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Foreword

Probably every reader of this book has had the experience of working on
some task in school that appeared to be little more than busy work at best,
and downright fraudulent learning at worst. Busy work usually involves
performing some meaningless task such as memorizing dates or names with
no consideration of the significance of these. Such tasks become fraudulent
when they are graded as though simply providing correct answers on an exam
where subject matter has no meaning to the learner becomes the criterion of
high achievement. Unfortunately, too much of school learning and school
testing falls into the category of fraudulent learning. In this book, Professor
Leahy seeks to show how educating can be truly significant, how it can be
authentic. Readers will see mirrored in the book many of their own learning
experiences that fail to meet the criteria for authenticity, and Leahy provides
a wealth of suggestions on how to transform educational events into truly
authentic educational events. He also shows the important role that feelings
and sharing feelings play in authentic educating.
Drawing on his background in philosophy, Leahy nicely summarizes key
philosophical ideas and shows the development of current constructivist
thinking. He builds on Gowin’s ideas including his Vee heuristic that serves
as a tool to understand better what it means to create knowledge. In authentic
educating the learner becomes a knowledge creator, invested in seeking the
meanings inherent in the materials studied.
Readers will find many of the ideas in this book clearly summarized
in concept maps, a knowledge representation tool created in our research
program at Cornell University. The reader is invited to build on the maps
presented and to construct her/his own concept maps to help take ownership
of the ideas presented. Numerous examples from the field of literature are
offered to illustrate how to transcend from gathering information to learning
v
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Foreword

from reading to the autonomous creation of personal meanings from readings.
Leahy cites Gowin’s definition that education changes the meaning of experience, and proceeds to provide guidance to teachers on how to help students
take charge of their meaning making and achieving personal growth toward
authenticity through authentic educating.
Another helpful feature of Leahy’s book is the many examples from his
own teaching, including examples of student’s work. These are presented
along with suggestions as to how your own teaching can encourage authentic
educating. This book will be a valuable addition to any teacher’s library,
and also to the library of any learner who seeks to find genuine significance
in learning, a kind of “felt significance” that not only makes learning more
successful but also more exciting. For all the education problems we face
in the challenging information age we are in, there are no simple solutions.
However, Leahy’s book helps to point the way we should seek to move if we
truly want to prepare our young people not only to be better learners, but also
to become citizens that seek to make a positive difference in this competitive,
complex world.
Joseph D. Novak
Professor Emeritus, Cornell University

Preface

This book is the product of almost forty years of teaching and writing about
education. When I started teaching back in the Sixties, there was interest in
having students think at high levels and to become effective citizens in a turbulent world. The need for high level thinking and authentic world citizens is
more crucial now than ever.
Over the years, I have been concerned to develop a theory of educating that
would encourage people to move toward fairness and justice in dealing with
themselves and others. Authenticity is that common denominator. Authenticity entails thinking about fairness and equality, feeling care for and intimacy
with others, and acting through dialogue to understand others and reciprocity to treat them fairly. Within the context of democratic values, movement
toward authenticity allows citizens of the world to overcome racism, sexism
and other biases with an aim toward creating a better world.
Authentic Educating describes methods that can be used in every discipline
and strategies that work in classrooms from elementary to graduate school.
Robert Leahy
DeLand, Florida
July 2008
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Chapter One

Introducing Authentic Educating

For as far back as I can remember I wanted to teach. Luckily, I met many
excellent teachers during my somewhat checkered academic career. Because
of their influence and example, I work to improve my teaching. In this book,
I explain my perspective as authentic educating. I write to those already
teaching, and those aspiring to teach, because individual teachers transform
American education—one life at a time.
When I was a kid, teachers seemed noble, and incredibly lucky. Teachers
were noble because they knew so many things and were eager to share. From
my kid’s perspective, they were lucky because they shared what excited
them, enjoyed how it excited their students, and were so well respected in our
town that they got paid. They were happily teaching and learning all day, in
a shared adventure with students.
For example, I remember making butter from cream by hand in Selma
Wassermann’s (1993, 2000, 2004) third grade class, back in 1955. I remember our class trip to tour the S.S. United States, then our ride around Manhattan Island on Circle Lines—where my mom, as one of several “class moms”,
was an enthusiastic chaperone for a group of energetic kids, first through the
narrow corridors of the cruise ship, then aboard the decks of the tour boat.
From the Circle Lines’ deck, as the guide narrated, we saw the Empire State
Building, Statue of Liberty, Greenwich Village, Brooklyn Bridge, and the
United Nations, with its expansive green lawn and rectangular and curved
architecture facing the East River. I was proud when the guide said it was
established in New York to work for world peace. Further north, we passed
Harlem, where I was born, and the Bronx, where I lived as a kid—until my
family moved to Levittown, Long Island, when I was in first grade and where
I attended school until graduating from high school in 1965.
1
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Over the years, I had varied success as a student. When I cared about the
curriculum, I succeeded. Generally, in courses where the curriculum was not
something I cared about, I performed poorly. But when I questioned the teacher’s attitude or aims, I learned my most valuable lessons. This happened in
classes from junior high school through college, but most memorably during
my doctorate at Cornell, in Norman Malcolm’s philosophy of mind seminar.
Malcolm (1971, 1984) was one of the most celebrated students of the analytic
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953, 1980)—the Cambridge professor
considered by many to be the greatest philosopher of the Twentieth Century.
Professor Malcolm was brilliant and intimidating in the classroom. He
controlled discussions with elegant arguments, artful questions, and merciless
rebuttals. Back in 1975, he seemed amused by my existentialist inclination
toward philosophy as a search for personal meaning, but irritated when I
claimed that the German existentialist Martin Heidegger (1962) was considered by many to be the greatest philosopher of the Twentieth Century. Heidegger’s ideas about authenticity and care interested me and made analytic philosophy seem pedantic and sterile, which I mentioned in class several times
to Malcolm’s annoyance. I learned a lot about a philosopher’s perspective
in Malcolm’s class, but clearly not much about what Malcolm wanted me to
learn. He recorded the only C on my Cornell transcript, with a comment about
how I seemed to pay attention, but did not understand philosophy. See what
I mean by a somewhat checkered academic career?
But when I think back to my early experiences and subsequent school successes, the picture I remember is one of sharing an adventure. My experiences
through the decades of the Fifties, Sixties, Seventies, Eighties and Nineties
and into the New Millennium convince me that what truly counts is the
educative relationship between teacher and student. I am writing this book
because I believe educational change starts with one teacher and one student
at a time in a mutual search for meaning.
One of my favorite teachers, D.B. Gowin defined teaching as sharing
meaning in his book Educating (1981). I was a graduate student in his philosophy of education seminar at Cornell while he was writing Educating.
I remember him saying that the one who shares doesn’t lose anything, but
the one who grasps the shared meaning gains immeasurably. His comment
about teaching as sharing meaning helped confirm my belief that teaching is
a noble profession. His emphasis on the inherent reciprocity between teacher
and learner was a clue to genuine teaching, teaching I experienced at various
times throughout my life, something key to authentic educating.
I developed authentic educating with elementary through graduate students
and classroom teachers for twenty-five years. This book describes the philosophical basis for authentic educating, particularly in Chapter 2. It contains
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my Educational Philosophy Inventory (Leahy 1996; Parkay and Stanford
1998) to assess one’s educational philosophy. Research indicates that many
teachers and aspiring teachers are philosophically supportive of authentic
educating. What excites me about authentic educating is working with students and teachers to help them understand concepts from mathematics, to
chemistry, to music and language arts in ways that engage them cognitively
and emotionally.
After graduating from college, as a science teacher, I was told to help
children think at high levels, as indicated in Bloom’s Taxonomy, but no one
had simple tools to help students do this. Concept maps and learning Vees
(Novak and Gowin 1984)—described in Chapters 3 and 4—are tools which
guide high level thinking. Not only are they applicable to science, but to every discipline. As described in Chapters 5 and 6, authentic educating gets students emotionally involved in reading literature, analyzing it, writing scripts
for plays that they videotape, then edit to demonstrate what they understand.
This requires them to work together to show movement of characters toward
authenticity in literature from The Velveteen Rabbit (1981), Charlotte’s Web
(1999), Oh, the Places You’ll Go (1990) to The Old Man and the Sea (1952),
Huckleberry Finn (1996) and I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings (1993).
Students learn the content of the novels, but also become the characters, and
work with each other to develop an understanding of their own movement
toward authenticity.
Through authentic educating, they learn to think at higher levels, care about
others, and interact in ways that enhance what Howard Gardner’s theory of
multiple intelligences (Eggen and Kauchak 2004) describes as intrapersonal
and interpersonal intelligence. Authentic educating helps students to learn on
their own and with others, to read and share literature, to interact in a panel
presentation format, and as individual presenters using various forms of technology. The value of authentic educating is that it leads toward meaningful educating and personal growth that students find challenging and worthwhile.
I sketched the concepts that form the foundation of my perspective in
Figure 1.1: Concept map for authentic educating. This concept map shows
the key concepts in a hierarchical network of meaning (Gowin 1981; Novak
and Gowin 1984). My philosophic perspective is related to existentialism and
progressivism. I explain these and several other contemporary philosophies
of education in detail in Chapter 2.
The principles summarized in the concept map are authentic educating:
1. emphasizes personal meaning and responsibility.
2. emphasizes democratic principles to reconstruct experience.
3. uses heuristic tools such as the concept map and learning Vee.
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Figure 1.1. Concept map for authentic educating.

4. is project oriented, including personal and academic products.
5. is guided by criteria of excellence regarding teaching, learning, curriculum
and governance.
6. aims to enhance growth toward authenticity.
The map emphasizes the importance of learning having personal meaning
for the student. What a student learns connects directly to what the student
knows; one learns new things in relation to past knowledge. For example, a
student’s knowledge about squares, triangles and circles forms a basis for
more sophisticated learning about various angle relationships in plane geometry. The teacher builds on what the student already knows. The student’s
task is to actively reorganize new meanings with past knowledge. In this way,
the student takes responsibility for learning what the teacher shares.
The existential perspective emphasizes personal meaning and responsibility. The progressive perspective emphasizes the importance of democratic
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principles, such as fairness, equality, and humane versus autocratic or harsh
treatment in the classroom. The aim is to help students reconstruct experience,
that is, to integrate new information with old to enhance problem solving, and
to understand how past knowledge connects with future experiences.
These two philosophic perspectives are used to develop educative events—
what teachers make happen in the classroom. Authentic educative events use
heuristic tools—also called learning tools—such as the concept map, that
identifies key concepts in a hierarchical network of meaning and shows relationships among concepts. The second tool is the learning Vee—also called
the knowledge or epistemological Vee, so named because of its shape—I use
one later in this chapter. The Vee shows the structure, both conceptually and
practically, of answers to focus questions in any discipline.
Authentic educative events are project oriented and include personal and
academic products. The projects entail students doing and making things.
Examples of personal products include: reaction papers, personal journals,
concept maps about personal issues, preparing and performing plays, and
Vee diagrams that demonstrate learning. Academic products include: essays,
term papers, field journals, exams, concept maps to summarize novels and
articles, panel presentations and discussions, and Vees. The educative events
are guided by criteria of excellence regarding teaching, learning, curriculum
and governance. In his theory of educating, Gowin summarizes a key event
of educating as “a teacher teaching meaningful materials to a student who
grasps the meaning of the materials under humane conditions of social control” (1981, 28).
As I develop authentic educating, I am concerned about the aims of educative events. This entails that one consider what Gowin calls the four commonplaces of educating: teaching, learning, curriculum and governance. These
commonplaces need to be considered whenever educating occurs. Educating
can occur in an informal setting, like a parent explaining to a child how to
set the dinner table for guests. The parent becomes the teacher, the child
the learner, appropriate placement of plates and silverware the curriculum,
and the parent child relationship the form of governance driving the event.
Or it can be the complex professional relationship of a teacher with a class
of undergraduate or graduate students discussing the topics, format, writing
process, and criteria for evaluation of a term paper. The aim of authentic
educating is to enhance growth toward authenticity: a personal attitude to
take responsibility for freedom and obligation, to integrate reason and emotion through dialogue, reciprocal recognition, intimacy, and caring as a moral
individual (Leahy 1994).
The concept map for authentic educating summarizes and guides this book.
To advocate authentic educating is to agree that America is culturally diverse,

6

Chapter One

and to believe in a spirit of respect and common ground within differences
such as gender, ethnicity, and religion. The aim is to create authentic relationships that resonate within the principles of democracy upon which this
country was founded. These principles of justice and fairness and concern
about human rights are contained in the Declaration of Independence and the
subsequent revisions of the United States Constitution.
In summary, by definition: authentic educating develops educative events
that enhance meaningful learning and growth toward authenticity.

THE CONCEPT OF AUTHENTICITY
The idea that education helps one to establish a voice is fundamental to authentic educating. The idea of voice is central to Carol Gilligan’s (1982) and
Mary Belenky’s (1986) work about women’s development. Charles Taylor
(1992) emphasized the importance of voice in his book about multiculturalism and political recognition, claiming that human identity is created through
dialogue with others. These dialogues are fruitful when they are authentic.
The following concept map, see Figure 1.2: Concept map for authenticity,
sketches authenticity in a way that connects it to Dewey’s and Gowin’s
theories about education. The concept of authenticity introduced here is
developed in the classroom by using characters from literature, then through
students assessing their own movement toward authenticity, as they interact
with the instructor and each other in classroom activities such as panel discussions, one-act plays, constructing and sharing reaction papers and research
papers, assessing their educational philosophy in the public schools through
field journals, and sharing personal journal experiences through concept
maps that assess their movement toward authenticity.
Authenticity is a personal attitude that aims to take responsibility for
choices that involve freedom and obligation. The authentic person views
freedom in two fundamental ways: causal and logical. Causal freedom implies that each person is not compelled or coerced to choose. One commits
to a choice because one is not simply a product of the environment. For
example, many of you reading this book selected teaching as a career from
among many possibilities. If the choice fits, you will continue to teach, if
not, you would choose another path. Logical freedom implies that the choice
an individual makes establishes the moral values in a situation; therefore, a
person is morally responsible for choices. By choosing to be a teacher, one
chooses to help students learn; helping others is a moral relationship. Authentic freedom in a democratic society means that people are responsible
for their choices.
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Figure 1.2. Concept map for authenticity.

The authentic person’s attitude toward freedom and obligation intervenes
upon his or her habitual dispositions, i.e. one’s everyday attitudes toward
life. Habits become routine, like brushing one’s teeth several times a day, or
placing one’s keys in a particular place to locate them easily. The habit of authenticity implies that one considers thinking about fairness and equality, that
one experiences feelings of care toward others that move toward intimacy—
development of emotional closeness with others—that one acts to engage
others in meaningful, honest dialogue to develop reciprocal relationships,
and that this integration of thinking, feeling and acting becomes routine, as a
significant aspect of one’s character.
To change a habit requires work. To move routine activities into new
awareness entails making changes in ways that freedom and obligation become problematic. For example, when a college student chooses to rent an
apartment after living for years at home or in a residence hall, there are many
choices that require new habits, like shopping for groceries, preparing meals,
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or sharing responsibilities for cleaning the apartment. This transition entails a
series of choices that reconfigure one’s sense of self.
Issues of freedom and obligation intervene upon one’s habits. However, in
order to change one’s habitual dispositions, thinking, feeling and acting are
key. Thinking has to do with the way we order ideas. It implies commitment
to constructing logical relationships among concepts and giving reasons for
our beliefs. One thinks with concepts and images. To be authentic, one must
think about fairness and equality. Fairness concerns the informal rules guiding relationships between individuals—formally, in the context of a social
contract that guides action in a democracy, fairness guides the meaning of
justice (Rawls 1971, 1993, 2001).
These formal rules are contained in what I call the Documents of Freedom and Obligation: the Declaration of Independence and the United States
Constitution. At first, our Founding Fathers did not extend their original selfevident truths graciously beyond All (white) men are created equal. Even
after the American Revolution, when the Declaration of Independence helped
guide the Constitution that took effect in 1789, “We the People” meant We
White Males and our White Male posterity. The addition of the Bill of Rights
in 1791 provided more protection for white males.
It took years before slaves and women were considered to merit fairness
in the formal male documents defining justice, and to have their rights written into the Constitution granting them justice in this society, a justice which
continues to evolve as various arguments about fairness are considered in the
courts and legislature. Early in our nation’s history, women and slaves were
not considered to merit equality. The lack of equality was based in part on
the belief of the Founding Fathers that women and slaves lacked the ability
to reason like white males (Tuana 1992). Therefore, they were denied a place
in the social contract; consequently, the original Documents of Freedom and
Obligation were inauthentic.
After the Civil War, in 1865 Amendment Thirteen freed slaves, but only
former male slaves received the right to vote in 1870, through Amendment
Fifteen. It took another fifty years, until 1920, for females to attain a voice
through Amendment Nineteen. Another fifty-one years later, with Amendment Twenty-six in 1971, the right to vote was lowered from age twenty-one
to eighteen, giving males and females the vote, which is a key aspect to developing an authentic voice in a democracy—or a classroom where students
should be allowed certain choices by vote. The relationship between fairness
on the individual level and justice on the social contract level is complex, as
can be seen in Rawls’ development of a theory of justice (1971, 1993, 2001).
But as thinking and feeling about equality change in a democracy, change in
the formal rules that define justice can move toward authenticity.
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Feeling accompanies thinking. Feelings central to authenticity are care
and intimacy. Care is primarily concerned with helping the other to grow
(Mayeroff 1971). For the philosopher Milton Mayeroff, one is most at home
in the world by caring and being cared for, hence, these feeling are central
to one’s life. As one grows in the ability to care, one also grows in ability
to achieve intimacy. In its most significant sense, intimacy is the ability to
express oneself honestly and accept the vulnerability it implies in reciprocal
relationships (Ferrara 1993).
Combining thinking about fairness and equality with feelings of care and
intimacy through dialogue and reciprocity leads toward authenticity. Authentic dialogue requires one to share thoughts about fairness and equality and
feelings of care and intimacy. Reciprocity entails that one acknowledges that
others have comparable commitment to their personal attitudes and deserve
mutual respect, and fair treatment. Therefore, through dialogue and reciprocity, as individuals share thoughts about fairness and equality and feelings of
care and intimacy, they develop authentic values. When thinking, feeling and
acting merge into authentic values, one feels the significance (Gowin 1981)
of this personal integration toward authenticity as one continues to develop
authentic relationships with others.
Grounding authentic educating with the concept of authenticity generates a
focus for valuable educating. The result is that the individual values authenticity. When thinking and feeling merge, one feels significance; for example,
think about taking your driving test to qualify for a license. Try to recall how
you felt when you learned that you passed; chances are, that moment, thinking about how a driver’s license would change your life merged with your
feelings of excitement when you learned that you passed the test and would
get a license. Gowin (1981, 43) calls the merging of thinking and feeling “felt
significance”—a key element to valuing something. To value authenticity,
one must learn that thoughts about fairness and equality, merging with feelings of intimacy and care develop through dialogue and reciprocity. Consider
a significant relationship in your life, and reflect on the aspects that make the
relationship significant. Think about how you treat the other person fairly
and equally, and how you care about the other and achieve intimacy through
dialogue and reciprocity—these are the keys to authentic educating.
In conjunction with the educational goals of Dewey and Gowin, authentic
educating emphasizes democratic values and personal meaning. For people
to develop ability to engage in authentic dialogues is crucial for enhancement
of American democracy. Therefore, authentic educating and the concept of
authenticity can be of value to aspiring teachers and teachers already in the
classroom who want to listen to students’ voices in our schools and prepare
them for significant lives in America’s future and as citizens of the world.

