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College classrooms still could use a good strong dose of Deweyan transformation – 

or so say I. Teaching even at relatively progressive colleges and universities all too often 

remains one-way, top-down, abstracted out of the world of real life and work. Even the 

newest and hottest in today’s pedagogy is way behind the Deweyan edge. “Flipping the 

classroom”, for instance: by all means, make class meetings a kind of workshop and 

application of the ideas in the texts, rather than “going over them in class” – but Dewey 

was advocating the same thing (minus the arguably inessential technological 

enhancements) in 1893.  

Still, there is always room to edge out farther, both philosophically and 

pedagogically. Besides, in some ways the world itself – the entire context in which we 

teach – has changed dramatically from the world Dewey knew. Thus we may well ask 

after a 21st-Century Deweyan edge that goes beyond – maybe far beyond – Dewey’s 

own Dewey-ism in turn. This paper attempts an answer as follows. I begin by outlining 
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ten “Latter-Day Deweyan” pedagogical motifs that together constitute a highly engaged 

alternative to traditional pedagogies. The middle section of this paper briefly locates 

these motifs by reference to familiar and surely plausible Deweyan philosophical themes, 

but then locates them as well, and more fittingly, in a view of things significantly beyond 

Dewey in turn. The final section offers an earnest that such a pedagogy is possible by 

illustrating the motifs in practice in specific classes and courses.  

 

Ten Pedagogic Motifs 

Dewey laid out his philosophy of education in what he called his “Pedagogic 

Creed”. I will start by laying out ten key pedagogical themes in the same probably 

overstated but unapologetic way. I do not consider them a “creed”, though: more a set of 

ambitions or patterns or, let’s say, motifs that I seek in my own class and course designs. 

1) Constant activity  

Something energetic should always be happening in the classroom; always a 

challenge arising or about to arise; often moving around. This may sound like an 

insistence on activity or even hyperactivity for its own sake, and honestly I would vastly 

prefer even that to the all-too-common passivity. But it’s easy to make the activity 

genuinely productive. Immediately when students walk into class there can be a warm-

up activity. Regularly during class they can move around into and out of small groups and 

other formats, with specific mandates. The inner mirrors the outer: a class in which 

bodies move and stretch – literally – promotes and provokes minds to do the same.  
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2) Real work 

Engineering classes, right away, can build things. They should meet in workshops, 

not classrooms, anyway. (Make the whole school a workshop, Dewey says – right on!) 

Philosophy classes just as well. My introductory epistemology classes write entries for 

Wikipedia, learning real research skills and the ins and outs of Wikipedia’s reliability, a 

much more complex question than most of those who so confidently pronounce upon 

either its virtues or defects seem to think. My ethics classes begin by constituting 

themselves as ethical communities. Which means first of all recognizing that we are in 

fact learning communities… 

3) Start in the thick of things 

Start inside the questions. Little or no introduction or contextualizing or 

scaffolding offered up front. Instead my students find themselves right away in a 

situation or application or challenge that they have to work their way out of, reaching for 

the tools I am hoping they’ll learn, desperately as it may be, to help them do so. Maybe 

they have to figure out whether a superficially appealing website is a well-constructed 

hoax or serious evidence: then we can pose the question of general criteria. Maybe they 

are asked to address the intellectual situation out of which some new system of thought 

arose – before they encounter the system in their readings: what would they do? 

4) Pre-commit students unawares 

Work from analogues of the issues you want to take up, if not those issues 

themselves, but posed in such a way that students will likely commit themselves to 

certain answers before too much self-consciousness or the usual defenses and half-
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considered dismissals kick in – that is, before the issue is framed explicitly. Then indeed 

they will find themselves “inside the question” when it is framed explicitly: intrigued, or 

provoked, or required, to account for themselves – or change their minds. They don’t 

think they have sexist prejudices, or are instinctively capable of acting selflessly? Contrive 

to test their actual behavior first – then raise the questions.  

5) Activities that teach themselves 

With the right activity, the inner dynamic of the problem or project itself drives the 

learning. My job is orchestrating the challenge, setting starting-points but then stepping 

aside, coaching students, as need be, but mainly letting the structure of the challenge do 

the work. If they are compelled by the staring-point, students themselves can work 

through Plato or Melville or Achebe in this way – or the design of sustainable systems, or 

a calculation of the likelihood of inhabited planets in the Milky Way. Step by step – the 

challenge may well look impossible from the front end, but part of the learning (and 

then, fascination; and then, reward) is that it can be met in a deliberate and analytical 

way.  

6) Role-playing  

Dramatically enact encounters or debates. There are days that students can’t even 

come into my classroom without being accosted by an interviewer who demands their 

views on the question of the day (like: Has Descartes established the existence of God?) 

and then seats them (or some of them) on panels that debate, impromptu, the question, 

prodded by a rather dramatic (or droll, or hysterical) MC (me, or sometimes a guest, or 

sometimes a student – I’ve had aspiring MCs in my classes). Simulation games work too, 
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from board games (e.g. Bertell Ollman’s Class Struggle, for teaching Marx) to the 

“Reacting to the Past” sorts of simulations that may unfold over a whole term. 

7) Not quite enough time 

Nothing so de-energizes a class than group work that goes too long. Try for the 

opposite effect: challenges that are quick, unexpected, and hard, so much so that there is 

no time for anything but the task, and often not quite enough time even for that. General 

discussion may resume before most groups are done – fine: there can be worksheets so 

slightly slower or more deliberate groups can record their answers (too) while plenary 

discussion resumes. Put another way: rather than struggling with student “multi-tasking” 

(Facebook in class, etc.) make classes move so fast, with enough different aspects, that 

they have to multi-task – with class activities – just to keep up. This is, as it were, motif #1 

(constant activity) on steroids... 

8) High wire acts 

Literal high wire acts fascinate because we are not at all sure that the walker will 

stay aloft even another second. We even find ourselves involuntarily in the walker’s body, 

adjusting this way or that to keep up “the moving unbalanced balance of things” (a nice 

phrase of Dewey’s from a totally different context). Just so with impromptu role-plays or 

talk-shows, puzzles, class invasions by philosophical antagonists, suddenly we’re all on 

the spot, the whole enterprise manifestly can fail, and only sustained effort, perhaps 

even beyond what we thought we could do, will keep it going. In place of the all-too-

common pedagogical self-protection, embrace and even accentuate the very evident 

risks. 
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9) Out of the classroom 

Almost any space is better for teaching than the typical classroom. Cafes, 

meadows, construction sites, rainforests, even a decent large room with some color on 

the walls and comfortable moveable seating… the relative informality of such spaces, if 

nothing else, helps a lot (as does food, by the way), even if you’re still mainly talking, but 

the real key is actually experiencing and engaging with the subjects of study. A recent 

ethics class mainly met in a nearby homeless shelter with whom we partnered. A 

colleague’s class on (real, live, functioning) Democracy meets in a gritty neighboring city 

center with a consortium of students from a range of other schools, some of them 

themselves gritty, along with community activists. End the apartheid! 

10) Each class its own case in point 

Finally: every critical theme my classes consider is also explicitly applied to the 

class itself, indeed whenever possible as a central project of the class. An ethics class 

must consider its own ethics: it is its own laboratory. An epistemology curriculum must 

explicitly consider the basis of the claims it itself makes. If it seems as though some 

classes might never get off the ground at all under these conditions – how can we 

possibly teach the philosophy of teaching, for example? – consider that such self-

bootstrapping is more or less the real condition of these disciplines: and thus is key, I’d 

say, both to understanding them and to, after all, joining the work. 
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Latter-Day Deweyism 

Constant activity, along with Starting in the thick of things and Activities that 

teach themselves, all flow directly from Dewey’s fundamental premise that the mind is 

active rather than passive. Students – indeed all of us – are curious, inquiring, 

exploratory, open-ended beings, not empty containers waiting to be filled up like so 

many “jugs” only needing the professorial “mug”. It follows directly that the teacher’s job 

is not to dole out information but to effectively organize or orchestrate students’ inquiry 

and growth (“Not sage on the stage but guide on the side”, as it’s put this year). No 

better example than Dewey’s own experimental elementary school, where the middle-

schoolers started into 19th Century US history by trying to card cotton – to separate out 

the seeds. Quickly they realized how difficult it is, and so began to understand “from the 

inside” something of the work of plantation slaves and the transformative effect of the 

cotton gin. Then they built their own primitive gins and spinning wheels and looms, 

learning in the same way about the making of machinery, textiles, how to build and make 

stuff in general, and – back to history – it was on to the Industrial Revolution...1 

It’s Real work too – essentially the real situation in which cotton producers found 

themselves in the early 19th century. Plus the students get some clothes out of it. In the 

Waldorf schools, even today, all the students learn to knit and crochet and sew and 

weave… and later on, in exactly the same spirit, to work wood and then bronze and iron. 

The teachers treat it like latter-day alchemy: the progressively more difficult material of 

 
1 School and Society… 
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students’ handwork, they say, mirrors the progressively more difficult material of 

students’ own selves. They leave high school able to work metal.  

Role-playing could be linked to Dewey’s notion of thinking itself as “dramatic 

rehearsal”; and it offers a form of Real work as well, inasmuch as real dynamics are 

recreated (just more quickly and approachably) in good simulations.  Activities that 

teach themselves relates also to Dewey’s approach to the issue of discipline. He argues 

that the very “problem” of discipline is rooted in inadequate design of school activities. 

When the activity itself is thoroughly engaging, teachers have no need to use external 

means of control or personal assertion to rein in unruly or disengaged students: the work 

itself “create[s] situations that of themselves tend to exercise control over what pupils do 

and how they do it.”2  

Not quite enough time helps too. Going Out of the classroom takes seriously the 

imperative to connect education to what Dewey called “the one great common world.” 

When a class is its own case in point, it becomes, in a sense, its own best laboratory – as 

well as simply honest! 

In my view the same models ought to apply in college or even graduate school – in 

fact a fortiori, even more strongly. A college class might spend much of a term 

independently researching legal or scientific issues in teams to prepare for a role-play, or 

constructing alien civilizations from scratch in order to explore the difficulties and perils 

of contact. College classes can all the more readily be pre-committed unawares, and 

may embrace such projects even more whole-heartedly when they discover themselves 

 
2 Experience and Education, p, 57 
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in the very problematic situation they are investigating. In the next section I will to offer 

some examples of how readily this sort of thing can be done.  

Classic Dewey. Nonetheless, I would also argue that a “Latter-Day Deweyism” also 

needs to take at least two major steps beyond Dewey in turn.  

First, though Dewey is often accused of overstating the activity of mind, if 

anything I suspect the opposite – he underestimates it. He has far too moderated and 

temperate a conception of activity itself. Read School and Society and you get the 

impression of a kindergarten classroom of kids quietly and politely engaged in work at 

their “activity stations”, as they are now called (probably no small thanks to Dewey 

himself). But anyone who has been in a kindergarten classroom lately knows that, 

although sometimes such momentary calm prevails, on the whole kids are a whole order 

of magnitude or two more “active” than that: the actual activity is intense, often on the 

edge of frantic, intemperate at times, not always polite, often on or over the edge of 

disarray and sometimes exhaustion. 

Indeed, I’d argue, the normal state of the organism itself, especially with children, 

is way more edgy all around: it is more like a kind of over-eagerness, often on the edge of 

being overwhelmed by the sheer joy and at the same time the sheer terror of it all. 

“Growth” in actual children – Dewey’s be-all and end-all – is rarely the steady, sun-

drenched, orderly blossoming the term suggest in his hands. Think instead of the 

intensity of kids’ engagement with their soccer teams or Sudoku or online gaming, or 

(more accurately) all of these at once, alongside school and friends and the omnipresent 

social media. Whatever they do, it’s intense, over the top, as well as changeable: next 
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week it’s something else. Altogether a wild ride… and young adults, I mean college 

students, are much the same.  

I know: just the opposite may seem to be the case in many schools, especially 

when traditional academic expectations set in. But I would argue (or assert, here, 

dogmatically… but does it need arguing?) that the fault lies primarily with school itself, 

especially in its insistence on imposing adult-style controls on growing minds and bodies 

who desperately (as I am suggesting) need something else. Dewey notes, poignantly, 

that all too often students who seem completely unresponsive and inert in the classroom 

are nonetheless wholly alive in other settings, even up to the very threshold of the 

classroom itself.  

A conservative line in Philosophy of Education makes a similar point with the 

opposite valence. Things are always on the verge of degenerating into anarchy, they say: 

we have vastly too much and too disorganized energy for our own good. If young people 

are naturally active to the point of hyperactive, school should be a means of social control 

and the imposition of order. Latter-Day Deweyism agrees in part: often teacher and 

students are just hanging on for dear life. It’s just that this desperation itself, in our view, 

can become the very sparkplug of a profoundly engaged and engaging education – if we 

can find the key, if we energize ourselves by its flow rather than having to resist it with all 

our might. This is the very motive for many of the motifs I have outlined: Constant 

activity again, Activities that teach themselves, and even High wire acts – nothing so 

electrifying as that. 

Latter-Day Deweyism’s other main divergence from Dewey’s original follows upon 

social and technological shifts that have radically changed – mostly radically expanded – 
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the scope and possibilities for education. Speaking socially, for one thing, schools have 

become far more inclusive as well as just plain bigger. More students, and students from 

more varied backgrounds, come into regular contact. Social norms have changed too: 

that contact can be more challenging and fraught. The genteel gentlemen’s club culture 

of the 19th and early 20th Century university has been disrupted in successive waves by 

women, non-white people, student radicals and activists and queers, and correlatively by 

a variety of intellectual iconoclasts: relativists, deconstructionists, postmodernists, you 

name it. The result is that classrooms are decidedly less genteel or even polite: in 

general, once again, edgier.  

Certainly it’s possible to just dig in and resist. The reassertion of professorial 

authority is probably all the more tempting: resolutely just lecturing and leaving the 

rough-and-tumble of actual discussion to graduate assistants or dorm bull sessions. But 

once again a Latter-Day Deweyism inclines in exactly the opposite direction: we embrace 

the rough-and-tumble for its immediately engaging possibilities. Besides, it’s only 

honest: every class should be its own case in point.  

Then there is travel. Getting out of the classroom acquires a whole different 

meaning when it no longer just means going down the street – though it certainly should 

mean that in part – but could as well mean going halfway around the world. The leading 

edge now, at my school and similar colleges, is to try to enable every single student to 

go. This ubiquity of travel has led to a sea change in philosophies of education generally: I 

would argue that it has become possible to conceive of and enact experiential education 

in a much more radical way. Early on it was realized that there is no point is going abroad 

just to study the same things in the same sorts of classrooms. Much more emphasis is put 
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on out-of-class experiences like homestays, for language and cultural learning, and 

guided as well as unguided travel within the host country and region (visits to important 

and iconic sites; active work (e.g., excavation, experimenting…); and service). All of this is 

natural enough abroad… and then it came home. It may be because Study Abroad has 

become so prominent in the educational imagination that studying down the street or on 

longer but still local field trips also has become more appealing, even imperative. But 

again, this is no longer the exception but the rule, and the Latter-Day Deweyan’s task is 

to use it better and take it farther.  

Yet again: walk into any “well-equipped” college classroom today and there are 

screens, projectors, “Smartboards”, computers with Internet and thus everything from 

Wikipedia and YouTube to a range of specialized sites on virtually instant access. I do not 

say all of this is unambiguously good, or that it is inevitable or irresistible – there are 

philosophies of education that reject it all – but if we do take the easy and common route 

for the moment and choose to work within it, we find that it has vastly expanded and 

radically changed the possibilities for engaged teaching and learning. Constant exchange 

with students through email; constant feedback and responses from students through 

Moodle – the possibilities of non-stop and often personal/virtual interaction, rather than 

just the episodic face-to-face in the classroom, make the whole endeavour much more 

dynamic. In class itself, meanwhile, YouTube clips, on-line simulators, Googledocs that a 

class produces and discusses on the screen in front in real time, etc. are now a regular 

part of my classes. My students have Skyped with the authors of their readings – around 

the country and as far beyond as Australia. Elementary classes, I understand, Skype with 

astronauts on the International Space Station. My classes come to understand 

constructivist epistemology from the inside by editing and contributing to Wikipedia, 
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tracking their contributions over the term and talking with other editors and users. The 

classroom and the world are no longer so distinct, and this too can be vastly energizing. 

 

The motifs in action 

You see that I have already slipped over into writing about what Latter-Day 

Deweyism looks like in the classroom.  Now, though, I intend do so more systematically. 

What follow is a range of examples on different scales, from specific class exercises to 

whole-course design, of the above “Pedagogic Motifs” in action. 

 (1) Extensionism embodied. I begin with two examples on the scale of specific 

class sessions. Early on in my Environmental Ethics class we come to the “extensionist” 

position that argues for a major expansion of ethical consideration beyond the sphere of 

the human species to other creatures and ultimately the whole of nature. The usual 

argument works by a series of smaller and seemingly irresistible expansions of ethical 

consideration based in each case on key morally-relevant similarities between the beings 

“in” at that stage and the next larger set or circle of beings not yet being considered. The 

logic is the same as the expansion of consideration within the sphere of the human from 

more favored to less favored classes, for example (all Greeks and not just Athenians; all 

men and not just white men; all humans and not just males; etc.). Now the argument is: 

apes and whales and not just humans, on grounds of similar mental capacities; all 

animals and not just mammals, on grounds of shared sentience; etc.  

I could talk about all of this in the usual ways – it is an easy lecture topic – and no 

doubt much of the class would get some feel for it. There are more engaging ways to 
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have that discussion, too: students could present the ideas rather than me, for example, 

or we could stage a class debate or have a speaker about animal rights. A still more 

thoroughly engaged class, however, might edge much farther from the norms. What 

happens in fact is that students walk into a room with a line taped down the middle and 

all the chairs crowded onto one side of it. On the other side, a few very nice armchairs, 

along with a table with drinks – altogether a comfortable and spacious scene. Three 

students, one male and two females (hand picked, but they don’t know this) sit on the far 

side. The rest of the class, on the other side, is assigned some other-than-human identity 

when they come in, ranging from whale to redwoods to rivers and mountains and the 

Earth itself.  

Now I explain: we are, right now, physically enacting the ethical situation as usually 

imagined. Humans stand on one side of a hard and fast ethical line between us and the 

rest of the world. The question is: can anyone else argue themselves across the line? The 

rules are: Everyone “in” gets a vote, at whatever stage, and everyone “out” gets a chance 

to make their case. The “outs” have to figure out how, in what order and groupings.  

They start planning (the humans take a walk). Then, the unexpected: just as the 

arguments are about to start, I throw the two women “out”. Mirroring the earlier 

evolution of ethics, they too have to justify their ethical standing. Meantime I also 

appoint an ethical argument referee. No one, including the women, can argue just on the 

basis of their usefulness: they have to give ethical and not instrumental grounds. Then 

the arguments begin in earnest. Usually the women try to get in first, and everyone else 

in sequence depending on their similarities to the most recently-admitted “in” group 

(though there are usually also a few groups that urge everyone to try together at once, a 
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fascinating strategy usually rejected (by the more likely candidates) as unworkably risky). 

Usually also they all get in in the end… but not unanimously.  

This is role playing, in the thick of things, that teaches itself. Students find 

themselves unexpectedly, visibly, and urgently thrown into a structural analogue of the 

issue they have read about. They have the task of getting themselves through it. After 

they do, they have an unmatchable sense from the inside of (in this case) the essential 

logic of the extensionist argument, as well as its potential limits and defects (to be drawn 

out in further discussion, or perhaps similar enactments of alternatives). And they’ve 

lived it – they have had to argue themselves across the line.  

(2) “Someone is looking for you”. An astronomer colleague and I co-taught a 

course called “Life in the Universe”: an exploration of the search for life, especially 

intelligent life (or SETI, the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) beyond Earth. SETI 

faces several basic conceptual and practical obstacles, mostly deriving from not knowing 

how a totally alien civilization might attempt to contact us. What kind of medium and 

“channel” would they choose? What kind of “alert signal”? A germinal early paper on this 

subject proposed certain very specific answers to these questions (basically: the medium 

of radio, with prime number alert signals) that have shaped SETI for the last 50 years. We 

assigned that paper. But how to teach it? 

I conscripted my daughter, an undergraduate at another university, to attempt to 

contact our class, beginning at a specified time during our class meeting. However, I did 

not tell her the names of any students or anything specific about the class. At the 

specified time, we told our class that “someone is looking for you” and that they should 

try to make contact. Just as in the SETI model, then, they needed to settle on a common 
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medium and signal, using only the most general shared knowledge. SETI settled on radio 

as the best means of communication; our students quickly settled on an analogue: social 

media. They searched the internet for any messages from the stranger, as well as leaving 

their own every place they could think of. Within half an hour, one of the groups 

succeeded. My daughter had, among other things, inserted her Facebook contact 

information in the first line of Elon University's Wikipedia page. Our students found it 

within seven minutes of her posting it (and promptly reverted it before Wikipedia did). 

Two other groups were also very close to making contact and likely would have done so 

within a few minutes. One group was checking Elon University's online want ads for a 

relevant posting – and my daughter posted such an ad, but on Craigslist (that was next). 

My co-teacher was pretty sure that “contact” would fail; I was more optimistic. But 

of course the possibility of failure is part of the urgency (we also made it a contest 

between groups) and high-wire nature of the exercise – and it’s only realistic, besides: 

SETI could fail too, even if the universe is full of other intelligences looking for us. Our 

goal, once again, was simply to lead our students to experience the fundamental 

dilemmas of SETI from the inside. They enacted the same thing themselves. Meanwhile 

my daughter was prepared for a “debriefing” Skype conference either way—success or 

failure—to discuss various strategies. We loved the idea of actually being able to 

compare strategies, right after the exercise itself, and note the ways in which each side 

might have glanced by each other, made assumptions about the other that might have 
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been unnecessarily limiting, etc. In that sense, failure might have been even more 

illuminating than success. But we were happy to take success!3 

(3) Role-plays on the whole-course scale. I like role-plays on a variety of scales. 

Some are very short and impromptu. Teaching Descartes I may appear as the man 

himself, armed with a sword (Descartes was an accomplished duelist as well as dualist), 

to cross-examine students on fine points of his argument. Charles Darwin sometimes 

surprises classes discussing evolution. These are role-plays primarily for me, but other 

times students find themselves on the spot, for example in talk-show-style interviews, a 

mic suddenly stuck in their face, role-playing figures we are reading. It’s all on the high 

wire.  

The most powerful role-plays, though, take shape over whole terms. For example, 

Environmental Ethics ends with a role-play simulating a US Senate Committee Hearing 

on a proposal to ban in vitro meat (animal flesh produced without actual animals). That’s 

at the end: but from the first day of the term, when I put out some illustrative issues to 

the class for their first reactions, the issue is before them. Gradually we form advocacy 

groups; many class sessions along the way touch on the various possible positions; 

writing assignments re-raise the issue from the vantage points of the various approaches 

to environmental ethics the class explores. The issue makes for unexpected and 

uncertain environmental-ethical bedfellows: thus it requires participants to know their 

 
3 For more on this and other activities in our “Life in the Universe” course, including #4 below, see 
Anthony Crider and Anthony Weston, “Experiential Education on the Edge: SETI Activities for the College 
Classroom”, Astronomy Education Review 11 (2012), 
http://aer.aas.org/resource/1/aerscz/v11/i1/p010202_s1 
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positions well enough to extend them to quite new places. A lot of mainline 

environmentalisms enthusiastically favor “test-tube meat”, for example, but those who 

worry about technological hubris oppose it, along with eco-theologians and others 

concerned for the integrity of the natural world in its own right; and besides all of them, 

other interest groups join the fray, such as cattle growers (against it, in alliance with the 

Native Peoples caucus), PETA (strongly for), vegetarians (a variety of views), the World 

Council of Churches, and various other groups cooked up by the class itself, such as 

“Citizens Against Test-Tube Meat”.  

As the hearing days approach, interest-group activities become more consuming 

and secretive. When they finally arrive, the entire room is remade into a genuine Hearing 

Room, with microphones and lights, a raised dais, everything. Last time one of the “pro” 

groups set up a table outside the Hearing Room, and cooked up tantalizing samples of 

what they said was test-tube meat (actually soy gluten chicken substitute): who would 

eat it? Others considered picketing or disrupting the hearing in other ways – the PETA 

group even wanted to streak (naked), though I talked them out of it. Last time a 

university reporter arrived to take pictures for real (I mean, for university publications 

about teaching methods), but the students only saw the reporter with cameras.  

The Committee itself is made up mostly of some visiting Environmental Studies 

faculty and some student veterans of previous courses. They mount their dais, sit down 

under the lights, hear testimony, cross-examine the testifiers. Eventually, like a real 

Senate committee, they take their own stands, argue among themselves, and vote. All of 

this leads to some intense de-brief discussion. Professors who know of the “Reacting to 
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the Past” model4 will recognize much that is similar here: the main difference is that this 

role-play is not a recreation of a historical debate but is prospective, a debate that will 

probably soon be upon us. The dynamics, either way, are powerful. Nothing teaches 

itself more than these sorts of role-plays that invite, indeed require, students to get 

inside the contending points of view. They were pre-committed unawares because I 

used their day-one reflections on the initial prompts to assign them, though tentatively, 

to interest groups. And of course, once again, this kind of dramatization puts everyone 

on the high wire... and here, as it were, a much longer one.  

(4) Contact: a simulation. “Life in the Universe” was built partly around a 

semester-long simulation inspired by the CONTACT: Cultures of the Imagination (COTI) 

conference held annually for more than thirty years. COTI includes a multiday, non-stop 

workshop in which two teams independently construct alien worlds and populate them 

with promising species, work out in detail what kinds of intelligent creatures and 

civilizations might arise on them, and then bring the two teams together to role-play a 

first-contact situation. Our version was somewhat different: we had one team envision 

aliens and another imagine future human astronauts. Students self-selected into the 

two teams, and were asked, in a series of group-written papers, to imagine and 

describe their worlds and individual roles. During the semester, we held occasional 

short team meetings in two separate rooms at the end of class for the students to plan 

and speak with each other and one instructor; both groups also worked extensively 

outside of class. Neither students in the two groups nor the instructors talked with the 

other about this work throughout this process. As it would be in the real world, we 

knew nothing about each other until the moments of first contact arrived. 
 

4 See http://reacting.barnard.edu.  

http://reacting.barnard.edu/
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It’s tempting to go into the whole narrative: the tree-communing, song-singing, 

arboritecting canopy civilization evolved by the aliens, the human team’s devolution 

into a mission of scientists co-opted by billionaire philanthropist-explorers looking for 

museum specimens, their attempts at first contact from a distance coming up blank, a 

series of “landings” (appearances in our classroom, thoroughly transformed into a hot, 

windy, vine-thick rainforest) with disastrous consequences, near-mutinies among some 

of the astronauts, various ramifications for the aliens’ ecology and mythology as the 

KICK Astronauts (that’s what they called themselves) finally warp-sped away with their 

abductees, as well as intense ramifications for the class afterwards, for example real 

anger among the aliens about what had happened. But it’s all a very long story. My 

point here is mostly just, once again, that although actual “contact” only took days near 

the end of the term, plus another several sessions to debrief, it gave an unmatchable 

intensity to the whole term, so much so that I am tempted to cite constant activity as 

one of the key motifs, even though the activity was rarely physical except on the actual 

enactment days (when at points it involved actual wrestling). Moreover, the result was 

exactly the sort of miscommunication and unwitting disaster that the literature on 

“contact” warns us of. My co-teacher and I wrote later: 

 

It is all very well to imagine that of course we would pick up on alien intelligence if there as 

any to be found, and that we would avoid, through sheer good will, the kinds of 

misadventures and cascading-to-lethal misunderstandings that so often emerged in 

previous human-to-human or human-to-other-than-human “contact” situations right here 
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on Earth. In the event, however, this very class went quickly and enthusiastically down the 

very same road…5 

Students unwittingly re-enacted it from within. Indeed that was the basis on which they 

finally reconciled themselves, afterwards, to what happened: that it is actually a very old 

story. In their course evaluations, many cited this exercise as the most powerful learning 

experience of the class. And arguably only by having enacted it themselves once may 

they develop the capacity to recognize and change the story… next time, maybe for real.  

(5) Zen in theory and practice. Considering their predecessors’ roles as purveyors 

of dogma enforced in practice, I can only sympathize with my colleagues in Religious 

Studies who now rigorously confine themselves to classroom teaching of doctrines, 

histories, and hermeneutics. It’s probably the best they can do as their field redefines 

itself in the academy. One result, however, especially in a society in which anything 

seemingly “religious” is still so cathected, politically and in other ways, is that they 

cannot go anywhere near the actual heart of religion. Not that students should be asked 

to fully participate in services or confessions of faiths they don’t have (or even “get 

credit” for participation or confessions of faiths they do), but surely they might at least 

try on some of the practices: some regular ritual observance of something, careful 

attention to food (what or whether we eat, and when); and yes, while they’re at it, certain 

basic kinds of mindfulness. Buddhism calls these “meditation”, so that now some people 

think that simply “meditating” somehow makes you a Buddhist. It might be better to 

consider that Buddhism – and yes, while we’re at it, let’s say Zen in particular – has some 

 
5 “Experiential Education on the Edge”, section --- 
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useful practical insights into mindfulness generally that might be explored in their own 

rights. And if not in Religious Studies, then – why not? – in Philosophy.  

In this spirit I facilitate an intensive (J-term) Zen course led by the osho of a nearby 

Zen Center. Technically I am the instructor6, but he’s the true teacher. It’s a theory and 

practice course, but honestly the practice drives it. Once again, real work. From the first 

day we are meditating twenty minutes at the start of each session, and then doing 

walking meditation for ten; each session ends the same way. Some days we have double 

sessions. A week or so into the class we take the whole group to a four-day, mostly silent 

retreat at the Zendo – which we call, only partly tongue-in-cheek, “Study Abroad”, 

because though it’s only a few towns over, it’s really a whole different world – where we 

get up for chanting and walking meditation (often in cold weather) at 5:30 am, meditate 

for about seven hours a day (not all at once), work in garden or on the roads, eat 

monastery-style (also in silence), etc. It’s way out of the classroom from the start, and 

not for the faint of heart, but our students – anyway those who sign up for this class – rise 

to the occasion. A number of them each year find the experience life-changing, and some 

not only stick with the practice but join the campus Zen group. It is wonderful for our 

students to encounter someone like our Zen teacher, so centered and deeply joyful in a 

world which often offers them so little of either, thus embodying the very thing he 

teaches – every class its own case in point, remember – and equally wonderful to see 

 
6 The reason for this is another long story about how the modern university cannot even begin to 

countenance alternative certification systems. In Buddhism’s case it is transmission. And they count: my 

co-teacher is 82nd from the Buddha. But it matters more to my university, always looking over their 

shoulders at the accreditors, that I have a PhD – never mind that it has nothing whatever to do with 

Buddhism or meditation.  
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him so captivated by our students and their energies. At the Zendo he normally works 

one-on-one with a few older students and seekers, so the group energies of curious and 

not necessarily quiet and respectful young people are intriguing and energizing to him. 

(6) Adventures in Eco-futurism. Speaking of getting way out of the classroom 

and of using the J-term travel opportunity to the fullest, I might next briefly outline my 

most recent January course, an up-close look at two eco-futurist visions that are taking 

shape today: Paolo Soleri’s hyper-dense “arcology” (architecture / ecology), a prototype 

of which is rising in the high desert near Phoenix, Arizona (pictured above); and a 

maximally sustainable “permaculture” (permanent agriculture) as it is being practiced and 

taught in the seaside rainforest at Punta Mona, Costa Rica. We lived, studied, and 

worked at each site for about a week. Accompanying side trips – to the Biosphere 2 

project near Tucson; to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin West in Scottsdale; and other eco-

developments in Costa Rica – complemented (and complicated) the two main visions. 

Students’ concurrent term project was to complete a radical eco-futurist redesign of their 

own for our University.  

Key is the “total immersion” character of any such adventure: we were living and 

learning at the very sites we were studying, and ultimately we worked at both sites as 

well, getting dirt under our fingernails and bugs in our stomachs (in Costa Rica), 

swimming and freezing and cooking together, hauling our stuff on our backs through the 

rainforest, crawling all over Biosphere 2, working on a massive Soleri greenhouse and 

planting new gardens at Punta Mona while dodging falling coconuts (mostly 

successfully), writing and also drawing and painting in journals. Meeting constantly with 

staff and community members at all our locations. Constant activity, real work, 
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everything from the inside. No classrooms but the great world, even though we met 

sometimes in actual rooms, watching a snowstorm sweep across the desert from 

Arcosanti, setting in an outdoor pavilion only feet from the Caribbean shore in Costa Rica 

(the only class sessions I have so far led clad in swim trunks). There are multiple 

challenges coordinating such a thing and taking responsibility for a group of students, 

with their own ideas of how to spend their time, very far from home. Nonetheless, there 

is no substitute for actual experience. My motto is: since I wanted my students to go to 

the edge conceptually and imaginatively – not just to tinker with the world we know to 

make it marginally more “ecological”, but to utterly remake it – there is no substitute for 

going to the edge physically as well. “The inner mirrors the outer”, once again. 

(7) Philosophy of Education. Finally, as an example of a class that literally 

embodies every single one of the motifs, I offer the Philosophy of Education course that I 

have taught regularly over the years7 and currently have revamped and am co-teaching 

with a colleague.  

…except that I am not going to do that here… you guys are living it out ☺! AW 

 

Conclusion 

Apparently Dewey himself was a total disaster in the classroom. He didn’t teach 

like a “Deweyan” at all. In fact he hardly even thought of himself as a teacher in the first 
 

7 Prior publications on earlier versions of the class: “Risking Philosophy of Education”, Metaphilosophy 
29 (1998) 145-158, and "Uncovering the 'Hidden Curriculum': A Laboratory Course in Philosophy of 
Education", APA Newsletter on Teaching Philosophy 90:2 (Winter 1991): 36-40, subsequently reprinted 
in Tziporah Kasachkoff, ed., In the Socratic Tradition: Essays on Teaching Philosophy (Rowman and 
Littlefield, 1998). 
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place. And truly I cannot imagine him teaching (college, anyway) in the ways I have 

outlined here even if he had thought of himself as a teacher. Perhaps it’s just that he 

seems too staid, or too 19th Century, in the old photos. Meanwhile none of my own 

teachers taught this way either. It may be that, on some deep level, my framing my own 

teaching in terms of “Latter-Day Deweyan” motifs is really an attempt to justify my claim 

to belong to the great Deweyan fraternity all the same: to make it, all the same, my 

philo-pedagogical home. Teaching like “Dewey on steroids” means mostly ratcheting up 

the level of intensity of the familiar Deweyan methods a few orders of magnitude at 

least. In some ways I do not feel like I belong to a great fraternity of teachers, per se, but 

to a wider but much more diffuse fraternity of disrupters and adventurers, in the 

classroom but mostly beyond, whose calling in whatever field is to the high wire.  

So much is just autobiography, maybe, but my hope is also that there is some 

appeal in it to others: an appeal to Deweyans who may be tempted, after all, to edge 

rather seriously beyond the Deweyism we know, in practice as well as theory (and 

perhaps, regardless of Dewey’s own less than sterling example, to put the theory more 

systematically into practice); and an appeal to teachers of any stripe, perhaps, for whom 

the appeal of specific methods may drive a philosophical reorientation rather than the 

other way around. To them I would only add that, however exhausting and risky this kind 

of pedagogy may sound – and indeed, sometimes it feels that way even to me –there is 

also nothing so utterly energizing and rewarding to me as teaching on, and with, this 

kind of edge. I would not have it any other way. 

 

 


