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The very name of this journal, Frontiers in Education, begs the questions of where the “frontiers”
should be at present in education research, and how we can ensure that breakthroughs at these
frontiers be rapidly put into practice. In this context, this short opinion article argues that in order
to answer these two questions adequately, we, educators, should stop zeroing in on the content or
skills we want students to have acquired right at the end of a cycle of studies, be it elementary,
high school, or university. Instead, we should not be afraid to ask people who are many years, even
decades, past formal education what they think we should focus on, where our teaching can be
most effective. My own experience with two eye-opening events suggests that from this lifelong
perspective, teaching activities that are likely to be most influential over the course of a person’s life
do not necessarily follow traditional formats. In terms of facilitating implementation of innovative
teaching activities, since it seems very arduous to convince schools to add anything to already
overloaded curricula, perhaps this is not where we should concentrate our efforts. I argue that the
easiest way to implement change may be to first demonstrate practically to future teachers, enrolled
in teacher education programs, that even brief learning activities can have enormous merit.

INPUT FROM THE “REAL WORLD”

If one considers that the objective of high-school and university education is to eventually equip
students, at the age of 22 or 23, with the “body of knowledge” and skills that are relevant in their
field of specialty, then the frontier one needs to consider in research encompasses all the novel
approaches currently under development to better achieve this specific objective. Alternatively, one
might adopt the perspective that what happens at the end of undergraduate studies is not necessarily
that meaningful, given the fact that graduates will generally work for 42 or 43 years afterwards,
change jobs a number of times, and end up doing things for which the content and skills acquired
during their undergraduate studies may not be relevant at all. In that lifelong context, one could
assume that the “frontier” on which our research in education should focus relates to novel activities
that would prepare individuals for the constantly changing landscape that they will face all along
their life, including, but not exclusively, during their professional career.

One way to get ideas about novel teaching activities we should develop in that latter context
consists of simply asking individuals who were in school or at the university 20, 30, or even
40 years ago, to identify the part of their education, taken broadly, that was most valuable to
them. The idea is not entirely new, of course, since it was adopted 60 years ago already in the
pioneering work of Bertrand Schwartz, in preparation for his landmark reform of the School of
Mines in Nancy (France) during the late 1950s (Lambrichs, 2009). Nevertheless, given the strong
emphasis in education research on psychometric tests and the application of statistical methods to
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surveys of large cohorts, a perspective centered on individual’s
opinions is likely to be criticized as “anecdotalist,” potentially
biased, and not sufficiently rigorous. Fortunately, it is not
necessary to simply rely on individual’s perceptions, which
may indeed be occasionally off if questions are not asked
appropriately. Over the last few decades, various educational
theorists (e.g., Dominicé, 2000; Dhunpath and Samuel,
2009) have proposed and perfected several techniques to
indirectly derive meaningful information about the education
of individuals by carefully analyzing biographical stories they
may have written. Perhaps, as in the field of self-directed
learning (Baveye, 2003), this “life history” approach could help
us establish on a firm foundation the expanding frontier(s) in
education. This message is clearly conveyed by Goodson and Gill
(2014), who argue that “life narratives” can help educators shift
from a disenfranchised tradition to one of empowerment.

Of course, clearly, this incorporation of the experience of
people “in the real world” into school and university curricula
needs to be carried out cautiously. It would not be appropriate for
economic and competitive interests of groups outside the school
community to sway the educational process in a direction that is
not ultimately in the best interest of students. One also needs to
be careful not to disenfranchise teachers or weaken their agency
and collaboration. Because they are intimately involved in the
educational process, any discussion about its evolution in the
future absolutely needs to include them directly.

Anyway, in this context of input “from the real world,” the
question of which activities weremost influential inmy education
has intrigued me a lot over the last two or three decades. Clearly,
the answer is not to be found in the formal lectures I attended,
since I promptly forgot just about everything I learned from
them, except in a few rare instances where I had a strong prior
motivation to learn the material, on my own if need be. Even in
these few cases, most of the content and skills I learned back then
turned out to be obsolete after a decade, and had little influence
on my later career in science1. Careful reflection suggests that
by far the most significant learning experiences of my entire
schooling were associated with two very short, active learning
events, which perhaps paradoxically, had nothing at all to do with
the training I got at the university.

SHORT TEACHABLE MOMENTS…

The first of these two influential events took place when I was
17, in 1974, many years before Internet or Facebook existed.
One of the teachers in my junior year in high school asked
our class to attend a politically-motivated street demonstration
held during the week end in the nearest big city. The protest
was against an exhibition that was organized to promote
tourism in a foreign country, which at that time was under a
brutal dictatorship. Many non-governmental organizations and
citizens’ groups were staunchly opposed to the exhibition. The
experience of attending the peaceful demonstration, among a

1My experience in this respect conforms scrupulously to the conclusion of Gibbon
(1776) who wrote that “the power of instruction is seldom of much efficacy, except
in those happy dispositions where it is almost superfluous.”

crowd we estimated to be around 250,000 to 300,000 people,
was eye-opening in itself, but what made it unique was what
happened in school the following Monday. In the early morning,
the teacher had purchased all the local newspapers he could
find. He assigned us to read and analyze the different accounts
these newspapers provided of the street demonstration.Whereas,
left-leaning newspapers reported that upwards of 500,000 people
had marched peacefully through the streets, right-wing journals
described the demonstration as a small gathering of merely
50,000 people, and commented incorrectly that some of them
had become violent. Several newspapers did not report the
protest at all. Meanwhile, the police account of the demonstration
mentioned an intermediate number of ∼200,000 people. After
less than an hour of reviewing the different articles, many of
us admitted in the ensuing discussion that we were stunned
by what we had found. Even though nowadays “alternate facts”
have become common place, at the time none of us anticipated
disparities to be so blatant between different newspapers. In
hindsight, I feel that in one hour of hands-on, discovery-based
exposure to a variety of perspectives on the same event, I learned
more about the need for a critical analysis of texts, and for
a proper account of the socio-economic and historical context
in which texts are written, than in any of the formal courses
I took on the subject later on in college. Undoubtedly, my
upbringing in a family of intellectuals made me particularly
receptive to this kind of teachable moment, and individuals
reared in very different environments may not be as fertile
ground as I was, but the fact is that I have never looked at the
written word after this single exercise as I did before, nor for
that matter at anything that lecturers would talk about in the
courses I took afterwards (some of which turned out after a
little scrutiny to deliver information that was obsolete or even
erroneous).

The second event occurred during the Summer just before
I started attending the university. My high school had made
it possible for a group of students to help with development
activities in what was still commonly referred to at the time
as the “Third World.” Specifically, we were supposed to
help missionaries in Rwanda with various practical, mostly
agricultural, projects. In the evenings, in the tiny village where
we were staying, there was very little to do, except play card-
and board games. A favorite activity of the missionaries was
to play Scrabble. On one of the first nights I was there, we
started a game with them, and basically I played the way my
mother had shown me, to try to win by placing words that
would earn me more points than what the other players could
do with their letters. After a couple of moves, the missionaries
stopped the game and told me that this was not how they
played it at all. They proceeded to show me how each of
them was trying to place words in such a way that all players
together would eventually make the most points possible. So
instead of proudly putting “taxes” in one move, someone would
only put down “ax,” then another would add a “t,” to obtain
“tax,” then a third could make it “taxes,” and finally, someone
could add “sur” to come up with “surtaxes.” All in all, that
means that the points of the very valuable letter “x” would
count five times instead of one, increasing the combined score
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of all the players at the end of the game. The details of the
Scrabble strategy do not matter that much, but what was really
a revelation in what the missionaries showed me is that rules
can easily be changed to maximize the benefits, in this case the
enjoyment, for all involved. The original rules of Scrabble require
individual competition among players, and they invariably lead
to one player being happy at the end while all the others
are less so, to put it mildly. The lesson I got was that it is
easy to transform the game into something that is eminently
collaborative, such that everyone feels pretty much the same way
at the end, depending on how well the group did. As a result,
what could be a divisive pastime, especially if one of the players
happens to be unreasonably competitive, becomes an activity
that strengthens the cohesion of the group and enhances team
spirit2.

LONG-LASTING LESSONS LEARNED…

Over the years, during my subsequent career as a researcher,
I have had many occasions to reminisce about these two
events. The older I get, the more I realize how extremely
significant they were in my education, overshadowing many
other aspects of it. As short as it was, the newspapers-related
activity singlehandedly shaped my attitude toward the written
word. Every single time I now read an article or a book,
I remember the fateful Monday when my classmates and I
compared multiple newspaper clippings. As a result, I never
take any text (or, for that matter, lecture notes) for granted any
more, and I am compelled to systematically look for alternative
perspectives on the same topics before I formulate my own
opinion. This critical attitude toward texts has played a key role
in my work, as it has stimulated me not only to keep learning
efficiently on my own, as a self-directed learner, from a variety
of sources, but also to try to foster self-directed learning in my
students (Baveye, 1994). This capacity is particularly crucial in
fields in which phenomenal technological breakthroughs occur
at very regular intervals, and the need to renew one’s knowledge
base is constant.

The Scrabble-related experience still stimulates me daily to
try to diffuse the intense, oppressive feeling of competition that
nowadays pervades the world of scientific research, and to do
everything possible to foster instead a genuine collaboration
among the various members of the research groups to which
I participate. Time and again, I have found that this is the
most effective, and humanly satisfying, way to find answers to
the research questions we are addressing. This is especially true
in research in environmental science, where increasingly the
question we need to address require a truly interdisciplinary
perspective and teams of researchers with different specialties
working together to achieve common goals (see example in
Baveye et al., 2018).

2To my mother’s credit, I should mention I found out years later that when,
upon retirement, she joined a Scrabble club, she and her friends all played only
a collaborative form of Scrabble, which they found to be far more satisfying than
the competitive one.

OBSTACLES TO IMPLEMENTATION IN THE

CURRICULUM

A priori, it would seem relatively simple to implement one or
both of these “teachable moments” described above in middle-
or high schools, and definitely at the university level. The format
of activities that could be proposed to students can be inspired
by those described above, but details can be changed at will.
Instead of asking students to attend a demonstration in person,
with all the logistic, insurance, and security concerns that this
may raise, students can be asked to watch a key political speech
on television, like the State of the Union address, or any other
event that is likely to polarize public opinion. Students can then
be asked to retrieve and analyze newspaper articles, as well as
blogs or Tweets, dealing with that same speech or event. For
the second activity, instead of Scrabble, if it does not appeal
to students, one might consider a game like Monopoly. In its
usual form, with which many students are likely to be familiar
already, the game is far more competitive than Scrabble, its goal
being to saddle opponents with debt and eventually reduce them
to financial ruin (Ketcham, 2012; Pilon, 2015). But one could
suggest to students to slightly change the rules, so that players
work together toward increasing everyone’s well-being. Instead
of paying rent to a property’s title holder, players would pay
into a common pot, from which it would be possible to later
draw.

When I tried to convince teachers to adopt one or both
of these exercises in their classes, in one form or another,
their reaction, frequently, was that the curriculum is already
so full in most schools that it is not feasible to fit anything
else in. Given how little time it takes to read a few newspaper
articles or to play a game of Scrabble, this objection is easy
to counter. Even if teachers do not want to devote regular
class time to what they view as “extra-curricular” activities,
there is room at various times during the year to hold
them. For example, at the end of each term, after exams,
middle- and high-school students are traditionally allowed to
wind down for a few days. Most schools let the students be
idle, and some of them do not even show up any more. If
teachers need this “down” time to take care of various year-
end administrative duties, schools could use a resource that at
the moment often remains largely untapped: Retired individuals
who want to remain active could come to schools as guests or
visitors for a few hours to lead one of the teaching exercises
described above. This would be very welcome, as long as
these individuals do not try to promote the viewpoint of a
particular economic interest group. At the university level, if
instructors feel uncertain about including a game of Scrabble
or Monopoly in their curriculum, student organizations can be
encouraged to take on these activities separately, with faculty
assistance.

Beside the perceived lack of time, a common objection of
teachers toward “short teachable moments” has to do with a clear
reluctance to accept the idea that an activity that takes only a
few hours, and is not repeated multiple times over at least a
semester, could have a lasting effect on students. Faced with this
perception, I have tried, sometimes with success, most often not,
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to argue that there is a historical precedent showing that this type
of short activity can have a tremendous impact. It is the celebrated
“Blue eyes, brown eyes” experiment that Jane Elliott carried out
over a two-day period in 1968. A PBS documentary about the
experiment, titled “A class divided” (still readily accessible on
Internet at www.pbs.org/video/frontline-class-divided/) and its
companion book (Peters, 1987), show that 14 years after a 1970
repeat of Elliott’s original experiment, participants acknowledged
that it had been “life-affecting” and had a profound influence on
them.

A WAY FORWARD

The manifest reluctance that I have witnessed whenever I tried
to convince teachers in schools and universities to adopt short
“teachable-moments” in their classes suggests that at the moment
they may not be the right initial audience for this kind of
innovative approach to learning. In the short run, the best
strategy to promote this approach may be to first target teacher
education programs. If we can convince future teachers that with
activities that only last a couple of hours, they have the power
to change profoundly their student’s attitude toward learning
or collaborating in teams, chances are that they would try their
utmost to schedule such activities in their classrooms when they
start teaching. Through their example, the innovation would then
likely spread to other teachers, as it appears to be frequently the
case in industry, where young recruits, fresh out of school, and
the knowledge they bring with them, are key to the adoption
of new technologies (e.g., Janssen and Mohrenweiser, 2018).
Incidentally, targeting teacher education programsmay be a good
strategy not only in this specific case, but also more generally

for the promotion of other innovative approaches to student
learning.

In the long run, the adoption of novel learning methods
may be greatly facilitated when universities start addressing in
earnest the key question of “What is college for?” (Lagemann
and Lewis, 2011; Delbanco, 2014; Roth, 2017), in response
to potential employers and the public in several countries
increasingly commenting that university graduates are not
properly equipped to face the challenges of the twenty-first
century (e.g., Saavedra andOpfer, 2012; Jaschik, 2015). To answer
this criticism, it will become mandatory to look outside the box,
and to routinely ask to people “in the real world,” including
former graduates, what they think students should learn in
school, and how. As soon as that step will become progressively
more frequent, adoption of innovative approaches like the one
described here is likely to require far less effort than is the case at
present.
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