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Petrich: All right. Well thank you for joining us, Sean. I'm Marisa.  

Morris: Hi! 

Petrich: I’m here with a few members of campus. We're here to talk a little bit about An Urgency of 
Teachers and digital pedagogy. Sean is joining us. He's the co-author of An Urgency of Teachers: The 
Work of Critical Digital Pedagogy, The director of Digital Pedagogy Lab at the University of Mary 
Washington and the managing editor of Hybrid Pedagogy. Did I get that right? 

Morris: Actually, I'm no longer part of Hybrid Pedagogy. I was one of the sort of one of the co-founders 
and then was the managing editor and director for a while but, and now, now I'm not involved in the 
journal at all.  

Petrich: Gotcha. Okay. Any other titles to add in the meantime then?  

Morris: I'm the Director of Digital Learning at UMW as well. That's my official title, the Director of Digital 
Pedagogy Lab the thing I've been doing for years, so. 

Petrich: Wonderful. Well, we're very happy to have you here. I'm going to send it around the room for 
introductions. If you could say your name, where you're from on campus, and if you read any of the 
book. No worries if you haven't! Just what brought you here today. And then we could get started with 
some opening remarks from Sean. 

Morris: Cool.  

Janzen: I'm Darcy Janzen I'm actually with Academic Innovations and I'm the Director of E learning here 
on campus. I have just gotten a copy of the book, so I will be reading it. Yes. And I look forward to the 
discussion today. Thanks.  

Morris: Great. 

Schaarschmidt: Hi, I'm Cindy Schaarschmidt in the Office Global Affairs here at UW Tacoma. I have not 
read the book, but I'm really interested in the topic and the invite explicitly said that we could join even 
if we hadn't read the book so I thought I would. 

Lund: Hello, I'm Greg Lund. I teach in the Urban Studies Department, in the School of Urban Studies at 
the University of Washington Tacoma. I was lucky enough to see the blast email this morning about this 
meeting and I'm attending because it's very interesting to me. And I'm looking forward to hearing from 
you.  



Morris: Great. 

Luckey: Hi, Sean. I'm Kara Luckey. I'm with the Office of Research on campus and I have read parts of the 
book. I've been involved in one of our earlier meetings and really enjoyed it. 

Petrich: And I'm Marisa Petrich, the Instructional Design Librarian here. I was working with the Reading 
Circle this quarter, many of whom have other commitments. So that's why we’re recording today, so 
they can still hear your answers to the questions that they sent in advance. 

Morris: Sure. 

Petrich: To provide some context for our discussion, I'm wondering if you could find us with some 
opening statements, some context for the book and the work that you do so if people haven't read it 
they still have something to think about and respond to. 

Morris: Sure. Sure. Sure. Of course. And when I when I was teaching English, I always made sure that I 
assigned books that people didn't actually have to read, that we could just have discussions in class. So 
I'm totally down with this, this is great. So the, the book actually comes out of several years of practice. 
My partner, my writing partner Jesse Stommel and I have been working in digital, in and around digital 
for about 20 years. And when we first started into teaching. We came into teaching through an 
Introduction of Paulo Freire and the work of critical pedagogy. I don't know if you're familiar with 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, but that's the sort of seminal tone for him and he went on to publish many, 
many other books, my favorite of which is actually the last one which is Pedagogy of Indignation, which 
was -- There's, there's a lot of really clear thinking in that one. But that's, that's beside the point. When I 
first started into teaching I had actually been an instructional designer for about three years. And I did 
instructional design in corporate sort of settings. So what I did was I worked for a company that then 
provided training courses for usually financial industry companies like banks and that sort of thing. And 
then from there I went into school, learned how to, started actually doing on ground teaching for the 
first time, learned about critical pedagogy. And then when I left school I went directly into teaching in a 
fully online environment in Colorado. There was an organization there, it's still there, that provided 
online courses for 13 community colleges across the system. So it was a central location for the design 
of these courses and then those got sort of filtered out to all the community colleges. Not all the 
community colleges used them, some teachers were very adamant about using their own courses, which 
of course I'm, I think it's a good idea. But in that process of doing that I learned a lot more about 
instructional design in an education environment. And then also trying to figure out, okay, how can I 
bring what I've learned from critical pedagogy into instructional design and online learning, in this sort 
of community college environment. I did that for a few years and then actually kept running up against 
walls, just wall after wall after wall with the work I wanted to try to do. And so I left, I left for a few 
years. I was gone for about four years and then Jesse Stommel, who was my longtime colleague at that 
point, drew me back into education through the, through the work of Hybrid Pedagogy, which is a 
journal of digital teaching and learning. And so I just sort of, he started off very, very slyly saying, “Could 
you just comment on this one post?” And so I commented on and he's like, “Yeah, that's an article in the 
making, like, you should totally write the article.” And so I wrote an article and before you knew it I was 
managing the journal, and so it kind of went from there until we founded Digital Pedagogy Lab, which is 
a professional development opportunity that reaches an international audience and it's, right now it's 
housed at the University of Mary Washington. It's probably going to be moving next year to a slightly 
more central location. And it's a, it's called Digital Pedagogy Lab but it's actually really concentrates on 



this idea of critical digital pedagogy, which means how do we apply the ideas of critical pedagogy within 
a digital context, and when we talk about digital context I guess what I mean is any learning today. 
Because even, even learning where you have your laptops closed, you have your phone off, you're still 
dealing with the digitally inflected environment because students and teachers, everyone is living 
another, is also living a digital life. So, our lives are always sort of divided between the physical and the 
digital at this point. So any point, at any point we're dealing with the digital in certain ways. So the book 
rose up out of work that we did with Hybrid Pedagogy with Digital Pedagogy Lab. And then the years 
that we spent trying to figure out, how do you apply critical pedagogy within a digital context within 
higher education? And what are the challenges? What are some of the things that that keep evolving as 
challenges as new things come up, as digital technology continues to change and we discover things like, 
you know, that our privacy isn't what we thought it was, our data isn't what we thought it was, 
Facebook isn't what we thought it was. What do we do with that, how do we how do we deal with that 
in an educational environment? So that's sort of where the book rises up out of and then it throughout 
the book, we have a lot of different sorts of suggestions for how to approach this. And these sorts of 
questions around digital technology and critical pedagogy, some of which have, some of the questions 
actually brought up actually really nicely in the in the questions that were, that you let me a preview. 
And we say a lot of things that we know are confrontational, I guess, at the very least and that try to get 
people thinking in a new way and those are usually things that come back to us. Like in these questions. 
Those are the sorts of things that people say, well wait a minute, wait a minute, what about ... And 
those, that's where the discussion begins. This work is absolutely centered on discussion. It's absolutely 
centered on sort of in the moment teaching. It's absolutely centered on individual teaching as opposed 
to best practices that can be spread around and so it really is best to just have conversation around it. So 
that's sort of a little bit of a trailer, I guess, for the book if you will. Not an exciting trailer there were no 
monsters or guns or anything. [Laughter.] 

Petrich: Maybe next time, in the next book.  

Morris: Maybe next time.  

Petrich: I'm curious about what you said about encountering the roadblocks to the work you wanted to 
do. I think that came up in some of our discussions of the book throughout the quarter that there are 
potentially a lot of blocks and hiccups and difficulties in this work. I think one, one person reflected on, 
like, even students can revolt sometimes if you're experimenting too much or pushing too far. Can you 
expand on that a little bit more?  

Morris: Sure. Um, there, there is… Critical pedagogy has a history of creating these sorts of roadblocks 
and tension with people who think education should be one thing or another. Paulo Freire was exiled 
from his country because of his ideas around critical pedagogy. So it's not like they're not fraught, they 
are indeed. Some of the challenges that I encountered when I was working at the community college 
level were, I mean, there's obviously, there're labor issues around adjunct labor and not only just critical 
pedagogy. Look at that and say, Okay, this isn't right, the way that adjuncts are treated, the way that 
they're paid what they're expected to do for that pay. But also asking adjuncts to do really creative 
teaching, really, teaching that takes a lot of time, takes a lot of effort, it takes a lot of training that 
they're not paid for. That's also, there's a question. Is that even fair to ask them to do that sort of thing? 
At the same time, what I try to, what I try to let people know, what I did at that time try to help people 
with -- I was the chair of an English department. So I had about 20 teachers who were reporting to me. 



And what I'd tried to do in terms of working with them and training them was to say, look, if we do, if 
you do sort of implement some critical pedagogical techniques, you're actually going to have more fun 
teaching, you're going to make a deeper connection with your students, you will enjoy working online 
better. It will be, you'll be, it's more effort. It's more work, but you'll, it'll be a similar kind of work as you 
do in a classroom, as opposed to just, I'm going to be ticking off some boxes and grading some papers 
and that's the extent of my connection students. A lot of the challenges that we faced or that I faced 
were and often are with other teachers I've talked to. Administrative. So, meaning that that the conflict 
happens when the administration's there and gets involved. The administration has very specific sorts of 
needs from a class or from a group of students in terms of what they're accomplishing whether or not 
they're, whether or not we're retaining them, whether or not we're following through on student 
success, all of that sort of thing plays into what the administration thinks of a classroom. And then 
teachers have to try to negotiate that as they're working with students. That gets even harder in an 
online space where everything is capable of being monitored. In some cases, everything is monitored. In 
some cases there's not so much. So when I was trying to encourage teachers to use sort of more 
creative teaching and especially in like an English department there were, there were teachers who 
didn't want to grade spelling, for example, they didn't want to correct spelling. They didn't want to deal 
with that because it was, it's a red herring at that moment. It's really about the meaning it's about 
building student's ability to convey meaning and not necessarily nitpicking the spelling, for example. I 
was in a meeting with the dean at one point. And she said, so this teacher is not correcting spelling and I 
thought, okay, in any on ground environment, you would not know that. But an online environment, you 
know that because you have a QA person who's watching who's seeing the way that it's being graded. 
That QA person is not the teacher, but now they're influencing the teaching that's happening in the 
room. And so it was always the sort of talking, being that person between the administration and the 
teachers to try to figure out, okay, how can I, how can I let the administration know this is what we're 
doing is safe. What we're doing is good and then also help support the teachers in, who were all adjunct, 
in trying to change up their teaching so that was better. So that's just one of the, that's one example of 
the kinds of challenges that you face, but you also just, I mean, we've, we faced. Even at UMW right now 
with Digital Pedagogy Lab being there, we have a lot of teachers who don't think that teaching should be 
political, don't think the learning should be political. We talk about, we talk about teaching as activism. 
And it's not even, we're not even talking about like the right or the left. We're just talking about, it's, you 
know, that it's socially active, what you're doing is, you're shaping young people and so of course you're 
socially active in some way. But lots of teachers just say no, it should be completely neutral. That it 
should be a blank, like a blank book, every time I go into it and I'm going to write the same thing, every 
time, as opposed to really engaging with change and difference and what happens when all of a sudden 
people change their pronouns? What happens when they have things called dead names? What 
happens when that happens? And in an online space, where you can't even necessarily see that or 
interact with that. How do you begin to negotiate that? So those are some of the things that just come 
up. But those are just off top my head.  

Petrich: Wonderful. I wonder if, something I encounter a lot when talking with faculty or instructors 
about, say, active learning practices is occasionally people don't necessarily frame their work as active 
learning so they don't realize how much they're already doing. I wonder if you encounter the same thing 
as well. 



Morris: Yeah, often. Often when talking to a teacher who doesn't understand that they're already doing 
it. And then to be talking about their teaching and they're and they're telling me what they do and I'm 
like, this great that's you're totally doing it like just keep doing it. You're doing a great job. This is 
fantastic. But that said, to critical pedagogy has, and, and critical digital pedagogy has a breadth of 
practice that it would go beyond active learning. For example, it would go beyond student centered 
learning, for example, or flipped learning or any of those sorts of things. It may be parts of those, but it 
also is much broader than that. Critical pedagogy can involve lecture. If, if it comes down to it, and it's 
necessary, and you've decided, you've really looked at why lecturing happens in the room and you think, 
yep. This is what I should be doing. Yeah, then it involves lecture. It isn't necessarily just the thing where 
you turn over all the learning to the students, which is more sort of a student centered learning thing. 
It's more about engaging students in understanding their own agency and understanding how to read 
their world. That was one of the sort of key pieces that Freire came out with, Was this idea of an 
epistemological relationship to reality. Where they would basically able to look at their circumstances 
understand the circumstances and decide whether or not to intervene in some way. So what I try to do 
in working with teachers is help teachers understand their environment. How, what, what are you 
looking at what are you actually dealing with, especially the digital. And then you have the power to 
intervene or not to intervene, you can make that decision. So that's really where I get where I go to with 
the critical pedagogy piece of it. Obviously I'm, I mean Freire also talked a lot about the banking model 
of education, where basically knowledge is downloaded into a student and then they regurgitate it back 
to say, "See, I learned." And that's, that's contradictory. Like we don't, I don't like to practice, that 
doesn't work in critical pedagogy, in a critical pedagogy environment. And so you have to find other 
ways to get that information to students. But lecturing, for example, as I'm doing right now, Which I 
don't like to do. And you will be tested! [Laughter.] Lecturing can be a narrative. It can be a story. It can 
be an anecdote, it can be, “I am, I'm the teacher I have so much experience in this field, and I want to 
share my experience with you.” That's not take these notes, make sure you know all this information 
and you're going to be tested on it. It's more of a sort of a sharing kind of thing. And then you can let 
students to the same the same kind of sharing back.  

Luckey: Sean, can I ask kind of a follow up question? So my understanding and reading the first chunk of 
the book was one of the key pieces of critical pedagogy, or maybe the central piece is sort of rethinking 
power, hierarchies between student and professor. Do you ever get pushback from students who feel 
very comfortable in that kind of a hierarchy? What is your experience with, on the student side and 
what kind of reactions you get from them? 

Morris: It's, it's actually really interesting. So, because. Let's see if I can say this right because it's going 
to sound really terrible I think. It takes an act of power to make it happen. Like I have to be able to say, 
"No, no, no, this is how it's going to be in the room." And enact my power as a teacher to break down 
my power as a teacher. But, and in that way. I'm not breaking down my power so much as I am, 
exposing my power and exposing the power dynamics in the room, and then that becomes a discussion. 
Agency isn't, and student agency isn't, necessarily about students taking control of the room. That's not 
what it's, that's not what it's about. A teacher should never really lose control of a room. The students 
need them to be there. They need them to be the anchor for whatever is going to be happening. It's 
more about exposing the truth of that dynamic and then talking about that with students, and then once 
you sort of get rid of that you say, you talk about the elephant in the room that they weren't even, really 
weren't sure was even there. You can you can start breaking down everything and all of a sudden, 



students will come to you and say, "You know, this assignment that you want me to do. I don't really like 
the way that it's framed. Can I change it?" Sure. Of course, you can change it. Give me your reasons why 
and let's change it. It's, you know, because, but until you have that discussion that, there's a barrier that 
they cannot cross. Because you just have the power and you haven't exposed that you have the power 
and talked about being willing to give up that power to them. But I really, I firmly believe that, that a 
teacher should never abandon our room. Because students really, they rely on that, they want you to 
come in as the person who's going to sail the ship knows where you're going that semester. So it's not 
about just sort of surrendering that and I always make that clear to students. Like, I got you. You're not 
going to fall. Everything's gonna be fine. But we're going to be trying some new things here. And it's 
going to involve you being more motivated you being more involved in your own education. I'm not just 
going to spoon feed this to you. I'm not going to hand this to you. You're going to figure a lot of this stuff 
out yourself. But I will be here for you. And so that's it. That kind of relationship. Does that make sense?  

Luckey: Yeah. 

Morris: When I first when I was teaching as a grad student at CU Boulder, I went gradeless in in my, in 
my room, my classes and students hated it. They just desperately hated it. They were like, but how will I 
know if I'm doing okay. And the response was, there were two ways that they would know that we're 
doing okay one is they would be doing self-evaluations. So they would be looking back at their own work 
and kind of evaluating themselves and that we would have a discussion about that. And then the other 
was basically, are you showing up? Are you doing work? Are you participating the way you're 
comfortable? If you are, you're doing fine. So it really was, it really threw that back on them to sort of 
feel like they were going to be doing fine. I wasn't willing to be the person who decided if they were 
okay or not. That was something that was really important to me, but I would talk through that with 
them. And the first couple of weeks of no grades drove them crazy and then after a while they started to 
see the kind of feedback they would get on work from me, that without grades -- and they loved it 
because then they were actually getting feedback on their work as opposed to looking for the A or 
looking for the B at the end of the paper. So they actually really, really love it once it gets going, it just 
you have to just persist through those couple of weeks while they're objecting to it.  

Petrich: We have a list of questions that folks that were not able to be here generated. And I do want to 
get to those, but I want to make space for your [audience] questions too. I don't know if any of you have 
points of curiosity that you would like to ask about, or maybe there's a question from the list that caught 
your attention? 

Schaarschmidt: I guess that there's a question on the, on the list that they shared with you ahead of 
time that is about working with faculty in STEM fields and how some of your ideas may be translated 
into that space. It says, "Do you know of examples of how faculty in those areas are facilitating creative, 
spontaneous learning environments or encouraging students to create and share knowledge." 

Morris: Yeah, so, I have tried to work with faculty in STEM fields. It's difficult because there's an under 
there's a sort of feeling that critical pedagogy belongs in the humanities and so every effort that I make 
publicly to engage STEM faculty, they often just don't show up because they just feel it's not for them. I 
do know there are some people who are using some creative methods. I could throw some names out 
there. I'm not, I'll be I'll be honest, I don't I don't necessarily know those methods and what, and what 
they're doing. But I do want to. I do want to try to clear up one thing. And that is the first part of that 
question, “Have you worked with faculty in STEM fields where hard facts and concrete answers are 



central in the course.” Critical pedagogy isn't opposed to hard facts or concrete answers. At all. In fact its 
whole motivation is to get at the truth. And often that's a hard fact. And so the it's about the 
methodology, it's just about the methodology. It's about am I going to feed you the right answers, or are 
we going to find the right answers together. And even in even in a situation where you are, where you 
feel like you have to feed someone the right answers. Critical pedagogy would say, okay, well then 
expose that to students, let them know that this is the power in the room. That that they need to know 
these things. And there's a reason why they need to know these things. The university is set up in such a 
way, the curriculum is set up in such a way, the expectations for further classes are set up in such a way, 
that this has to happen and as soon as you release that as soon as you open that up to the room, then 
you're doing critical pedagogy and doesn't matter if you then at that point still just feed students the 
right answers or the correct, the hard facts, the concrete answers. That, because if you, because now 
you've just told them, there's this whole assessment process that we have to go through. And that's 
what sciences is based on. That's what mathematics is based on. And so that's what we do. And I'm, and 
as your teacher, I feel like this is the most efficient way to get that across to you. So that's what we're 
doing. As soon as you expose that to them, then all of a sudden they realize, oh, wait. So this is a choice 
that someone made it somewhere, somewhere along the line, this isn't... One of the things that, that 
Freire talks about is that history should be problematized or should be problematic, rather than just 
concrete and just done. So when we talk about mathematics. For example, there's an assumption that 
math should be taught with, you know, whatever. What do you call those the grid with the, you know -- 
times tables! Times tables, that you learn in the third grade, you probably learn them in kindergarten 
now. But there's an assumption that they should be taught, that it should be taught this way. That's an 
assumption that's being made, that's not necessarily true. There's lots of people out there. My, I have a 
24-year-old undergraduate now and when they were going through Elementary School, they never 
learned times tables and didn't learn math way that I learned it. They didn't learn it by rote they learned 
it by my problem solving. There is a teacher that I know, for example, who's teaching mathematics 
online and she wants to, instead of having them. Because she, because she realized, oh, wait a second, 
I'm teaching mathematics online and they're taking a test. There's no way... they're on the Internet. 
They can find the answers whenever they want in whatever way they want. And I said, that's correct. 
They can. So you're either going to have to trust that they're not going to, or you just make room for 
that. And she said, well, what I'd rather do than give the sort of quantitative tests is have them submit 
something narrative about their process of learning math and what it was like for them and what 
problems they ran into. So it becomes almost a self-assessment and they start engaging with math in a 
way that's so much more personal, in a way that so much more integrated into who they are as opposed 
to just, "These are the answers." So that's the sort of critical pedagogical move that can be made in 
mathematics. And the same kinds of things apply to all the sciences, from what I understand, and I'm 
not a scientist, but from what I understand the very best scientists out there, make leaps of faith. They 
guess at things, they try things, they experiment with things. And if we teach our students to come up 
through school just learning what we tell them is true, when will they learn to question what's true? 
When will we will they learn to think beyond what they've what they've been given? And so we need, 
we need to foster instead really, really creative minds in engineering and physics and all the sciences. 
We need people who can, you know, get creative and solve the cancer problem and who can, you know, 
do all those sorts of things. And we're not going to necessarily get that if we just feed people answer. So 
that's part of how I try to engage STEM faculty, is just talking about like what you want. You actually 
want creative minds. There was an environmental scientist and teacher that I knew who was teaching 



stuff about climate change and she said, I really don't care what my students think. I just, which was 
harmful for me to hear, like what wait, you don't care what your students think, you should always care 
what your students think. But, but what she meant was, I don't need to have the debate about whether 
or not climate change is real. That's not what we're doing here. They need to know that climate change 
is real and we move from there. But even in that situation, I feel like the debate around climate change 
actually helps a teacher to teaching moment. To say okay well let's look at all the facts, let's line all these 
things up, because these are the facts right here. And then you get students thinking about that sort of 
thing. But until they think through it themselves, they're not necessarily going to come to the same 
conclusions that you want them to, if that makes sense. 

Petrich: We had a number of variations on the question of, effectively, "But what does it look like?" You 
know, I'm trying to find another one here, but I remember that was definitely a theme in the questions 
that came up. Yeah, “To what extent should pedagogues be Involved in the development of digital tools 
and what does this look like?” How do we envision ourselves in it? 

Morris: Sure. So there's a couple different levels. I think that question, what I read in these questions 
was the sort of, what does this look like in the classroom when you're practicing it. That last question is 
actually really interesting. And I'll give a little story about that in a second. But in terms of what does 
critical pedagogy or critical digital pedagogy look like in the classroom -- It doesn't always look like this 
with one person talking all the time. But it, and it really, like I said, it really depends on the teacher, on 
the circumstances, on the class. I buck up really hard against best practices. I don't believe in best 
practices. I think that best practices are a diversionary tactic to keep us from engaging with our 
students. I feel like this is one of the problems I've always had with teaching online, that is that you have 
to prepare the whole course before students are even loaded into the course. Before you even meet 
your students you've already decided how they're going to learn and that doesn't make any sense. I 
think that a good on ground teacher is always changing up what they're doing. They're paying attention 
to what's happening the class. Oh, this didn't work so well. Tomorrow I'll have to talk about it again. Or 
I'll all approach it in a new way. You don't get that opportunity as much online. So critical pedagogy is 
about that sort of engagement with what's happening in the room. And that really depends on the 
teacher, really depends on the classroom really depends on the subject, depends on the school, 
depends on lots of other things. So there's not really a simple way of saying, here's how you do it. 
There's... What it looks like is a lot of guesswork. What it looks like is a lot of trial. A lot of 
experimentation. A lot of play a lot of allowing things to emerge. A lot of conversation. A lot of dialogue 
with students as if, as if they were equals with you. Because they are in many ways, while they play 
different role in the room, they are equals with you in that learning process and so it looks like that. It 
looks like it looks like a mess is what it looks like. And you just go into it bravely and you make sure your 
students know that you have them that they're safe. That this is going to work. And that you have their 
best interests in mind. And then you all get to figure out what it looks like. That may seem like a, kind of 
like I'm trying to avoid the question, but in fact, I've been asked this many, many times. And there's 
simply. I mean, you could probably name some best practices in terms of not lying to students. Being 
absolutely as transparent as you possibly can be about your teaching and why you're teaching that way, 
which means you have to understand your teaching. And why you're teaching that way. Which often has 
influences, all the way back when you were a child, the teaching you received also teaching that's 
expected from you, from the university, the kind of degree that you got. The torture of going through a 
PhD program and doing your dissertation. All of those things play into how you think teaching should 



happen and then talking to students about that being really transparent about that and making the 
decisions and why you make the decisions you make the classroom. I think being really just transparent. 
I think that's a best practice if there is one. In terms of, so, I just want to stop there actually. Any other 
questions about what I just said, or objections? Or, you can actually throw things with me because they 
won't hit me. [Laughter.] If you want. 

Luckey: I'm kind of curious, you talk in the front half of the book about LMSes and just sort of the, you 
know, infrastructure that that presents for better or worse. So when you were talking about kind of nuts 
and bolts things you do in an online environment, how have you negotiated the LMS, kind of the 
confines of an LMS environment? How do you circumvent it? 

Morris: Yeah, it's hard. You know what's interesting is that I find that when I design online courses, and I 
mostly use Canvas. I don't know what LMS you guys are accustomed to. But I actually design in very 
traditional instructional design methods but I do it in such a way that I open up lots of room. So I'll give 
you an example. First of all, I start off by thinking about a course as a narrative. I don't think about 
learning objectives, I think about the end of the story. Which may seem like different words for the 
same thing, but it actually is a very different sort of perspective when you look at it. So, within the 
course, then, I think of the course within the LMS, I think of it as a book. It's like a story that I'm telling. 
So I always start off with, with a bit of narrative about myself and about the course. And then as we're 
going through the material, there's more narrative about that. I might do this on video, I might do this in 
text, I might combine the two. And then I usually throw discussions in the middle of a unit so that people 
will have read a little bit of stuff and then we'll jump into a discussion about what they've read. And then 
we'll, there'll be a little bit more narrative after that. And then you get to the assignment at the end. And 
this is what you're going to be working on kind of thing. But it's very, I am a very “click next” kind of 
designer, which is very bizarre but that's just the truth. And the reason I do that is because then it feels 
like a book and you're turning pages, basically. And then what I do is I leave those pages, I don't pack 
those pages with all kinds of content that hyperlinks out to all kinds of different things. I saw this, I saw a 
course design recently that uses some kind of tabbing system inside of Canvas, where a single page can 
have tabs and I just thought, “What a nightmare.” As I looked at that page, I felt like, “Oh no, I have so 
much reading to do.” I like to keep it feeling like a, like you're turning, turning the pages of a book. And 
then I don't, like I said, don't pack it with lots of content. I let them do reading, I let them bring content 
in the discussions. I ask for knowledge production in the discussions, I don't ask for, that they regurgitate 
knowledge. I don't ask them to respond to each other. I just let that grow organically. So they do, they 
don't. And then what I usually do is they do a self-reflection or self-assessment about their participation 
in discussions. So I don't grade discussions, I don't grade anything, but, so, I don't grade the discussions. 
Instead I ask them to grade themselves in the discussion which gets them thinking about how important 
the discussion is to their learning. And then they start really participating like mad because they just like 
to talk to each other and it's their one chance to really talk to each other. So that's, it's really good that 
way. And that's, that's one...  

Luckey: And is the talking to each other typically in a discussion thread kind of format or do you 
[inaudible]?  

Morris: Yep. Yep. I also make myself available on Twitter. They always have my email address. You 
know, I always make sure that they can reach out to me in other ways if they want. I don't give my 
phone number, because I don't like talking on the phone. But I'm always good with email, so. But yeah, 



but I try to let the classroom be anchored in the ideas that we're trying to get across. But then be alive 
with their voices, rather than alive with my voice. I encourage a lot of, in Canvas I encourage video 
responses to discussions because I think it's so much more fun, you get such more authentic kinds of 
things coming back. I always respond to assignments, in Speed Grader I always respond to assignments 
by video. So they're not looking at a bunch of notes from me. And since they're not going to get a grade 
for me anyway, I just, you know, they get their feedback that way, plus then they can see my face and 
how delighted I am with what they did. So those are just some, I never I didn't give assessments. I don't 
do quizzes of any sort. I would rather they do their own self assessing of their work. So those are some 
things I guess that I do within the LMS. And, but I actually, for online, and I've taught online courses 
using WordPress and I've taught online courses using Twitter alone. Like Twitter, and that was it. And 
Slack. I've used Slack as well. And I actually, when it comes down to it, prefer the LMS for the kind of 
structure that it can give for everybody. And I just said that. And you recorded it and now I don't know 
how I feel about that. [Laughter.] But, um, but, but it does, it gives you a sense of place. Where Twitter 
is everywhere, Slack is a kind of place also, but it's different. This gives you a sense of place and context. 
Slack would be great for like a MOOC. Or, you know, an open online course that basically you're going to 
upload a bunch of documents, people are going to do it when they can. The other thing about the LMS 
along those lines, is it gives you sense of time. Because a certain amount of time is going to pass and you 
try to keep students together as you're going through the course. So there's some, there's some real 
benefits to the LMS as long as you don't let the LMS tell you how to teach and you instead, learn the 
LMS really well so you can teach the way you want to. And from there, I'm going to bridge actually into 
the other question, which was to what extent should pedagogues be involved in the development of 
digital tools. First of all, the word pedagogue is just so snobby. I don't really like using it. But at this 
point, I'm not actively teaching. So I guess I'd be a pedagogue. But I think the teacher should absolutely 
be involved in digital tools, in the creation of digital tools. I think that pedagogy should be considered in 
the development of digital tools because I think of pedagogy, I consider it very, very broadly. I think that 
all digital tools have a pedagogy to them. Right now, for example, you guys are on my full screen and I'm 
just this little dot in this little tiny screen up in the top. Which is nice because I can still see whether I 
look all right. And then I can really see more of your faces. And I made the choice, and Zoom lets me 
make the choice to enlarge just you guys so that I can see you better. Zoom is actually a really good tool 
pedagogically. There's a lot of different benefits to the tool. If you look at the LMS pedagogically, if you 
look at Slack pedagogically, these weren't tools that were even thinking about pedagogy when they 
were created. I just said that about the LMS. But. But they were, but you can always apply pedagogy to 
them. So even for example, there's a. I don't know if you know about Unsplash. You guys ever heard of 
Unsplash? Yeah. It's an amazing photo website so, you could actually bring it up right now. It's just 
Unsplash.com. It's really incredible. They have wonderful, beautiful photos and you just do like a single 
search term you get all these really beautiful photos and they're all Creative Commons license zero, so 
you don't have to attribute them if you don't want to, you can if you want to, but they're all up there for 
free use. But pedagogically, when you look at it from a critical pedagogy standpoint, there's a whole lot 
of white people on that site and not a lot of people of color. A lot of really young people and not a lot of 
old people. I look on that site and I think, well, there's a bunch of people, I'd like to be but I'm not. And 
so I can use, it's like looking through like a like a magazine of all like pretty people. And so you have to 
be conscious of that when, like for example, advising a student. Oh, you could use Unsplash for Creative 
Commons license zero images in your presentation or whatever. You have to conscious of that, you're 
not going to find a lot of people of color, you won't find a lot of representation of LGBTQ people. So 



being aware of that is important. So there's all these digital tools out there, and know, and there's, they 
all have a pedagogy that's baked into them. But, but very rarely were teachers ever involved in the 
creation of those tools. They're designed to sell. They're designed to sell, which is what the LMS is really 
designed to do as well. I think what it might look like. I worked at, I worked at Instructure for a year, the 
makers of Canvas, and they hired me because of who I was. And because I came to them as a 
"pedagogue." And they tried for a year to give me something to do within the company and they 
couldn't copy anything. And so I worked for a year, basically helping them with this and helping them 
with that and not, like sitting in on meetings and telling them about pedagogy and telling you about 
what's going to happen if you put this feature in, what's, you know. And no one listened, and it was fine 
they paid me really well. They had amazing benefits and I got lots of swag. And so then I left. I went to 
Middlebury College instead. Yeah. But. It looks interesting when you try to bring the two together 
because, because the mindsets are just different. On one side, they want to they want to collect data 
and they want to sell a product, and on the other side they want to teach and they want learning to 
happen. And those two things aren't actually as compatible as they think they are. So. 

Petrich: I do you want to jump in here. We're at about 1:15. Classes resume on campus at 1:30 so if 
anyone has somewhere they need to be I do want to keep track time. We are here until 1:30 if you have 
more questions … One of the things that I was curious about was the question about the exciting work 
happening at community colleges and how you collaborate with those institutions.  

Morris: So right now the way that I collaborate with community colleges is through Digital Pedagogy 
Lab. This year, for example, the lab offered 15 fellowships to people to come and we offer them to 
generally we offer them to, generally we offer them to marginalized voices, people who aren't normally 
heard from in academia. But this year. We also made a huge effort to bring Community College people 
in because so much work is being done there, and often community college teachers don't have the 
funding. Or they're adjunct and they don't they don't have any support from their institution. So we 
tried to offer fellowships for people to come to the Lab to be able to learn alongside people from all 
over the world. So that's, that's the primary way that I'm collaborating now. I'm about to change jobs 
and move from University of Mary Washington to the University of Colorado Denver and I don't know if 
you're familiar with CU Denver, but it sits on a campus with Metropolitan State College, or, Metropolitan 
State University. That's new. And Community College of Denver, they all share the same campus. So my 
hope is that by being there with them. I can actually do much more work with the community college 
system in Colorado. Because I just, I just believe so much in the community college mission. And I think 
it's so important that they get the kind of support they need. So anything that I can do to reach out. You 
know, is, I'll try. I'll do what I can. But I, but it's again it's hard. Community college teachers are way 
overworked, way underpaid, way under supported. So it's, it's actually difficult to bring them into 
conversation. I actually worked for the Service Employees International Union for about a year, trying to 
unionize adjuncts across the country and the biggest problem they had was that there's just no time. 
Adjuncts just don't have the time. So actually reaching out and working with folks is, can be a challenge. 
Yeah. 

Lund: If nobody else has anything. I'm the newbie, so I didn't want to take up anybody's time but I hear 
you've been saying about not grading their assignments and whatnot. At the end of course, what do you 
do? [Laughter.] How do you fulfill that responsibility or is it, are there no grades? We have a university, 
Evergreen? Evergreen, it does not assign grades. 



Morris: Oh, I love that. 

Lund: So I'm wondering what you do at the end of the course? 

Morris: Yeah, so that's another moment of transparency with students, is being able to tell them, well, 
you will, of course, receive a grade for this course. There's, you know, the university requires grades at 
the end of the at the end of the term. What, the way those grades are come to is primarily through self-
assessment. So students will do self-assessments a couple of times throughout the term and will, and 
that will be dialogic, we'll talk back and forth about what they're assessing. And if they grade themselves 
too high, if it's like, yeah, I get an A+. I'm perfect. We'll have that conversation about, well, you know, 
could you work harder here, could you work harder there. But what I find is actually most students 
assess themselves lower than they deserve, especially female students will always give themselves a 
lower grade than they think, than they actually deserve. And so usually I end up raising grades, rather 
than lowering grades when they do self-assessment. So then, you know, at that point then I can submit 
grades because the students have essentially graded themselves. 

Luckey: Do you have any, do you get pushback or receive pushback from administrators in that respect, 
especially in terms of the tenure process? 

Morris: So I'm lucky because I only have a Master's degree and I will never be up for tenure. And so I can 
do what I want to do without that sort of repercussion. On the other hand, my colleague Jesse Stommel 
is, has been in the tenure process before and has never run up against that in that process because he 
can he can point to exactly how the grades are come to. And, and it doesn't seem to be a problem. For 
myself, I tend to do, I, um, I do something and then I apologize for it later if I didn't, if someone is mad at 
me. I'd rather do what I think is right and then, and then have that conversation with the administration 
after if that's what, if that's what needs to happen. But that's, again, that's me. I can't ask everyone to 
take that kind of risk. But that's one of the things about critical pedagogy, is risk is sort of a, is an 
assumed quantity with the work that we do. 

Schaarschmidt: I have to apologize and to get going to get ready for my next meeting. But thank you. 

Morris: Yeah, thank you.  

Petrich: Thank you for coming, and for asking questions. In the last couple of minutes because there 
were people here who gave questions but couldn't come for the answers I wanted to see what we 
talked about and didn't from that list. 

Morris: Sure, sure.  

Petrich: Is there anything that struck you that you didn't get to, get to talk about yet? 

Morris: Yeah, I mean, actually, the, the question about experimentation and how we report back results, 
how we make that clear to, our colleagues, I think that, I'm a huge advocate of narrative research and 
reporting through narrative. And I think that that's I think that's actually an underused method for 
reporting our results. Writing about your teaching, writing about your classes and letting that sort of be 
the point of conversation. And there are ways to do that in a very sort of scholarly, very empirical way, if 
you will. And there's ways to do it in a much looser way, in sort of almost a personal narrative kind of 
fashion. But I think that that's actually, I think it's a really important way to begin the conversation 
around this, around critical pedagogy in particular because you can't just measure the quantitative 



results in critical pedagogy. It's so much more about where each those students is coming from. One of 
the things that I like about, for example, about asking students to do a self-assessment of their own 
participation in online course is that I find out who the quiet ones are. And they say, Well, I've been 
following the discussion. I just don't, I just don't know what to say. I don't know how to participate. And 
then I can have a one on one with them. And so quantitatively, it looks like they're failing, it looks like 
they're not participating at all. But if I look at their narrative of what, if I talk to them about it, then I get 
to see, and I don't force them into that discussion because their learning process may not be for that. 
But if I get to talk to them about it and then I can report on that and I can say, well look, I have students 
who are participating a lot but they're not showing up in the discussion board. So the LMS is not 
recording them as participating, but I know they're participating because they're reading everything, 
they're engaged, they have questions. And maybe they're engaging with just me, or they're emailing 
with another student or something is happening there. But, and the only way to sort of report that is 
through some sort of narrative. I mean, I could do numbers, I suppose. But, but it would, but it's still 
going to grounded in that conversation that we had. And I think that's, that's a really important, there's 
a there's a work by. Are you familiar with Sarah Goldrick-Rab? Yeah, she does a lot of work with food 
insecurity and housing insecurity among college students, and she has a book called Paying the Price. 
And it's, her work is based on narrative research. She interviews student after student after student 
after student about their housing insecurity and their food insecurity. And has come up with 
overwhelming numbers of how many, how many students are experiencing these problems. And it 
wouldn't, you couldn't get at that. Otherwise, because these students don't they show up in class and 
they're doing their work. You wouldn't know that they're starving. You wouldn't know that they're 
houseless. Until you sit down and talk to them. So I'm a, I'm a huge advocate of doing that sort of 
narrative research as a way of really exploring pedagogy.  

Petrich: One of my questions was that top one of, you're very aware that this book was built over time 
and that, you know people change their minds, they encounter new information, they shift and change 
in what they think about things. Can you think of any examples of how you manage that process of 
changing your mind, changing [inaudible].  

Morris: Well I mean, and in a way the book itself is a piece of narrative research because it's, it reflects a 
almost a decade worth of thinking about this stuff. And I think probably the clearest example that I have 
is that at some point in the book, I have an essay in there that talks about, that says the words, um, 
technology is neutral or digital technology is neutral, or something like that. That it's basically, it's in the 
hands of the user, that it's used in one way or another. It's not good or bad, in and of itself. And that's 
after many years of thinking about this. It's wrong. I think it's wrong. I was just flat out wrong. I was 
trying to be too Zen about it. The example being Turn It In, the plagiarism detection tool. That's, I once 
had a discussion with Jesse, where he said, yeah, that there's no good use for Turn It In. And I said, well I 
bet you could totally make a good use of Turn It In. But the problem is the way that Turn It In works, its 
very platform itself is, is, um. I'll just use the word corrupt because that's the word that comes to mind. 
Because it actually, it consumes student work as its basis, it wouldn't have a product if it weren't for 
students doing the work. And so even trying to use it in a positive way, even trying to use it as a learning 
moment about plagiarism and authorship, you're still making use of all of these students' work that was 
taken. That they didn't sign away, they didn't give Turn It In permission. Their teacher or their 
administration gave Turn It In permission to use their work as a database. And so yeah, so there's, as far 
as I can tell, there's, there's no good use for Turn It In and it's not an ideologically neutral tool, it is it's 



bent on a very specific kind of purpose. So I think that's one of the key sort of changes that I would say. 
There's an inaccuracy in the book, when I say that it's not it's not correct. 

Petrich: I really appreciate just the acknowledgement that our opinions and our points of view aren't 
static, you know, we're always responding to new developments. So thank you for that. 

Morris: Yeah, of course. 

Petrich: We're at 1:28. Does anyone have closing thoughts? 

Luckey: I'm curious about your, I did my graduate work at UC Denver. And I'm curious about your new 
role there. 

Morris: I will be a senior instructor in the Learning, Design, and Technology Program in the School of Ed. 
Yeah, so, and then I'll also be the Director of Digital Pedagogy Lab, which will be moving to UC Denver.  

Luckey: Oh great. I did online teaching there,  

Morris: Oh, cool. 

Luckey: through [inaudible] It wasn't a problem, necessarily, but I think it'll be great to have that. 

Morris: Yeah, the LRT program one that sort of being under sort of redevelopment and so I'll be part of 
the redevelopment of that as well. So it's gonna be exciting work of be really a lot of fun. 

Petrich: Well, thank you so much for joining us. And thank you all for coming. 

Various: Thank you. Thank you. Thanks again. [Chatter in room.] 

Morris: Thank you guys so much. Okay. Bye bye. 
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