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As technology continues to advance internet-based education, today’s students can 

learn anything from a simple trade to an in-depth philosophical theory through 

websites like YouTube, Skillshare, or MasterClass. Training video series from leading 

professionals in various fields promise to contend with the long-upheld educational 

structure rooted in the university. At universities, students meet in physical classrooms 

and endure, in many cases, relatively rigid learning environments led by a podium-

poised professor. These professors lecture with organized instructional materials, 

following syllabi and schedules that meet their departments’ intellectual mandates. 

While the university is free of the many test-oriented directives of secondary schools in 

the United States, student-led learning outcomes and classroom policies are far from the 

norm in higher education. Suppose the academy intends to maintain its invested 

students by means other than offering a substantial degree. In that case, it must 

reconcile the growing emergence of cheaper and sometimes more successful learning 

methods (besides, how can I compete in teaching creative writing against MasterClass 
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sessions with best-selling author Neil Gaiman?). One option seems promising: moving 

from instructor-led classrooms to student-led classrooms and moving from lecture-

heavy, pre-determined schedules to schedules organized by students and for students, 

to engage them as collaborators rather than subjects. Many professors and instructors 

have already experienced the benefits of collaborative student-led environments—what 

happens when teachers loosen their grips and invite in the potential chaos of 

collaboration. Furthermore, study after study seems to prove that collaborative student-

led environments result in better learning outcomes for their students, from grade 

school to first-year college students (Bloom et al. 7). But why are they not more 

ubiquitous? Likely because of what Dr. Christine Martorana calls the limitations of our 

“figured worlds” (60). 

 Dr. Christine Martorana, in “Through the Lens of Figured Worlds: A Heuristic 

for Productive Collaboration,” evokes Holland et al. while defining “figured worlds” as 

“a socially and culturally constructed realm of interpretation in which particular 

characters and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and 

particular outcomes are valued over others” (60). In a world full of diversity, our 

environments and personal identities come with their share of weight. For example, our 

presence as an instructor in a classroom comes with its own socially constructed 

influence, something hovering around authority or credibility or leadership. When 

instructors teach a lesson a certain way or believe a schedule should follow a particular 
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organizational pattern, students will often defer to an instructor’s decisions. But in that 

practice alone is a distinct lack of collaboration, ignoring what some consider the 

“ethical necessity” to acknowledge their students’ identities and diversity (Murray 9). 

Students ask the “why” question without collaboration: “Why are we doing this, why is 

it important, and how will it matter to my future?” A reasonable question if, again, we 

consider the corpus of targeted and specific internet-based educational tools available. 

“Why not learn exactly what I want to learn from someone that’s world-renowned by 

having done it?” That answer cannot merely be “because this is the process.” 

Institutions relying on that hollow mandate are already losing relevancy (consider the 

GRE, for example). Dr. Martorana’s article addresses the barriers many educators face 

in welcoming collaborative student-led environments into their classrooms. 

 Dr. Martorana’s encounter with an Academic Success Coach, Lucas, exposed her 

resistance to operating in a collaborative environment; her traits likely like those of 

many modern higher-education teachers. First, Martorana realized that while 

collaborating, whether it be from student to student or instructor to student, our 

“naturalized linguistic meanings” are defined by our figured worlds (61). The figured 

worlds of an Academic Success Coach are not the same as a college professor, so while 

examining simple-sounding goals like “relationship-building, effective questioning, and 

goal-setting,” issues arise. Depending on our identities (which are always shifting), the 

meanings of these terms do not necessarily mean the same thing from one person to the 
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next (59). Fortunately for us, and as Dr. Martorana agrees, “trouble can be generative” 

(61). Martorana offers a comprehensive heuristic on how we might reach across our 

figured worlds to understand how to collaborate better. The tool seems a hopeful 

pathway to fostering collaborative student-led environments and recognizing the 

personal barriers that prevent us from adopting them in our classrooms (68-70). With 

some self-awareness and an open mind, we might institute a collaborative student-led 

environment. Scholars Sharon Dole, Lisa Bloom, and Kristy Kowalske of Western 

Carolina University offer a study on “problem-based learning” that shows how 

collaborative student-led environments succeed and might be the ideal pedagogical 

method for the future of the academy. 

 In their article “Transforming Pedagogy: Changing Perspectives from Teacher-

Centered to Learner-Centered,” Bloom et al. discuss the difference between “learner 

centered models,” or those developed by students with the facilitation of an instructor, 

and “project-based models,” that begin with an “artifact in mind” (1). Like Martorana 

identified in a self-evaluation of her barriers and those between our figured worlds, 

Bloom et al. cited Grant and Hill’s 2006 research on why teachers are resistant to 

student-centered pedagogy. Among Grant and Hill’s findings, they cite the 

precariousness of assuming new and unconventional roles, difficulty meeting the 

flexibility necessary of a student-centered environment, general discomfort with 

sharing control, barriers in facilitating technology, and how the institution of student-
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centered pedagogy might impact “larger realities” (2). Though few, these concerns are 

likely at the root of why most instructors do not risk the fluidity and potential disorder 

of collaborative student-led environments. However, after implementing collaborative 

strategies with a control group of 36 instructors, the researchers received promising 

anecdotal and statistical evidence that the risk is worth the reward. For example, the 

researchers found that with almost every surveyed teacher, the teachers touted 

improved rapport with their students after instituting student-led classroom 

environments (7). Furthermore, the anecdotal evidence from participating teachers 

proved that several of the instructors were surprised by how successful the change was: 

Wow, I never would have been so comfortable telling my students, “I’m 

here to help you get your final product done. Tell me what you want me 

to look at along the way, and tell me what kind of feedback you want or 

need at those points.”…When guided through reflection…individuals 

contributed HUGE amounts of information, essentially creating a 

common body of knowledge from which students could teach (or remind) 

each other without *my* being a boring pedant conducting reviews. 

(Bloom et al. 9) 

In other surveys, teachers expressed that their classrooms “appeared chaotic,” but they 

knew that the students were engaged, learning, and that the student-led shift was an 

overall success (9). Collaborative student-led environments may only be successful 
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when properly executed, but they also might be ethical and right for today’s diverse 

student populations at universities. 

 Jeffrey W. Murray, in “Peace Talks: A ‘Dialogical Ethics’ Model of Faculty-

Student Collaboration in the Undergraduate Classroom,” posits the ethical importance 

and collaborative discourse as a sort of “peace treaty” between student expectations 

and instructor expectations. Inline with many of the concerns I have expressed in the 

introduction of this literature review, Murray cites a quote from Leamnson that reads, 

“Disabusing students of their view of schooling as a game-like contrivance is a high-

priority goal” (4, my emphasis). I would further assert that it is such an important goal 

that the very integrity of the future of the academy depends on it. If Duolingo, a 

language-learning app, can claim that “34 hours [of using the app]…is the equivalent of 

about one semester at [a] university,” universities should consider what it is it that they 

can offer that Duolingo cannot (Lardinois). Collaborative student-led environments, 

facilitated by world-experts in their field, seem like a start. Pushing from rigid, over-

organized classroom instruction to real-world problem-solving (something inherent in 

the process of collaborating with others) seems like a start. When a MasterClass or a 

Skillshare module can bring Margaret Atwood to the table to talk speculative fiction 

with aspiring writers, skilled educators at universities can model, dynamically, 

personalized educational trajectories that work for students and not just for the 

institutions. Murray speaks a bit to Martorana’s figured worlds, asserting “a student 
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views a classroom…through the filter of their previous experiences and expectations” 

(4). While this might seem like a challenge, I would suggest it is an opportunity for 

educators to intervene with long-held traditions that might manifest as rigid and non-

collaborative schemes and instead implement a collaborative student-led environment. 

We should move from what Murray calls a “coercive classroom,” the “my way or the 

highway” classroom, to the “dialogical classroom,” where students contribute in 

determining everything from the attendance policies, late work policies, behavioral 

expectations, and the goals of the course (8). 

 Murray’s “dialogical classroom” might seem like a lofty, unrealistic expectation 

for teachers. Allow students to decide the behavioral policies in the classroom? It 

certainly seems like a disaster waiting to happen. Reminding ourselves Murray’s 

dialogical framework between student expectations and instructor expectations as “a 

peace talk,” coming to an agreement and talking through the why question, instead of 

merely asserting order and control, leads to more positive results. Ultimately, an 

instructor will rationalize why some student recommendations do not work for the 

institution or why some of the more rigid-seeming policies are the way they are. Instead 

of simply reading a laundry list of expectations, the exercise of pairing student 

considerations with instructor considerations promotes shared understanding. In what 

Murray calls one of the most important facets of the “dialogical classroom,” he writes, 

“the dialogical classroom acknowledges the legitimacy of the students’ own 
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motivational grammar” (9). Finally, on Murray’s considerations of the ethical need for 

collaborative student-led environments, rooted in the importance of 

“acknowledgment,” he evokes both Emmanuel Levinas’ ontological and metaphysical 

theories and Kenneth Burke’s dramatistic philosophy in addressing “the Other” (10). In 

combining these philosophies, Murray concludes by quoting Levinas poetic prose, 

writing, “’The [student] is not an object that must be interpreted and illumined by my 

alien light’…Rather, the [student] ‘shines forth with his own light, and speaks for 

himself’” (10).  

 The truth is, it is unlikely that the long-standing traditions, public and private 

funding, and general soundness of the academic machine will stop simply because 

sophisticated instructional videos are becoming increasingly ubiquitous. However, the 

change in the way students are learning should push every academy professor to 

consider their shifting position in the United States’ social landscape and education 

more broadly. One reason universities maintain their credibility is that they promise to 

offer experiences and education from one-of-a-kind world experts. Students hope the 

money spent earning an undergraduate or graduate degree will translate into practical 

results, whether earning a job or merely garnering some personally important skill. The 

weaker hold universities have over that brand of specialization, the more endangered 

its integrity. Perhaps it is time we not only negotiate with our incoming students, 

students of the information age, of YouTube, Skillshare, MasterClass, and Duolingo—
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we negotiate with advancing technology and informational ubiquity entirely. Reality. 

We say, “I see you, I might even use you as a tool to strengthen what it is you cannot 

give—personalness, intimacy, dynamism, agility—and most importantly, 

collaboration.” 
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