much more tenuous. We seem to have to fight past our

own minds to reach “reality”. On a co-constructivist view in turn, fully embraced and putin a



postmodern context, it might seem that things get much worse still. We not only construct and
re-construct knowledge and value, together, but in this way literally constitute knowledge and
value. For the usual realism, this is a disaster. That the world we seem to inhabit is so
thoroughly mind-constituted signals, to the realist, the permanent impossibility of knowledge:

that is, of any world beyond the mind.

For co-constructivism, however, that the world is so thoroughly mind-constituted is
the very condition of the possibility of knowledge. To put it baldly: the world is knowable in the
end because it is made of knowledge. Here we catch an intriguing glimpse of the Hegelian spirit
that animates Deweyism and at the same time has a clearly post-modern character — more
accurately, post-postmodern, as Larry Hickman puts it (Hickman 2007). On this paradigm,
what is “objective” — what stands beyond the individual and calls us to continual dialectical
criticism and re-construction —is not a separate, fixed kind of reality that our conceptions must
aim to match, but rather nothing more than (no other kind of thing than) the totality of human
thought itself, in a more rationalized or dialectically resolved or completed form. And that,

precisely because it is so thoroughly a human co-construction, is also thoroughly knowable.

These are of course very large themes, and sketched here very roughly indeed, but
mostly beyond the scope of this paper. Their practical and pedagogical applications, though,
are immediate and striking. One key practical implication is that the fundamental test for a
belief or value cannot be something called “truth”, if by this we mean (again) a separate reality
against which our beliefs can somehow be checked. Rather, and again to put it baldly, on a co-
constructivist paradigm the practical standard for knowledge is agreement, under the right
conditions. Thus C. L. Peirce defined “truth” in the only way he thought useful and,
operationally, even possible: as the beliefs to which the community of enquirers will converge
in the long run — no doubt following a long and winding track along the way. Dewey is with us
here too, declaring in his Logic that “what counts as knowledge is defined as ‘the product of
competent inquiries’; beyond this, the meaning of the term ‘is so empty that any content or

filling may be arbitrarily poured in" (Dewey 2008, p. 16). Criticism and contention, in both



epistemology and ethics, remain as possible as ever on this paradigm, and as necessary, but
they are also “inside jobs”: the negotiation is within the community, not between the

community and something outside of it (Author 1992, Chapter g).

How might co-constructivism be approached pedagogically? In accordance with the
maxims outlined in the last section, we may not imagine a class that merely describes co-
constructivism from a distance as an epistemological paradigm, as one might on a traditional
pedagogy. Instead it must in some way be actually and actively enacted by a class as a
cooperative community, doing real work. More exactly, this is the key: such a class might
manifestly join the work of a larger, ongoing “community of competent enquirers” or, where
possible, actually make itself such a community in microcosm. Such a pedagogy would thus
“realize” co-constructivism in two senses: students would actually practice co-construction as
their own approach to specific subjects, and at the same time they would be able to

consciously and systematically recognize themselves as co-constructors.

But how might this double realization be approached pedagogically? It may sound
difficult or even impossible (“Fine in theory, but...”), but it is my main aim in this paper to argue
that it is eminently possible. Two classes of mine are especially designed to make the attempt.

In what follows | offer them as two cases in point.

Realizing the co-construction of knowledge

My “"What Can We Know?” class at Elon University is a hybrid between the usual Critical
Thinking course and an epistemologically-oriented Introduction to Philosophy. Our aim is to
put critical thinking skills into a larger dialectical and historical context. In my sections,
students’ essay assignment every single week is to declare their own criterion for knowledge,
account for its development since last week, and then apply it to the week’s new topic. In this

way, students continuously venture and re-venture their own epistemologies — not just



declaring their views once, if ever, as they might in a standard class with a research paper on
some narrow topic at the end. Almost always they revise their criteria significantly from week
to week, too, having learned early on that they will be constantly buffeted by new kinds of
questions. Their “final” declarations are the fourteenth iterations or so, almost always vastly
different from where they began but still very much their own, and of course understood still to

be open-ended and ongoing.

Wikipedia as a case in point

We begin with empirical questions, move quickly into controversial scientific topics
(such as evolution) and conspiracy theories (such as “g9/11 Truth”). Later we come to the more
rationalist topics like geometry (by then they’re reading Plato), our own existence (Descartes),
and God. In between, we take up at the question of Wikipedia. We explore the debate over
Wikipedia’s politics (putting Wikipedia and Conservapedia side-by-side, for instance, to
investigate the question of bias) and reliability. We also look for ourselves behind the scenes at
the extensive discussions behind Wikipedia’s “Talk” and “View History” tabs. Here you can
actually see how the articles take shape; sometimes there are debates behind every word. And
of course we read some of Wikipedia’s epistemological critics. Yes, it is fallible, inconsistent,
and open to some degree of manipulation, especially on certain types of topics. Typically,
though, we are more surprised and impressed by its multiple self-checks (Giles 2005). On
several memorable occasions we have even seen corrections or reversions being made at the

very moment we are discussing and refreshing Wikipedia pages right in class.

Already, then, we begin to see what it might mean to hold that knowledge is a socially-
negotiated co-construction. Wikipedia’s own thumbnail account of, in effect, its own

epistemology puts it in a strikingly Peircean way:

Users should be aware that not all articles are of encyclopedic quality from the

start: they may contain false or debatable information. Indeed, many articles



start their lives as displaying a single viewpoint; and, after a long process of
discussion, debate, and argument, they gradually take on a neutral point of view
reached by consensus. Others may, for a while, become caught up in a heavily
unbalanced viewpoint which can take some time... to achieve better balanced
coverage of their subject. In part, this is because editors often contribute
content in which they have a particular interest and do not attempt to make
each article that they edit comprehensive. However, eventually, additional
editors expand and contribute to articles and strive to achieve balance and
comprehensive coverage. In addition, Wikipedia operates a number of internal
resolution processes that can assist when editors disagree on content and
approach. Usually, editors eventually reach a consensus on ways to improve the

article... (Wikipedia 2014)

Introduced here is precisely a community of competent enquirers whose tentative consensus —
though always remaining further revisable — determines “what we can know"”. And again, this
ongoing debate and negotiation is entirely public and accessible to anyone with one click from

any Wikipedia article.

Another central contention of Dewey'’s bears mention here: his commitment to broadly
inclusive democratic practice. In particular, on a Deweyan view, membership in the community
of competent inquirers must be broad as well. Arguably, Wikipedia’s open invitation to the
whole world to join in the process of article-building (Garfinkel, 2008; Sundin 2011) is
fundamentally democratic in just this sense. It functions entirely without the usual mystique of
the expert. Moreover, as we have just seen, Wikipedians argue that articles progress precisely
because the process allows and invites contributions and edits by everyone, and builds in
dialogue between contributors in ways that actually hasten self-correction, indeed
spectacularly faster than the wheels can possibly turn in the usual compilation and revision of
encyclopedias. Wikipedia turns out to be at least as accurate as traditional encyclopedias on

many subjects (Giles 2005).



In my humble opinion, even sympathetic epistemologies such as those in the pragmatic
tradition have yet to catch up with Wikipedia — which would surely be a pressing and useful
project, since its success is so inconceivable from traditional points of view. There is after all
that telling joke, just the sort a thorough-going Deweyan ought to love: "The problem with
Wikipedia is that it only works in practice”. (That this remains only a joke, and not a first-order
philosophical provocation to reconsider our whole notions of theory and practice, is one
indication of how far from any live Pragmatism philosophy still stands today.) It is only more
scandalous that Wikipedia includes all manner of topics that are apparently beneath the

|ll

dignity of “real” encyclopedias. Yet, again, in just these ways it is quite precisely co-

constructivist through and through.

The project

The central and most challenging part of our engagement with Wikipedia comes next. |
ask my students to contribute to it themselves: either to write a whole new article for
Wikipedia, individually or in small groups, or to make a major improvement (additions) to an

existing article.

Picking a topic comes first, and is already an instructive moment. Students have to ask
what they actually know better, or at least as well, as anyone else on, well, the planet: that is,
what they can legitimately contribute to this global encyclopedia. Normally their first and in-
its-way creditable answer is: nothing. After giving their modesty its due, though, | suggest that
they reconsider. It is true that many topics in which they are interested or have strong opinions
are in fact not topics on which they are qualified to contribute to the relevant Wikipedia articles
(or perhaps even to hold the opinions they do —also an instructive realization). Yet there are

many other topics on which they may be, or be able to make themselves, entirely qualified.



Their hometowns, for example. Most small municipalities have minimal Wikipedia
pages, set up (it seems) by the Census Bureau: just some demographic data and GPS
coordinates. Even many fair-sized cities have a very limited Wikipedia presence, or pages that
don't address the main interests of young people. Students do know about such things — as
well, or even better, than most anyone else. Other students decide to write or expand entries
for local organizations in which they’ve served — the Wikipedia work becomes an extension of
their service, again based on real and unique knowledge — or specific local attractions, for

example on our own campus.

Students of mine have put up a page for the local golf course, complete with a history
of the course, yardages and par for each hole and course commentary. Others pick obscure (to
me) basketball players, or films or bands (musical trends, specific artists...) known mostly to
their generation, and even unexpected and “official” topics like (just for one example) the
conservation biology of the Hyacinth Macaw (one student had done a massive and top-flight
research project on this: her additions still stand intact more than a year later). Thus it turns out
that more or less random students actually are world experts on certain things — already a

striking realization.

And yes, some choose topics that | consider unwise: too ambitious, too opinionated,
too much commentary. | advise them against this, but seldom forbid it. Failure is always a real
possibility, too, and certainly instructive. In the end, Wikipedia's larger community of editors
and users make that call (and my guesses are regularly off, too, for better or worse). This is
critical to the project too: the sense that we are after all joining a world community. Real work

indeed!

First drafts come to me and are shared with each other. They are workshopped in class,
and then go back for revision and a first shot at formatting in Wikipedia’s sandboxes. Wikipedia
has excellent tutorials for all of this (as well as every other aspect of contributing: indeed one

could teach a first-rate Critical Thinking course just using them), and most of the formatting

10



required for basic articles can also be learned just by opening the “Edit” tabs of any similar
article and emulating the formatting of the source files. Students’ “final” contributions are

reviewed again —only then is anything actually submitted.*

Deweyan realizations

Clearly this is an active method: students write, revise, submit, and track detailed and
genuine contributions. It is clearly social, and in the middle of things: they are joining an
ongoing dialogue, taking a new relation to a resource/website that they (and — let’s be honest —
we) already use extensively. And, again, clearly it is real work. Indeed its scope and ambition, |
imagine, might astound even Dewey: technologically, in that our intrepid group of would-be
contributors could be linked so readily with the entire world, and maybe even

epistemologically too —that we’d dare try.

The usual epistemology course all too often becomes merely an exercise in hyper-
extending skepticism, leaving students mere cynics by the end. Or it simply reduces itself to a
survey a variety of canonical epistemological curiosities. Venturing our own additions to a
global, on-line, open-source encyclopedia, by contrast, we cannot simply stand back and
criticize others’ views from an insulated and non-venturesome place ourselves, nor can we
avoid the need for rigorous citation and support. It's all “venture” on some level, and those
other Wikipedians whose contributions we view critically now emerge more as co-venturers,
not sly manipulators or potential Evil Demons. We are in this together. There is a profound and

inviting optimism in the work, again in the best Hegelian spirit.

Many of my students are thrilled to put up their work to Wikipedia — even just to try. At
first | was surprised to find the mood so celebratory. Now | hold launch parties on Submission
Day. Some students immediately call their parents or text their friends. Most of them have
used Wikipedia all their lives (we older folks forget), but never thought they themselves could

contribute to it orimprove it. This work matters to them, and for good reason too.
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Meanwhile we also come also right back to the meta-questions. The next week’s
writing question asks students to take their evolving criteria for knowledge and, as usual, apply
them —this time to what they have just done. Even more than usual, the question has bite.
What gives them the right to put up their own beliefs as valid knowledge for, basically, the
world? Yet now they find that this question may have good answers. And again, this is to

embrace their co-contributors — all of Wikipedia’s authors —in a different way as well.

Meanwhile, the work goes on. From the moment something is submitted, the world
can weigh in too. Student contributions may be reverted (their changes to an existing article
undone) or new articles declined for inclusion. But every edit, reversion, and decision is made
by named editors and for specified reasons — due to Wikipedia's resolutely transparent
character — so my would-be student contributors can talk back to them. Like good Peirceans,

they can negotiate.

And often they do. Students have sometimes persuaded editors to change their minds.
Sometimes editors offer sharp feedback that helps students succeed upon retrying. Outsiders
join the exchanges. Some editors may be intransigent for good but perhaps unexpected
reasons. Very specific editorial criteria may come into play. “"No Original Research” is a
Wikipedia “pillar”, for example: claims must reflect accessible, shared knowledge. Or again,
contributions may be reverted for “Recentism”: “writing or editing without a long-term,
historical view, thereby inflating the importance of a topic that has received recent public

attention”.

Even students whose work finally dead-ends (about a third, on average, | find) express
much greater appreciation for the process of knowledge-construction as well as Wikipedia
proper, and recount the successes of their fellow students with relish. Meanwhile we follow
every twist and turn in class. | usually set this project in the middle of the term, so that we have

ample time to follow the post-submission process together. It becomes an engrossing and
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instructive running side-drama for the rest of the term. Again: co-construction visibly and

continuously at work.

Realizing the co-construction of ethics

“Ethical Practice” at --- University is a 200-level course focusing on philosophically
informed ethical service work. The double aim is to help students become more aware of and
able to articulate and apply ethical frameworks and ethical thinking, by and in the context of
putting ethics articulately and ambitiously into practice in some specific way. Correspondingly,
the pedagogical design for the section | wish to describe here is very simple: it puts both goals
directly on the class. The whole project of the class is to situate our own interactions in a set of
explicit ethical agreements that we ourselves develop, articulate, and put to the test of our
own interactions, especially as, subsequently working within them, we consense upon, design,
and carry out an ambitious project to change the world in an ethical direction. By design, a co-
constructivist mandate is not just one of the projects of this class — it essentially is the class

itself.

A class that constitutes itself

Here we are, then, | begin: a group of people who have chosen to come together with
certain educational aims, and with some serious stakes: learning, obviously; the productive use
of each others’ time, in general; appropriate care for each other as fellow learners in this class
and fellow members of our university community; and, yes, individual grades or certification of
some degree of facility in the end. These already invoke broad regulatory ideals. Our first
project is to spell them out, and probably extend them, into determinate and specific enough

agreements to apply to our actual interactions.
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We want to learn productively, of course. What sorts of responsibilities does this set up
—for each of us? As we go, fairness is crucial — but how shall we understand fairness in our
context? For example, what is a fair way to decide on a project, when not everyone may be
equally committed to or capable at the work? Grades are on the table, too (yes indeed): so
what is a fair way to grade it? And how specifically shall we balance productive learning
against, say, fairness, or fidelity to our in-class relationships, should they conflict? Does the

teacher get special privileges and responsibilities? Which —and why?

Students bring forward various possible relevant values, learning to frame them as
potential Class Agreements addressing such questions. Readings from our textbook, Weston’s
A 21st Century Ethical Toolbox, scaffold this work, helping us identify and explore the families
of moral values which proposed Agreements belong — making the point, among other things,
that here too we "“start in the middle of things”. We bring to our nascent moral class
community a wide range of pre-existing needs, expectations, commitments, and habits, such
as social and ethical norms from our family life or earlier schooling, as well as those we are
called upon to adopt as members of this university in particular. Our task is not somehow to
start from scratch, but to co-construct a workable modus operandi out of this complex, rich,

and often inconsistent ethical inheritance.

A Kantian model of respect for each other seems to require that everyone’s consent is
necessary to establish agreements, especially since there are serious stakes for everyone and
not everyone will be affected equally by them. A complication is that students must more or
less fully commit to abiding by the outcomes before the outcomes are fully determined: this is
because our school’s Drop deadline passes well before we set our class agreements, and after
that there are no consequence-free ways out. The intriguing ethical upshot has been that we
edge toward certain kind of protective and “maximin” norms (doing the best by the least
advantaged) reminiscent of the Rawlsian system (Rawls 1975, Chapter --). Later we actually
read a little Rawls, and find that he is actually speaking to us: to the practical needs of our

situation.
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Yet my classes have ultimately pulled back from formally requiring unanimous consent
for actual agreements, worrying that one or a few exceptionally recalcitrant members could
block agreements that everyone else favors and that might be necessary to make further
progress. My last group instead adopted a “Basic Rule” requiring a 3/4 super-majority to
establish any other agreement. Notably, though, we consensed on the Basic Rule itself. How

else could we ethically start? the students ask.

In fact, almost all of the specific Agreements that class adopted were by consensus.
Students were consistently committed to hearing out anyone with reservations about
proposed Agreements (that is, rather than just pushing them through with a 3/4 vote), even
gently prompting and prodding students who showed hesitation, and typically adjusting the
proposed agreements as well — for next time, they recognized, the holdouts could be them.
Later they added a formal proviso for appeals — reassuring dissenters that they could appeal if
they wanted to, but also suggesting a distinction between an issue about which they did not
care that much and an issue about which they really wanted us to think more. This proviso was
never invoked. fn [[It is worth noting that in the contemporary intentional community

movement a parallel retrenchment on consensus has taken place (Christian 2003). 1]

This class also took it upon themselves to facilitate and monitor their own discussions,
to forbid texting in class and closely limit their cellphone and laptop use, to take care not to
begin packing up until | and the day’s student moderator declared class over, and many other
things that we normally leave to professorial imposition, if we address them at all. | did not
bring up or insist on any of these things, though my opinion was solicited and considered.
Students also were careful to build in guarantees that everyone’s voice was regularly heard.
Most discussions were conducted in talking circles, for example, rather than the usual mode of
hand-raising or free-for-all: that is, students voluntarily decided to require themselves all to

talk.

15



By design the question of the teacher’s role in group agreement-setting is also up to the
group. So far | have | ended up with one vote on most matters, like everyone else. In my last
class there were a few questions when a vote actually came to 19-1, too... the 1 being me. So
be it, | said. But each class has been solicitous and careful with my views, as they are with each
others’, while not afraid to disagree with me, either. (Of course one of my ground rules is that |
do have to the right, indeed responsibility, to override certain class decisions if basic academic
standards or personal rights were being infringed — this too is a provision the group arguably
should accept on the Rawlsian kinds grounds sketched above, but regardless, it is not open for

their agreement — but we have never gotten anywhere close to that.)

The ethical change project

My last class took nearly a month to arrive at a complete set of Agreements.
Occasionally a few students would get impatient — me too, sometimes — but this too was
instructive: it was a good occasion to recognize again that this co-constitutive work is hard, and
does indeed take time, careful negotiation, and often some creative thinking to find ways
around various kinds of blockages. Correspondingly, when we finally consensed to close the
process (for the moment), we had a celebration (a key practice, as you see, in both classes:
what we construct together is an accomplishment worth affirming!) the highlight of which was
a formal commitment to the Agreements by everyone, accompanied by a toast with sparkling
cider. Then, within these Agreements, we set ourselves to conceive, design, and implement an

ambitious project to actually change the world in an ethical direction.

The charge was to frame a project that goes at least in part beyond our campus,
something ambitious, and something that could set processes of change going that could
sustain themselves beyond this class. Many possible projects were proposed and discussed.
This in itself was a useful process for understanding the scope of ethical issues and working out

a range of creative responses, even on issues we didn't in the end pursue, fostering a general
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sense of ethical possibility.) By the time we came down to the final set of four candidate

projects, each was superlatively worked out and potentially highly effective.

In the end, this class opted to work with elderly people, in particular trying to approach
them as far as possible without the stereotypes of aging that surround us today. This was
influenced in large part by a reading in the Toolbox chapter on “Moral Vision” from Bill
Thomas's book What are Old People For? (Thomas 2004). Thomas argues that we profoundly
misconceive the aged by conceiving them as failing adults. He urges a category of “post-
adulthood” instead. It is possible, he argues, to relate to the aged in quite different terms, so as

to create and affirm “a new kind of elderhood” he calls “Eldertopia”.

Students proceeded to assign themselves Thomas's whole book. The project became
an effort to try out his vision in practice. This led us to establish a liaison with a local retirement
community, where for the remainder of the term we visited, volunteered, and partnered with
residents in all of the sections (some independent living, some in acute medical need, some
with serious dementia). We ended up walking into many difficult and trying situations, working

just to be fully present to them, and to help as best we could.

Students were also intrigued by the liberatory possibilities in Thomas's conception,
with its potential to transform their relations to their own older relatives, and even their sense
of how they themselves might age. All of this we brought back to share with each other in

ongoing class meetings as well, and took into their relationships with the elders too.

Our goal, remember, was also to make our service work reach beyond this one class
and term. Structural change was therefore a question we also pursued with our various visitors
and advisors. We considered trying to make our campus much more welcoming and accessible
to aged people (imagine regular groups of senior citizens in the dining hall, for instance — how
transformative that might be both for them and for students!), building more student

involvement into classes the university already runs for older local residents, as well as building
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stronger connections not just to one retirement community but to communities of older

people all around Elon.

The students’ final decision was to make a class video about our experiences at the
retirement community, to be used by the Volunteer and Service Learning offices, as well as the
staff at the retirement community, to help orient and inspire future volunteers and address the
kinds of uneasiness students often feel about working with aged people. This was inspired by
various advisors both in the Volunteer office and our main overseer in the retirement
community, as well as some remarkable student interest and capabilities in documentation
and publicity. Class members did all the organizing and filming for the video. Everyone
appeared in it and had a voice; and they drew upon Thomas’ book in eloquent and heartfelt

ways as well. And two years later, our film is in just the sort of use we hoped for it.

Deweyan realizations

Clearly, again, this is an active pedagogy. Once again too, it is profoundly social,
collaborative and mutualistic by necessity. From the first day, everyone owned this class. And
both settling our own Agreements and carrying our service and change energies into the larger
community clearly are real work. We are remaking our own modes of relation. Even grading
methods are on the table, which is about as real as you get in school from many students’

points of view.

The usual ethics course is a survey of contending ethical theories, maybe applied to a
range of contemporary large-scale “ethical issues” for the sake of honing our capacity for
ethical judgment. Though today this is still apparently so second-nature a conception that it is
seldom even thematized, let alone criticized, it is troubling from a Deweyan point of view
(Author 2009). It is so preoccupied with judgment, for one thing, that it offers students no skills

for entering constructively into ongoing and open-ended public discussion of these issues —
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which are not at all just debates in which the premium is on laying out and defending

“positions” more insistently or theoretically.

In co-constructivist work, by contrast, a much wider of skills come into play: being more
alert to the moral dimensions of everyday life; articulating moral values, both in their own
terms and against the background of moral tradition; critical thinking; dialogue skills;
integrating values rather than perpetuating or exacerbating conflicts; creative problem-solving
and moral vision; as well as the practical and persuasive skills to inspire larger ethical changes
and to organize groups to make a real difference. Rather than mostly debating the usual exotic
kinds of cases, few of which the students actually confront or ever might (though curiously,
how to head them off, perhaps through large-scale social reconstruction, is virtually never a
theme in such courses either), ethics here is thoroughly engaged in real relationships and
change work. Rarely if ever do my classes debate or analyze someone else’s behavior in
abstract or hypothetical situations. Instead the discussion is about ourselves, about our own
actual and potential modes of relation, with clear and serious stakes, and thus (I can report) are

among the most bracing, honest, and productive that | have with students.

Once again | would argue that there is a profound and inviting optimism in this work as
well. Students certainly end up more identified with — less alienated from — ethics itself. Again,
they are more apt to feel that they own it — | have even seen it get to the point of a certain
touching possessiveness. Ethics in general begins to emerge as a large-scale analogue to this
class as microcosm: an ongoing, compelling, semi-negotiated set of agreements with others; a
co-responsibility, not arbitrary or distant, and not something that we can just opt out of if it
proves inconvenient. Among other things, this also has the useful effect of deflecting some of
the usual realist puzzles about ethics. Here ethics is both de-mystified and affirmed, and

moreover put into continuous good effect, creatively and collaboratively.

In the abstract, it might seem that realizing co-constructivism — either in epistemology

or in ethics — would be profoundly disorienting, discouraging, disempowering. Against the
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background of the traditional objectivist expectations, as | pointed out above, it might well be.
For us pragmatists, though, the ultimate contingency of knowledge and values is not a
disaster; it is an opportunity and a challenge. In any case, again, that is what | find in my
students: they tend to feel intrigued, empowered, and once again —as with their Wikipedia

work — proud.

It seems there is a certain joy in it also: of finally coming into a secret, finally taking on

a kind of adult responsibility and responsiveness. “This is why you go to college”, as one of my

students put it. | like to think that this is Deweyism at its latter-day best.
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Note

1. An essential cautionary note. In my set-up, there are multiple quality checks before
we get even close to an actual submission to Wikipedia. It is certainly true that relying on the
judgments of the worldwide community of Wikipedia users is very much part of the point too,
but this emphatically does not mean that the entire critical task should be displaced onto
them. Whatever is contributed should be as good as possible already. Wikipedia has an
extensive community of contributor and editors, yes, but almost all of them are volunteers (a
fascinating fact in its own right: who says human nature is so selfish?) and the sheer volume of
work required to maintain it is enormous. Thus | implore any instructor who organizes students
to contribute to Wikipedia to be careful at every stage not to impose undue burdens on it.
Check out Wikipedia’s own resource for such assignments at

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Education program (this was not available when |

began the project described here: next time, | am using it). Some professors have apparently
made ill-considered assignments, like requiring classes of hundreds of students to each make a
specified number of Wikipedia edits — but with no quality control, resulting in thousands of
offhand edits that then had to be individually reverted. Wikipedia is a treasure, and not just
because it is such a striking example of co-constructivist epistemology in action —it's also an

excellent encyclopedia. Take proper care for it in turn.
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