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When I began the community scholars program at UNF in the fall of 2013, I was primarily 
interested in community based learning as a means of student engagement. As a 
philosophy instructor, it is sometimes difficult to bring the students into a position from 
whence they are able to see the value of the abstract questioning that defines my discipline.  
The thought was that placing students in a context where students would be faced with real 
world ethical dilemmas would make the material come alive in a new way, opening the 
path for greater learning. Over the course of the year, I was pleased to see that, as my 
understanding of what community based learning is evolved and deepened, my notion of 
its value expanded in kind and I developed a richer sense of how the philosophy 
curriculum, specifically with respect to ethics, could be enriched by its presence. In what 
follows, I will touch on three ways in which this is so.  
 
1) Overcoming the Thought Experiment 
 
As formulated in the discipline, ethical inquiry revolves around a series of highly abstract 
concerns, with topics such as the nature of so-called moral knowledge and the binding 
force of moral principles commonplace.  The problem in discussing these issues is not 
always conceptual; many students are able to see and understand the arguments offered in 
favor of the diverse positions considered.  The trouble arises in revealing the relevance of 
these discussions to the actual process of being a decent person. As Bernard Williams 
pointed out, the first ethical question is a first personal one, how should I live?, and it is not 
always clear what contribution questions in moral theory make to responding to it.  
 
While one would expect applied ethics to be more concrete in this regard, moving in that 
direction does not help the matter.  Here, the conceptual world is peopled by all kinds of 
“intuition pumps,” various contrived scenarios intended to construct a moral dilemma 
within which a person makes a constrained choice of how to act from an artificially 
restricted set of choices.  From runaway trolleys to kidnapped violinists, students are faced 
with all kinds of far-fetched scenarios that are meant to guide their everyday thinking.  In 
my experience, the only thing students learn from these examples has been how to make a 
sophistic argument in favor of one alternative over another, which is perhaps helpful for 
the practice of law, but not for answering difficult questions about how to live.  
  
Community based learning eliminates these motivational concerns in teaching ethics by 
beginning from problems that people face in the actual practice of their lives, not from 
dilemmas arising from the acceptance of abstract principles, extreme limit cases that 
seldom occur, or other equally rationalistic origins. Beginning with an experience, students 
have an increased sense of why philosophers might worry about the abstract questions: the 
meta-ethical question of who (or what) counts when making an ethical decision becomes 
palpable when, for example, talking to members of a local group trying to make decisions 
about the restoration of sea turtle habitat. Depending on how one answers the question, 
different choices are made. But it’s more than that: being in a real situation in which real 
people are faced with ethical decisions that matter highlights the personal commitment 



that the effected individuals have in how the question is answered. In other words, ethical 
deliberation is situated in the everyday decisions one makes and not just in extraordinary 
cases. While I will return to this point in the third section, the point here is that community 
based learning, by originating in the student’s own experience, presents a unique 
opportunity to us as instructors to show how the kinds of concerns that motivate our 
academic reflections emerge out of and are motivated by the kinds of problems they will all 
face in having to live as independent practical reasoners.  
 
2) Surprise and Innovation 
 
That last point leads me to another benefit that community based learning offers: the actual 
practice of ethical reasoning. When students go into the field, in a certain sense one 
relinquishes control over the learning experience.  The students might have a very different 
interpretation of what was occurring in a particular situation than one intended, the event 
might not go as planned, perceptions of where the ethical issues and dilemmas are might 
differ, or any number of other “failures” can redirect the classes’ attention. Calling this type 
of event a mishap, however, is a misnomer in that it opens up the possibility for 
spontaneous philosophical reflection.   
 
Creating opportunities for spontaneous philosophical reflection in the classroom can be 
challenging in two different ways. The first is the students’ (understandable) concern for 
their performance in the course. The second is the manner in which we as instructors tend 
to present material as a sort of menu (e.g., one can choose to be a Kantian, a utilitarian, or a 
virtue ethicist). Community based learning addresses both of these difficulties by allowing 
the instructor to craft assignments that encourage students to identify an ethical problem 
independently. Rather than asking students to defend an abstract theoretical position or 
take a stand on a major social issue, e.g., abortion, the death penalty, animal welfare, etc., 
reflecting on an experience allows the students to begin by identifying and justifying why 
certain aspects of that situation present ethical challenges outside the confines of a theory 
and then seek out answers for those problems on their own, something for which theories 
are useful. Additionally, this practice encourages them to consider more mundane 
decisions as containing ethical concerns. Community based learning helps by placing the 
student in an experience in which they can interact with others who have already 
articulated for themselves a particular issue of concern and (ostensibly) possess a 
justification for believing others should be concerned with the same issue. In other words, 
the students will interact with other members of their community who can model, in more 
or less direct ways, how to identify an ethical issue and take steps to address it. Even in 
cases where the intended lesson fails, reflection upon and analysis of the reasons for the 
failure can still accomplish the intent of the lesson:  having students engage critically with 
their world in thoughtful and philosophically meaningful ways.  
 
3) Enactment of Ethical Values 
 
If, as Marx claimed, the point of philosophy is to change the world rather than just to 
interpret it, then the above kind of reflection is a good place to start. For me, the most 
exciting aspect of community based learning is the manner in which it weds the 



interpretive and the practical.  It does so by challenging student’s preconceptions about 
certain situations, places, or people by inviting them to see the limitations of those 
preconceptions in action. Particularly with respect to social issues that many students find 
sensitive to discuss, a first-hand experience may be the only way to open up a productive 
dialogue. For an example, discussing the topic of environmental racism has always been 
one of the most difficult in my environmental ethics course. White students, regardless of 
their political convictions, especially are very resistant to the idea that environmental 
burdens are unjustly distributed within a society.  While I can present them with data, offer 
them readings, and lend my authority to the issue, it remains a struggle to have the issue 
itself perceived as a problem. Taking students to a neighborhood with serious 
environmental issues (e.g., water pollution, a proliferation of brownfield and abandoned 
industrial sites, considerable aesthetic blemishes, etc.) and having a resident show them 
around and explain the difficulties of living in (or moving away from) such an area, 
however, removes the focus from the acrimonious (non)discussion of race in America and 
places it upon the real life struggles of hard working and predominately poor people. It’s 
harder to disagree that such problems exist when you have met people who live with them 
on a daily basis.  
 
But what effect does transforming the interpretive framework have on the practice of 
ethical values? By using community engagement to help students see the wide array of 
interpretive frameworks that people use to navigate the world, we both give our students a 
clearer sense of where the social and ethical problems lie within their communities and 
provide them with a greater number of resources to deal with those problems effectively. 
There is at least the possibility in these cases that students will be able to take their ethical 
training (and not just from the classroom) and translate that into action.  
 
Humanities scholars (including myself) are likely to chafe at the suggestion that our fields 
are useless insofar as they do not contribute to the economy, there is a sense in which the 
accusation of our uselessness ought to draw us into a reflection upon where the true value 
of our fields lie. While I cannot answer for others, my sense of the value of philosophical 
reflection resides in the ongoing process of both harmonizing our actions with our values 
and refining our values in light of practice. Given all of the ways community based learning 
aids us in accomplishing this goal, we miss an opportunity to prove our worth in valuable 
ways if we do not find places for it in the curriculum.    


