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Abstract: In philosophy, much attention has rightly been paid to the need 
to diversify teaching with regard to who teaches, who is taught, and which 
authors and questions are the focus of study. Less attention, however, has 
been paid to inclusive pedagogy—the teaching methods that are used, and 
how they can make or fail to make classes as accessible as possible to the 
diverse students who enter them. By drawing on experiences from our own 
teaching as well as research on student-centered, inclusive best practices, we 
advocate for five principles of inclusive pedagogy: fostering a growth mind-
set, examining inclusive conceptions of authority, promoting transparency, 
encouraging flexibility, and, finally, continually promoting self-reflection for 
both students and teachers.

1. Diversity and Inclusivity:  
An Introduction Locating Ourselves

For good reasons having to do with unjust exclusions, there is an ac-
tive and vigorous discussion about the need to diversify philosophy 
curricula and persons who compose our discipline. These kinds of 
diversity are necessary in order to account for multiple philosophic 
voices and perspectives and to undo the historic injustice of excluding 
them. However, as much as diversifying the curriculum, the profes-
soriate, and the student body are critical and necessary, this particular 
focus on diversity is not sufficient. For instance, even a philosophy 
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course taught by a female philosopher who assigns work from diverse 
authors can be taught in a way that silences the voices of some students 
within the class. It seems hard to imagine that such a class would have 
really met the larger and deeper goal many philosophers have been 
advocating for: making philosophy open, available, and for all students, 
particularly given the challenges created by the educational, political, 
economic and social injustices that define our, and their, lives. Simi-
larly, a course with more traditional content taught by a cis, straight, 
white, male could be taught in a way that is welcoming and, thereby 
more inclusive than it otherwise would be. Although for a course to 
be as inclusive as possible, it would be necessary in our view to both 
diversify content and adopt inclusive pedagogical strategies.

Our goal in this paper is to address what we see as a gap between 
the focus on demographic diversity within the field and within the 
philosophical canon, and developing (what we will refer to as) inclusive 
pedagogy. In preparation for a series of workshops for the American 
Association of Philosophy Teachers (AAPT), the four of us, along 
with David Concepción and Alida Liberman, started to focus on this 
difference between diversity and inclusive pedagogy. Our goal was to 
give name to this difference and to articulate some key principles for 
teaching methods that would move towards making philosophy more 
inclusive. The principles do not have to dictate content selection and are 
applicable in a wide range of courses, traditional and non-traditional. 
Our method for identifying these principles stems from approaching 
teaching through a scholarly and student-centered framework. Higher 
education has seen a recent shift in emphasis away from teacher-cen-
tered pedagogies towards student-centered ones, highlighted in recent 
scholarship of teaching and learning. In a teacher-centered framework 
of education, the focus is placed on the instructor, selection of course 
content, and the instructor’s dissemination of that content.1 When ap-
proaching teaching through a student-centered framework, the guiding 
consideration is the student, and what the students need in order to 
learn and develop.

What happens, then, when one takes the student-centered framework 
seriously? Student-centered pedagogy often takes a generic ideal as 
the norm; when we recognize that we have real students in the class, 
in all of their wonderful (and challenging) diversity, we recognize that 
a fully student-centered pedagogy must be inclusive; it must be about 
students and not “the student.” Our goal as inclusive pedagogues is for 
as many of the students who come into our courses (especially those 
students who are marginalized) to have the greatest chance to learn 
as much as possible and to welcome a diverse body of students at our 
schools into philosophy.2 We see extending the aims of student-centered 
teaching as the key to making the transition from only being concerned 
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about diversity in the profession and canon towards these bigger issues 
of inclusivity in philosophy classes. Identifying principles that emerge 
when this task is taken seriously is how we propose to address this 
gap. Through a series of reflections on our own teaching (as teachers 
who consider themselves committed to taking these issues as central to 
our teaching practices), we argue for five principles of inclusive peda-
gogy: fostering a growth-mindset, examining inclusive conceptions of 
authority, promoting transparency, encouraging flexibility, and, finally, 
continually promoting self-reflection for both students and teachers. 
We will discuss each of these in turn by providing an overview of the 
principle, some background reflection on our teaching, as well as some 
practical considerations when adopting the principle.

Additionally, writing about philosophy pedagogy has traditionally 
been teacher-centered, focused on the teachers and teaching, rather than 
on the students, their learning needs and possibilities. This dichotomy 
is noted as far back as 2005, in Michael Goldman’s review essay,3 and 
is taken up in greater detail in Stephen Bloch-Schulman’s “The Socratic 
Method: Teaching and Writing about Philosophy’s Signature Pedagogy,” 
where he notes that most work in philosophy pedagogy cannot really 
be seen as a scholarship of teaching and learning: rather, “they appear 
to be solely a scholarship of teaching, not the scholarship of teaching 
and learning.”4 In this article, we center the learning and learners, by 
writing in the first person about the interactions between us as individu-
als and the classes we teach and highlighting the particularities of each 
teaching context. Though is it unusual within mainstream philosophy, 
speaking in this way fits into our overall goals: because our students 
are diverse and our teaching practices are intentionally attuned to the 
particular students we are teaching, and we explicitly advocate for that 
attunement as essential to inclusive pedagogy. Furthermore, this type 
of dialogic work is well situated within the scholarship of teaching and 
learning more broadly, even if it is less common within philosophy.5 
Though it can make for a less smooth read, our approach is our attempt, 
as is the goal of feminist ethics, to uplift the “actual experiences of 
concrete individuals, paying special attention to the formerly neglected 
experiences of women and other marginalized groups.”6 One might 
ask, from a feminist perspective, why philosophers—overwhelmingly 
male-identified—so often neglect the experiences and voices of their 
students, who are much more likely to be women, as they write in 
philosophy pedagogy.7

Relatedly, it is important to mention the fact that our pedagogical 
approach is already situated in relation to our own social positions. 
We write as four cis, straight, able-bodied, white people, and as white 
people who developed these pedagogies and this approach largely 
with other white people. Obviously, our perspectives of the classroom 
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are in relation to this context and, though we read widely in feminist 
and critical race theory, and though some of us are women, we are 
not going to be able to offer first-hand perspectives of many different 
underrepresented groups. It is the case that we are writing this (largely) 
from the dominant group perspective in philosophy, but hope this may 
help others reflect on their own pedagogies. Attending to the issues of 
diversity and inclusivity cannot just be the responsibility of those in 
marginalized groups. Given that white instructors are often the problem, 
it seems incumbent on us to do what we can to address these issues, 
even if we do so imperfectly. Our pedagogical goals involve finding 
meaningful ways to incorporate the critiques made about the discipline 
and traditions of philosophy, as well as the educational, economic, 
political and social systems in which we live, and incorporating those 
feminist, critical race, non-Western, Indigenous, and discourses from 
the Global South into our ways of teaching.

2. Overcoming Pre-Existing Obstacles  
(primarily authored by Kevin)

Overview

Some barriers to inclusion come into the course with the students rather 
than with things like course design and reading lists. For example, be-
ing reluctant to try something new, or even being averse to risk getting 
something wrong can have a student thinking she cannot do what the 
course requires and being hesitant to give the course a genuine attempt. 
When a number of educational, political, economic, and social factors 
make it so students cannot even imagine themselves belonging in or 
succeeding in a course, those students are excluded from genuine suc-
cess in the course. If one’s course is to be fully inclusive, one must 
reduce those factors and help students imagine being successful.

Background

One semester, on the first day of class in my ancient philosophy 
course, a student publicly asked an earnest and brave question—“is it 
even possible to succeed in this course?” The subsequent conversation 
revealed that several students in the class were entering not only with 
preconceptions of the challenging nature of philosophy, but having also 
convinced themselves that “they can’t do” whatever it is the philosophy 
course was going to require of them. Such belief—that one cannot do 
something simply because of what that thing is and who one is—can 
be pervasive and is usually the result of a number of factors for which 
the individual is not responsible. That is to say, while such obstacles 
to success are brought into the course by the students, these barriers 
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are not the students’ creation. As long as such obstacles are in place, 
a course cannot be truly inclusive.

Despite my careful work over the years to achieve coherent, in-
tegrated course design and classrooms that are ever more active and 
student-centered, some students in my classes were still excluded. 
Coherent, integrative course design is always better than incoherent 
design. Good, student-centered, active pedagogies are better than bad 
pedagogies. However, some fundamental obstacles students were fac-
ing in my courses appeared to have to do with their sense of self and 
what skills they had, what kind of person they believed themselves to 
be, and what they thought about philosophy as they entered the course.

Growth Mindset as a Principle of Inclusivity

Carol Dweck and her colleagues offer a terminology with which 
to talk about these hindrances to inclusivity.8 According to Dweck, 
academic success is not determined by innate talents and intellect. 
Rather, success on a particular task depends upon the degree to which 
we believe we have the capacity to cultivate our intelligence and grow 
our abilities to accomplish that task, what she calls “mindset.”9

Like those students who have convinced themselves that they “can’t 
do philosophy,” folks with a fixed mindset believe that intellectual 
ability within a given domain is something someone either has or 
does not have, that we each have a fixed, unchangeable, amount of 
it. Because they believe learning in a field is impossible (or at least 
impossible for them), students with a fixed mindset tend to focus on 
looking smart, or not looking dumb, rather than learning; they tend to 
give up in the face of adversity rather than work harder and smarter; 
and, as a result, their mindsets block learning and the efforts needed to 
improve in a field and thus run counter to our efforts at implementing 
truly inclusive courses.10 People with a growth mindset, on the other 
hand, believe that they have the ability to change, to improve in the 
task or field they are working in. They believe that intellectual ability 
is something that can be grown or developed over time. They tend to 
have the goal of learning, rather than looking smart; they tend to work 
harder and more strategically in response to challenge, rather than 
giving up; their mindsets help them to stay engaged with their work 
rather than feel defeated or shut out.

The idea, then, in working toward genuine inclusivity, is to encour-
age students to develop a growth mindset. In general, we establish a 
classroom as a growth mindset environment when we (1) establish 
high expectations (not just standards);11 (2) challenge students so they 
know they have the ability to meet those expectations; (3) create a 
risk-tolerant learning zone by providing an environment that values 
challenge-seeking, learning, and effort above perfection; (4) give 
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feedback focused on process and on explaining the importance of their 
actions and strategies toward success (things students can control) while 
avoiding praising students for their intelligence and talent (which are 
less directly in students’ control); and (5) introduce students to the 
concept of a malleable mind and the notion that our brains develop 
through effort and learning.12 This can be reinforced in many ways, 
including through feedback: for example, instead of providing feedback 
like, “What a smart comment to make!,” instead say, “you have done a 
nice job of connecting X with the discussion we had before about Y.”

Additionally, we need to take stock as instructors. Studies suggest 
that if we want our students to develop a growth mindset, we need to 
adopt one ourselves.13 We do not need to believe that any of our students 
can be the next Anscombe, Appiah, Wollstonecraft, or Kant, only that 
with hard and strategic effort, they can improve. Recognizing the way 
we speak to students, the way we develop a syllabus, grade and give 
feedback all impact students’ mindsets, we can set out to both hold a 
growth mindset and encourage the same in our students. This is now 
one of the objectives of my courses, regardless of their content.

Practical Considerations

In order to accomplish that objective, the course needs be a place 
where taking risks or seeking challenges (e.g., offering interpretations 
that might surprise people in the room, suggesting an example before 
one knows for certain it will work out well, and so on) is not only 
tolerated but encouraged. If errors are not tolerated and students do 
not feel safe to take risks, creative, engaged, exploration is shut down. 
Such classes can quickly divide into the engaged and the unengaged, 
the included and the excluded.

Any work in the direction of a growth mindset, or any objective 
for that matter, should be integrated into the course and not something 
extra “tacked on.” Nearly everything we do as instructors, mentors, 
and advisers can be put to the service of fostering a growth mindset. 
In discussing authors and texts in class, for example, when we focus 
an argument’s weaknesses as well as strengths, we show that even 
the best philosophers make mistakes, and that this doesn’t disqualify 
someone from offering insight worthy of serious consideration. We can 
also show how philosophers are indebted to other philosophers, thus 
showing how ideas grow and are built upon each other and talk about 
what appears on the “acknowledgements” page of contemporary texts 
to show how even great thinkers rely on the help of others to develop 
their ideas. Focusing our assessment of student work on formative as-
sessment (i.e., framing feedback in terms of what the student should 
continue to do and what the student should work to improve next time) 
reinforces this message and puts the student in the same group as the 
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great philosophers—contributing something of value but being able to 
improve or be improved upon.

We can also encourage intellectual risk-taking by means of assign-
ment design. As one example, we can integrate “heroic missteps”14 
into our courses. Missteps are encouraged by making 5 percent of 
the course grade based on students’ heroic missteps (or productive 
failures). This makes clear to them that getting something wrong, or 
not quite succeeding with a line of thought or analysis, is expected 
and important. It is part of “doing philosophy.” We cannot advance 
if we are not willing to get it wrong.15 Having this in the syllabus 
and including it in early semester discussions makes it available as a 
tool during the semester. When someone in the course says or writes 
something that is inaccurate, problematic, or superficial, students see 
that they are getting some credit for their willingness to offer an in-
terpretation and this helps students shift away from that fixed mindset 
model of looking for the magical, single right answer. Near the end 
of the semester, students write a short reflective essay in which they 
remind me and, more importantly, themselves of their heroic missteps 
or productive failures, what they learned from the missteps (if there 
were any), and how they would score themselves on that intellectual 
risk-taking aspect of the semester. The reflective piece specifically 
reinforces a growth mindset.

Besides engagement with errors or shortcomings of the philosophi-
cal content, feedback, transparency, and reflection on the course and 
assignment design, it can be terribly powerful vis-à-vis the develop-
ment of growth mindset to have some of the reflective work students 
do be focused on student strategies and processes, things they would 
do differently next time, mistakes students made and how to avoid 
them in the future, or on something from the course they first thought 
was impossible but that had some level of success. If those sorts of 
reflection remind students that sticking with it and being open to see-
ing things other than a perfect score as successes, the reflections will 
likely help students adopt a growth mindset.

Since I ask students to reflect on their work and what they do, we 
also use some of our class time reflecting together on what I’ve asked 
the students to do. Rather than tacking it on to some other discussion, 
I reserve this for those moments in which student facial expressions, 
body language, or sometimes voices/words indicate that they think what 
I’ve asked them to do is too hard or, in some other way, uncomfortable 
for them. When that happens, we take some time to discuss the issue. 
Rather than engage a “why do you think the assignment is unreason-
able?” or “what’s so hard about it?” conversation, I start by asking 
students why I would ask them to do that, or to do it that way. It takes 
real patience, and sometimes they say things that are not comfortable 
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for me to hear, but if I let the discussion develop organically rather 
than guide it in a particular direction, it is almost always the case 
that students in the class say things like, “this assignment [or course] 
requires us to think differently than we do in other courses and that 
will make us better thinkers in general” or “doing it this way made 
me realize we don’t always know what we think we know and so we 
need to be willing to re-think rather than assume those who disagree 
with us are wrong” or something like that. After the students reflect 
on and discuss for a few minutes why that might be important to and 
for them, I can excitedly reveal that I think they have come to some 
very important insights and quickly summarize the concept of neuro-
plasticity to support or complement the student comments.16 Because 
I am usually fairly even-toned in class, the show of excitement makes 
an impression and is quite effective.

That is, we use the moment of frustration—a moment that might 
cause students with a fixed mindset to shut down or give up and self-
exclude, a moment in which students who might otherwise have thought 
they are not the kind of folks who can do philosophy—as an opportunity 
for the students to notice what is being encouraged in terms of growth. 
The transparency of these moments also helps students trust that there 
is some method behind course and assignment design and that makes 
it easier for them to trust that if they give the course and its assign-
ments their best effort, they will take something positive away from 
the experience. This trust goes a long way in complementing things 
like the heroic missteps work or the formative assessment feedback. 
The elements all complement and support each other in the work of 
fostering a growth mindset and greater inclusivity.

The development of growth mindset in students makes pedagogical 
sense. Regardless of our course content, if we design our courses and 
assignments to help students take on a growth mindset, we dramatically 
increase the likelihood of their genuine engagement with the course. 
In doing that, we are helping students see that they can do philosophy. 
That is a sort of diversity that far outpaces the decisions we make about 
what thinkers and texts to cover in our courses.17

3. Examining Authority in the Classroom  
(primarily authored by Stephen)

Overview

In this section, I argue that a learning-centered approach to authority, 
the Scott Principle, as I will call it, is a principle of inclusivity. This 
principle reads: faculty should have and should exercise that amount 
and that kind of authority that can best lead to student learning, and 
students should have and should exercise that amount and that kind 
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of authority that can best lead to their learning. I will show how this 
principle came about in my own development and why it is both a 
principle of effective teaching, generally, and why it is particularly 
important in inclusive pedagogies.

Background

Working with Rebecca, I co-taught a class to Elon Academy students 
about rap music. Elon Academy is a high school access program for 
poor, underserved students within the county in which I teach with 
no (or little) family history of college matriculation. The program has 
more female-identified students than male-identified students, and 
about a third of the students identify as black, a third as Latinx, and 
a third as white. While there were multiple reasons to want to teach a 
rap class, in part it was because Rebecca and I had long noticed that 
the young black men at Elon Academy were the most quiet and least 
engaged. We considered it an advantage to focus the class on content 
so clearly identified with this group, hoping that it would be a topic 
they would know a lot about, feel comfortable with, and thus bring 
their expertise to class. It goes without saying that not all black men 
like rap and that lots of other people do like rap. Still, rap remains 
within our cultural imagination closely identified with black men, for 
a number of important historical, political and economic reasons.18 We 
were thrilled to find that, as we had hoped, this group of students—
many of whom we had had in previous classes and had been quiet 
and less engaged—came to life and were the center of the classroom 
discussion, referencing rappers no one else (including Rebecca and I) 
knew, bringing knowledge of the history of rap that was surprising, 
and emerging as the real leaders in the classroom.

I have continued to teach rap by offering it to undergraduate students 
(as PHL 363: Rap, Race, Gender and Philosophy): the class attracts a 
high proportion of black students (compared to the campus average, and 
a very high percentage compared to the average in philosophy classes 
and in the major).19 The class focuses on mainstream rap, and is thus 
centered on the lives of people of color, their experiences and forms 
of musical expression; almost all of the authors we read (Tricia Rose, 
bell hooks, John McWhorter, Immortal Technique, Michelle Alexander, 
Angela Davis) are people of color as well. In this way, I have at least 
anecdotal evidence to support the idea that, as conventional wisdom 
suggests, teaching classes focused on black authors and themes (or 
other classes focused on other groups underrepresented and under-
served within philosophy), when it is the focus of the class—rather 
than merely 20 percent of the class—might make a huge difference 
in who is attracted to our classes.20 The class therefore is diverse and 
its diversity matters. But this diversity is not, as we have suggested, 
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sufficient for the success of the students who take the class; what is 
needed, also, are inclusive pedagogies.

Teaching rap, particularly as a middle-aged, highly educated white 
man, also had a profound impact on the quality of the discussion in 
these classes (though, frankly, less so now that I have taught it multiple 
times and read more widely in the field), which is the opportunity to 
teach content about which I am not an expert and about which the 
students are. This has fundamentally transformed my relationship 
with students in those classes, where students know that I know little 
about rap after 1990; students regularly reference rappers I have never 
heard the music of (or who I have literally never heard of before) and 
regularly recommend rappers for me to listen to. I get more emails 
from students about ideas and things to check out in that class than 
in all other classes I teach. My not knowing the rappers themselves 
decenters my role in the class; even while decentered, I remain cen-
tral to the philosophic approach that we take to these texts, knowing 
how to relate them to larger questions of political, critical race and 
feminist theory with American history. They may, and I do not, know 
Migos’s new song, but none know much about deindustrialization and 
its impact on the Bronx in the 1970s, for example. What emerges, 
therefore, is a sharing of expertise and authority where students know 
that I recognize their knowledge, experience and authority even as they 
recognize and appreciate mine. This feels and leads to quite different 
experiences from, say, teaching Plato or Aristotle or Hannah Arendt, 
where I have read and thought through the work with skills I have 
honed over decades and where I have read the material innumerable 
times. While this focuses on changing the curriculum, as diversity-
advocates do, it changes the inclusiveness of the classroom, too, by 
shifting the power, rather than merely the content. One of my favorite 
classes in graduate school was a class where the professor announced 
his vulnerability, recognizing that he was writing a book on the subject 
our class was focused on, how many questions he still had about what 
we were reading, and thus how important our contributions were to 
him. If, as Jeanine Weekes Schroer so eloquently argues, we need to 
be vulnerable along with, and so that, our students can be vulnerable 
and open to learning, teaching what we do not know can have a huge 
impact21 and can shift how authority works in the classroom.

Part of what we see in this case is a larger question that many young 
faculty and graduate students have about authority in the classroom. 
The first thing to say about authority (and power) in the classroom 
is this: I have worked with students as partners for many years (see, 
for example, Manor, Bloch-Schulman, Flannery, and Felton 2010 and 
Bloch-Schulman and Castor 2015) on a host of projects about pedagogy, 
and in virtually every case, students want to start talking about teach-
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ing and learning by talking about power in the classroom. Even very 
small changes to power-dynamics—e.g., placing tables and chairs in a 
circle rather than having students in rows and a faculty member in the 
front of the room—are very much on the minds of students; from what 
these students tell me, even these small changes are overwhelmingly 
seen as positive by them. At the same time, when discussing a more 
(or even an only slightly more shared classroom dynamic), faculty 
often assume an all or nothing stance, and see any sharing as a slip-
pery slope to students grading their own work and selecting their own 
texts. In my twenty years of teaching at the college level, I have met 
almost no students who want that at all; but as they say to me, they 
would like to see their own engagement in learning and the learning 
environment respect their own experiences and knowledge, rather than 
assuming that they are, at best, blank slates upon which we imprint 
new knowledge.22

Practical Considerations

Young faculty and, especially graduate students, often struggle with 
questions of authority in the classroom. When I talk to them in contexts 
like the AAPT workshops, they reveal, in part, twin worries: first, a 
desire to be taken seriously and have “control” of the classroom, for 
fear that they will be embarrassed by their lack of knowledge or that 
they will get questioned by students, particularly around the content 
of the classes and, maybe even more, around grades. These challenges 
can be, no doubt, all the harder for faculty who are underrepresented 
within philosophy and who are outside of students’ expectations, in-
cluding women, faculty of color, trans-faculty, faculty with disabilities, 
people who speak with an accent assumed to be foreign, and Indigenous 
faculty.23 Second, a desire not to seem like an asshole,24 which may 
well come from a discomfort that many have about the role of power, 
namely, that because power is so often only noticed when it is used 
for harm, that we readily equate power with its abuse.

When I started teaching, I was very much worried about classroom 
control, and had strict and unwavering rules and demeanor to which I 
virtually never allowed exceptions. And while many students seemed 
to have no problem with this, it made for a teacher-centered classroom 
space, where I was the focus of conversation and where, importantly, 
students were quite reluctant to question me and my authority even 
when such questions would have led to more learning on their part. 
For example, there were times that a description of an assignment 
was unclear, students knew it was unclear, and this only came to 
my attention when students submitted very different work than what 
would have met the criteria, as I understood them, and when I asked 
the students about this, they readily admitted that they had questions 
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the whole time. But they did not ask. This was particularly harmful 
to the students who were most likely to be new to the language and 
norms of the academy and those who were reluctant to ask questions 
that they might see as overstepping their place; and often, these two 
were the same students.

I then went to the other extreme, trying to make the classroom space 
as horizontal as possible and trying to give students as much power as 
I could; I went all the way to having students by themselves (with only 
occasional guidance from me) construct the syllabi, grading rubrics, 
assignments and lead class discussion. While exceptionally powerful 
and beloved by some of the students—typically the most metacogni-
tively aware and prepared students with the most leadership skills—I 
quickly found that many other students did not like this, and for good 
reason: many do not yet have the skills needed to organize themselves 
and make wise decisions in their own best interest; for example, they 
often assigned grade weights that would overvalue minor assignments 
and undervalue major ones. I saw them struggle because I was asking 
them to do things outside their zone of proximal development: that area 
where the richest learning happens, where the challenge is so great 
that students need guidance from an expert (rather than being able to 
do a task on their own), but not so great that with the guidance of an 
expert they are overwhelmed and unable to make progress on a task or 
assignment.25 And in addition, I was not even offering the guidance they 
did need. I found that asking students to do too much of the structuring 
of the class—making it too horizontal—has this overwhelming effect 
that limits student learning and engenders confusion and frustration 
on their part, not excitement and openness.26

The Scott Principle as a Principle of Inclusive Pedagogy

I have now come to see that I want to help students develop these 
skills, particularly the skills Iris Marion Young describes (1990) as 
“task-defining” skills (rather than merely “task-executing skills”). 
Young argues that businesses embody forms of injustice by placing the 
“task-defining” work—that work of determining the goals and agenda 
of an organization and determining the main ways that organization 
will meet those goals—in the hands of the few, while leaving the “task-
executing” work—the activities to achieve these goals—in the hands 
of the many. Teaching students to set appropriate goals for their, and 
the class’s, learning and to set the agenda allows them to gain these 
invaluable skills. But the most learning, on task-defining, happens 
when I meet students where they are, that is, where they remain in 
the zone of proximal development. And this means re-thinking both 
my power and theirs. I now use what I call the Scott Principle (after 
our co-author, Rebecca Scott), which, as I understand it, is that we, as 
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instructors, ought to have, upkeep, maintain and foster our own power 
to the extent and only to the extent that it helps students learn, and that 
students should have, upkeep, maintain and foster (and be allowed to 
do all of these) their own power to the extent and only to the extent 
that it will help students learn. This means that if I am the expert on 
a subject that it is good for the students to learn, I ought to act like 
one and not pretend otherwise, and if I am not, I ought not act like 
one. Similarly, I ought to be sure to let students use the skills, habits, 
and knowledge they have in the classroom whenever possible, because 
it will foster their own and their classmates’ learning better than my 
doing it alone. Additionally, as Young’s work on tasks shows, through 
the lens of the work on the zone of proximal development, we ought 
to find ways to foster and scaffold the development (or further devel-
opment) of student’s skills, habits and knowledge, particularly those 
that include “task-defining.”

In many classes that I am the instructor for, this means starting two 
things: first, I often do not write on the white board, but explain that I 
am not the owner of it and that the task should be shared to organize 
our collective ideas. Practically, this means that I tell students that 
if they think their learning will be well-served by seeing something 
written on the board, that they should go ahead and do so (this was a 
technique I learned from Megan Stephens née Leder). Getting students 
habituated to taking this kind of ownership of the classroom space often 
takes some prompting in the beginning of the semester, but becomes 
a habit through being reminded; typically by half-way through the 
semester, students are popping up in class, when appropriate to write 
on the board, unprompted by me (hence, evidence that it is within the 
zone of proximal development).27

Second, I ask students to co-construct the criteria for the grad-
ing of assignments, including homework, quizzes, papers and tests, I 
ask them to look at short samples of their and their classmates early 
work and, from these, to start listing elements that make work more 
and less effective. I typically also add some things, myself, as the 
conversation goes forward, but only after they have done a significant 
amount of the work. Importantly, it helps them develop metacognition 
about what good learning looks like, the purpose of the assignments, 
and how criteria can and ought structure their work. It also as this 
helps develop their task-defining skills, it also allows them to put the 
criteria in language that they understand, surfacing questions among 
themselves they would be less likely to ask me. This makes the criteria 
more transparent and more accessible. But it is also often the case that 
students need help in constructing criteria, as they are likely to focus 
on lower-level thinking (grammar, citations, organization) and are 
likely to omit or not pay sufficient attention to what the real purpose 
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of writing is, what good writing does, and how thinking that is not 
formulaic can be evaluated.

4. Double Transparency of Norms and Expectations 
(primarily authored by Melissa)

Overview

In this section, I argue that transparency of norms and expectations 
creates a more inclusive classroom. This sense of transparency involves 
an instructor communicating the norms and expectations of their course 
to their students, but also a dimension of purposeful internal inclusion. 
That is, there are two dimensions to this transparency: to the student, 
and to oneself. It is important to identify when students’ norms and 
expectations may not be aligned with those of the instructor. I draw on 
my experiences working with international students as a catalyst for 
my thinking about transparency in this way. I discuss course participa-
tion as a concrete example of what this conception of transparency of 
norms and expectations looks like when considering the cultural norms 
of academic philosophy classes.

Background

During graduate school I worked as an instructor for graduate student 
TA training programs, one of which was a certificate program for 
international graduate students. Through the certificate program, the 
international graduate students learned about cultural differences in 
patterns of communication and acquired strategies to maintain positive 
interactions with supervisors, peers, and students.28 My responsibilities 
were to run “micro-teaching” and “micro-presentations,” in which small 
groups of TAs each deliver a ten-minute teaching lesson or confer-
ence presentation. While I had run these sessions for our “standard” 
TA training workshops, I was quite nervous to run the sessions for 
international TAs, and be seen as the authority on “North American” 
norms. I had not spent much time reflecting on what the norms of North 
American classrooms are, so who was I to tell these TAs how we do 
things? Since I wasn’t sure what to say, I left time in the sessions for 
the graduate students to request specific feedback. Almost always, these 
questions about how to teach led to bigger-picture discussions of their 
own personal struggles with North American academia.

Some graduate students said they really struggled with the emphasis 
North American teaching places on active learning and group work. 
They expected to learn from the professor, not from their peers. After 
all, the university has hired the faculty member to teach because of their 
expertise. So, peer-based learning was a big change and challenge for 
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some. Others said they really struggled to figure out what it was they 
were supposed to do when they were put in small groups to discuss 
the material, and so, as an instructor, were unsure how to structure 
a group assignment. Several were worried that their North American 
peers and students would not take them that seriously because of their 
accents. Some worried their students would feel they ended up in a bad 
discussion section where they were not going to learn as much because 
it was taught by a non-native English speaker. Others flagged their 
biggest challenge as acquiring the capacity to focus during lecture on 
difficult material in English. As students, they found it intellectually 
exhausting to listen to long lectures in English. As instructors, they 
often would prepare their entire lesson plan twice, once in their native 
language, and then again translated into English. These experiences 
are not isolated to the international graduate students I worked with; 
these are common themes that have emerged in a number of studies 
in higher education on international students.29

Hearing these incredibly thoughtful and insightful worries was 
striking to me. Identifying the North American academic norms was, 
for them, easy because they were the aspects that stood out so signifi-
cantly as a set of tacit knowledge they needed to have, which no one 
really told them about, and which they had to discover themselves. 
But what worried me the most from this experience was that, while 
these graduate students had spent so much time and effort in learning 
and conforming to the norms of the North American classroom, I had 
not given much thought to what the North American norms were until 
I began working with the certificate program. I felt terrible for not 
spending time before this thinking about what these challenges were. 
After working with these TAs I became incredibly frustrated with the 
fact that the burden is placed on them to put in the effort to learn 
North American norms, while instructors do little to learn what these 
norms are, so that we can understand that they can be challenging and 
disorienting. While it’s wonderful that some universities help interna-
tional students adjust to North America with these kinds of programs, 
I think it’s problematic there are no programs for people native to the 
North American educational context to think through and reflect what 
our academic norms are.

Double Transparency as a Principle of Inclusivity

This experience led me to think about what the implicit norms, ex-
pectations, and tacit knowledge might be in philosophy classes—both 
for international students and for students encountering the world of 
philosophy for the first time. What can I do to make these norms of 
academic philosophy as explicit as possible? Not every student is com-
ing into the philosophy classroom with the same set of expectations, 
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skills, or knowledge of how to do academic philosophy (or even what 
the point of philosophy is). And much like playing a game can be 
challenging, frustrating, and even disheartening if you do not know 
the rules, how to win, or what the purpose of the game even is, the 
same can be said for participating in the “game” of academic success. 
So, as instructors, we need to be as transparent as we can be.30 We 
need to make the implicit explicit. Transparency attends to diversity 
in the classroom in a leveling, welcoming way, and helps cultivate a 
space where everyone—regardless of their background—knows what 
success would look like, and how to focus their efforts to achieve it.31

Yet transparency is not solely about explaining instructor expecta-
tions, it is also about purposeful internal inclusion. As understood in 
Iris Marion Young’s language, this is where, as much as possible, “the 
terms of discourse [do not] make assumptions some do not share, the 
interaction [does not privilege] specific styles of expression, the partici-
pation of some people is [not] dismissed as out of order.”32 If the goal 
is to prioritize student-centered teaching and to cultivate an inclusive 
space, then “inclusion is not bringing people into what already exists; 
it is making a new space, a better space for everyone.”33 It is about be-
ing ready to reflect on where we may need to learn about our students’ 
backgrounds and norms, to be willing to adapt to those of our students, 
and develop that new space together. In applying transparency to the 
various aspects of teaching, we need to keep thinking about what the 
rules of the game are, where rules are different, and why the rules are 
the rules. That is to say, we need to reflect on the “So What” factor: 
Why do we do this? What is its value, and why does it matter? To 
further illustrate the importance of this conception of transparency of 
norm and expectations, I want to focus on the case of participation, as 
it is representative of the kinds of norms that I think can be confusing 
for students new to philosophy, but also a norm philosophy instructors 
need to reflect on in the way described above.

Participation is a graded component of many philosophy courses. In 
light of my experiences with international students and cultural norms, 
I asked my undergraduate students why participation is important, and 
what participation looks like.34 Some students considered participation 
to be defined as talking in class, with those who talk the most in class 
getting the highest participation grades. Others thought having some-
thing really insightful to say was more important, and so the quality 
of their participation might make up for the quantity. Some students 
thought participation is how professors test to see who actually read 
the readings, or was a way to figure out who is smart and insightful. 
Another student was worried about the participation grade because, 
though they completed their readings and had thoughts about the argu-
ments, they felt shy and nervous about sharing them out loud. Anther 
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still said they think best through writing, and preferred to take notes on 
the class discussion and reflect on them in writing later. This student 
saw themselves as participating in class, just not in the “normal” way.

Similarly as I had seen when working with the international graduate 
students, my undergraduate students and I had misaligned, and perhaps 
mistaken, understandings. I realized the definition of “participation” 
often focused on verbal participation. As a teacher, I consider clear 
communication of ideas as an essential skill to develop, and value 
participation as a way for students to learn and practice engaging in 
philosophical thought, discussion, and reflection. This isn’t a skill 
that some students have and some do not, but rather one they can all 
cultivate through practice. If my goal is to be more inclusive, to pay 
attention to the backgrounds of students coming into the class, and 
find space for students who do not necessarily participate in discus-
sion in the traditional ways, then simply asking questions or talking 
in class is too narrow of a definition of participation. My definition of 
participation needed to broaden to be more pluralistic, to include other 
kinds of participation (particularly the kind that introverted, non-native 
English speaking, or anxious students may feel more comfortable with).

Practical Considerations

Broadening definitions does not need to come at the expense of the 
skills we try to teach in philosophy. In the case of participation, thinking 
about what participation is, and what counts as participation, requires 
spending time reflecting on two important questions. The first question 
is why we think participation is important and something we want all our 
students to be doing this in the first place. The second question is what 
we think “participation” looks like. For example, Wright (2015) and 
Norlock (2016) distinguish between classroom participation and course 
participation, as well as silent participation. The essential task, once 
we’ve answered these two questions for ourselves, is to communicate 
this reasoning to our students. How we define and view participation can 
impact the classroom dynamics and students’ willingness to participate. 
Thinking we must get each and every student talking and participating in 
the traditional format of class discussions is perhaps a mistaken norm. 
In light of this, we perhaps should not force participation upon students, 
but instead try to cultivate in our students genuine course engagement 
(rather than merely traditional participation). This involves cultivating 
an environment maximally welcoming to taking risk in participation, 
explaining why trying to express one’s ideas is valuable, and setting up 
a classroom community where engagement is meaningful.

My approach to establishing this environment, again, is making the 
implicit explicit. I have a conversation with my students about the ways 
they can participate in a course and what I see as the point of speak-
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ing in class. I let them know that I want them to practice formulating, 
articulating, and expressing their thoughts and ideas out loud (and the 
classroom is a great place to practice). Speaking is a different skill from 
writing, and there is a reason that when people are asked what their 
greatest fear is, number one fear is public speaking. Speaking puts the 
speaker in a vulnerable position. So, some of the classroom expectations 
I develop with my students involve asking what they expect from others 
when they speak. Often students say they want others to really listen, 
and to disagree with them but at the same time to be respectful. I also 
ask what they expect from themselves when they speak. They often 
say they expect they will have developed an idea before they speak, 
which gives me an opportunity to say it is actually alright not to have 
an idea perfectly formulated, as that is part of what we’re trying to 
develop in a philosophy class. I let them know that if they don’t like 
speaking, that’s okay, but that I want them to set goals for themselves 
that help them work to develop this skill. For instance, if they consider 
themselves shy or anxious then they could set a goal of speaking up 
once a week. I also talk about the variety of course participation they 
can undertake, and I incorporate many of the strategies Norlock and 
Wright suggest throughout the semester. At the end of the day, it’s the 
student’s choice whether they actually do participate. I cannot force 
them. This can be frustrating, particularly in the cases where I feel 
like a student could really contribute a different perspective or idea to 
the class. But one of the dangers in forcing people to participate is to-
kenizing them, or treating their experience as representative of a larger 
collective. I think this is hard for us as instructors at times because 
we want to hear and learn from all our students. We want everyone’s 
voice to be represented and part of the discussion.

As a result of this experience, I also begin all my courses by having 
my undergraduate students help establish what our classroom norms and 
expectations are. It makes my expectations of them as students explicit, 
and it makes their expectations for me and their peers explicit as well. 
It also provides students an opportunity to feel more invested and have 
a sense of ownership of the class, and that I am not the sole authority 
on what makes for a good classroom environment. It also seems to 
encourage students to interact with each other in a respectful manner 
since they, as a group, decided on the classroom expectations. In terms 
of in class discussions and assignments, I explain the motivation for 
why they are doing what they are doing. I also explain what “success” 
looks like for any assignment or classroom activity.35 Finally, I give 
students an opportunity to discuss what is new, different, or challenging 
for them, so that I can better identify instances in which my norms or 
conceptions of something are different from my students’.
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5. Increasing Pathways to Success with Flexibility 
(primarily authored by Rebecca)

Overview

In this section, I argue that increased flexibility, especially with regard 
to how students engage with course material and complete assign-
ments, creates a more inclusive classroom. Given our understanding 
of inclusive pedagogy as the creation of a learning environment in 
which as many of our students as possible have the greatest chance to 
learn as much as possible, how students arrive at the learning goals 
of our courses becomes less important than that they arrive at them. 
If, therefore, there are reasonable things that we can do as teachers to 
expand the number and kinds of pathways to success for our students 
and give them more control in utilizing their skills and interests, doing 
so gives more students a greater chance at success.

In what follows, I explore one way of expanding these pathways 
that I have found works well for my students and me, namely, giving 
students the option of engaging with course material through creative 
projects. But while I will examine the specific use of creative projects 
here, flexibility is a broader strategy of inclusivity that can extend to 
other elements of our courses, such as how students access course ma-
terial, when they turn in assignments, how they participate in class (as 
Melissa discusses above), how students earn points on assignments, and 
so on. The specific assignment described here is intended as a concrete 
example of only one way of increasing flexibility, and it may or may 
not be appropriate for every reader’s courses. Further, flexibility must 
always be balanced with other concerns, such as fairness, instructor 
expertise, and time limitations. Nevertheless, whenever it is reasonably 
possible to be flexible, I argue that doing so is more inclusive.

Background

In fall 2016, I was teaching a course at Elon University which included 
a unit on justice and schooling. For this unit, we read Jean Anyon’s 
influential 1980 article, “Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of 
Work.”36 Through a study of five elementary schools in the Boston 
area, Anyon shows that schools were perpetuating inequity by prepar-
ing students from different class backgrounds for different kinds of 
work. Schools with higher populations of students from working class 
families were taught to be obedient rule followers, while students from 
families with more wealth were taught how to express themselves and 
exert influence over dominant power structures. Alongside Anyon’s 
work, students in my course also read a recent meta-analysis of work 
in education, psychology, and sociology that shows that our mainstream 
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institutions continue to promote a “hidden curriculum,” insofar as they 
value middle/upper middle class ways of being and often fail to value 
working class ways of being in the world.37

The authors of this latter analysis argue that in working class con-
texts, a lack of access to resources leads to an increased emphasis on 
what they call “hard interdependence.” Because people in working class 
contexts often lack access to resources, the authors argue, they learn 
to navigate complicated and unpredictable systems and come to value 
resilience, toughness, and reliance on one’s community. In middle/up-
per class contexts, by contrast, emphasis is placed on what the authors 
call “expressive independence.” Expressive independence involves the 
ability to pursue one’s own interests and encourages being different and 
questioning authority. The authors argue that mainstream institutions, 
like universities and many corporate workplaces, perpetuate injustice 
by valuing expressive independence over hard interdependence, thereby 
possibly alienating and disadvantaging students who come from work-
ing class contexts. For our own classes to be as inclusive as possible, 
we must, therefore, ensure that our classes are spaces in which mul-
tiple ways of being are welcomed and valued as means of successfully 
achieving the learning outcomes in our courses.

At Elon, the students in my class overwhelmingly came from 
wealthy backgrounds. When asked, more than half of my students 
reported having never attended public schools and most acknowledged 
that they largely identified with the values and norms of expressive in-
dependence. After we read these two articles, I wanted to give students 
a sense of what it would be like to be in a context in which the norms, 
values, and expectations were foreign to them. To do this, I told them 
that for the next assignment, inspired by my work with Stephen in the 
Elon Academy rap class, they were going to be required to write and 
perform rap songs about the article, and that I was going to grade them 
on their performances. While I was not actually planning on requir-
ing the students to perform (something I quickly told them), I asked 
students what it would have felt like if I had made performing in front 
of their peers a requirement of the class. The students expressed that 
it would have been “unfair” and that they wouldn’t have known how 
to do well on the assignment. Several even said that they would have 
refused, saying, “I wouldn’t have done it; I would have taken a zero.”

I asked students to reflect on this experience and they began to see 
how a disconnect between the expectations and values of an institution 
and one’s typical way of being in the world can be unfair. Students 
who are well-versed in the norms of academic work have learned how 
to “play the game.” Requiring them to do something that they had 
never done before and that they were not expecting seemed to them as 
though I was unfairly changing the rules. This activity helped students 
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to realize what it might be like when the norms that one is used to 
fail to cohere with the expectations of a mainstream institution like a 
university or a corporate office.

The important takeaway here is not that we need to do a better job 
at helping students whose ways of being are undervalued to transform 
themselves in order to be more valued by mainstream institutions. Do-
ing so does nothing to rectify the underlying injustice of the system. 
Rather, to make our institutions more just, we need to transform our 
institutions so that they value multiple ways of being in the world. To 
emphasize this point, for the culminating assignment of the unit, I gave 
students the option of either writing a more traditional academic paper 
or composing a song, which they would annotate with commentary con-
necting their lyrics to the texts we were reading in class. In this way, 
the assignment itself was intended to be an enactment of the core idea 
that I hoped to convey—that one way of combating inequity is to make 
space in institutions for multiple and diverse ways of being successful.

While many students opted to turn in a more traditional paper, about 
one third of the class elected to write and annotate a song, which they 
either recorded or performed for the class. As a result, not only did 
we build community in the class through the vulnerability of creative 
expression, but I also discovered new talents of many of my students. 
One student, who was typically very quiet in class, stood in front of 
the room and gave one of the most enthusiastic rap performances I 
have ever seen. Another student, who had also been extremely quiet 
in class discussions, recorded a track that showcased her incredible 
talent as a singer and songwriter, a talent that she herself was only 
beginning to discover.

Flexibility as a Principle of Inclusivity

The success I found by opening up the assignment in this way has 
led me to continue to expand the ways that students in my classes 
complete assignments and to think about the connection between flex-
ibility and inclusivity. In my courses, I now often invite students to 
pair their written work with expressions in any medium that they feel 
best allows them to communicate their ideas. I still require students to 
write, but I invite them to connect their writing to a form of expression 
with which they may be more comfortable. And students continue to 
amaze me with the creativity and increased enthusiasm they bring to 
their work. For example, in a class with a unit on incarceration, one 
student filmed herself performing an interpretive dance about solitary 
confinement, while another student baked nutraloaf (a food used as 
punishment in many prisons) and served it to the class. Another student 
began writing letters to an incarcerated person in a nearby prison and 
continued to maintain that correspondence after the class ended. Other 
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students have made paintings, written poetry, made playlists of songs 
that are meaningful to them, and so on.

This experience helped me to see how offering students flexibility 
in how they complete assignments can help us to make our classes 
more inclusive. First, these kinds of assignments expand students’ 
understanding of what counts as “legitimate” expression in an aca-
demic setting. That is, these assignments show that good, interesting, 
and provocative ideas do not have to come only in the forms that are 
typically recognized and valued as “academic” forms of expression.

In addition, the assignments provoke an authenticity of expression 
that disrupts the normal flow of what “one does” in academic work. I 
have found that students often see writing papers as something alienat-
ing and not as a means of actually exploring and expressing their own 
ideas. This feeling may be experienced even more deeply by students 
who have traditionally been marginalized in academic settings. When 
students are given the opportunity to express themselves in a way in 
which they feel confident, they are less distracted by the anxiety of 
writing a paper, and are better able to focus on their ideas.

Furthermore, the standards of traditional academic writing favor 
those students who are “well prepared,” i.e., those who have received 
the most training in how to adopt the standards of the academy. Al-
ternative assignments, however, allow students to participate in aca-
demic discourse by bringing their individual expertise to their work. 
By giving students flexibility in how they complete an assignment, we 
create a greater opportunity for students to find ways to relate their 
already existing interests, concerns, skills, and questions to what they 
are learning, which allows them to see that their experiences and ideas 
are valuable and valued.

Practical Considerations

Some teachers might worry that offering students alternatives to tradi-
tional assignments will deny students the opportunity to learn important 
academic skills. But if we reframe our understanding of how traditional 
academic skills can be displayed, it becomes clear that it is possible 
to help students sharpen these skills while allowing for flexibility in 
how they engage with the course material. While different teachers 
may have different reasons for their assessment criteria, I take it that 
some of the reasons we find writing academic papers valuable are as 
follows: First, writing a paper with a thesis requires students to distill 
their thoughts into a clear and concise form that gives their work an 
orientation and a structure. Second, requiring students to give evi-
dence/reasons for their views ensures that students think through their 
positions carefully and consider why they believe what they believe. 
Finally, we ask students to engage with the texts that they read and 
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to cite other authors to emphasize that doing philosophy involves an 
engagement in a dialogue with others. Furthermore, requiring students 
to engage with the texts they have read is a way of assessing student 
understanding of required readings.

If these are indeed some of the reasons that we ask students to write 
papers, alternative assignments show that these goals can be achieved 
through modes of expression that do not take traditional academic 
forms. For example, if a student writes a song, we can understand the 
chorus/verse structure as parallel to the thesis/evidence structure of a 
paper. A thesis statement can be reframed as the chorus or hook of the 
song insofar as a chorus/hook expresses the main idea of a song and is 
repeatedly returned to, giving the song a clear structure. Similarly, we 
can tell students, a thesis statement is the guiding idea of a paper to 
which each section of the paper must return. To continue the analogy, 
the verses of a song often provide examples or stories that reveal the 
theme presented in the chorus. We can show students that reasons to 
support a thesis can be given in the verses of a song. Finally, engage-
ment with other texts can be included through “sampling” the work 
of other authors or through additional commentary on lyrics. In my 
assignments, I ask students to provide additional analysis and explana-
tion through commentary on their lyrics using footnotes. This format 
not only allows students to expand on the ideas presented in their lyr-
ics but also helps students to become familiar with using footnotes, 
something many undergraduates struggle with.

For work presented in non-linguistic media, like painting and dance, 
I ask students to submit an artist’s statement explaining their work. 
In their artists’ statements, students are asked to explain the central 
idea/thesis expressed in their art. They are also asked to explain the 
genesis of the piece, giving their reasons for creating the work and the 
influences/texts that they drew on in doing so. While this assignment 
closely resembles a traditional paper, students often experience the 
writing of an artist’s statement quite differently than they experience 
writing a traditional paper. Many students have expressed to me that 
they feel anxiety and dread at the prospect of writing papers. An art-
ist’s statement, however, allows students to approach the task of writing 
from another direction, which can lessen anxiety and break bad writing 
habits (e.g., waiting until the last minute, imitating academic writing 
at the expense of clarity, completing work as quickly as possible, etc.).

In these ways, we can achieve our goals as teachers by giving stu-
dents the opportunity to bring their own experiences to bear on their 
academic work. In my own classes, doing so appears to have increased 
student motivation and time on task and also decreased anxiety. And, 
as argued above, such assignments also legitimize voices and modes 
of expression that are less often found in academia and are found in 
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students’ lives, thereby making the classroom more welcoming of a 
variety of ways of being in the world.38

Of course, using creative assignments may or may not be appropriate 
for the goals of every philosophy course (although I would argue they 
are often more appropriate than they seem at first glance, especially 
given how few undergraduate students in philosophy will go on to 
graduate school in philosophy). Instructors who are seeking to foster a 
different set of academic skills than those outlined above or instructors 
who are less comfortable with assessing creative projects may find that 
the assignments I have described are not the best means of introduc-
ing flexibility into their courses. For a philosophy teacher with more 
traditional aims, a small increase in flexibility might involve giving 
students the opportunity to explore their own paper topics or the option 
of using philosophical texts to analyze non-traditional works. Or if an 
instructor does not wish to change their assessments, they could give 
students the opportunity to engage with the text in non-traditional ways 
through in-class activities. In general, instructors will have to decide for 
themselves how the principle of flexibility can be concretized in their 
own particular contexts. The important strategy articulated here is that 
being an inclusive teacher requires that we open up multiple pathways 
to engaging with philosophical texts and achieving the learning goals 
of our courses, whatever those goals are. Doing so helps to ensure that 
students with different backgrounds, strengths, and obstacles, have a 
greater chance of feeling welcome in our classes and of achieving 
what we hope for them.

6. Looking in the Mirror .  .  .  
and Other Conclusory Remarks

Despite our best efforts to make our classes as inclusive as possible, 
it is inevitable that we will make mistakes or otherwise fall short of 
cultivating a fully inclusive classroom. For all of us, but especially for 
those of us who occupy social positions of privilege, we are at risk of 
perpetuating domination and marginalization despite (and sometimes 
even as a result of) our best efforts, as well as remaining ignorant to 
these very problems. Should we make a mistake, or in some way fail 
to create a classroom that is as inclusive as it could be, we need to be 
ready to repair any harm that may have occurred, and reflect on the 
experience so as to transform our pedagogical practices accordingly. 
We must, therefore, have structures set up so that we can hear and 
respond to our students’ needs. To this end, we would like to bring to 
the foreground a critical aim: building strong, trusting relationships 
with students.
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First, it is important to work deliberately to build relationships with 
students that help us to hear concerns and, if needed, apologize or 
otherwise respond to challenges in a context of mutual trust, respect, 
and vulnerability. Relationships can be built in a number of ways 
throughout the semester. For example, learning students’ names, if 
at all possible, as soon as one can is one way to do this. One might 
also begin the semester with an introductory survey asking students 
about their interests, background in philosophy, preconceptions about 
the discipline, and anything you might need to know to help them be 
successful. Asking students for this information shows them that you 
are interested in who they are, what they care about, and what they 
need. It can also help to shape course material and assignments to the 
unique needs of the particular students in your classes.

As the semester moves on, it is important to incorporate regular 
avenues for feedback and communication. One option could be to re-
quire students to come to office hours, even if only for five minutes, 
during the first half of the semester. If such meetings are not feasible 
due to large classes or heavy course loads, it may be worthwhile to set 
aside several class periods to be used for one-on-one meetings. While 
doing so means covering less material, in our experience, these brief 
meetings are invaluable. Another way to solicit feedback from students 
throughout the year, is through a “Stop, Start, Continue” exercise, in 
which students are regularly asked to anonymously give feedback on 
things they would like to see the class stop, start, and continue doing. 
Gathering and acting on such feedback shows students that we take their 
experience of the class seriously, and that we care about their concerns.

Building positive relationships throughout the course, however, isn’t 
solely about focusing on concerns; it is also important to give kudos, 
not just reprimands. For example, if a student who is typically quiet 
offers an especially insightful contribution to a class discussion, you 
might send the student a quick email after class affirming their deci-
sion to speak up and thanking them for helping to move the discussion 
forward. Or if a student has expressed a particular interest in a topic, 
you might send them an article that they might find interesting. These 
quick informal communications take very little time but can make a 
huge difference in student engagement by helping students feel seen.

In addition to building relationships with students, it is also im-
portant for us to reflect on our own experience with the course as the 
instructor. This brings us to our fifth and final principle: deliberately 
engaging in perpetual self-reflection and self-critique by turning the 
four principles outlined above back on ourselves as learner-educators. 
Doing so recognizes that we, like our students, are also learners, and 
that these principles are important for supporting our own learning as 
educators. This process of self-reflection and critique is crucial, espe-
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cially for those of us in dominant social groups who must continually 
be skeptical about whether our practices are truly student-centered 
and inclusive.

To turn the four principles back on ourselves involves, first, main-
taining a growth mindset about ourselves as teachers. Just as we hope 
that students overcome a fixed mindset about their philosophical abili-
ties, we also need to see ourselves as capable of growth as educators 
through feedback and deliberate practice. Doing so requires that we 
identify areas in which we need to improve and elicit feedback spe-
cific to our pedagogical goals. Second, in addition to recognizing the 
authority and expertise that students bring to our classes, it is also 
important to recognize and utilize our own authority in a way that 
is just. We ought not (and cannot) give up our authority entirely, but 
must perpetually reflect on where our power comes from, and how 
and why we use it in the classroom. Third, making norms transparent 
for our students also involves making them transparent for ourselves. 
It is essential that we not only consider the assumptions and expecta-
tions that students have coming into the classroom but also our own 
assumptions that derive from our own social positions. And finally, just 
as we need to be flexible in our understanding of success for students 
in the classroom, we must also be flexible about our understanding 
of pedagogical success. There is no one size fits all way to be an 
inclusive, student-centered teacher. We have to take into account our 
social positions, strengths and weaknesses, personalities, interests, and 
so on, to teach in a way that allows us to flourish so that our students 
can flourish; having tired, defeated, unbalanced faculty does little to 
enhance student experience and learning.39

Engaging in this kind of self-reflective practice is difficult. It re-
quires vulnerability and humility. Becoming an inclusive educator is 
an ongoing process of not only developing our craft but also coming 
to better know and improve ourselves. Through this paper, we hope to 
have demonstrated this metalevel engagement in self-reflection. While 
we have offered a few tips and tricks along the way, we have given 
careful attention to highlight broader strategies that we believe, and 
evidence shows, can help teachers to develop pedagogies that work best 
in their own contexts. As instructors think about incorporating aspects 
we have discussed into their own classrooms, it is important not to take 
on too much all at once. These issues are integrated, overlapping, and 
complex. A change of one aspect can change every other aspect in a 
course. Utilizing inclusive pedagogies carefully changes the meaning 
of what the instructor and students do during classroom time, what 
and how one assesses work, and the goals of a philosophy course more 
broadly. As such, it should be done carefully, thoughtfully, and with 
kindness to our students as well as ourselves.
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We would like to thank the participants of the AAPT workshops on Inclusive Pedagogy 
at the University of Western Ontario (2016) and University of Pittsburgh (2017), we are 
indebted to their participation and the excellent discussions. We would also like to extend 
our deepest thanks to David Concepción and Alida Liberman as fellow facilitators at these 
two workshops, and for their insightful feedback on earlier drafts of this paper. Though 
they are not authors on this paper, their influence is seeded throughout. Finally, we would 
like to thank our anonymous reviewers for their feedback on earlier drafts.

1. See Whetten 2007 for further discussion on teacher- vs. student-centered education.

2. That is, we see parallels between the teacher-centered framework and diversity, 
where the focus is on who teaches and what is taught; and student-centered framework 
and inclusivity, where the focus is on how to optimize the learning of students so that 
they have the greatest chance to learn as much as possible. Again, we want to emphasize 
that we take diversity in philosophy as necessary (just not sufficient).

3. Goldman 2005.

4. Bloch-Schulman 2016.

5. For examples of different types, see Cook-Sather and Motz-Storey 2016; Manor, 
Bloch-Schulman, Flannery, and Felten 2010; Foot, Crowe, Tollafield, and Allan 2014; 
Healey, Flint, and Harrington 2016; and Yeo, Manarin, and Miller-Young 2018.

6. Brison 2003: 25.

7. This is the norm, though not always true: see Paxton, Figdor, and Tiberius 2012.

8. See, for example, Dweck 2006; Yeager and Dweck 2012; Yeager, Paunesku, Walton, 
and Dweck 2013.

9. While the emphasis here is on growth mindset as a principle of inclusivity, it 
should be noted that this principle also plays prominently in work on student motivation 
and on self-directed learners. See, for example, Green 2015 and Ambrose et al. 2010, esp. 
chaps. 3 and 7.

10. Fixed mindset not only hinder students who think they cannot succeed, it also 
hinders those who overestimate their abilities. See Pintrich 2003: 671.

11. One can establish high standards for passing a course or earning the grade of “A” 
without truly expecting students to meet those standards. To establish high expectations 
is to expect that students will perform at a high level and to communicate that to students 
in a way that allows them to see the possibility.

12. Carol Dweck and Lisa Blackwell in Ferlazzo 2012. See also Dweck 2006: 141.

13. See, e.g., Dweck 2006: 221. In order to be fully successful in establishing inclusiv-
ity, we need to adopt a growth mindset about our students in order to help them develop the 
same about themselves. In order to do that, we need to adopt a growth mindset, generally. 
A bit about this as it applies to striving to achieve inclusivity is in the last section of this 
paper.

14. This is adapted from a piece Edward Burger wrote for Inside Higher Ed. Burger 
calls his version “quality of failure.” I experimented with various names (e.g., “quality 
of failure,” “productive failures,” “intellectual risk taking,” and so forth). Informed by 
student comments and course evaluations, I decided to find a term with more positive 
connotations than “failure.” The “heroic” part of the label reminds students that I realize 

http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/classroom_qa_with_larry_ferlazzo/2012/10/response_classroom_strategies_to_foster_a_growth_mindset.html
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it can be scary or intimidating to take the intellectual risks I am asking them to take and 
that it requires some courage on their part. More of my students seem to respond positively 
to, and comment positively about, “heroic missteps” than the other names I’ve used for 
this aspect of the course.

15. I usually begin to set the stage by opening the first class meeting with a video of 
a video of failed attempts at flight or of children trying to learn to walk followed by a 
discussion during the next class meeting in which I solicit the students’ thoughts about 
why I asked them to view the video and what my point might have been.

16. Sometimes, depending on how the student-driven conversation is going or the 
nature of the course, I will turn us to a short video on neuroplasticity to touch on the “sci-
ence” behind the course asking them to do things that are new or different for students. 
This is one way of introducing students to the concept of a malleable mind without it 
being a clumsy detour or feeling “tacked onto” the course.

17. If one wants to make the teaching about growth mindset a bit more central to the 
course, there are quite a few resources available online and many of the published studies 
outline the “interventions” used. In “Reducing the Effects of Stereotype Threat on African 
American College Students by Shaping Theories of Intelligence,” for example, Joshua 
Aronson, Carrie B. Fried, and Catherine Good suggests a very brief summary of mind-
growth or neuroplasticity followed by a brief writing assignment can have a significant 
impact.

18. I will leave aside the question of what possible harms and benefits there are, and 
to whom, by having rap so identified.

19. Students who have self-identified in class as being people of color have made up 
38.2 percent of the four Rap classes I have taught at the undergraduate level; this ought to 
be compared with the 19 percent of the student population. We have only had one student 
of color who was a philosophy major in a number of years.

20. On this question, see Thompson, Adleberg, Sims, and Nahmias 2016.

21. Schroer 2007.

22. See Freire 1972 for a critique of this “banking model.”

23. There are a number of hurdles one may encounter when attempting to adopt these 
inclusive practices, particularly for those who belong to an underrepresented group. 
We suspect it is not *more* hurdles one must face by adopting inclusive practices, just 
different hurdles. For an extended discussion of the variety of challenges teaching and 
issues of authority may pose to those who belong to an underrepresented group, see the 
collections of essays in Presumed Incompetent (2012).

24. See James 2012.

25. See Shabani’s synthesis of Vygotsky on this matter (Shabani 2010).

26. It is important that students came to the class with very different levels of prepa-
ration for task-defining, some of whom I had worked with on these skills for multiple 
years. And I found that students responded very differently, based on these skills and 
experiences, with some enjoying the opportunity, and others feeling overwhelmed.

27. Interestingly, because writing is typically not seen as a male activity—a point 
some of the male-identified students sometimes make clear, claiming for example, that 
“women have better handwriting”—this is rarely dominated by those who typically have 
social and political power. Students do not seem to realize how much power “the marker” 
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comes with, even as the person with the marker often directs the discussion in explicit 
and less direct ways.

28. See https://teaching.uwo.ca/programs/certificates/cigs.html.

29. See Carroll and Ryan 2007, Dimitrov 2009, and Dimitrov and Haque 2017.

30. Additionally, see Winkelmes 2013 and Anderson, Hunt, Powell, and Dollar 2013 
for studies on the benefits of transparency in student learning.

31. For extended reflection on norms, see Dotson 2011, Graff 2002, and Morton 2014.

32. Young 1990: 53.

33. Dei et al. 2000.

34. This activity is also another example of how once can help students develop their 
task-defining skills.

35. For extended discussion of what it might mean to demonstrate “success” to stu-
dents, see Mulnix and Liberman 2017.

36. Anyon 1980.

37. See Stephens, Markus, and Phillips 2013.

38. For more on assessment strategies for non-traditional assignments see Zemits 
2017 and Clegg and Bryan 2006.

39. That is to say, self-care is critical. But we also recognize that opportunities to 
engage in self-care are unevenly distributed. (Parents of young children, we are talking 
to you!)
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