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ARTICLES

From Guide on the Side to Impresario
with a Scenario

Anthony Weston

Elon University

This article proposes a conception of the teacher as an Impresario with a Scenario, a multi-

centric and co-constructivist model in contrast to the familiarly student-centered and

constructivist ideal of the Guide on the Side. I argue that the Impresario conception is truer

to the practices of many teachers inspired by the “Guide on the Side” model, while at the

Same time, explicitly recognized and embraced, it opens up many appealing and

venturesome farther possibilities.

Keywords: active learning, constructivism, Guide on the Side, Sage on the Stage, reacting

to the past, scenario-based learning

“Sage on the Stage” and “Guide on the Side” have

become widely influential characterizations of opposed

conceptions of the teacher since Alison King popular-

ized them in a highly cited article in this journal (King

1993). Lately King’s contrast has even been extended to

related areas as far-flung as parenting (Doorley 2010)

and Instructional Technology (Raths 2011), and has

prompted an intriguing hybrid as well, “Sage on the

Side” (Morrison 2012).

In the stereotype, Sages declaim to roomfuls of passive

students, while Guides are student-centered facilitators of

students’ own active knowledge-construction. Yet surely

“Guide on the Side” is only one of many alternatives to

“Sage on the Stage.” There are other and more co-active

modes of teaching, quite beyond the Sage/Guide contin-

uum, that offer the teacher a more central and energetic

role without displacing students from the “center” either.

This article, accordingly, proposes an alternative model of

teaching meant to expand the polar Sage/Guide opposition

into a broader and more complex field. Adopting King’s

style of cheeky labelling, I call the new model the Impresa-

rio with a Scenario. I argue that the Impresario conception

is truer to the practices of many teachers inspired by the

Guide on the Side model, while at the same time opening

up many appealing and venturesome farther possibilities.

Impresarios with Scenarios

By “Scenario” I mean a structure or framework or outline,

in this case of an activity or procedure, whose main

dynamic or pattern can be readily grasped, entered into,

and enacted. A scenario has steps, roles, and some kind of

inner logical and/or dramatic structure, such as a play’s plot

or a problem’s multiple levels or the dialectic of a debate or

argument. The full structure may not be evident at first,

however; in fact, part of the attraction may be its gradual

emergence, even outright surprises along the way.

This is a broader definition than some in the literature. In

her influential guidebook, Ruth Clark defines a “learning

scenario” as a “work-realistic assignment or challenge,

which in turn responds to reflect the learner’s choices” and

naturally evolves into “progressively more complex experi-

ences” (Clark 2013, 5–6). Clark and others are persuasive

on the pedagogical advantages of using scenarios: they are

interactive, skill-based, and thoroughly “contextualize

learning” (Clark, 13; Sorin et al. 2012). However, there is

no reason to restrict them by definition to workplace appli-

cations. The scenario might be a car with a problem, but it

might equally well be a theological debate or a biological

experiment or some historical encounter that students are

replaying. These too naturally evolve into “progressively

more complex” challenges as students engage them.

“Impresarios with Scenarios,” then, are teachers who

regularly enact such dramatically or dialectically structuredCorrespondence should be sent to Anthony Weston, Department of Phi-
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kinds of activities for and with their students. In accord with

the theatrical metaphor, I will call this staging the sce-

nario—and indeed, as I shall try to show, very often it calls

for quite literal staging, for example in the physical

arrangement of the classroom, as well as “staging” in the

broader sense of unfolding it in an artful and effective way

within the larger flow of the course. I certainly do not mean

that this is the only way that a teacher should (or even can)

teach. Elements of both Sage and Guide may well also

remain. Still, I will try to show that it is possible to teach

in a primarily scenario-centered way across a large range

of topics and disciplines—and indeed that many teachers

already do. It is a distinctive style with both its own phi-

losophy and its own material and curricular demands—

and its own potential for much wider adoption and

development.

Contrasts

King traces the Sage on the Stage model back to a

“transmittal” conception of teaching and learning, accord-

ing to which, as she rather baldly puts it, students are

merely passive learners, containers, or reproducers rather

than producers of knowledge (1993, 30). Others more sym-

pathetic to lecturing have argued that sheer transmittal is

not lecturing’s only or even chief intention or virtue. It may

also enact compelling models of scholarly engagement as a

form of “performance art,” as Saarinen and Slotte argue

(2006), or effectively prepare students to learn on their own

later (Burgan 2006; Bent 1970). Still, in the usual terms,

the Sage on the Stage model is clearly teacher-centered in

the sense that the teacher’s presence dominates the room

and the class’s activity. Her energies drive whatever tran-

spires. The student role is markedly passive: students are to

be observers and note-takers whose overriding task is to

keep still and absorb.

By contrast, the Guide on the Side ideal, again in the

familiar terms, is student-centered. The underlying cogni-

tive model is constructivist: that is, as King puts it,

students are understood to “actively process information

by reconstructing [it] in . . . new and personally meaning-

ful ways,”

In contrast to the transmittal model. . . the constructivist

model places students at the center of the process – actively

participating in thinking and discussing ideas while making

meaning for themselves. And the professor. . . functions as
a “guide on the side”, facilitating . . . students’ interactions
with the material and with each other in their knowledge-

producing endeavor. (1993, 30)

In this model, naturally, the teacher moves to the sidelines,

acting more as coach or facilitator, taking her cues and her

material from students, whose energies manifestly drive the

action. Students must actively engage, putting forward

ideas or actions, so that the teacher can usefully re-act and

help them reshape, rethink, and elaborate their thinking and

action, constructing and reconstructing knowledge and skill

as they go.

The Impresario model also calls centrally on student

engagement and activity, and thus it is student-centered

too. Still, the Impresario-teacher does not wait for students

to take the initiative. She does not just facilitate the action

on students’ terms. Instead, the Impresario model is also

teacher-centered, indeed profoundly and proactively, since

well-chosen scenarios, ably and deftly staged, are essential

to engage and structure students’ action in the first place.

Students’ and teachers’ activity is in characteristically dif-

ferent modalities, then, and both are profoundly active in

this model. The “center” is neither primarily in the teacher

nor primarily in the students, but is shared by all, albeit in

different ways.

Deweyans sometimes speak of the teacher as a kind of

“orchestrator” and of teaching as “orchestrating inquiry” (e.

g. Langford and Cleary 1995; Collier et al. 2015, question

4). Though both sources still explicitly embrace the Guide

on the Side or facilitative model, arguably something much

more strategic and activist is actually called for. Synthesiz-

ing and pre-arrangement are essential to “orchestration”.

There is nothing passive or reactive about it. Indeed the

metaphor is strikingly theatrical, especially for typically

sober-minded Deweyans. Even though the Impresario-

orchestrator is not in the spotlight when the show finally

opens, so to speak, her initiative, pre-imagination, and set-

up are the essential conditions for everything that then

unfolds. Teaching as an Impresario therefore mobilizes its

own distinctive kind of energy—something not asked of, or

even imagined by, either the Sage on the Stage, totally in

control of the one very simplified and staid show, or the

Guide on the Side, prodding, facilitating, and mentoring

but still circumspectly not just offstage but resolutely stay-

ing on the sidelines. In the Impresario model, by design,

students and teachers play off each others’ energies, unpre-

dictably and often urgently, with the teacher primarily

responsible for setting the scene and organizing, focusing,

and sustaining the energies of a class in consistently pro-

ductive ways.

Table 1 summarizes the contrasts between the three

models.

The Necessary Impresario

One way to approach the Impresario model is to recognize

that teachers who aspire to be Guides on the Side already

also work, at least to some degree, in this more proactive

and co-constructive way. King (1993, 33), for example,

says of one of her model Guides on the Side that “all he

did was structure the situation to allow [certain lines of

student questioning] to happen,” and later, about another,
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that she “unobtrusively arranges the context and facilitates

the process” (34)—for example by giving different stu-

dents only pieces of a larger integrated set of information

and requiring them to teach it to others in the group in

order that they may “assemble the jigsaw puzzle” together.

These are fine examples of enterprising and activating

teachers. Yet I submit that they act as something more and

quite different than mere Guides—and hardly so modest

(“all he did. . .”) or necessarily so unobtrusive either. In

the second case, for instance, the teacher created the puz-

zle in the first place, which surely took a great deal of

work and careful thought. Then she divided it into func-

tional pieces (more proactivity) and orchestrated the class

itself so that puzzle-solving could take place in an effec-

tive and unimpeded way. Likewise, to so “structure the sit-

uation” so that it unfolds in the most revealing and useful

ways, as King says of the first teacher’s work, takes a high

and skilful degree of orchestration, scenario-setting, and

staging. This too is a proactive and not at all merely reac-

tive teacher.

Arguably a certain degree of staging is implicit in all

models of teaching. Even the Sage on the Stage model

announces itself in King’s iconic label as, obviously, staged.

Saging in the usual way could hardly work without Stag-

ing—without the entire room set up for listening. The contri-

bution of the room’s physical arrangement may go

unnoticed because it is so familiar—and also, perhaps, more

deeply, because professional academics tend to overrate the

role of pure ideas or “content” and overlook the power of

embodied enactment (Goodman 1962). Taken-for-granted

and typically invisible others (architects, desk manufac-

turers, janitors. . .) usually handle the set-up, too—often the

Sage can simply presume the staging—yet all the same it is

essential.

Guides, of course, are enjoined to rethink Sage-centered

staging. But notice that we are not invited to rethink staging

as such—as if we could. Instead, we are invited to stage our

classrooms in a different way. For active, student-centered

classrooms, whether in kindergarten or graduate school, we

learn to set up seats or worktables in groups among which

the teacher circulates. For lively classroom debates, we set

up two rows of chairs facing each other. Discussion-based

classes call for chairs or desks in a circle. More ambitious

Impresarios might pull out a microphone—never mind if it

is connected to anything—and instantly become a talk-

show host, ready to prowl the aisles calling on students to

speak, prodding and challenging them to go farther and

think harder. But of course they had to bring the mic, and

set up the room with the requisite aisles, in the first place—

and muster the necessary showmanship to pull off the

Donahue act.

In truth, I would argue, the question is not whether to

stage scenarios but only what kind of scenarios we intend to

stage—and how consciously and enthusiastically we

embrace the need for staging in so doing. One way or

another we’re all Impresarios, in fact: that is, in one way or

another, we all make scenes.

A Range of Scenarios

I now outline three categories of full-scale scenarios, briefly

illustrating each. These categories are by no means exhaus-

tive but should help make the model of the Impresario with

a Scenario more concrete and begin to suggest its true

breadth of possibilities.

Role-plays

Teachers may set up role-play projects in which students

thoroughly master certain positional roles and then bring

them into an extended structured interaction. A well-estab-

lished paradigm for teaching in this way is the “Reacting to

the Past” model, placing students into “roles informed by

classic texts in the history of ideas” which they learn to

inhabit in preparation for open-ended reenactments of clas-

sic confrontations or decision-points, such as the trial of

Galileo, the U.S. Constitutional Convention, or the 1999

suit in Kansas over the teaching of creationism in public

schools:

Students learn by taking on roles . . . in elaborate games set

in the past; they learn skills—speaking, writing, critical

thinking, problem solving, leadership, and teamwork—in

order to prevail in difficult and complicated situations. That

is because Reacting roles, unlike those in a play, do not

have a fixed script and outcome. While students will be

obliged to adhere to the philosophical and intellectual

beliefs of the historical figures they have been assigned

to play, they must devise their own means of expressing

those ideas persuasively, in papers, speeches or other

public presentations; and students must also pursue a

course of action they think will help them win the

game. (Reacting 2013)

Table 1

Three Models Compared

Model Description

“Sage on the Stage” A teacher-centric model in which

knowledge is a given, and the Sage-

teacher is active while students are

passive.

“Guide on the Side” A student-centric model in which

knowledge is constructed by students,

who are artive while the Guide-teacher

is primarily reactive.

“Impresario with a Scenario” A multi--centric model in which

knowledge is co-constructed within

frameworks in which students become

active while the Impresario-teacher is

primarily proactive.
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Founder Mark Carnes calls the Reacting model “deep

role-playing,” in contrast to merely parroting spokespeople

or to brief class debates with assigned positions (Carnes

2014). Students actually have to become their characters or

take on their positions, driven variously by the competitive

aspect of the game, the fascination of the unfolding event—

with the outcomes, once again, up for grabs—and what

Carnes calls the “subversive” character of the pedagogy

(2014, Chapter 2).

In my own classes I run analogous term-long role-play

scenarios that typically are forward-looking rather than his-

torical. A recent Environmental Ethics course culminated

in a mock U.S. Senate Hearing on a proposal to ban in vitro

meat (IVM: animal flesh produced without actual ani-

mals)—an issue that makes for unexpected and uncertain

environmental-ethical bedfellows, and requires everyone to

go well beyond their readings to rethink their ethical and

political starting-points and their implications. The class

broached the IVM issue at its very first meeting, periodi-

cally returned to it in discussion and as part of writing

assignments through the term, and ended with a full-scale,

multi-day hearing, remaking the classroom into a genuine

Hearing Room for the occasion, with microphones and

lights, a raised dais, suited lobbyists, and real media (a uni-

versity photographer, who was actually taking pictures for

university publications even though everyone assumed I

just invited him as a prop). Senators were played by other

Environmental Studies faculty members and student veter-

ans of previous classes. Multiple interested parties lobbied

and testified, savaged each others’ positions, lobbied each

other intensively to build or break coalitions, and even tried

to induce the opponents to eat what they said was sample

IVM (actually a wheat gluten product).

Problems as scenarios

Other sorts of scenarios stage problems. In a colleague’s

Introductory Engineering course, for instance, small work-

groups walk into their classroom to find themselves chal-

lenged to build a high-performance device with only a few

materials and a tight schedule, as for example in an exercise

borrowed from NASA in which the object is to protect an

egg from breaking when dropped onto a hard surface

(NASA, n.d.: the context is a challenge for creative designs

for soft-landing spacecraft on Mars). Each group already

finds itself with an actual egg and a little cardboard, some

paper, paperclip or two and some tape—and in 15 minutes,

their instructor says, their eggs go out the window. Mean-

while she makes herself insistently and suggestively visible,

sometimes working on her own lander, maybe with a few

adventurous students, or circulating to drop random addi-

tional materials (bubblegum? baby chickens?) onto one or

another group’s worktables—playing provocateur too.

Lee Silver was a Caltech geologist who trained the

Apollo astronauts who landed on the Moon—entirely

untutored in geology—to read the lay of the land so that in

their brief excursions they could recognize the best samples

for lunar geologists back home, eventually including, with

Apollo 15, the famous “Genesis Rock.” Silver’s method

was “Dress rehearsal for the real thing” (Bain & Hershey

1971, 7). Note again the theatrical metaphor—though also

notice, these “rehearsals” were entirely real in their own

ways:

Traverses – or the routes over which the crews would pass –

were carefully thought out in advance. The crews worked

from assigned maps like those carried on the actual mission,

and there were assigned stations along the traverse, each

station with its required tasks, each to be reached by a time

specified in advance. (Bain & Hershey, pp. 7–8)

This too, in short, was a carefully staged problem, with Sil-

ver energetically coaching not just from the sidelines but

right along with the students—right among the rocks too,

and right in the astronauts’ faces as they clambered around

in their bulky spacesuits.

Today’s scenario-based learning models often present

themselves as instances of “Problem-Based Learning”

(PBL) (Clark 2013, xiv, 12), which is framed in turn as an

established paradigm on the Guide on the Side model (Bar-

rows 1996), where once again the teacher is cast as facilita-

tor or coach. Impresarios certainly should welcome the

developed literature on problems of this sort, even if it is

typically workplace-centered (like Clark’s book, as noted

above). Again, however, I argue that teachers like my col-

league and Lee Silver are doing something much more

active than mere Guiding. Such impresario-teachers inhabit

problems from the start—they already live, so to speak, at

problems’ very centers—and compellingly invite students to

join them there. Their coaching itself is a co-active role. It

is true that coaches stand on the side(lines) while their team

plays a game or performs a play. The appropriate pedagogi-

cal analogy, however, is to a teacher watching her students

carry on productive work after her class. Her actual teaching

effort is to prepare them for this work. Insofar as coaching is

a useful metaphor for teaching, then, let us model ourselves

on the work of the coach during practice—not on the side-

lines at all, but in the very middle of things, paradigmati-

cally by staging the conditions of the practice itself.

Microcosms and analogues

A third major type of Scenario puts students into micro-

cosms or analogues of a situation or process they are study-

ing. A microcosm is a literal version of the same thing

scaled down to fit the time constraints or other practical

limits of a course. For example, my colleagues’ Senior

Seminar students in Environmental Studies spend their

term researching and preparing draft Environmental Impact

Statements (EISs) for local projects (MacFall 2012). Theirs
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is not as full-scale or professionally certifiable as an official

EIS, but the work is nonetheless entirely real and necessar-

ily engaged, often edgy as well. Students work extensively

on-site and with actual stakeholders, and present their

results in sometimes-contentious public forums with pro-

gram faculty present as well.

Other times, however, microcosms are not possible.

Maybe the issue or problematic situation being studied is

unapproachable on a small scale or inaccessible to students

for a variety of other reasons. A way of nonetheless making

a Scenario of it is to transpose it into quite a different issue

or problematic situation, “real” or not, that is nonetheless

homologous in key ways, but more approachable—a struc-

tural analogue.

The “Life in the Universe” Honors course that I co-teach

with an astronomer is an exploration of the search for life,

especially intelligent life, beyond Earth, and its means,

assumptions, and implications (Crider and Weston 2012).

Right at the beginning, though, the Search for Extraterrestrial

Intelligence (SETI) faces a seemingly impossible epistemolog-

ical obstacle. We have no idea how a totally alien civilization

might attempt to make contact. What kind of medium and

“channel” would they choose? What kind of “alert signal”? A

classic early paper on this subject proposed surprisingly spe-

cific answers to these questions (the medium of radio, at the

Hydrogen line frequency, with prime number alert signals)

that have shaped SETI for the last fifty years (Cocconi &Mor-

rison 1959). We assign that paper. But how to teach it? We

cannot exactly make our students into 1950s-era astronomers

(though my colleague is at work with a student on a Reacting

game that gets close). But there are other ways.

Our answer is essentially to put our class into a structural

analogue of the same problematic that Cocconi and Morri-

son address: a real, though totally different situation in

which the same rigorous logic nonetheless applies. Thus,

after beginning a class session by reviewing Cocconi and

Morrison’s classic argument, we announce, out of the blue,

that at that very moment someone is trying to contact this

class. “Someone” only knows that this class exists—no

other specifics—and that the class will be trying to find

them in turn. Now make contact, we say.

Students look at us as like we have lost our minds. It

is not possible, they say, and besides, how do we know

that someone really is looking for us? Well, we reply,

isn’t this exactly the same type of situation that SETI

faces? You are not sure there really is someone looking

for you, and in any case you know nothing about them

except that they may be looking for you and that they

may assume that you are looking for them. Supposing

only this, how could you nonetheless find some shared

medium (the analogue to radio), some shared “channel”

(the analogue to a certain frequency), etc., and after all

connect? In fact, right now?

Physically confined to the classroom—just as humans

are physically confined, for now, to our own Solar

System—our students go to the Internet, just as (they rea-

son) anyone trying to contact a group of today’s college stu-

dents would also do. They look for on-line messages from

the “someone,” wherever they think he or she might also be

seeking out them, as well as leaving their own addresses

every place they can think of. Last time, they made contact

within 25 minutes. The “someone” in this case was a con-

federate of ours, a student at another university who, having

no way to directly contact our students but knowing that

they were an Elon University class, had inserted her Face-

book contact information in the first line of the University’s

Wikipedia page. Our students found it within seven minutes

of her posting (and promptly reverted it, of course).

Contact can also fail, of course. Analogously, SETI

could fail too, even if the cosmos is full of other intelligen-

ces looking for us—a useful lesson as well. Meanwhile we

ended that day by Skyping with our confederate to make

the “someone” real (it was quite a dramatic moment) and to

compare strategies. We planned to talk to her in any case. It

might even have been more interesting if contact had failed,

the two sides dancing by each other without knowing (as

indeed it has failed in other iterations, but it has always

been close—and always fascinating.) SETI itself has turned

up nothing in 50-odd years, after all, and one of the ques-

tions of our course is: what do we make of that?

Challenges

Teaching as Impresarios with Scenarios naturally poses a

variety of pedagogical challenges and calls upon a range of

teacherly skills—some familiar, some distinctive. A large

literature already addresses many of the familiar skills,

such as class management, setting students up for effective

teamwork, and, indeed, sheer persistence and patience

(Felder and Brent 1996). More notably, there are also

extensive resources addressing some of the more distinctive

skills. Clark’s (2013) treatments of practical pedagogical

topics in scenario-based learning—the pacing and structure

of support, “open versus closed response options,” embed-

ded worksheets, and much more—readily generalize to a

wide range of scenarios. Or again, the Reacting to the Past

consortium offers a wide range of role-playing games, with

extensive on-line game books to facilitate student prepara-

tion, instructors’ manuals and classroom-ready compila-

tions of the relevant primary materials, along with annual

conferences, game testing, and trainings for teachers—and

again, the Reacting model readily generalizes beyond the

specific scenarios already available.

The Impresario must see to it that students come to a sce-

nario when they can take it up most substantively and effec-

tively. Once again, though, there are a variety of developed

and appealing paradigms for so doing. On the Reacting

model, the scenario may be run near the end of the course or

preparation-cycle (sometimes there are several in one

course: see Carnes 2014, 30), but students immerse
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themselves in the roles early on. Here the scenario structures

and energize the entire class by way of anticipation. For my

IVM Hearing, for instance, teams worked for weeks in

advance to anticipate each others’ arguments and plan the

best ways to thoroughly support and dramatize their own.

Then again, other times, a scenario may come early in a

course, sometimes even as students’ very first encounter

with the topic, thus challenging them to seek out the neces-

sary new knowledge or skill on a “just-in-time” basis, or

jump-starting a more traditional exploration of certain

themes in classes to follow. Seriously ambitious Impresarios

may stage scenarios in both ways, and in general spend a

fairly high proportion of classtime in scenarios. Case-based

courses in applied ethics, business, and engineering courses

may do so, for example, and again there are detailed peda-

gogical resources for such courses that may be extended in

theatrical directions (e.g. Harvard Business School 2015;

Barnes, et al. 1994; Andersen & Schiano 2014).

Still, precisely because it has been less visible, and far

less widely generalized, than King’s iconic Sage and Guide,

the Impresario with a Scenario model of teaching is

markedly less developed as a practical pedagogy. Much

more work in this area is necessary to undergird it with the

best pedagogical practice. Teachers will need more evi-

dence-based practical advice about how to fine-tune scenar-

ios so that they offer the right levels of engagement and

challenge—so that they clearly call forth the best of

students’ energies, even or especially because students

often cannot see their way through them from the begin-

ning. Or again, how do we offer “sufficient guidance to

minimize the flounder factor,” as Clark puts it (2013, 6)—

but not so much as to reduce the challenge factor which is

one of the new model’s greatest attractions? How do we

create and sustain conditions of trust between teacher and

students, both ways, so that everyone is willing to walk that

fine edge of floundering, again and again, not only without

anxiety but with a sense of intrigue and even gratefulness?

And how do we assess students’ work and learning when

the dust finally settles? Many Impresarios will need to

come forward to answer these questions, and more research

will be necessary before answers become secure. For the

moment I simply hope it is clear that much more is possi-

ble—indeed arguably even necessary—for the resolutely

student-centered teacher than simply Guiding on the Side,

and that for those who are ready to set foot upon it, the far-

ther road is as varied and inviting as we could possibly

wish.
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