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Introduction 

I would like to begin this report by expressing my sincere gratitude to STINT, the Department 

of Philosophy at Stockholm University, and Stockholm University as a whole for making my 

teaching sabbatical at Amherst College possible and providing me with such a valuable 

experience. 

Amherst College, one of the premier liberal arts institutions in the United States, is situated 

in the historic town of Amherst, Massachusetts. Founded in the early 19th century, the college 
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is celebrated for its rigorous academics, open curriculum, and commitment to cultivating 

independent inquiry across disciplines. The number of students is approximately 2000 and 

almost all students live on campus. Its close-knit academic environment, reflected in a low 

student–faculty ratio of approximately 7:1, provides exceptional opportunities for personalized 

mentorship and deep intellectual engagement. The school is very selective with an acceptance 

rate (for class of 2029) about 7%.  

Amherst College is a member of the Five College Consortium, an academic partnership 

that includes Smith College, Mount Holyoke College, Hampshire College, and the University 

of Massachusetts at Amherst. Through this consortium, students have access to a significantly 

expanded range of courses, libraries, and cultural events across all five campuses, while still 

benefiting from Amherst’s intimate residential setting. The consortium combines the strengths 

of a small liberal arts college with the resources and diversity of a large research university, 

enriching both the academic and social experience. 

During the fall semester of 2025, I joined the Department of Philosophy at Amherst College 

as a visiting STINT scholar to teach the course Environmental Philosophy, which is cross-listed 

between Philosophy and Environmental Studies. The course explored our impact of the 

environment. In recent decades, the pace of change has clearly accelerated. Many species face 

extinction, forests are disappearing, and toxic wastes and emissions continue to accumulate. 

People are being displaced, and even our climate is changing. These are all well-established 

scientific facts and the prospect of a general environmental calamity seems all too real. This 

sense of crisis has spurred intense and wide-ranging debate over what our proper relationship 

to nature should be. This was the focus of the course. Among the questions we explored was: 

What obligations, if any, do we have to non-human animals, to living organisms like trees, to 

ecosystems as a whole, and to future generations of humans? Do animals have rights we ought 

to respect? Is nature intrinsically valuable or merely a bundle of utilities for our benefit? Is there 

even a stable notion of “what is natural” that can be deployed in a workable environmental 

ethic? What obligations, if any, do we have to future generations? Can there be overpopulation 

and if so, how many should live on our planet? 
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Preparation and planning 

In early January, I made initial contact with Janet Tobin, the college’ STINT representative. 

After a brief email exchange, she arranged a Zoom meeting with the then-chair of the 

Philosophy Department, Joseph (Joe) Moore. Our discussions were highly productive, and we 

agreed to schedule a planning visit to Amherst in February. Around this time, Janet also kindly 

offered assistance in finding housing. Mare Alós, the department’s exceptionally kind and 

capable administrator, prepared a detailed itinerary for my visit. During the trip, I met with 

Janet, Joe, Mare and several other members of the department to discuss the content and 

structure of my upcoming course and to exchange ideas on the best ways to teach it. Although 

we discussed these ideas together, I ultimately taught the course entirely on my own. I also had 

the opportunity to sit in on one of Joe’s lectures, which gave me a valuable sense of the 

classroom atmosphere, Joe’s approach to teaching and student engagement.  

 During the visit, I also had the chance to meet my prospective landlord, who in the end did 

become my landlord. I rented the middle section of a large house located just a five-minute walk 

from the college. The arrangement was ideal, as it allowed me to avoid relying on a car for my 

daily commute, something I very much prefer. I purchased a bicycle for transportation as well 

as for exercise, which also made it possible to undertake longer cycling excursions around the 

Amherst area. 

 By the end of March, I needed to have the course materials finalized so that the department 

could ensure all readings were prepared for the students. Completing this was labor-intensive, 

but I was able to draw on earlier versions of the course and reuse some of my own materials. I 

had previously taught a related course at Stockholm University and had written a Swedish 

textbook on environmental ethics, both of which proved helpful in shaping the final syllabus. 

Colleagues in the department were kind enough to share their syllabi for inspiration and content. 

 During the spring, I ensured that I obtained the required visa (J1). The process was not 

particularly lengthy, but applicants should be prepared for a somewhat cumbersome online 

application system. 
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Tasks and responsibilities 

Teaching 

The fall semester began in early September with what is known as the “shop and drop” period. 

During the first two weeks (involving four sessions in total), students have the opportunity to 

attend several classes in order to gain first-hand experience of the course content, their fellow 

students, and the instructor before finalizing their enrollment. This made the initial period 

somewhat difficult to navigate, as I was uncertain whether new students might join after one or 

two sessions. In the end, the composition of the class remained stable throughout the period. 

 The students are typically between 18-19 years old and did not know each other before the 

course. This was perhaps part of an explanation why they were somewhat hesitant to answer or 

raise questions before the whole group and why, in the beginning of the course to get engaged 

discussions. The fact that most of the students had no experience in philosophy might also be 

part in the explanation. Over time this has changed and the students were in the end of the course 

much more talkative and outspoken. 

The course met twice a week, two 75-minutes sessions, on Thursdays and Tuesdays, 

totaling 26 sessions. Before each session I wanted the student to upload reading responses. I 

posted on Moodle (the college’s learning platform) a task, usually a question relating to the 

readings connected to the session and typically demanded that the students should outline an 

answer to that question. I typically commented each student’s response before class. That was 

a time-consuming practice but was of great value to students and for me. The students really 

had to engage with the readings for the upcoming session and were thus well prepared for it. 

The reading responses also gave me a good insight into student’s observations and 

understandings, problems they were struggling with and also the opportunity for me to address 

misunderstandings in class. 

 I typically began a session with a recap of the previous session and introduced the theme 

for the day. I often did that with reference to the students’ reading responses. Thereafter 

discussions and small groups followed by a joint discussion. After that I wrapped up the session 

with a summary. Although attendance at the seminars was not formally mandatory, I strongly 

encouraged students to participate and asked them to inform me in advance if they were unable 

to attend. Throughout the semester, attendance was close to complete. 
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 During the course, I assigned four tasks. The first assignment was not graded, as I did not 

want to add to the students’ academic pressure. Its purpose was simply to provide an initial 

understanding of philosophical methods, including informal logic and argument analysis, 

through a low-stakes assessment. The remaining three assignments were graded using the U.S. 

ten-point scale, with the students informed that greater emphasis would be placed on the later 

assignments. Each assignment was given a one-week completion window, and all included 

detailed instructions referencing specific sections of the readings, making it difficult for students 

to rely on AI tools to complete them. I gave detailed comments on the assignments, a time-

consuming practice, but highly appreciated by the students. 

 Grade inflation is an issue not only at Amherst but also at other highly regarded educational 

institutions in the United States. Students at Amherst are repeatedly told that they belong to an 

exceptionally talented cohort, which contributes to expectations of very high grades. At times I 

could feel the pressure from the students’ expectations as they returned to the question “What 

do I have to do in order to get an A?”. The grades that I finally gave the students were, I think, 

more or less in harmony with the grades typically given at the college. (This data is not yet 

available, at least not to me.) 

 

Office hours 

During the course I had two office hour sessions, one and a half hours each. This is an excellent 

opportunity for students to get very detailed hands-on feed-back on specific problems or 

questions that they have. It is also a great opportunity for me to learn what problems the students 

are struggling with and give me a good opportunity to address generalized versions of the 

problems in class. Not all students signed up for office hours which surprised me somewhat. 

 

Activities during the sabbatical 

While teaching was the primary focus of my sabbatical, I also engaged in a wide range of 

activities that enriched my experience and strengthened my connection to the college 

community. These activities extended beyond the classroom, encompassing cultural exchange, 

interdisciplinary collaboration, and community outreach. 
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 I delivered a lecture on teaching research ethics, centered on a newly published article that 

I and some European colleagues had authored. The lecture was attended by faculty and students 

from a variety of disciplines, resulting in a rich and diverse audience. The questions raised 

during the Q&A highlighted the intellectual curiosity of the college community, as participants 

explored connections between the lecture’s themes and their own areas of study. 

 At the college, there is an ongoing discussion about scientific openness and the role of 

open scientific inquiry in teaching and assignments, a debate that is particularly salient given 

the current political climate. I actively participated in a faculty seminar on this topic, which met 

four times during the fall and included participants from a diverse range of institutions. The 

seminar provided a valuable forum for exchanging ideas, exploring best practices, and 

discussing ways to integrate open science principles into pedagogy and classroom practice. My 

impression is that these challenges are currently more pronounced in the U.S., but they could 

well affect the Swedish educational system in the near future. 

 I attended several of the college’s numerous seminars, many of which featured guest 

lecturers who were alumni. These sessions offered opportunities to engage with speakers who 

drew on both their academic training at the college and their subsequent professional 

experience, providing broader context and practical perspectives that complemented the regular 

curriculum. The seminars were typically companied by nibbles and drinks, which helped foster 

an informal and engaging atmosphere. 

 

Important lessons 

I have seen firsthand how detailed, individualized feedback can significantly deepen student 

learning. During office hours, students frequently came to discuss my comments on their 

reading responses and written assignments. These conversations, though often no more than 

twenty minutes, created valuable opportunities to expand on my written remarks and connect 

them directly to each student’s specific questions and concerns. In this setting, I could clarify 

my reasoning, illustrate concepts more fully, and help students better understand how to 

strengthen their work. 

 Given that the students were consistently very well prepared for class, and considering the 

large number of sessions (26 in total), I adapted my teaching style from primarily delivering 



 7 

lectures to organizing a range of seminar formats with different purposes and levels of student 

participation. I found that these varied formats not only sustained engagement across the 

semester but also allowed students to develop a wider set of analytical and communicative 

skills. 

One particularly effective approach was to divide the class into subgroups with distinct 

roles. For example, one group would begin by presenting a central theory or argument from the 

assigned readings, focusing on the structure of the view and its key motivations. A second group 

was tasked with formulating objections either drawn from the text or developed through their 

own critical thinking. A third group then responded to these objections, offering 

counterarguments, clarifications, or revisions to strengthen the original position. 

In other sessions, I asked students to work in smaller breakout groups to identify underlying 

assumptions in an argument, compare competing interpretations of a passage, or develop 

thought experiments that tested a theory’s implications. Sometimes we held rotating “mini-

panels,” where each group briefly introduced a challenge to the reading and then fielded 

questions from their peers. These different formats encouraged students to approach the material 

from multiple angles. 

Across all these session types, the shift away from traditional lecturing fostered deeper 

engagement and more interactive learning. Students became more confident in articulating their 

ideas, more precise in evaluating arguments, and more comfortable responding spontaneously 

to critical questions. The dialogue format also allowed for productive interventions, such as 

posing targeted questions or requesting clarification, which further enriched the learning 

process. 

The pedagogical use of the reading responses is considerable. From a teacher’s perspective 

they give valuable insights into what the students’ find difficult and what they might have 

misunderstood. This gave me the opportunity to repeat, stress or correct in class. Since I also 

commented on each and every response, the students also got substantive feed-back twice a 

week over and above the comments I gave to their assignments. 

A particularly valuable aspect of my experience was entering a new country where I knew 

few people and did not speak the language as my mother tongue. While I managed social 

interactions without difficulty, there was nonetheless a sense of initial alienation. In this context, 
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Amherst College’s well-organized three-day orientation for new faculty was highly beneficial. 

It provided essential information about the college and its resources while creating opportunities 

for early social and professional connections, easing integration and making the experience 

socially enriching. 

 

Comparisons between host and home institution 

As indicated above, the students were exceptionally well prepared, far better than the typical 

students I teach at my home institution. At the same time, they were noticeably more hesitant 

to express their own judgments about theories, thought experiments, or questions. This 

reluctance, which was considerably greater than what I usually encounter, posed something of 

a pedagogical challenge, particularly at the start of the course. Over time, however, the students 

gradually loosened up and became more comfortable voicing their views. 

This hesitancy is, in fact, a well-known issue at the college and is often discussed as an 

institutional concern. One plausible explanation is that students are repeatedly told how talented 

they are and how competitive admission is, which may make them overly cautious, avoiding 

questions that might seem naïve or answers that might appear incorrect. Another possible factor 

is the broader political climate in the U.S. and the widespread use of various anonymous apps, 

which, according to colleagues at the college, can contribute to student caution by creating 

concern that their intelligence may be publicly questioned or that their political views could 

become known. 

The Department of Philosophy is small compared to the department of philosophy at 

Stockholm University. During my stay, it consisted of six philosophers (including myself) and 

an exceptionally helpful administrator. Department meetings were held regularly, typically one-

hour sessions about twice a month. Although some faculty members co-teach courses, there is 

relatively little collaboration beyond that, and there are no research seminars comparable to the 

regular higher seminars and colloquia at my home department at Stockholm University.  

Amherst College is very small compared to Stockholm University, yet it hosts an 

impressive number of seminars, presentations, and invited speakers that are directed at the 

faculty as a whole, rather than at any specific department, even though each seminar is formally 

sponsored by a department. Most of these seminars are also open to the public. 
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Faculty members are generally highly committed to teaching and take pride in the 

considerable effort they devote to their courses. Teaching quality is a central concern for the 

college, and course evaluations play a significant role in tenure considerations. Faculty 

members are also extremely supportive, and during the three-day orientation new faculty were 

explicitly encouraged to reach out to colleagues whenever they have questions or need 

guidance. The feeling of being attached to the college is strengthened by the fact that almost all 

student lives on campus. This sense of community is particularly evident during Homecoming, 

when alumni return to campus to watch the football game against rival Williams College, 

reconnect with former classmates, and support the college financially. Homecoming thus serves 

as a key opportunity to foster alumni loyalty, strengthen community ties, and encourage long-

term engagement. 

Amherst College demonstrates a strong sense of community, reflected in the courteous and 

cooperative interactions among faculty, staff, and students. Faculty exchange information and 

provide guidance, administrative staff respond efficiently and professionally, and students 

engage respectfully in academic and social contexts. This prevailing culture of civility and 

collaboration contributes to an inclusive and supportive institutional environment. By 

comparison, the sense of community or ‘belonging’ is comparatively less pronounced at 

Stockholm University. 

 

Recommendations 

I strongly recommend that STINT fellows undertake a planning trip, even if initial contact has 

already been made via email. Such a visit provides the opportunity to meet colleagues in person 

and to become acquainted with Amherst and the college. In my view, this early experience is 

particularly valuable for most fellows, as the final weeks of summer and the first weeks of 

teaching are typically busy and filled with both logistical and academic responsibilities. 

 I also recommend that STINT fellows take full advantage of the wide range of seminars 

the college offers. Attending these events provides opportunities to engage with faculty and 

visiting scholars across disciplines, stay informed about current research and teaching practices, 

and participate in the intellectual life of the college. Even if a seminar falls outside your 
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immediate field, it can offer valuable insights and foster connections that enhance both your 

fellowship and your broader academic perspective. 

If you plan to give a talk or presentation, it is advisable to schedule it during your planning 

visit. Many of the college’s seminars are booked well in advance, and arranging your talk early 

increases the likelihood that it can be included in the program. Planning the presentation during 

the visit also allows you to coordinate with colleagues, select an appropriate seminar, and 

receive guidance on timing and audience expectations. More generally, it is advisable to plan 

not only your own presentation but also other academic activities, social engagements, and any 

travel you hope to undertake, as the fall semester progresses quickly. 

 

Action plan 

There are many experiences that I would like to implement at my home institutions. At the 

individual level I would like to pick up on the practice with reading responses, at least in courses 

I teach that have a limited number of students. There are time considerations to bear in mind. It 

is somewhat harder to implement the dialogue, almost flipped-classroom style of teaching, since 

that presupposes that the students are very well prepared. 

 At my home department, collaboration among teachers is more developed than at Amherst, 

and I would like to emphasize to my colleagues how much I value this aspect of our work. Such 

cooperation not only serves as a form of quality assurance but is also intellectually stimulating 

and pedagogically enriching. The fika tradition is also something to stick to. 

 At the institutional level, I would encourage Stockholm University to ensure that newly 

appointed faculty undergo a coordinated onboarding process. Such a program offers multiple 

benefits: it fosters a sense of community among new colleagues, provides a safety net of support 

during the transition, and helps faculty navigate institutional structures and resources more 

effectively. For faculty who are new to Sweden, this is particularly valuable, as it can ease 

cultural and administrative challenges, promote smoother integration into both the department 

and the wider university community, and offer significant social benefits through early 

connections with peers.  

 

 


