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June 30, 2019 

NAAPE Proposal: Using case-based ethics in the philosophy of education 

Contacts: Harry Brighouse (mhbrigho@wisc.edu); Tony Laden (laden@uic.edu); Carrie Welsh 

(cawelsh@wisc.edu)  

 

Overview: The Center for Ethics and Education (CEE) proposes to sponsor four sessions at the 2019 

NAAPE Conference. These sessions will be part of a conference track, centered around two related issues, 

one methodological and one substantive.  The methodological focus involves using cases in work about the 

ethics of education.  The substantive focus concerns ethical issues that arise in thinking about civic education 

in a time of hyper-partisanship and disagreement about fundamental democratic norms. 

In addition to inviting the panelists for these sessions, we plan to invite additional scholars we want to attend 
these sessions from a list included below.  CEE will cover the costs of invited guests and panelists.   

 

Motivation 

Meira Levinson and Jacob Fay have recently published two books – Democratic Discord in Schools, and Dilemmas 

of Educational Ethics – which develop a case-based approach to thinking about ethical problems in philosophy 

of education. Each book consists of 6-8 carefully wrought cases which pose hard questions – questions the 

answers to which depend on careful weighing of values when one lacks full information about the choices. 

They are, in other words, unlike thought experiments, which generally provide full relevant information and 

encourage us to explore the contradictions between principles or between judgements and principles: the 

judgement of what to do in thought experiments is often expected to be obvious, and the question is what 

light is shed on the space of reasons. In Levinson’s and Fay’s cases the judgement of what to do is never 

obvious, and one central purpose is to develop the judgment of the reader; another is to see how values and 
evidence bear on one another. 

In addition to the cases, each book contains 6 commentaries on each case, by philosophers, practitioners, 

policy makers, and students, with diversity of disciplines and perspectives built into the discussions. 

The sessions we propose would enable participants to learn more about, and investigate, the distinctive 

method of doing philosophy of education that Levinson and Fay have developed. We want participants to 

think through a particular case (taken from the Democratic Discord book), to reflect on how cases can be used 

for doing theoretical work, and to learn some of skills involved in developing, and pitfalls involved in writing, 

cases. The sessions are somewhat evangelical: we want the method to be more widely used, both because we 

think it is very promising, and because we think that the more it is used the better philosophers can become 

at developing and using cases. They are also exploratory: The Center for Ethics and Education wants to use 

the sessions to think through the issues for civic education in the current political environment that the case 
we will be discussing raises, in order to develop possible future workshops that we sponsor. 

We have invited a number of participants, and will invite more: the selection of participants is obviously tilted 

to making for good sessions, but an important consideration is inducing people who might not otherwise 
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come to NAAPE to attend the 2019 conference with the aim of increasing participation and loyalty to the 

conference. The Center will pay for several of our invitees to attend the conference (with the funding 

calibrated to getting new people to attend).  In addition, we hope that by including these sessions at NAAPE, 

we will attract other attendees to our conversations and thus broaden both their reach and the range of 
philosophers we might include in future programs. 

 

Outline of sessions. 

 

Session #1: Introduction to cases 

Session one will introduce the case study method. Levinson and Fay will explain their motivations for the 

method, and will model the way that the method is used by running a workshop on a particular case. 

Participants will be asked to pre-read a case – “Walling off or Welcoming In” (hard copies will also be 
available at the conference), and discuss it substantively in the session. 

Session #2: Using cases for theoretical work 

Session #2 will be a roundtable with 3 philosophers who have written theoretical work using the case (from 

Session #1) as a starting point.  This will begin the substantive process of raising philosophical issues that 

arise from engaging in civic education in a hyper-partisan moment when even basic democratic norms are on 

the table.  It will also illustrate the philosophical potential of reflecting on cases.  Panelists to be 3 of the 

following:  Jaime Ahlberg, Jen Morton, Myisha Cherry, Thea Abu El-Haj, Harry Brighouse, Tony Laden.  
Harry or Tony to chair. 

Session #3: Next steps/other questions 

Discussion exploring next steps and other questions to think about broader issues on the topic/case. We 

hope this session can inform future CEE workshops. For this session, we may ask participants to complete a 

pre-reading or attend a previous session on using cases. The aim will be to use the first two sessions and any 

pre-reading to inform a discussion designed to highlight and properly frame interesting philosophical and 

ethical issues concerning civic education in the current political moment.  Some or all of Tony Laden, Harry 

Brighouse and Meira Levinson to facilitate. 

Session #4: Panel and workshop on using and writing cases 

This session will include authors of ethical cases (both non-fiction and fiction cases), who will describe their 

process in selecting, developing, and using cases, and answer questions from the audience. The aim is that 

attendants of the session will be equipped to use the books in their research and teaching (if they choose) and, 

perhaps more importantly, that some feel ready to write their own cases for the purpose of deepening 

understanding of philosophical issues in education. Possible participants: Michelle Moses, Terri Wilson, Jacob 
Fay. 

 

Invitees: We hope to include ~16 scholars to lead and/or attend the sessions, including some subset of: 

o Meira Levinson (Harvard University) 

o Michele Moses (University of Colorado Boulder) 

o Paula McAvoy (North Carolina State) 

o Diana Hess (University of Wisconsin-Madison) 



o Ben Bindewald (Oklahoma State University) 

o Jacob Fay (Harvard University) 

o Quentin Wheeler-Bell (Indiana University) 

o Harry Brighouse (University of Wisconsin-Madison) 

o Tony Laden (University of Illinois at Chicago) 

o Heather Van Benthuysen (Chicago Public Schools) 

o Terri Wilson (University of Colorado Boulder) 

o Winston Thompson (Ohio State University) 

o Jaime Ahlberg (University of Florida) 

o David Knight (University of Chicago) 

o Doris Santoro (Bowdoin College) 

o Joel Westheimer (University of Ottowa) 

o Joe Kahne (UC-Riverside) 

o Lauren Bialstock (OISE) 

o Gina Schouten (Harvard Univesrity) 

o Jane Lo (Florida State University) 

o Myisha Cherry (UC-Riverside) 

o Thea Abu El-Haj (Barnard) 

o CEE Fellows 

o Mike McPherson 

o Bryan Warnick 

o Jen Morton (will already be at NAAPE) 

o Kyla Ebels-Duggan 

o Walter Parker 

o NAAPE Keynotes (already attending; we will ask them to participate) 

o Michael Hand 

o Jen Morton 

o Christopher Martin 

o Sigal Ben-Porath 
o Some thoughtful and skilled civic education and government HS teachers 
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