The Utopian Classroom

Thanks to the Rapaport Ethics Across the Curriculum initiative, I had the opportunity to radically re-imagine my seminar for first-year students in the fall of 2007.  Although I initiated this class on utopianism several years ago, being invited to explicitly connect course topics to ethical questions enabled me to experiment with various new pedagogical techniques to explore the implications of social engineering.  The end result was a class that bore very little resemblance to earlier incarnations—and which was much more intellectually complex and meaningful for me as well as (I think) the students.

Some of the innovations I added to the course:

· 40% of each student’s final grade was determined through individual contribution to classroom learning, making each student directly responsible to the rest of the class

· In week 7 of the 10-week term, each student produced a syllabus (with course description, grading rubric, and assignments for each remaining day of class).  Through class consensus, we synthesized the various elements of each syllabus in order to reach a group decision about what we considered “The Utopian Classroom.” 

· We focused much more than in previous terms on the binary of good and evil as a way of considering issues of social justice, punishment, and community-building.  This allowed us to make connections to religious and spiritual traditions that form the bases for many societies and their moral standards.

· By debating all issues that came before us, we worked hard to understand and empathize with opposing points of view in making our own moral judgments.

· Each student designed an individual final project which was developed in consultation with me.  The goals which the students agreed I should assess in assigning grades were:  intellectual significance, polished execution, and creativity (the latter is a wonderful addition to my usual paradigm for grading and represents the students’ conviction that different learning styles need to be respected).

· On the penultimate day of class, we put the theories we discussed all term to the practical test by engaging in an ethics case study (helpfully suggested by Bob Baker) presented on the website http://www.capitalpunishmentincontext.org.  Our experience was not dissimilar to an early discussion likely to occur among a jury making decisions on cases with consequences as serious as execution.

· For the final day of class, the students decided to share their final projects with one other in a social setting that would also allow us to extend our classroom learning into the ‘real world’ beyond campus.

In terms of my own development as a teacher, I found myself intrigued, challenged, and certainly fully engaged by the high level of discussion and original meaning-making in the class.  I have never learned so much from a group of students, nor felt so comfortable exploring controversial issues in the U.S.  (including abortion, gay marriage, and euthanasia) in an atmosphere that was intellectually open and usually supportive of minority points of view.  Although I hope for such an environment in all of my classes, it is not always possible, but the mutual trust that developed in this class was very promising.  Furthermore, out-of-class activities had the effect of keeping us learning even when we weren’t meeting during our appointed class times.

Our “primer for changing the world” offers an over-view of how the utopian classroom functioned and also suggests ways in which our class topic itself promoted critical thinking and writing:

· Assume nothing.

· Question everything.

· Clearly articulate for yourself what you most value.

· Attempt to understand what other people value.  Especially for issues that raise great controversy, do your best to seriously engage alternative viewpoints to your own.

· If you notice problems around you, actively work to eradicate them.

· Ask yourself what problems you might not be able to see.

· Be passionate about things in which you believe.

· As cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead put it, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful people could change the world.  Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”   

· Believe in your own agency.

· Love life and humanity whenever possible.

· Imagine…

