
Using Imagery to Spark Active Learning



What will your students remember in five years?



David Braun’s Philosophy of Mind Class



John Searle’s Chinese Room Thought Experiment
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The key to good teaching…

tight organization… … but loose delivery



The key to good teaching…

Teach from the head… … heart and gut.
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Teaching Demonstration



http://www.npgprints.com/image/321039/
bassano-ltd-sir-william-david-ross

W. D. Ross: 
Ethical 
Intuitionist



“… INTUITION; by which I mean 
the mind’s survey of its own ideas, 
and the relations between them, 
and the notice it takes of what is or 
is not true and false, consistent 
and inconsistent, possible and 
impossible in the nature of things.  
It is to this… we owe our beliefs of 
self-evident truths.” –A Review of 
the Principal Questions in Morals 
(1758)

Portrait of Richard Price (1784) by Benjamin West

Richard Price



“We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain 
unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Declaration_of_Independence



Seneca Falls 
Convention 
(1848)

https://www.biography.com/news/seneca-falls-convention-leaders



convention 
motto



“All humans are 
created equal.”

Is that self-
evident?

boumenjapet©123rf.com



1.Either humankind is created or there is a plausible alternative 
explanation for the existence of humankind.

2.It is not the case that there is a plausible alternative explanation 
for the existence of humankind.

3.Therefore, humankind is created.



1.Either humankind is created or there is a plausible alternative 
explanation for the existence of humankind.

2.It is not the case that there is a plausible alternative explanation 
for the existence of humankind.

3.Therefore, humankind is created.
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Self-evident Claims

• not derived from other claims

not self-evident

If P, then Q

P                    

Therefore, Q



Is the second claim 
self-evident?  Why 
or why not?

Animal Farm (1954)



Self-evident Claims

• not derived from other claims
• not perceived as false by those who really understand them



Self-evident Claims

• not derived from other claims
• not perceived as false by those who really understand them
• instead, perceived as true by those who really understand them
• Example 1: No one can be more equal than another.
• Example 2: The fact that one has made a promise to do an action 

counts as a moral reason for doing that action.   



Why think that 
some claims are 
self-evident?



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Infinite_regress

Self-evident claims seem to be 
needed to avoid an infinite 
regress of justification.



http://www.iep.utm.edu/reid-act/

“All reasoning must be grounded on 
first principles.  This holds in moral 
reasoning, as in all other kinds... 
But, without such principles, we can 
no more establish any conclusions 
in morals, than we can build a castle 
in the air, without any foundation.” 
–Essays on the Active Powers of the 
Human Mind (1788) Thomas Reid



How did the use of imagery 
enhance the active learning 
component of this lesson?





Max Black (1909 – 1988)

Philosophy 
of Metaphor



“Man is a wolf.”



The wolf is an animal that has long been associated with 

danger, ferocity, and wildness. In many cultures, wolves have 

been feared and reviled as creatures of darkness and evil. 

However, wolves are also intelligent, loyal, and social animals 

that live in tight-knit family groups and work together to survive.

The comparison of humans to wolves highlights the duality of 

human nature. On the one hand, humans are capable of 

incredible acts of kindness, compassion, and altruism towards 

one another. On the other hand, humans are also capable of 

great violence, cruelty, and aggression, particularly towards 

those who are perceived as different or threatening.

ChatGPT’s response to a man-is-a-wolf metaphor prompt: 



A good metaphor “incites the hearer.”





What are the limitations of using the metaphor of a filter 
and/or a telescope to capture how metaphor works?

Filter                                                               Telescope



Suppose that I look at the night sky through a piece of 
heavily smoked glass on which certain lines have been 
left clear. I shall see only the stars that can be made to 
lie on the lines previously prepared upon the screen, and 
the stars I do see will be seen as organized by the 
screen’s structure. We can think of metaphor as such a 
screen….  -Max Black Models and Metaphors







Student Preparedness



A picture is worth a thousand words…



… but a thousand words is usually too many.





Strategy: Give your students prep work.



Prep work:

Assign videos & readings… … but also ask for deliverables.



The space between problem and solution is
the whetstone on which skills are sharpened.



Contrast what AI says about the topic 
with what is said in the video/reading.



It’s more efficient to filter and transform the 
ideas of prepared students by means of imagery.



Finding & Selecting Images





Two Common Problems 
with Free Images:

1. Pixilation (when blown up)  

2. Underrepresentation (of non-white-males)







Paid-For Photos = 
Better Inclusivity 



Selecting Images





3 Types of Problems:

1. Problems with an ideal solution

2. Problems with a small number of effective solutions

3. Problems prompting open-ended responses



Problems with 
an ideal solution



If there is a particular kind of solution at which you want your students to 

arrive, then 

(a) think of a word or phrase that captures the insight in question, 

(b) if the word or phrase would draw an abundance of irrelevant results, 

then substitute a synonym or alternate phrase, 

(c) if the word or phrase either refers to something especially abstract and 

you can think of a more concrete analog, then substitute the analog for the 

initial word or phrase, and 

(d) type the word or phrase into the search bar and chose an image from 

among the results.  



Data Structures
Stacks & Queues



“Create a counterexample 
to utilitarianism involving 
an insignificant decision.”

INSIGHT: An example in which the utility 
of the best option is only slightly higher 
than the utility of the second best option 
works best.

“Near tie” draws an abundance of 
necktie photos.

“Photo finish” works better.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj9-Yvl-_vYAhUQvFMKHXs5ANAQjRwIBw&url=http://alloveralbany.com/archive/2013/08/26/whoosh-by-a-nose&psig=AOvVaw0kcoD2MdxVJgs2tC7gmF3N&ust=1517273736714409


If no suitable image is available, then consider getting creative 
with an image that is available.



“Should we judge acts by their intentions or their results?”  No image was available for 
“forgetful assassin,” so I created an alternative-history example, in which John Wilkes Booth 
supplies a wake up call and, thus, prevents assassination by some other person at a later date.

Oops,
I forgot 
ammo.



Problems with a small # 
of effective solutions



Create a Collage  



“Create your own counterexample to Utilitarianism involving punishment.”

Insight 1: Disproportionate 
punishments might maximize utility. 

Insight 2: Punishing an innocent 
person might maximize utility.



Problems prompting 
open-ended responses



If the question or problem is open-ended, then think of a word or 
phrase that captures the question or problem and type the word or 
phrase into your search bar and chose an image from among the results.  



Make the unfamiliar familiar.





It is curious, but till that moment I had never 
realized what it means to destroy a healthy, 
conscious man. When I saw the prisoner step 
aside to avoid the puddle, I saw the mystery, 
the unspeakable wrongness, of cutting a life 
short when it is in full tide. This man was not 
dying, he was alive just as we were alive. 



All the organs of his body were working –
bowels digesting food, skin renewing itself, 
nails growing, tissues forming–all toiling away 
in solemn foolery…. He and we were a party of 
men walking together, seeing, hearing, feeling, 
understanding the same world; and in two 
minutes, with a sudden snap, one of us would 
be gone – one mind less, one world less.



Balance reason 
and emotion as 
resources.



Induce a perceptual experience of the problem.



Flipping the Script







PROBLEM 4: First, find or draw an image 

(not involving moving vehicles or burning 

buildings) that illustrates an important pro 

(pro, as in pros versus cons) of Ross’ moral 

pluralism. (Be sure that pluralism figures 

into the equation.) Second, explain how the 

image reveals that pro. Be creative in your 

choice.



Rule Out Top Google 
Images Search Results 



Call the Artists 
Up to the Board



PROBLEM 3: Dworkin draws conclusions 

about the morality of affirmative action on the 

basis of utilitarian reasons. First, find or draw 

an image that illustrates an important benefit 

of believing that affirmative action should be 

evaluated from a purely utilitarian point of 

view. Second, explain how the image reveals 

that benefit. Be creative in your choice.



I believe that this picture supports the morality of 
affirmative action based off the net utility that is 
provided to the minority community. Inspiration and 
belief is an amazing thing- having a role model and an 
example to strive for in life is an incredible gift, and I 
believe that affirmative action will promote that. 
Historically, people of ethnic minorities have not been 
able to see their race in high-powered jobs, which led to 
a reduced drive for those sort of jobs. When a minority 
reaches a high powered job, it is a historic moment, for 
example Jackie Robinson and Barack Obama. Because of 
affirmative action, one could inspire an entire generation 
of children to strive for higher goals and 
accomplishments, which to me, had a much higher 
utility than a white male getting a job.



PROBLEM 3: First, find or draw an image 

that illustrates an important benefit of 

Rawls' original position. Second, explain 

how the image reveals that benefit. Be 
creative in your choice.



…taking into consideration any possible situation which could bring about inequality 

or unfairness. One example is a kid being born in a wealthy family, while another is 

born in a poor one, and the wealthier child has a better chance of being successful. 

While in the original position you would try to create a society that would make sure 

that this situation does not happen and every child born will have an equal chance at 

life, which I believe is shown in this image where every racer starts at the same place 
and has a fair chance of being successful.



PROBLEM 4: First, find or draw an image 

(not specifically about drowning or 

responding to poverty) that illustrates an 

important benefit of believing Singer’s 

principle. Second, explain how the image 

reveals that benefit. Be creative in your 

choice.



The image I chose that shows a benefit of believing Singer’s principle 

is wearing a mask in public. This is a benefit because we are able to 

save other people’s lives by preventing the spread of COVID. By 

wearing the mask, we are taking a small precaution, but it is to help 

the greater good. We are sacrificing our personal freedoms, by 

wearing a mask. In return, the spread of COVID is greatly reduced. 

Though it can be an inconvenience, it helps the greater community. It 
is in our power to do what we can to prevent the spread.



PROBLEM 4: First, find or draw an image 

that illustrates an important pro (pro, as in 

pros versus cons) of using imagery to spark 

active learning in one’s classroom. Be 

creative in your choice.



Q & A


