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The Teacher

| was approached in the spring of 2000 by my student,
M chael Quarantell o, about the possibility of teaching a
phi | osophy course at The Wl ker School, where Mchael is a
student and | ama teacher. After a tine it becane clear
that this class was not going to nake it onto the schedul e
for the 2000-2001 academ c year, and M chael suggested that
| consider teaching the class as an i ndependent study cl ass
with hinmself as the |one student. | agreed, and established
a syl labus that reflected al nost exclusively, and perhaps
sonmewhat sel fishly, readings and topics which interested
nme. M chael agreed to read what | had included on the |ist
(the Meno, the Theaetetus, Cettier’s counterexanple paper,
and sel ections by Wttgenstein and Descartes, to nane a
few) and we agreed to neet for a mninmum of one hour per
week, during ny planning period, to discuss the readings. |
thus had the sumrer to read, prepare, and consider a
general direction for the course beyond that established by
t he sel ected readi ngs.

At the sane tinme, | was teaching a graduate course in

soci al and cultural foundati ons of education here at



Ceorgia State University, a course called EPSF 7120: Soci al
and Cul tural Foundation of Education. One of the texts for
the course includes a chapter by Peter MLaren, in which
McLaren wites:

Corporate rock’s celebration of the subversion of

adult authority gives its youthful |isteners the

illusion of resistance but not a | anguage of

critique or hope. It works to produce a politics

of pleasure but sinultaneously functions as a

formof repression and forgetting — a notivated

soci al ammesi a and forced di savowal of the

nation’s conplicitousness in racial denonization

and colonialism?
| had assigned this article in this course before, and had
al ways either been asked by the class, or, asked of the
class, “Critique of what? And what is this |anguage of
critique? And what does it |ook |like? And where would it
fit in the school curriculun?” It occurred to ne that the
i ndependent study course | was to teach in the fall m ght
provi de a venue for raising questions about schooling that
sel dom are addressed in school, and | decided to focus our
conversations upon ourselves, as it were, to exam ne
schooling in the context of epistenology. The epistemc

critique of schooling becane an inportant goal of ny

teaching activities related to this course.

! Peter McLaren, “Education as a Political Issue (I1),” in H. Svi Shapiro and David E. Purpel, Critical
Social Issuesin American Education: Transformation in a Postmodern World (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum and
Associates, 1998), 291.



The Student

It is my belief that our schools need a change in nore
ways than are currently being addressed by today’'s
politicians. By this |I mean whol esale reform of the
curriculum (as opposed to m nor nodifications of the
curriculum such that new courses are considered while
exi sting courses are reviewed. For nyself, the
phi | osophi cal study which | have undertaken has all owed
many opportunities that were not previously available to ne
because of ny school’s |ack of philosophical instruction.
Phi | osophy, perhaps because of the nature of the study, has
been excl uded from nost basic, and even el ective,
curriculumin many hi gh school s.

One has to understand that the confines of adol escent
t hought very seldompermt students to see beyond the scope
of their daily routine. | did not understand, nor did I
care to understand, what it was | was |earning. How easily
it was that | accepted what was put in front of nme sinply
because the hand that placed it there was that of a
teacher. | consider nyself lucky, because it is ny own
interest in epistenology that led to the uncovering of the
probl emwhich is at hand with today’s basic skills
curriculum By this | nean the blind, one-sided educationa
process that too often excludes students and teachers in
t he deci si on maki ng. The phil osophy class | amcurrently

enrolled in has allowed ne to take a step back from ny



upper m ddl e-cl ass thought process and to further
under stand what true school reform m ght consist of.

It has al so encouraged nme not to accept those things
whi ch sone ot hers easily accept, such as the way courses
are taught, as well as the content of those courses. Those
reading this essay m ght ask thenselves, “So what’s so
different? For an adol escent to question authority is as

common as the act itself.” The answer to that question is
this: it is very normal for a student with a great deal of
immaturity to say, “lI don’t want to go to school,” but for
a student to say, “The school is wong for reasons cited,”
and then offer suggestions or thoughts on how to inprove
the school, is the type of mature, intelligent rebellion
that may be brought through philosophical instruction.

| believe that a | ack of questioning, possibly
directly related to the |lack of philosophical instruction
in many high schools, has led to a routine in which the
true essence of what it neans to “learn” and “know’ are
| ost. To question is to think further, on a personal basis,
about what is actually being taught and its application to
soci ety. Because of the tutelage | have sought on ny own, |
now question the relationship of a student and a teacher:
that is, whether one can truly learn anything, or whether a
teacher can truly teach anything. On a day to day basis,
t hrough the aforenentioned routine, | see first hand what
it is to be told sonmething and not question. This routine

i ntroduces noral and practical questions. | say both noral



and practical because each is unique in its application to
a certain topic. Wile one mght question the norality of
what one is taught in an English class, another m ght
guestion the practicality of what they are told in a
mat hemati cs course. This el evated | evel of consideration,
i ncluding, but not limted to, thinking, reasoning, and
guestioni ng, should be offered to all students, in order
for themto formtheir own opinions, and possibly change
what school s are capabl e of acconpli shing.

Ref orm coul d start wi th phil osophical courses, simlar
to the one | amin now |Introducing key phil osophi cal
i deas, as well as hel ping students to understand what
school s coul d acconplish, would not only allow for a better
educat ed society, but a nore intellectually active one as
wel | . Another key to this introduction is that the
phi | osophi cal ideas could be introduced at a young age,
perhaps in mddle school. | realize that sone of the nore
advanced i deas in philosophy may not be understood by
students that are younger (indeed, nany are not understood
by adults), but the ideas thenselves, presented as
situations that the students woul d understand, could be a
start. It is not that |I am pushing “phil osophy” because the
students woul d not even have to know it is philosophy they
are being taught. Wat phil osophy has allowed nme to do, |
bel i eve, woul d have been nore beneficial at a younger age,

when | was still formng ny inpressions of the world.



The Teacher Responds

M chael " s ent husi asm gi ves nme hope for the future, but
not w thout pause. | hesitate to endorse the claimthat
nmerely by having been taught philosophy, students wl|
sonehow becone better people, gain intelligence, and becone
nore able to live an examned life. It may happen that way,
but likely despite having a course in phil osophy rather
t han because of it.

What | think the absence of phil osophy fromthe
typical curriculumrepresents is a failure, and indeed an
unw | I i ngness, to encourage students to critique,
generally. That this critique mght turn to schooling is
probably beside the point. Is this notion of critique the
same as critical thinking? In other words, am| suggesting
a logical relationship whereby, as phil osophy demands
critical thinking and critical thinking should be taught in
t he school s, thus shoul d phil osophy be taught in schools to
satisfy the denmand for students to learn to think
critically? No, since | amcertain that any class that
tried to teach critical thinking would do little nore than
teach about critical thinking — an inportant distinction,
to be sure. Instead, | would like to think that a

phi | osophy cl ass, possibly nore so than any other cl ass,



m ght be a place where critical thinking could occur npst
often and mi ght therefore encourage its devel opnent.

Qddly, this was so in our case because there was no
formal curriculuminposed upon us, no standards to be net
except our own, and no expectations that this or that
chapter would be “covered” by such and such a date. | do
t hi nk that M chael denonstrated the kind of critical
t hi nki ng that advocates have been encouragi ng, but not
because | taught himto do so; rather, because | permtted
himto do so. That this same phenonenon mi ght have occurred
in his other classes is reasonable to suppose provided that
the kinds of external restrictions inposed by testing,
standards, conpetition, objectives and the |ike were
absent. | fear that, in many classroons, there is too
little time given over to noticing how students are
thinking, or (sadly) if they are thinking at all.

This is likely less the case in a private school Iike
Wal ker, although | hasten to add that, in some respects,
private schools are (as businesses) necessarily nore
attuned to the demands of the educational narketpl ace. For
exanple, test scores (so inportant to parents | ooking to
outdo their neighbor in providing the “best” education for
their child) nust not only inprove (if that is even

possi bl e) but remain consistently high. To the degree that



a private school feels the need to focus on the kinds of
measur abl e educati onal outconmes that objectives-oriented
teaching entails as a function of conpetition with its
mar ket opponents, | amnot sure that either critical

t hi nki ng, generally, or philosophy, specifically, is
assured a place even in many private school s.

One reader of an early draft of this essay raised the
poi nt that arguing for the inclusion of a philosophy course
is different from expl ai ni ng how such a course wll find
space in a schedule already filled with state- or district-
mandat ed requi rements for nost students: four years of
mat hemat i cs, three of science, and so on. Despite ny
opposition to recent proposals in this state to increase
the length of the school day (alas, when is enough,
enough?), | find such proposals interesting inasnmuch as
they introduce possibilities for the inclusion of courses,
activities, and experiences heretofore excluded fromthe
typi cal seven- hour school day. That | expect such proposals
to translate into nore of the sanme, rather than sonething
new, explains ny resistance.

Anot her critic pointed out that, as soon as such a
course was added to the curriculum content-standards,
objectives and the |ike would rain down from above and,

under the guise of accountability, provide the kind of



framework that would make it difficult, if not inpossible,
to wander far fromnultiple-choice questions about
epi stenol ogy. | don’t know how to respond to this except to
agree that it would, first, defeat the purpose of having
such a course (at |east the purpose that | have envi si oned)
and, second, likely be unavoi dabl e.

And who woul d teach this course? The devil is indeed
in the details.

But back to optimsm bell hooks wote about the need
to “think critically about ourselves and our lives” |est we
find ourselves unable to “nove forward, to change, to

"2 | think that hooks is correct. She calls the kind

gr ow.
of teaching that engenders this “engaged pedagogy” and |
woul d submt that, in a class with only one student, one is
al wvays engaged.® Being famliar with Peter MLaren’s work, |
amfairly certain that the | anguage of critique that he had
in mnd was not related to a high school philosophy course
— indeed, am | equally certain that bell hooks woul d not
align herself with McLaren in matters phil osophical. These

differences aside, part of the trouble that ny graduate

students have is nmaking the inportant connection between

2 bell hooks, “Ecstasy: Teaching and Learning Without Limits,” in Fred Schultz, ed., Sources: Notable
Selectionsin Education (Guilford, CT: Dushkin/McGraw-Hill, 1997), 230.

3 Ibid.
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what schol ars |ike MLaren and hooks have witten, on the
one hand, and what their own practice in the classroom and
as school |eaders m ght becone, on the other. Therefore, it
is both useful and necessary to attenpt to synthesize

t houghts from di verse sources to foster speculation on the
advant ages of a course |like the one Mchael and | enjoyed.
We both believe that the course was different fromothers
we have taken or taught: M chael because of the interesting
and novel content, primarily, and | for the opportunity to
engage ny | one student in an authentic dial og on
conplicated topics of interest to me. But what else?
Perhaps the feeling that we were getting away with
sonet hi ng by enjoying the conversations so nuch? The sense
that we were putting one over on the others by criticizing
formal schooling within a formal school? At tinmes, perhaps
yes to all of these. The inportant point is that, by making
advant ageous use of the freedom of ideas upon which

phi | osophy depends, the school becane an object of

exam nation and, yes, critique. That it fit rather wel
within the context of the course is, perhaps, the best
argunent that one can make for including philosophy as part

of the high school curriculum



